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ABSTRACT

In the context of family instability, inadequate schooling,
masgive vouth © unemployment and severe residential
overcrowding, juvenile dalinguency became rampant in
Witwatersrand townships during the 1930s. By the mid 1940s

the "tsotsis", a criminal; male-dominated youth gang
subculture with its owi distinctively urban stwvle, ritual
and language, had entrenched itself =amonds. urfranised

township communities. Tsotsis angrily rejveved both
hegemonic white middle c¢lagss values and “the artunrently
acquiescent culture of their parents. Tsotsi style, which
drew hezvily on American cinema imagery, expressed a denial
of cultural consensus in urban society. Tsotsi gangs preyed
materially off township residents and distanced themselves
from pelitical activity or community affairs. However,
nraund 1959-80 tsotsis were attracted to tie radical,
machismo, aggressivaly anti-establishment politics of the
Pan-Africanist Congress. The subculturs dissolved during
the 19605 as a result of police crackdowns,; expanded state
schooling and improved employment opportunities for urban
- youth.
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INTRODUCTION

During thé late 1930s a distinctive youth gang subculture
emeﬁged amengst the permanently urbanised black population
of .the - Witwatersrand. The s=subculture arose against a
backdrop . .of massive youﬁh unemployment, grossly inadegquate
schooling and recreation facilities, unstable family units
and severe overcrowding in the fownships. Male youths took
to the streets and fdeveloped & “"city slicker" style with
its own distinctive codes of dressing, language, leisure
sctivity and criminality. Turing the war years the gangs
bacame a common feature of South African township life. In
the early 1940s these gangsters became known a&s "tsotsis”.
The word originally described a style of narrow-bottomed
‘trousers which became particularly popular amongst the
black urban youth during the 1940s. Gradually the
counotation of the word “roadened tec incorporate an entire
routh gang subculture. Tsotsi gangs became a nation-wide
phenomenoen in the urban aresas of Socuth Africa. In fact, it
would appear that duriag the 1940z and 19508 the majority

of permanently urbanised black youths in South Africa’s key



urban conglomerate, the Witwatersrand, were involved, to a

lesser or greater extent, in tsotsi sangs.

South African administrative records, newspapers,
autobiographies and works of fiction are cluttered witch
referendes, direct or oblique, .to the tsotsi phenomenon.
Yet, despite the prevalence of tsotsi gangs and the
prominence of the tsctsig in the %lack urban experience, no
systematic study of the tsot=si subculture has been
attempted in South African histericgraphy to date. Tsotsis

have heen treated persistently as a parasitic

lumpenproletarian ‘element peripheral to the processes of

industrialisation and black urbanisation. The only text
which deals directly with the tsotsi phencmenon is C.V,
Bothma's 1951 Masters thesis for Pretoria University.(1l)
Bothma's thesis, although essentially a linguistic study of
tyotsitaal, hag a useful descriptive section on subcultural
style, in additlon, Bothma attempted to explain the social
context of African youth gang formation in a Fairly
sensitive way. Nevertheless, zs s broader subcultural study
the thesis is altogether inadegquate, First, Bothma's work
was contemporary and sociological rather than historical
which makes i£ a useful historical resource but limits its
analytical sGope; the study is ultimately rather static
and, written while the subculture was only star ing to peak
in terms of prevalence, lacks an historically distanced
gverview. Second, Bothma’s study is limited to Pretoria

which in itself iz a legitimate focus but leaves the far
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more important urban centrs of the Witwatersrand
unexplored. It wy ~n the Rand that the subculture reached
its most powerfu. o.pression and where subcultural role
models were geneéated. Third, Bothma'’s study, while
providing useful empirical data, lacks any serious analysis
of subcultural style and fails te explore the crucial
class, generation and gender specific elements of the
subcultu&e. Fin:lly, and here again Bothma's work is
geveraely iimited by its contemporaneity, he dismisses
tsotsis as apolitical without serious analysis or
qualification. The study, of course, chranolﬁgically
precedes the nore overt politicisation of tsotsi youth

towards the end of the 1850s.

Although there are no other direct studie=s of the +tsotsi
subculture, part of the foundation for such a study has
been estsblished within South African scholarship. There
are four areas of scholarship which either touch cbliguely
on the tsotsi subeculture or provide useful clues in
establishing a ﬁethodalogical framework for such a study.
First, there iz a growing body of literature which
highlights gengration as a social cleavage and a tool of
analysis. Second, some work has been done aon the isgue of
juvenile delinguency on the Witwatersrand during the 1930s,
19408 and 1950s. Third, the distinctive tsotsi language,
tsotsitanl, has been the focus of a number pf local
linguistic studies. Fourth, several pieces fecusing on

African resistance politics during ithe 19508 and early



19608 have drawn attention to urban African youth as a

political comstituencry,

Generation as an analytic tool emerged in the discipline of
social anthroplaogy rather than history. Social
anthropeclogists have shown that generational hierarchy is
a key concept in underatanding the power structure of "pre-
capitalist™ societies.(2) aAge hierarchies were based on
elders controlling the system of bridewealth and, by
extension, the point of marriage and labour reproduction.
In 1970 Iona and Philip Mayer, in a more historical study
gtill based techhically within the discipline of social
anthroplogy, explored vyouth initistion in "Red" Xhosa
society.{3) They showed how young men were given a great
deal of freedom and were allowed to explore their sexuality
in fairly autonomous youth groups while simultanecusly
being socialised inte accepting traditional wvalues and
hierarchies., They also showed how youth initiation was
adaptad to the system of migrancy in the twentieth century.
In the same anthology La Fontein described an
extraordinarily prevalent vouth gang phenomenon which had
emerged in Kinshasa during the early days of Zalrean
independence,(4) Hewever, her article ig largely empirical
and fails to proeblemalise generation or analyse the dangs
in subcultural terms, In the 1980s South  African
revisionist historians have been influenced by this
anthropological approach. For example, Peter Delius and

wWilliam Belinart Yave incorporated & generational analysis
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in explaining patterns of migrancy in the Pedi and Pondo
gocieties respectively.{(f) While pointing ta.the historical
significance of generational cleavage in these African
societies, youth remains & peripheral concern in their
work. More recently, youth and generation have moved closer
to the centre stage in a nunber of histerical and
gociclogical texts. Paul la Hausse, for instance, has made
& study of the Amalaita, a migrant youth gang subculture
which emerged in Durban in the early twentieth century.{(6)
Fhil Bomnner, in a paper originally written in 1986 entitled
"Family, Crime and Political Consciousness on the East Rend
1939-1955", and mny own 1986 Honours dissertation,
"Students, Tsotsis and the Tongress Youth League 1944-
1955", begin to analyse tsﬁtsis #s a generation specifie
phenomenon. (7} In more contemporary wcrk,' Don Pinnock’s
superb sociological atudy of youth gaengs in the Cape
Pgninsula and Colin 3Bundy's 1986 paper on Cape youth
politics also draw on generation as a key analytic

concept.{8)

Ellen Hellman's 1939 Doctoral thesis, "Problems of Urban
Bantu Youth" deals extremely thoroughly with the socio-
econamies  context of Jjuvenile delinquency on the Rand.{2)}
Although the thesis provides crucial background . . ‘erial
for an analyzis of the following decades, nothing of
comparative depth and insight has been written dealing with
the 1940s and 1950s, Hellman herself attempted to update

her study in several unpublished memoranda during the 1950s



but failed to add anything of imporiance to her earlisr
work.{(10) Likewise; two doctoral theses dealing with South
African juvepile delingquency written respectively by W.W,J,
Kieser (University of Potchefstroomy, 1952) and L,¥. Freed
[Gniversity of <the Orange Free State, 1958) made ho

'significant advances in developing an understanding of the

hy
if

historiographically until Bonner revivéd the issue, along

issue{11) Juvenile delinguency was largely  ignored

[ oo ;
with some fresh insights, in his paper te which I alluded

earlier, "Family Crime and Political Consciousness".

C.V. Bothma’s 1951.;hesis was the.férst, and probably the
most c%ﬁprehensive.i to date, sﬁudy of tsotgitaal.
.Nevertheiess, the;éﬁahas beeh a revival of interest in the
subjact ameongst Ioégi lingui$t§€in the 18980g. Two axamples

of recent work ar¢ B.V. Khumalo's _Honours dissertation,

"Sources and Strucﬁures af Tsotsitéal“ iﬁni§ersity of the
Witwetersrand, 1$86) and C.T. Msimang’s 1987 article,
"Impact of Zulu on Tsotsitaal".{(1Z) All three linguists
ha;e _e&phasised that tsofsitaél energed az an Afrikaans/
bagad hyvbrid language spoken primarily amongst- urban‘
African yvouth and that the language operated as a symbal of
cultural identification, defining the "in~group' aﬁd “oute

group” .

The issue of urban youth politicisation on the Rand in the
1950s ;s}taukled directly in Bonner's "Family, Crime and
Pelitical Consciousness" and developed in my Honours

dissertaticen, "Students, Tsotsis and the Congress Youth



League”. The theme is also egxplored in the context of East
London in the early 1950s by Mager and Minckley in a 1990
History Workshop fpaper.{i?} Ail three studies begin to
focus onlthe relationship between political organisations
and an urbaf youith gang constituency. None, however, focus
on tha£ constituency with any real depth or attempt to
analyvse the cﬁlture of the gangs., Tom Lodge in his_doctoral

thesis on Pan-African Congress (PAC) insurrectionism and

Gail Gerhart in Black Power in South Africa both aliude to
the attraction of the PAC amongst urban youth.(1l4} Whereas
Lodge only touches on %tsotsis very indirectly, .Gerhart
argues explicitly that tsoﬁsia represented an -ﬁﬁéortant
constituency of the:fransvaal PAC. Nevertheless, both Lodge
aiw] Gerhart deal very cursorily with the issua.of tsotsis,
While acknowledging the importance of youth to Ehe_ PAC
support base, they neglect to analyse +that gouth
constituency it7ﬁlf.

i
\\
ki

Wheresas analysis of yquth ‘subculture is seriously
underdeveloped ;~¥Sauthern African historiography, there
are rich bodies éf British and American work on youth gang
subcultures.  With the possible exception of A.K. Cohen’s
ingsightful materiel produced in the 1850s (15), however,
the ‘merican studiess tend to concentrate on the individual
psyche of the juwenile_delinquent and underplay broader
gsocial conflict, particularly claas conflict, in American
gsociety. An important body of marxist histerical aad

gocioclogical work on British subcultures was developed at

if
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the Birmingham Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies
arcund the mid 1870s. The key text to emerge from this
school was Regsistapnce Through Rituals published' in 1876
and edited by Hall and Jefferson. Youth subeultures are
placed w1thin the confext of their parent working clas®

a

culture and the. widar social struggle for <ultural and

yxdenloglcal hegemony. Subcudtural style, it is argued in-

this -anthology, .ékpresses the frustration over material
deprivation through a denial o£ cultural' cdnsensus.v The
theﬁeé of this HLok are developed in a number of creative
pieces, most notably by Phil Cohen (1980), Mike: Brake
{1880)," Stevgn. .Humphrie; ..l1981) and Dick ilehdige
{15841}.(16} Despite '*obviaus material ana icultural
differences betwesn Brltaln ‘and South Africa, and deépite
its tendency to over-stress class at the etpense of other
%mportant cross-class qocial c%éhvages; this beody of

literature prav1des & ‘valuable theoretical startlng proint

for analysing South African urian vouth bubcultures.

Inevitably, in a thesis which veevs ?way from mainstream
history and deals with the experiences of ordinary people
on the ground, historical sources are scattered. There is

ﬁnlfhorough qfficial” documentation on the issue of tsotsis.

Neverthelesz, by yathering data from a diverse range of

sources it .has been pogaible to establizh a substantial
resource base. Although tsotsis were generally only dealt

with obliquely, the West Rand Administration Board 'kept

surprisingly eitensive documentation on Juvenils

w53
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delinguency, youth unemployment and township gangs. There
were also four government commissions between 1950 and 1962
which attached a great deal of importance to the tsotsi
issue.{17) Newspapers"and magazines proved to be an
importﬁnt gourace,; particularly those catering to a township

audience such as Bantu ¥orld, ﬁngéén Citv Post end Druyh,.

The features, news sections and letters. columns were filled .

with refereﬁcgs to tsotei gang activity. Independent social -

welfare institutions and associated individuals hivhlighted
the issue of urban African juvenile delinguency. thfoughout
yhe 1930s, 1940s and 19505. Useful materiﬁl could ﬁherefore
.be ‘gleaned from the South African In#titdte of Race
Relations-(SAIRR)-Cgllectien, the Jointdcouncii Collection,

the Ellen Hellman Papers, the Quintin Whyte Papers and the

Margaret Ballinger Papers, all housed in the William Cullen

Library, University of'thg Wit.atersrand. Autdbiographies
proved to be an invaluable historical source. Virtually
every puhliéhéd South  Africar  autobic :aphy  whih
incorporates experiences of the Rand in the 1940s and 1950s
huas some refereﬁce, often very substantial, Eo t;otsi
activity in the 1940s and 1950s.{18} This in itself

A a :
of the youth subcoulture in the day-

reflects the iﬁportance
to~day experience bf township residents. Tsotsis also
feature prominently  in South Affiéan' fiction, a source
which, if carefully used, can add texture to dn historical

reconstruction.

. o1
Finally, oral testimony provided s crucial supplement +to
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these written s=ources. It is beyond -the scope of this
\.introduction to elaborate on the problems and virtues of
oral testimony as a historivcael resource. Sulfice it to say
that, ; with adequate self-consciousness and caution (which
shoul& be exercised with any historical socurce), oral
evideﬂce is extremely useful, - in fact essential, for a
study of this ﬁature. No other source can compete in
revealing the .persanal q§tail aof Iihdividual experience,
personal fluctuations %gﬁconsciouéness or the interaction
of the 1individual wfkh wider socisty. I conducted

interviews with about twenty informants amongst whom were

ex-t&otsis, politicians, musicians, journalists and

Oxdinary township residents who had come into substantial
contact with‘t;e tsotsi subculture. My informants generally
lived in Sophiatown, Orlando or Alexandra for some part of
their 1@?&3 during the 1949s, 1950s or early 1560s. 1In
addition, I drew on seversl interviews which touched on my
own concerns conducted by fellow historians and about a
dozen interviews with ANC and PAC activists transcribed in

the Carter—Kariua Cellection.

The tsots£ subeulture was very muéh a generational
phénomendn; wjth few‘gxcaptions iﬁ.inccrporated only young
people from arcund the point of puberty until marriage. In
erder teo contextualise the subculture it is important. to
examine not only the material and social conditions of the

broader black urban working élass but algso the conditions

) i
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Witwatersrand during the 1940s and 195(s experiences such
as rampant unemployment, inadeguate schocling and excess
leisure time were excliusive to the youth; In Chapter Cne I
outline the socio-economic context of juvenile delinguency
and yputh gang formation on the Hancd from the mid 1930s
until the early 1660s. This involves a thorough examination
of family instability, black schooling, youth unemplovment

in the townships and the impact of influx control

implementation on urban youth.

In vVhap® r Two I turn more specifically to the tsotsi

'subculture" itself. 1 trace the origins of the sabculture

and explore thé relationships betwesen criminalit?, gang
membership and subcultural participation, I also attempt ito
guantify hoth the wider tsotsi subculture and the core gang

membership‘

In Chapter Three I draw heavily on British marxisc
subcultural theory to analyse tsotsi style and ritual and
plﬁce the tsotsi subculture within a context of the
struggle for-cultural hegemony. Al hough Ltsotsis directad a
great deal of anger against the socioc~economic and
political status qunf they distavced themselves from formal
political inVSlvaméht throughoul the 1940s aﬁd most of the
1850s., Nevertheless, once the concépt "political” s
nroadened to incorperate the cultursel and ideclogical
spheres, the enﬁire tsotsi subculture, I argue,

represented an important form of political rexistance.

11
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Subcultural style and ritual defined itself in antagonisnm
to hegemonice cultural norms. The subculture angrily denied
social consensus in a way that political resistance
- movements were unable and unwilling to do. Tsotsi youth
directed their anger not only at the symbols »f white power
and privilege but also at their parents; who they perceived
to be passive and acquiescent adherents of the consensus
cultuyﬁ. Tt fcilowed that tsotsis were anti-social members
of ﬁhe community and directed their criminal activity
primarily' at the easiest viectims, the township residents

themselves.

in Chaptephﬁfur I focus on the masculine identit& of the
taatsi sdﬁvilture. I argue that the subcuylture cannot be
fully uudersted&' withaut being subjected to a systematic
gender analysis. Although young women played an important
subordinate role within tsotsi gang life, the subeculture
was essentially a male one. I show that the exploration of
male sexuality was central to subcultural style and ritual.
I attempt to trace the origins of tseotsi sexual identity
and argue that there were important continulties between
traditional African youth  organisations and urban gang
formations. Like the traditional youth organisations,
tsoisi gangs invelved a separation of yvoung men from wider
soviety to explore their independence and masculinity.
Unlike traditional youth organisations, however, tisotsi
gangs were not regulated and contained by the community to

promote traditional wvalues and hierarchies. Tsotsis




systematically subverted generational hierarchy; parents
ware unable to regulate the gexual identity of urban youth
gangs or impose effective restraints upon their sexual
activity. Young women, who were invelved extensively in
domestic activity and had lesg leisvre time at their
digposal, were drawn inte the subculture on male terms, The
tsotsi subculture did not provide women with an avenue for
their own sexual expression; they tended to become the
.abjectified rewards and trophies for wmales whe had achieved

sucoess in terms_uf the subcultural masculine ldentit,.

In Chapter Five I examine the political conscicusness aof
tsotais. Although tsotsis mnade a powerful. political
stafement‘ through their style and rituel, in terms aof
formal resistance politics the subculture was essentially
apoliticél until the very late 1950s. The ANC, until it
adopted the armed struggle in the 1960s, recoiled from the
anti-socisl excesses and violence of the tsotsi youth, The
Congress Youth League’'s support amongst the youth was based
in the schools and universities. The tsotsis, in turn, were
not attracted to the ANC’s peaceful, lawful and regpectable
style of operating. The PAC, and the Africanist faction of
the ANC which preceded it, an the other hand, were willing
to take far more risks with organising the volatile and
undisgciplined tsotsi youth constituency. The PAC,
particularly in 1359-60, the two years it operated legally,
made an enormousg impact amongst the urban African youth.

The PAC, impatient with legal methods, %acitly advocated

13



violence and embraced a spirit of anti-establishment
machismo and aggression. All these elements struck a
responrsive chord with tsotsia. Although the majority of
its signed~up members were school students and educated,
often professional, urban Africans, the organisation
clearly penetrated the urban lumpen youth congtituency in a
way that the ANC had rarely done. Apart frem a few
scattered and individnal exceptions during the 18%50s,
tacisl youths became attracted to organise . political
oppnsition on a large scale only with the emergeice of the
PAC. Cef&ainly this was the case on the Witwatersrand and
in the Vaal Triangle., After the internal ANC and PAC were
banned and decimated by the state in the early 1960s a
steady .trickle of unemployed former tsotsis continued to
join Pogo and Mkhonto we Sizwe, the armed insurrectionist

wings of the PAC and ANC respectively.

I have chosen the early 1960s as a cut-off point for this
thesis because the tsotsi youth subculture gradually
dissolved during the first half of the 196Cs. The
distinctive siyle, the pattern of gang formation and,
perhaps most importantly, the generational element of the
subculture are all extinct. The term "tsotsi"™ in the modern
context has become toc open-ended to held any distinctive
gubcultural connotation. Between 1958 and 1962 the most
famous of the tLsotsi gangs on the Rand were broken up
through the Western Areas removals and massive police

crackdowns, In additiaon, two coinciding factors in the

14



1960s help to explain the dissolution of the subculture. On
the one hand, eccondary schooling under Bantu Education
started to expand significauntly providing, for the first
time, mass stholing for African adolescents; on the other
hand, the bdom econony of the 1960s partiallf offset
material deprivation and chronic urban youth unemployment
in the townships. By the late 19605 the schools; rather
than the streets, had become the most important point of

cohesion for African urban youth.

18
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CHAPTER ONE:

"THEIR PLAYGROUNDS ARE THE STREETS"
The Socio-economic context of Juvenile Delinquency on the
Witwatersrand 1935-1960 .

¥rom around the mid 19305; baefore the term "tsotsi" was in
unage, a cclearly identifiasble youth gang and Juvenile
delinguency "problem" began ﬁa emerge in the Witwatersrand
townships. In 1938 a conference on juvenile delinquency was
organised by the SAIPR and enthusiastically supported by
the thannesburg municipal authorities. The cbseﬁvationa
and analyses which emerged from the conference were taken
extremsly seéidusly by the local administrators but they
nevertheless failed +to implement effectively any of the
wide ranging recommendations. During the war years the
juvenile delinguency problem grew and the term "tsotsi”
took on cdmmon township usage. The term initially referred
to a specific youth subcultursl style but gradually widened
to incorporate urban juvenile delinguenis more generally.
Youth ganga, sonme of them extremely vieclent, proliferated,
By the late 1940s and throughout the 19508 Jjuvenile
delinquency and "tsotsiism" ﬁere out of control both on the
Witwatersrand and in other South African urban centres.

Juvenile delinquency was, and always has bean, a common
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prwblem in virtually every major urban centre throughout
the world., What made the situation unusual on the
Witwatersrand was the sheer size of the problem aiongst
urbanised African youth. In fact, the terms "juvenile
delinguency"”, "tsotsiism" @ and "youth" ‘thecanme almost
syhonomous in administrﬁtive Jargen. In the next chapter T
will trace the origins, define more carefully and make some
attempt f at qug?"?ﬁying and periodising the tsotsi
_ subcultufgson théhﬁgtwatersrand. Tn this chapter, however,

T will not focus on the subculture as such. Instead, I will

confine myself to establishing the broader sccip-economic”

context of the Africaﬂvjhvenile delingueney crisis ovn  the

Rand du;ing the 1940s and 1950s. An explanation for “this
crisis can be found in five key fébtars, eacﬁ of whi&h will
be examined in turn: ’
1} family instaebility and the breakdownshof generational
hierarchy; ’
21 inadequate schooling .and ear;y school léaving;

2} south unemployment;f%.

4} poverty, overcrowding and the shortage of social and

recraatinnal facilities;

5} pass laws and urban illegality.
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"wre long, we shall be ruled by our children in ocur own
homes"
- 8. B. Sibiya, Bantu Worid, Readers’ Forum
7 September 1948

From as early- as the mid 1830s one of the favourite
explaﬁations. for urde}African juvenile delinguency was
rban/rural discontinuity and social dislocation. This kind
of explanation was partisularly popular nét eonly anongst
Jogannesburg adninistrative officials and iberal social

welfare circles but alsoe amongst literate urban Africans

;uch as Advisory Board mqmbefs and the general Bantu World
readership. This eﬁplanakion tended to .romanticise and
simplify rural African saéiety and set up "the city" as its
evil ovposite. In rural society, it was argued, yoﬁths'were
socialized effectively. They were taughﬁ' respect for
”elders; they had a wide support network of extended family:
they accepted social laws and moral values and thus becanme
congtructive and integrated members of swciety. In the city
youths were exposed to a variety of "immoral™ influences
such as riime, prnstitution,\:irrespnnsible ¢cinema; in the
city youths of eighteen were ;Egistered as independent
édultg wha could marry and seek empigihent without parental
corgent; in tithe c¢ity youths lost aceess to wider kinship
support and socialisation networks as the nuclear family
replaced the extended family. Moreover, vouthg were better

adapted to the urban envirvonment than their parents. They
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tended to be more streetwise and were generally better
educated than their parents. In short, generational
hierarnhf was reaking down: the parents were losing
control, Without  parental control and effective
socialisation of youth inte society, it was argued,

Juvieile delinquency was inevitable,

Many older Bantu World readers looked back nostalgically at

the ordered pracolonial rural socisty. Take for example
Douglas Hbopa whe wrote to the newspaper in 19335:

Sir -~ In the olden days before the advent of Western
Civilisation, +the Bantu had a thorough control over
their c¢hildren. One never heard of Bantu youth
miSbEh '\f”i‘ugo . i
They had chiefs who ruled, there were laws and
customs which were ndot to be breken. Boys weave
trajned to be straight and truthful and be worthy
subjects to their chiefs to obey seniors and to fear
touching anything that would degrade them., Boyvs grew
“up to their manhood trying to abide by their customs
end laws... {1)

Althoﬁéh recognising the terrible inadequacy of e&ucation,
housing, health and.recreation facilities, a writer in 1938
emghasised the "moral breakdown" which accompanied the
ﬁvaﬁsition from rural to urpan society.(2) Yet another
wr%ter, in 1939, reminisced.abéut the "old customs" under
whiéh vouths were content ﬁnd controiled, The "present

ganaration af youth™, he lameuted, bad lost its respect for

the colder generation; their wvalues 'and morals were

degenerating. (34 Bantuzﬁurid itself emphasised this theme.
The following extracts from Bantu ¥orld editorial pades

between 1937 and 1940 illustrate thisg:
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re» Juvenile &elinquency is primarily, although not
altogether, a product of +town life and its main
incidence is urban... the temptations of youth are so
much wmore varied than those of the rural areas,(4)

++v On account of the lack of education facilitles,
thousands of boys and girls are growing wild in the
nidst of the dazzling splendour of Western
“Givilisation, with its picture and dance halls, its
lipsticks and cigarette smoking, its drinking parties
and gangstexs, Can such ignorant boys and girls,
living in the midst of such complicated - life, be
expected to cultivate the good qualities of the human
heart andgmind?{ﬁ) '

vra  Where is fjuvenilé &elinquency] going to satop?
Yet Juvenile delinauency is a new thing among the
African peoplea. It was unknown in the olden-time
tribal state. In the towns tribal life hus broken
down completely for the children at least.(8)

The white libersl social welfare organisations, such as the
Joint Council? and the Institute of Race Relatigns, tended
te adapi a more muiti-faceted explanation of the juvenile
2aelihqaenty"prublem. - The rural/urban adaptationr argument
was placed"_alﬁngside'dther more concrete socio-economic
factors. A J@int Couneil wmenmoramdum on the causes ‘bf
juvenile vagrancy and delinquency dating to the mid 1030s,
although giving equaT ~weight to early school- 1eav1ng and
?duthh unemployment, pilaced a gresat deal of empha313 on
"Lack of Parental Disciplihe”._ It was argued that in the
city rural contrnl maehanlama had broken down and that

rural parental behavzour Was 1ﬂanpropr1ate to the urban

envirﬁnment.t?} - Likewise, Elien Hellman, in her 1933

Doctoral thesis entitled Problems of Urhan Bantu Youth,
gave equal weight o the issues of youth anemployment,
early school-leaving and family probhlems arising from urban

dislocation., In rural tradition, she argued, relationships
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in the immediate family emphasise respect and obegdience and

do not encourage familiarity and confidence. But, although

'there is this stress on authority within the immeddiate

family,

the «<hild is subject not only te his parents but to
the wider body of relatives. Moreover, the parents do
net bear the sole responsibility -~f rearing the
child, but are assisted by their kindred. The
mafernal - relatives temper the severity of the
behaviour  patiern between parents and paternal
relatives and the child. These behaviouy patterns
complement each other. The child pars respect to

- those in authority over him; he has an putlet for his

- demandg for familiarity} and he receives respect from
those junior to. him. The whole tribal gystem appears

- to be balapced and to mest the full grange of the
child’'s needs.(8) .

She weht_qn to argue that extenged'kinéhﬁg networks had all

but ceased to function in the_urbagfcontext. ;o

h ) ‘ , y &

N If prelatives live nearby. +this 1s  usually

fortuitous, not designed., Urbar conditions, in which

a family has little choice but to take a vacant house

in "a-lpeation or a vacant room in a slum-yard, make

it almost impossible for relations te settle close
together.{3) - L

++vsv  The interdependence of the kinship group living
and vworking together in a homostesd no longer
exists... IfJespite the numerous exceptions which are
found, the individual family is the stock unit in
urban areas. It is an economic unit and very largely
independent of its &in for ~other purposes as
well.(10) ' C '

Hoilﬁ;n cbserved that u;han varent-child relatianéhips
Ay

remaiped Fairly cog&tantﬁ..Tha emphasis on deference and

abedience conbtinted despite the hugé shift in environment.,

The child's upbringingsT then, lacked the balance and the

crucial | outlets af L;trihal" family life. Childfeﬂ

canzequently  became unraly and ¢ rebelliocus. The parents?

diffievlty in diseciplining their children was exacerbated
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by parental absence from the home due to wage labour and
the @very real possibility of escﬁpe for children who _felt

they have been too severely dealt ith.(11)

The findings of the 1938 Juvenile Deliﬁquency Conference,
which was supported by both the_ Unien Social Welfare
Department and. the ‘ocal Johanneéburg Native Affairs

Dépﬁrtment, outlined four main causal factors for urban
i )
Africvan delinauency: poverty, inadequate housing, lack of

education and unstable families. The latter issue
incorporated urban/rural adjustmeht. The Nati?e Affairs
Commission of 1940, sponsored by the central Union Native
Affairs -Department {(NAD), picked up on the urban/rural
Iaﬂjustment issue -to strengthen its advecacy of tightened.
influx control .regulations. The uncontroalled drift cof
Africans tautﬁg“éiﬁkgs. the Commission argued, was at the
root of ?Ehgn deprav££?w

It dannot be denied that the bare human facts as
disclosed in the papers at the Conference need to be
more  widely known and their full implications
realiged, The increase in the number of cases of
Juvenile delinquency appearing before the Courts in
Jonanneshurg - an increase of 63.8% during the single
rear 1937/1338 ~ iz distinectly alarming; the
continual migration of the rural population t¢ the
towns  ~ in Jchannesbury an increase of 100.85%
between 1921 and 1936 - must, if continued, defent
every effort at amelioration; and the growth and
extensioh of the promigcuouns  society  which
Johannesburg is breeding up (sic) is a dreadful
reflection on our ¢ivilization: for it is a socisty
in which., in the abandonment of &ll tribal sanctians
and coupled with a corresponding failure to adopt
Christian standards of morality, the old Bantu
ebligations and affections and sanctity of family
life are complefely disappearing. An vadisciplined,
unmorel, lawless community is fast being . created,
wiich will become increasingly diffiecult to control

I
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with the years.(12)
The Commission’s straﬁegr. then, for dealing with the
growingﬁ'juvenile delinquency problem was to screen out all
Jjuveniles from the citiszs who did not have jobs or stable,
'.legal guardians. The South African Institute of Race
Relations was heavily critical of the Commigsion's
approach. In a memorandum replying to the Commission’s
draft report it pointéd out that the majority of cases of
juveniie delinguency caﬁe from amongst the more permanently
urbanised rathér than tﬁe recently urbanised section of the
African population., In other words, for the Commission’s
strategy to be effective, the government would have to cend
settled and legal urban residents back to the rural areas.

For the SAIRR the soliution to the problem lay rather in

upgrading urban facilities and improving standards of

living. Juvenile delinguency was not inevitable if the
”urban- standard of living was adequate; "delinquency is
fowestl. in those familigs vhere goed wages, & stabilised
family life, decent houéing and reguléﬁ school attendance
are 't% be-fqund." {13} In other words, Africans' could
adjust to urban life more effectively if their urban status
wvaere acknowledged and their needs taken seriously. Whereas
the NAD argued that Africans were inevitably rural people
whose lifestyle was inappropriate %o the c¢ity, Lliberal
aacial waifarists tended to ardue that social problems such
az Jjuvenile delinguency emerged out of sudden and harsh
processes of adjustment to the city and that solutions lTaw

in speaeding up rather than retarding that adjvstment.




Responding to the "natural protection™ of the war years,
South African industry continued te boom and Africans,
responding to labour needs, continued to pour intoc the
cities. Needless to say, urban fucilities, inadequate as
they were by the late 1830s, did not keep pace with the
urbkan influx. The conditions which gave rise to Jjuvenile
delinguency only intensified as state policy hovered in an
indecisive no-man’s~land _between  encouraging and
discouraging a settied urban African population. The urban
African population was allowéd to ex&and but  little was
done to cater io its needs. There were chrpnic shortages,
particularly in housing and education. Under these
conditions juvenile delinquency was nurtured and encouraged
more than ever before but as a social issue it seemed to
fade intoe the backgro&gd ags the war effort took precedence
over most internal social issues. The problems, of course,
had not gone away and by the late 1940s Juvenile
delinquency made a dramatic "comeback". Arcund 1949-50 the
tasue flooded back into the public consciousnass., Advisory
Beard members constantly highlighted delinguent youth; the
Inter-departmental Inquiry inta Native Juvenile
Unenplovment waé appointed under S.P. Viljoen; sncial
welfarists organised another conference., Although more
concrete factors such as youth unempleyment and inadequate
education started to take cenﬁfe stage in explaining the
growing crisis, the urban/rural adjustment argument

continued to be popular., For instance, in a Joint Advisory




Board memorandum drawn up in November 1950 by, amongst
others, R.V. Selope Thema, P.R. Vundla and Paul Mosaka, the
"disruption of modern industrial society” wag seen as the
crucial context to township crime..

it has substituted a money ecoromy for the cattle
ceconcmy of the African; it has broken down tribal
solidarity with its social =sanctions; it has
undermined the sauthority of the chief and of the
parents; it has accorded a freedowm to women and
~children which is espressing itself by a challenge to
anthority.

The writers then went on to say that the government had not
allowed a viable urban social alternative to emerge.
Despite massive urbanisation, "especially following the
1913 Land Act", the government refused to recognise
Africans as urban citizens and hence had taken no care over
the African urban environment.(14) The Viljeen Report which
came out in 1951 also pointed to an absence of tribel youth
control mechanisms which both kept yrouth "in their place”
and imbued them with a sense of socilal responsibility.(15)
%llen Helliman,in a gspeech to the SAIRR in 1951, reiterated
many of the points she had made in her 1939 thesis. Again
she emphasised the "difficulties of adjustment"” during a
period of "intengive cultnrs contact” as Africans shifted
from a rural to an urban environment.
But difficulties of adjustment no less significant
than those due to change from country to town are
those which arise out of the juxta-peostion of Bantu
and Western cultures, the carry-over sf Bantu forms
uns1ited to the prevailing Western way of life and
partial acculturation.
s« Urban African children have to forego the
interest, love, rewards and punishments handed out by

a wide circle of relatives in the country. The
majority do not pass  throush the initiation




ceremonies which, under tribal conditions, play a
large part in awakening a sensg of social
responsibility.{18)

Inevitably, many established attitudes and expectations

drifted through from the rural environment which were

inappropriate to the urban environment. Nevertheiess,

arguments which concentrats on material urban conditions
are mare illuminating in explaining urban Jjuvenile "mal-
adjustment”. What is important is not so much the
rural/urban adjustment per se as ihe urban conditions ﬁnder
which that "adjustment” took. place. In examining the
breakdown in_family securiﬁy and generational hierarchy, it
iz erucial to focus on the sheer instability of the urban
African family throughout the 1930s, 40s and 50s. Family
instability was by no means a necessary urban condition; it

must be explored and explained in its own right.

Several factors accounted for the extraordinary instability
of urb&h African familiies, First, African workers were
generally unskilled which engured a high job tfturnover.
Workers were constantly on the move losking for new or
better pail jobs. Second, the migrant labour system and the
implementation of pass laws often broke up family units.
Third, there was a disproportionately large population of

males to females,

There was a clear correlation betwsen family instability
and Juvenile delinguency; children of unstable families

received virtuslly ho supervision or guidance. Thesze
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c¢hildren, particularly the male c¢hildren, had an enormous
amount of free time to roam the streets. Teenage girls
tender to be drawn more effectively into housework and many
were already mothers.{17) In a study of family lives of 87
Diepkloof Reformatory inmates during the mid 1830s, it was
found that only about cne third came from a home with both
mother and father present. 54 of the 87 belonged to

gangs.{18) A Bantu World editorial in September 1837 argued

that, along with general poverty, the Lkey reason feor
delinquency was the insecurity of the "Native Family" in
the .tqwns.(19} In a study of Juvenile Court statistics in
1839 it was found that, of the 900 cases handled by the
Probatinn Office, about 40% had one or both parents
deceased and fully one third of the total lived completelr
ihdependently of parents or guardians.(20) The Juvenile
Court generally dsalt with children of 18 or younger and

oceasionally stretched their ade limit te 20 year-olds.

The rate of illegitimacy was extremely high throughout the
Kand townships., Eilen Hellman, in a study of 216 sanple
townspip families in 1839, found that roughly 34% of the
families numbered illegitimate children amongst the family
group or were "irrvegular” in that the parents were not
married.{21) At a social welfare conference in September
1944 a welfare worker, Mr Radebe from Orlando, stressed the
need to stabilise the home environment of the urban aAfrican
family if Juvenile delinguency were to be effectively

combatied. He estimated that 80 to 70% of Orlandeo rvesidents



had not entered into a form of marriage.(22) The Viljoen
Report of 1861 expressed concern about the effects of
illegitimacy on children:
It would seemn that the majority of Native children
born in the urban areas are illegitimate, & potent
foerce undermining parental controel and weakening
disciplinary Fforeces which are s¢o necesssary to the
maintenance of a stable society.{23)
Illegitimacy, however, was not neceszarily the problem.
Officially consecrakted marriages were often as unstable as
casual unions. Conversely, informal unions occasionally led
to fairly steble families.(24) Technical legitimacy was

less important than family stability ih so far as it

affeetéd children.

Township children, whether legitimate or illegitimate, were
largely free of parental controls. Parents, even if they
retained a commitment to their children, were usually at
work all day. Wages for unskilled African male workers were
invariably inadequate to support a family in Johannesburg.
The result was that wives had to sgeek 8 supplementary
income, whether through formal or informal means. The SAIRR
emphasised that wage l-vels were related to family
gtability., If the father caiued enough, the institute
researchers argued, mothers would stay at home and be able
to keep a much tighter rein on their children. "The absence
of the mother from any home is a menace to the well-being
af the children of that home... "{25)}, Even in stable
families,. then, children remained virtually unsupervised

throughout the day.{26}) It was not surprizing, therefors,
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that «rreet gangs became a major counter-attraction to

family life.

One of the key targetz of blame for Jjuvenile delinau ncy.
particularly in the pre-war period, was independent African
women, {27} Laocal Johannesburg administrators, liberal
social welfarists and respectable literate African males
saw the lissue of family instability as helng inevitably
intertwined with the inter-related issues of ¥+ er brewing,
prostitution and "loose" and independent wemen. Beer
brewing encouraged delinguency, it was argued, because it
exposed children to "immorzl" and illegal activities from
an esarly age and because it gave women independence which,
by extension, destabilised families. On the subject of beer
breving “and other illicit occupations of mothers to
supplement family income”. a Joint Council memorandum in
the mid 1830Cs commented: “This, of course, means not cnly
neglect, but the children’s early familiarity with society
as an 2nemy and the law as something to be broken rather
than to be maintained in the common interest ... (Z28)
Graham Ballenden, the Manager of the Johannesbhurg Non-
Furopean Arfairs Department {(NEADR)}, made a similar
observation in 18411
It 1is so frequently alleged that the children of
wagherwonen who go out te work are +the chief
delinguents ... My owa impression is more often than
not they are imbued with the spirit of industry of
their parents. Children who are more likely to appsar
in the Jjuvenile courts are these of the illicit
Cliguor brewing mother who remains home and uses the
children as ‘touts',(29; : :

Their opinions were, of course, informed by a network of
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sexual and "western civilized" prejudices. There was no
proven connection between beer brewing and delinguency. If
anything, a beer brewing mother was ecobably more able to
give her children attention than other working mothers
because she tended to work from home. But these linkages
remazined stropg in the minds of many male observers. An
sxcellent example can be found in a 1938 Bantu Werld

editorial. The editorial raises the issue of "old custoas”

_undermined and discerded with the advent of westeran

civilization.

But nething was done by those who urged fer their
abarndonment te replace them by such methods as would
have ensured the security of our family lifée and the
gafety of our youth. Instead wameh were given tu
understand that in the eyes of God they were the
equal of men and could do as they liked; children
were made to understand that as scon as they became
of age they were no longer under parental control ...

"Poverty§ has drivea many women - some of them
trespectable’ members of our well kpown churches - to
the selling of illicit liguor in order to supriement
the mneagre =arnings of their husbands., But in the
sourse of time this awful business briangs family
guarrels which eventually lead to separation, because
women have discovered that by selling liguor they can
become economically independent of men’sa
controls.{30)

The issue of African urban family instability wizc clouded
by a whole range of administrative and cultural prejudices.

Often it becomes extremely difficult to determine where

“ideology and prejudice end and wvalid social causality

begins, NKevertheless, one concrete causal fachor ssems to
emerge from all this: urban Africen children wers
drastically lacking in parental and kinghip supervisian,

Their time was largely unmonitored and they were genes. 1y
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given little emotional or material security in the bhome
environment ., Juvenile gangs, which were invelved in various
degrees of e¢riminal activity, provided an obvious

alternative locus for emetinnal and material suprvort.

Tn  the crowdzd gtreets of Sophintown, Newcelare and
the native townghips and lecations, over 10 (00
native children are running wild. There are no
schonls to accommedate them; for the schools - such
as they are - are filled to overflowing., They are ihe
adults of the future, bhnt their chance of becoming
reasonably  decent, law-abiding citizens is slendsr.
Their playgirounds are the streats - among cars, capts
and the mized traffic of th~ native guarters ...

- The Star. editorial,
16 Novembepr 1338

Ng country can expect o be free from crime when it
gpends proportionately such a small amount om  the
education of one geetion of its chi'dren as SBcath
Africa does, When 60 to 63 per cent. of African
children of school-going age in the towns are unable
to go to school through lack of accommedation, it
mist be o¢lear that they are merely be .ng qualified teo
bevome Jjuvenile delinguents sud later gaolbirds -
simply because society has neglected them and does
not  try te discipline them or create a social
environmett conducive to happy, useful citizenshin

~ Dr A,B, Xuma, address to ANC

‘renference, DBloemfontein,
December 1845 (31)

Throughout the 1930s, 1940% and 1950s roughly two-thirds of
African children of achoelgeing age on the Reef did not

attend schaol. S8chool shortages and non-attendance staried



to capture public attention around the mid 1930a. In early
1835 the City Mansger, Graham Ballenden, released schooling
figures for the narrower Johannesburg area which provoked
editorials in both The Star and Bantu World. At this stage,
there were officially 8 (00 African childfen without
education in Johanneshurg. The newspapers feared that the
problem would get bigger and noted that youths ware
incfeasingly attracted to gangavtaz} At a meeting of the
Johannesburg Joint Gouncfl '_Committee nﬁ Juvenilg
Delinguency in August 1937 similar figures were dquoted.
They estimated thét 8 000 Africen children in Johauneshurg
between the ages of 7 and 16 weyre uot attending echaol.,
nly 10t¥ #ere in  schools. The committes o¢alled for
sufficien% compulsory schooling.(33) The figures were even
more alarming when extended ta the whele of the
Witwétersraud; In April) and November 1937 Bantu World ran
feature articles on the African schools shortage on the
Reef under” the respective headlines "No Schooling for
B0 000 Boys™ and "72 000 Children @rowing Wild", The
Novenber aﬁticle went on to say that "from reliable soﬁrces
we learn that oq_the Reef alone there are 90 000 Native
children of schgblgoing age of'whnm anly 18 000 are in
school ~ and practically every schaool iélnvercrowded”. Tﬁe
articles drew attention to the drastiezlly inadequate
schooling facilities for African children as well as the
massive and growing population of "idle, loitering”
vouths. {34} TIn October 1938 the Unien Secretary for Social

wWelfare, Ur L. van Schalkwyk, admitted that only about 40%

i
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aof African children went to school and that the provisions
for schooling were "utterly inadequate".(35) In October

1938 Bantu World again editorialised the issue of youth

"lawlessness”., The newspaper gave the figure of 63% nan-
school éttendance for the Johannesburg municipal area and
agrgued thait these children were'"therefdre a paténtial
.ﬁehacé tu.socie{y". The editorial explicitly linked the
iesues of Africaa school shortages with the emergence - of

“organised African youths who attack and rob blacks and

whites alike”.(SB} The Bantu Woarld figures corresponded
fairly closely to "Ellen Hellman's figures in her ﬁrbag

Bantu Youth. Hellman examined 12 sample schools, which

accounted for rrdughly half the total of AYvican school
children oﬁ the Rﬁnd. There were 7 814 ehildren attending
tgese snhoolé.{37} If we mcoept the total'figure.af 30 000
African children of schaqlgoing age on the Rand the hon-
attendance figure is well over H0%. An important additional
element of_ Hellman’s study showed that scheool attendaﬁce
was clustered in the lower graﬂes. 54% of the total number
af schoolchildren in her sample were in tﬁe two - sub-
standards. RHeughly 10% were bevond Standard Four and only a
meagre 3,8% were in Standard Six and: above . {38)
Teanagers, then, wefe more seriously neglected than youngér
children., In Octaher'lgdﬁﬁWiifred'Parker. the Rishop of
Pretoria." cdﬁmented that it wag surpriszsing tﬁat Juvenile
del ingusney  was not. even worse than it was  given the

appallingly low gchool aitendance figures. Educgtion, he



insisted, was necessary to combat juvenile delinquency and
this would have to involve state intervention in African
schooling as migsion-run schools were hopelassly
ingufficient and ill-equipped.{(39) By 1949, Hellman
calculated, roughly 42% of African children of shoolgoing
age nation-wide attended school. She considered this figure
to be critically low although it represented a significant
increass in per centsage terms_from the 1936 figure of

26%.(40) It should also be noted that in oversall numbers

"this more than likely left as many children as ever without

schosling in rapidly expanding urban centres such as the

Witwatersrand. What is. more, according to Hellman's
figures, 5§1% of schoolgoers were in the substandards and

only 2,7% were pﬁst Standard Six.{41)

It is particularly important to focus on secondary as

opposed to primary school sattendance because juvenile

delinguency WaS a problem primariiy, though not

oxclusively, of adolescence. This view was certainly
supported by the Riots Commission of 1988:

The major problem in regard to urban African  youths
centres in effecting their transition from school to
employment without permitting an intervening period
of idleness: for there appears to be widespread
evidence thaet in the period, roughly from the age of
14 to 18 years, marked deterioration sets in.

The normal process in a modern society is for young
peaple to remain at school until at  least the
legally enjoined school~-leaving age, usually 18
years, and then teo take up employment. This is not
the normal process among Africans. There is no
compulsory schooling.

* ¢+ The natural result of these conditions ig the
existence in the townships of a ¢lan of native youths
who are .idle, uneducated, ‘unused to work and
disinclined to epter regular employment, and it is,
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of c©ourse, from such a class that the isotsl gangs
are likely to drawv their recruits.(d2)

Since secondary school included Standards Five.tq Ten, it
'iél safe Lo assume that very few primary school children
were more than sixteen years old and the majority were
fourteen and ydunger. In 1882, tge average age for ';n
sfrican Standard Four pupil was 13-and-a-half and 1i-and-a-
half for a Standard Five.(43) 1In the year {919 oniy 6 533
chiidren attended secondary sch;ol on the Rand and in
Praforia. Roughly 10% of African sc&alérs were high school
students, School' attendance dropped off rapidiy . in each
progressive year of sbhonliné; thefe wgéé 18 478 Sub A&
pupils, 10 €99 &ub B pupils, down toﬁﬁf770 Standard Five
pupils. There were anly 820 Standard;Seven pupils and 83
matriculants, (44) I have no co;par#tlve figures for the
1950s. However, .it’ is Ilkely tmgt the secondary school
figure of B 533 remaxn@d fa1rlw stable throuchout the
dgcaﬂe despite the 1ntreductiaﬁfof Baptu Education in the
. mfﬁ 1930s. Perhaps partlaily as a %esult of the Bantu
Fducation boycotts, qavonﬂavvfschool apTendanca initially

remained low. H&siop ﬂhuhsf that gg;mg ¥ education' did

expand almost mmmadiatahy aﬁter the 1ntﬁoductinn af Banty

!
'

L f g .
Education. (45} A signifigant Pﬂpan%iﬁn in  gecondary

schooling, howaxer, was uuﬁ' noticeable in the 1960s. The

-

tétal union secondary brhuoﬂraitenddnve flgmre in 14319 was

y

A8 314, By 19890 the unlon total had actuallv decreésed

slightly to 4§ #98. I4ﬁ i inless Pretoria and Rand

attendancé paﬁnérnm were dr%stically dif@frent frgm “those
o ' “ _ ) .

" | a7l
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af the rest of the unicn, it is safe to assume ﬁhat African
secondary school attendance on the Rand and in Pretoria
reméined below 7 000 throughout the.19503. According to a
Johannesburg NEAD estimate in 19681 for the Johannesburg
area only about 4% of schoolgoers were in Standards Seven
o matric.(47) Throughout the 1940s and 19§§§, thén,
échdolgoers repreSEnﬁed a startlingly small proportion of

the African urban population aged between 14 and 20.

i
In addition.j to the oproblem of low formal school
registration, ;high levels of trﬁancy further eroded éﬁg
schpblgeing ropulation. In Hellman'’s 12 sample ﬁand schools
in 1836, theré'werg truancy rates, il.e, per cenfage non-
aﬁtendance to eqrolment,_ ranging from 5 to 21%. Principals
: were' extremely anxious about this. Parentls were often
obii#ious to tﬁeir children’s absence {from school.(48) The
problem had not gone away by as 1§te a8 the early 1960s.
The 1982 interdepartmental committee on "ledige en nie-
wapkende Bantoe in die séedeliﬁe gebiede“ found that =a
yearly_'average of over 4 Ooﬂuchiidren "disappearad" from
African schools on the Rand. This veferred to childrenlwho

registered at the beginning of the year and stopped’

attending classes during the year.(49)

There were three basic reasons for low school attendance,
early school 1leaving and truancy thooughout the 1930s,
1940s and 1950s. First, schooling waskhot compulsory and-

thore " were far too few schools and teschers to accommodate

even those, children.who did want to attend school.(50)
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Second, the quality of education was exiremely ldw.
Children rejected inferior; unstimulating tesching mdde
worse by the uvercréwded cohditions, Schovling was also
impractical. A school education wés not perceived as
enhancing a school~leaver’s employment oppuﬁtdnities. In a
study of over 500 African school lesavers 6; the Rand in
1939, Hellman found that 25% of these children refused to
g td school against the wispgs of their parenté,(ﬁl) To
hegin with, the worst teachérs and the worst conditions
tended %60 be concentrated in the Sub-standards. Hellman
abaerved! |
To anyone who Eas watched the dreary classes of sub-
standard  children, heard their monotonous rote
spelling of words and vepitition of phrases, it is
not surprising that after languishing in the sub-
standards for thr2e or four years the child emerges
hored, listless and unwilling to continue his
achooling. {22} S
In adiition, pupils had no incentive to stay on at schools
bacauss there = appeared tof be ne attractive Jjob
ogpcg;unities ?Lr tﬁem on c@ﬁpleticn of their schooling.
The pupils witnegéed African teachers and clerks  receiving
. similhr wages to unskilled labourers. There also apéeared
tg be ne possibilities f{or upward mobility, despite
edueat ion, bagause of the Colour Bar.i53) The de Villiers
Louw Commission of 1950 recognised ﬁhesé rroblams. The
standard of African schooling was so bad, the commission
conplained, that™ childreq.preferved to join youth gangs.
The commigszion also recommended. that schooling sheould
nrovide skills:ﬁure immediately necessary to the economy.
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Children, the commission argued, would then be employable
once they left school and they would recognise some value

in attending schoel. (54}

Finally, most urbaﬁ African families ¢ould not afford to
send their children to schoocl. Children were pressurized
from a very ealy age to become economically active. Parents
often preferred to have their children contributing to the
household inéome rather than wasting their time atdschuol.
In Heliman's study of school~leavers, she found that 37%
left school out of economic necessity; aither' to seek
employment or becaiéqltheir parents were simply unable to
afford fees, books and schocl clothes.
Thusy, & child may be forced ta leave gchool owing to
the temporary inability of hiu parents to pay feaes or
buy him clothing fit for school wear. He then drifts
into the comparny of non-school-goers and, when the
requisite funds are forthcoming, he so prefers this
life of leisure svyent with his friends that he
refuses - to go beeck to school. "Poverty" and [the
neccsgity] "to work” are identical causes for many of
the older schoul-goers, as the poverty which makes it

impossible to pay schonl expenses alsc forces the
Jjuvenile out to seek emplovment.{55)
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There is a gap - a hiatus - between »chool~leaving
and unemployment. What fills this gap? Gambling and
drinking -~ idle congregation on the streets, joining
a gang, harmless pursuits gradually becoming less
harmless. :
~ Ellen Hellman, memcrandum,
April 1951 (56)
.+« Unemployment hits thosé'in the 16 to 19 age
group hardest of all, ' '
- W, J,P. Carr, smemorandum,
September 1960 {57)
As . in the casme of schooling shortages and non-atiendance,
African urban Jjuvenile unemplovment started to attract
major publiec and administrative attention from around the
mid 1930s. In fact the two issues often went hand-in-hand
as administrators and social welfarists tried te explain
the massive rate of "idleness" amongst urban African
vouths. (88} Unemplovyment was a crucial focus of bath the
1338 Juvenil@ Delinquency Conference and Hellman’'s 1839
thesis, "The Preblems of Urban Bantu Youth". In the carly
19105 unemployment continued tc be identified as a major
factor in juvenile delinguency.(59) Throughout the 1940s
the problem eScalated. cdinciding with the expanding urban
African population,.(80) In 1948 the Native Youth Board wsas
astablished, unnder the chairmanship of Ray Phillipw, with
Lthe intention of placing African wvouths in jobs,{81) The

vouth unemplovment problem peaked in the 18508 and prompted

ma.jor central government intervention which will bea

+1



addressed later in the chapter. By 1961 the problem still

appeared to be extremely severe.

In 193% Hellman provided the first reliable set of
statistics on the Jjuvenile unemployment problem in th
Johannesburg area. The feollowing table showed the
occupations of 139 African school-leavers in Johannesburg
-townships {62):

14 Years and Qver Under 14 Years Total

. Boys Girls Rovs Girls
Working full-time i5 4 ' - - 1¢
Working part-time b 3 2 - 10
Unenployed 12 - - - 12
Roaming 12 14 18 3 49
Busy in home 1 7 - 10 i8
Reformatory 2 1 - - 3
Sick 3 2 4 6 15
ITn country visiting - ] 3 5 13
TOTAL 50 38 27 24 139

The c¢rucial figures here are "unemployed"” and “roaming”.
The categories were, of course, identical but for the fact
that the "unemployed"” had presumably officially registered
as unemployed (it is worth noting here the high level of
unregistered unemployment)., 61 of the 139 were walking the
streets, If we discount the last three categories sincs
these youths were, in one way or another, removed from
active urban scciety, we arrive at a figure of 81 out of
108,'a1most 60%. It is also important £o leook at the sexual
division in this table. Again discounting the last three
categories, 42 out of 65 African male youths who had 1left
school were walking the streets. It is interesting to note

+hat, although a mucvh smaller proportion of female ycuths
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were employed, a much smaller proportion were “roaming”.
The key factor here, of course, is the extent +to which
girls were drawn into household labour. This helps to
explain the overwhelming male domination of the yauth' gang

subculinre which emerged in the townszhips.{(83)

In July_1950 the Native Youth Board < ﬂucteﬁ a largescale
surver on youth unempleoyment in Jabavu, East Native
Township {ENT), Ozrlando and Moroka. In treal; 549 families
were interviewed. Of the 227 children of working age {14 to
20 years old) who were not in school, 157 were unemployved.
The Youth Board extrapolated wider Johannesburg figures
frcm théir survey. The following table shows the survey
results as well as the extrapolated figures of the
"probable” number of unemployed youths in the Johannesbursg

arvrea(bd}:

Families Unemploved , tal families Prebable nvmber

visited youths " ecluding sub- unemployed
tenats)
Jabava 109 15 5100 702
ENT 118 53 1115 509
Orlando 152 38 19914 4998

Moroka 172 51 12400 36786

If similar conditions existed in Sophiatown, Martindale,
Newclare Alexandra and Pimville which between them had a
total of 39 102 families, the repocrt argued, the grand
total of unemp loved yﬁuths not in school in the
Johannesburg area could be put at 2¢ 833,(85) These

statistics leave a number of guestions hanging. First, did



domestiec work count as employment? If the survey had drawn
the same distinctions which Hellman drew in 1939, it would
be safe to presume that youths, particularly girls, whe
worked in the household were not considered unemployved.
Second, the statistics are not broken down into sexual
divisions which makes it difficult to assess the proportion

of male youths who were "idie". Third, the repoart does not

provide total pepulation figures for the 14 to 26 age
group. Again must to resort to some guesswork  There,
According %o official 1953 figures there were 668 000 "Nen-
Europeans” resident in the Johannesburg urban and peri-
urban area of which roughly 33% were 0 to 12 years old.(68)
Extrapolating from this, we can assume that roughly 10%
f211 into the 14 to 20 age bracket, which puts the total at
arounae 65 000./6%) There is Jood 1reason to believe that
this figure of 20 833 unemployed youth is an underestimate.
Firast, it fails to take inte aécount the numerous illegals
most pf whom were unemployed (and certainly not registeresd
as unemployed}; =econd, it is perhaps rash Lo extrapolate
Bophiatown, Martindale, Newclare and Alexandra figures from
those of Orlande, Jabavu, East Native Township and Moroka.
The former townships were poorer with fewer schools and
virtually no government infrastructure. It should also be
borne in mind that, because of the Comestic labcur issue,
it is likely that the unemployaent Figure is weighted on
the side of males, It is impossible te remch any certainty

with the figures availahle but it would be reasonabie to
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assume that at least half of +the wurkban African males
hetween the ages 14 ard 20 were neither smploved noer at

schoal in 1950,

In November 1981 the Johannesburg NEAD provided the

following figures for yvouth unemployment(&8}):

r 14 yegars: 15 and under 19 years:

iwg
32l
-
pa 28
o
o
{iH]

Males Females Meles Females

Residents in 39 377 41 112 3 395 14 442
Johanmashburg

At school 31 244 30 000 6 503 4 200

Working {(registered} - - 5 492 2R3

Unemployed or 121 11 112 i1 400 9 957

unable to work

Accofding to these figures roughly 47% of African males
bhetween Y5 and 18 years old ﬁere neither at school nor
employed in 1961, Although the equivalent figure for
females is BB%, it is likely that & large portion of the
females were drawn into domestic labour. Ones again it is
probable thét unemployment wags underestimated both Dbecause
of the high iuncidence of illegal uarban residence_ arsl
becanse of the truancy levels referred t~ earlier. The
school  attendance patterns of the time would also suggest
that in the ¥ to 14 age dreup the unemplorment was
~lustered in the 13 to 14 year age bracket. Youth
unemployment levels contrastad starkly with adult
unemplovnent. The NEAD menorandum also provided Jigures f{or

adult (19 rears and over! unompioyment:

-
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19 Years and over:
Males Females

Residents in Johannesburg 216 821 154 882
(+ 22 377 from
outzside Jhb)

At school 4 200 200
Working 220 260 7% Q00
Unemployed or unable to work 17 103 32 182
. (+ 1235 {+ 87 500

incapacitated) housewives)

Althongh adult female unemployment ran at jrst under 290%,
it should be borne in mind that women were {Lypically
invalved in informal employment such as beer brewing and
washing clothes. The male adult unemplovment rate of arcund
8% was not unusually high by world standards., Reviewing the
1960 unemployment figures for Johannesburg, W.J.P. Carr
made a similar observation. In 1960 the estimated African
adult male population of Johanneshurg was 241 000; 225 000
waere in day-to-day employment. Carr remarked:
This does net mean that the dlfference betiween these
twe figures ig uneuployed az inter-itown movements,
gickness and seasonal fluctustions account for the
majoer pertion. . The ineidence of male adult
upemployment is very, low at the moment ...
unemployment hits those in the 16 to 18 age droup
hardest.{688)
If emplovment patterns were consistent, it is alsec likely
that the 19 to %5 year olds represented a lars. portiovn of
t e 17 000 male adult unemployed in 18€ ,{70) During the
war .years, thers was a massive demand for industrial
unskilled labour which means that African adult male

nnemployment was probably even lower during that period.

An extremely high level of endemic unenployment, then, was
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an experience quite specific to the African youth,

certainly in the case of the Witwatersrand.

The factors involved in youth unemployment remained fairly

canstant from the mid t1830s turoﬁgh to the early 1960s,(71}

Probahly the most important reason faor --urban  youth

unemployvment - was the competition arbaﬂ}youths faced from
nigrants on the job market. Employers on the Rand, despite
influx ° contrnl legislation, pfeferred to employ migrants
rather than youths. Migraﬁta tended to be more acquiescent,
"respectful” and reliable than their urban counterparts.
" Furthermore, they were prepared to accept lower wages.
Employvers “of both industrial and domestic labour tended to
feal this way.(72) In an offieial letter Lo ths
Johannesburg Regional Employment Commiééionér, W.T.P. Carr
wrote in 1946

Native - juveniles who are urbanised are eften

unreliable, work-shy and selective in their choice of

a Jjob = many prefer to erist by gambling and other

nefaricus means, and make little or no contribution

to the maintenance of their familles.

vy  Emplovers because of these faets, are unwilling

to employ native Jjuveniles.(73)
in anosther letter in 1986, Carr reiterated that urban
African youths "tend to be unveliable, work~-shy, aggressive
and unco-operative wien offered employment”.{74} There was
clearly some truth in these allegations = hut the
unemployment problem was exacerbated by these very
impressions of the emplovers. Employers were usually

piejudiced tovards urban vouths and unwilling to ¢ive them

a chaunce.{75) Emiiovers olften bye-passed local @ labour

i
1
|
i
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bureaux in the 1950s and employed directly through contacts
in the countryside.(768) Throughonut the 1940s and 1950s
municipal authorities throughout the Pretoria-
Witwatersrand-Vergeneging {PWV} genera11§ turned &a bblind
eye- to these‘bréaches_of influx control in order to avoid
discouraging'local'ipdustrym(TT) deeatic enployars, like
industrialists, praferred.to emplé& rural workseekers. thus
restricting the chief aﬁenue.of eﬁploymentlgpen to female
urban Yautha.{?ﬁiiF Urban youbhs fouﬁéﬁ it virtually
impossible to penetrate the industrial and domestic labour
mar;ét in_any significant way. The greaterlhhe influx ‘of

rural workseekers, the

]

smaller was the n~otential job market

for urban youths.

Thebe ﬁere fwc’ other practical cunsiderations fhr
‘employers. First, urban youths tended to have less stbe;gth
and- stamina than adults. Thefe was ‘a high level of
ﬁalnutrition_ in the_Affican locations which physically
“ weakened children and juveniles., Furthermore, t_ 2y had very
little experience qf'hafd rhysical york.(fS) Second, the
Wage Board fixed wage lazvels for Ju;eniles. Industrialists
hight_hare heen more amenable to émploying urban youths if
they could have paid them wages below the levels fixed by
the Wage Board. S$Since wages were fixed, e¢mployers® were
determined. to find the most productive workers
pousible.(80) Trade Union Council of South Africe (TUCSA)

affiliates and the South African Trade and Labour Council

{SATLC), although of fickally sympﬁthetic te the prohlemé of
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.uﬁemployed vouth, rejected any interference with Wage Board
contrals. Unionised adult workers feared that they wouid be
undercut by Jjuvenile workers should 'wagé fixing be
removed.{81) 'Furthermore, there was an implicit colour bar
in ‘the Apprenticeéhip Aét_which excluded African -jdveniles

from the

W

skilied trades. (82}
7

The att&tude of wurban vouths tcwprds employment “wis
ififluenced by youth gang cu@ture} Tsotsi cuiture rejected
discipline, hard - work anﬁ "respectable” employment., Any
form of informal, quasi-legal emplovment was preferable.to
steady, badly paid, legal empiwyment. T @ July 19350
memorandim the Native Yquth;Boaﬁd commented:

The Employment Officers of the Board have ...
discovered thai numbers of Native lads are not in
school, nor are they interested in ohtaining
employment. The lads, most of whom arecity born,
leunge about the Townships, live or thelr parents,
act as "runners" for the Chinese "Fah ¥ece" game, sell
articies, on the Orlando/Pimville trains,gamble with
dice or evards, endadge in smuggling dagga or liquor,
pick pockets and drifi into corime.(83)

Crime, sgenerally organised . in gangs, often providad ‘an
alternative means of zsubsistence for urban youths. The need

“to find regular employment was therefore less_&rgent. In a

front page article in June 1950 the Bantu World commented:
E . R
It " ig ecommon knowledge amongst Africans  in  the
hownships that many of these [unemployed] youths
think it is a waste of time working for small  wages
while, by means of robbery, they are able to collect

large sums of moneyv.(84)

P

and vyouth gnoug culture, then, matual by

1

_— RS
* Unemployment,

reinforced one another, WwWith the existence of youth gangs,



unemployment. became' a viable option for urban youths.
Simultaneously, unemployment helped to swell the ranks of
the tsotsi gangs. The Viljoen Report of 1951 noted a direct
causal link betwecon unémplbyment and the pfevalence of

- tsotsi  gangs. TJuveniles out of employment - develop

3ponténeoualy'_intm Tsotsis in order to find an cutlet for

_their ~energies as well as a means hf earning a liﬁelihoad
by iilégal muans".{ﬂﬁi  The phenoﬁTnon of sarly school
Ieaving, the Report addéd, also sweiled the ranks of +the
fnutg_ gangs, Not conly dids it add preﬁaure to the
nnemploxmeﬂ& ﬁrohlem but it ensured that young children
came inté %uily contact with "undesirable f?pes“f'unrgaver,

. X . i .
children were more susceptible toc tsotsi influencen when

‘they were no langer subjected to the disciplinary effects

of the échool enﬁifnnment.(Bﬁl

)

jobs additionally

ﬁgss laws _made the prcspect of finding

.'r )

ﬁunattract1xe. To get’ & Jobh, & youth \Fad to register

fafflclallw and this counld nftmn expose sh&ky urban status.

\

f Moreover, paszes uvere NacesSsary Lor_youths to traverse even

from their townships to the City. Without the eorrect
documeﬁtatian this could lead to arrest. In 1948 Ray
Phillips commented: |

The pass laws militate against their finding jobs,
They fear thkat if they enter fthe towns they will be
detained by the polive for their lack of passes. They
fear they mnay be returned to the smaller centres,
where the type of employment they seek -~ is
unavailable. ! 87} e

In 19581 Beys’® lub eofficials reiterated the ﬁoinﬂ:_ "L, it
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iz not always easy for a boy to come up to the City owing

te the Pass Law Regulations under which he might be

a:réﬁted".lgg) Noticing the low rate of registration for

unemployment amongst African youths in 1960, W.J.P. Cari

‘observed® that "Often some of ihese boys are reluctant to

]

come forward for employment because, for one resson or

anotherqfthéir papers are not in order and they fear arrest

“

L
) .

and persecution if thewr bping themselves to the notice. of
the &qﬁhﬁrities".(BQ)

e

During the 1930s and 1940s the Juxenh ?delinquency problem

i

wWas left in thg hands of various sabia% welfare

nrganlsatlons’ but by tha late 19405 it became claar that.*

"the efforts of the ph11anthropzsta had been in vain; they

wege 'unaale-_to étem the growing tide of juvenile
unemployment and delinquené?. By the - v 1950s the state,
bqth& local and central, hecéme iqprﬁas{nglﬁ anxious sabout

the youth problem on tlle Rand. [t recognised that weifare

czﬂanisatladé were inadegquate to cope with the problem.

. Large  scale state intervention was needed. Youth

unemployment "was targeted "Ry the key issue.

In 1951 Lhe Interwdepartmeﬁtal Committee on Native theaile
Unem?ioyﬁeut was establ ished. This.committeelwas aimed at
investigaffﬁg tﬁé extent of, and reasons for,. Jjuvenile
uuemplovment ‘on  the Rand and in Pretoria. The commitiee
pstabllqhéd that théve were diréct 1iﬁks between juvénilé

unwmployment ansd “tsoksilsm”. (80 The central gtate

appﬂréntly starvterd bo ideﬁf}j?3jgmaﬁi$a unemployment, which.

v
v
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led to "tsotsiism" as politically threatening. (91)

Folluﬁing the Viljoen Report, the central state showed

great lnterest in finding employment for African youths on

the - Rand, It attempted to provide ﬁhe ‘Johannesburg
municipal government qith active assistance in this regard.
In Fehruary 1953 t;; Director of Native  Labour  &nd
réprésﬂptatives from the Gentraf!babour Bureau met with
local state officials to discuss the issue. Central
gov$anéht officials c¢alled for greater coordin;£ion-

between local and central state.(92) The central state

-ﬁﬁgﬂ eager to handle the problem in a forceful way. It

offéfed assistance to locai” labour Tbﬁreaux wherever
possible. (93} The central.gevernmeﬁf was convinced that
the tsotsi problem coyld best Se' combatted through
ovarcoming African Ju?enile unenployment. H.8.J. van Wyk,
the Secretary of Native Affairs in 1954, said explicitly
thél fﬁaie indiensplasing van jeugdige N#turelle [isj een
van ﬁia bélangrikste stappe om tsdtaiisme“te bestry ...“._
In the ‘same letter he went orn to argue that mustﬁyoung mex
ware ;ager to enter the job market . fDerhalwe . was
werkverskiffink nog altyd as die eerste en belangrikste
middei. ter . esstyding van dié tsotai—vraaéstuk hesk&u".(94)
In phe gsame year Dr P. van Rensburg of the Native Affairs
Department, Pretoria, told | The Star that “Jjuvenile

unemployment had bhecsme a big social problem and this

idleness led to tsotsism”.(956)
At the 1953 mzeting béfween?local and central goverhxent
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labour officials, the state decided to embark o: a three~

pronged strategy, based largely on the recommendations of

.the Viljoen Report, to combat juvenile unemployment con the

Rond. First,

s+ it was the intention of the Minister of Labour
to grant tr those industries employing Jjuveniles
exemption from the various wasge instruments to allow
of {sic} the payment of a lower wage than that
applicable to adults.{(958)

t was hoped that more local juveniles would be employed if
Wage Board instruments were reméved. Second, the Department

of Labour commitited itself to exploring avenues far

Jjuvenile employment in commerce and industry s aRd Lo

-

endeayour to persuade commerce and industry to Bive

vprefereieﬂ? in fiiling such vacancies to location youths in
# : .

preference to aths. from rural areas or Native
Territories".{97) Finally, the central government intended
- L] .

to place the allucation of Jjobs on the Rand more firmly

under Central Labour Bureau control. All workseekers had to

“be efficially registered at the local bureaux ﬁhich, in

turn, had to supply the Central Labour Burean with regular

IR

vepdrts on job registratidh and job placement. This fitted’
inte the Central Labhour Bureau strategy to screen out
illegal wmigrant workseekers and encourage the emplovment of

urban juveniles.{98)

I mid 1953 the Johannesbursg Department of Native Affairs

launched a Jjuvenile employment drive. Initialliy, the

‘depavtment“ had some succesa, Between Sepitember 1933 and
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April 1954, 17 987 Jjuveniles (18 to 21 years of age) were
ragistered as employed, 0f these, 15 197 found
employment.(99) The official surplus was only 2 790 but of
course thousands of vouths ﬁﬁnéged to a#oid
registration.(100) = The figures for 1955 showed a marked
increase in the efficiél surplus. Between February
and October 1958, 38 6985 juveniles officially registered as
~warkseekers, 23 398 were placed in employment. A balance of
18 299 failed to find employment.{101) These figures
probably indicate é tightening up of registration procedure
between April 1954 and February 1855 rather than a deciing
in juvenile employment over this period. In fact the nuwber
of Jjob placements was significantly higher during 1955,
Nevertheless, in line with Lhe central government's newly
_vauEred concern over this issue, the Secretary of Native
Affai?g, Van_Renshurg, was angry and perplexed by the 1953
?juvgniié unemployment figures. He demanded more details and
ag n?xpi@nation from the Johannesburg Registration
Cfticer.{102} The pace of placing juvenileé in employment
. flagged until, by the early 1860G=s, between 2 000 and 4 000
registered Juvenile workseekers were Eﬁbeing placed
apnually. (103} But even this limited a&pcess of the
Johanneshurg Juvenile Employment Section: has te ke
qualified on two counts. Firgs, it is unclear to what
extent state intervention made a difference to the overall
empiovment gituation. In other words, the majority of those
placed in employment may well have found employment anyway.

Second, and more importantly, almost as many Jjuvenile
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workers lost .jobs as those who were placed. It was not
uncomon to find that ovoarall employment figures had gone
down over i three month period despite the fact that over a
tho.sand were placed in employment.(104) Ultimately, the
Juvenile unemployment yr<blem was as serious in the »rarly

19603 a8 it had been in the early 1950s.

In late 1863/early .1954, the Department of Native
Affairs, probably out of a growing sense of desperation,
became interested in youth camps as a method of controlling
"teotsiism™, Youth SAMDS were envisaged as guazi-
rafofmatory institutiens "where young Natives who were not
properly a&justed te 1local [urban] society could be
disciplined and trained | teo take up various
employments”. {1058} The Secretary of Navive Affaire stressed
in 1954 that youth camps were not intended to house all
unemployae” urban yveuths. The institution was te¢ be aimed at
"unemplioyable"”, work-shy youths who did not even try to
seek emplovment,{106) The vouth camps were to be placed
well outside of the city limits to cut the inmates off from
city influences " .,. want dit is awper onmoontlik om die
invlioved van die on omgewing aldaar te neutraliseer”. There
would also be "good traditional influences" in the
coutntryside to discipline the vouths. (107} Youth camps,
then, were envisaged as & contr.l mechanism aimed =at
keeping dangercus tsotsi elements out of urban ereas. The
first youth camp, which accommodated about 100 youths, was

established at Elandsdaorn in Navember 1954.(108)
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Conditions at Elandsdoorn ware appalling and the inmates
tended to be used as ultra-exploited labour on surrounding
farmsa.{109) Probabkly cwing to lack of resocurces, however,
no other official youth camps were established during the
remainder of the 1850s. The state concentrated its efforts
on finding employment for local juveniles while
simultahecusly tightening up restrictions on rural

workseekers.

Chronically high youth inemployment on the Rand, coupled
with low school attendance, generited 2 massive

constituency of African youths, yarticula.?’ » le youths,

5
i

u!}' s .
wh@ recamed the streets of the townships without routines,

supervigion, regular income or responsibilities.

v

Our children are 1left loitering in +the streets
absolutely with nobody to guide them along proper
channels of life; and of course the devil finds work
for them,

- C.,P. Maolefe, Readers Forum,
Bantu World 20 July 1935

By the mid 19305 urban Aflricans were already experiencing
severe overcrowding problems and, to avoid claustrophobic
households, thousands of male children made a natural ﬁome
of the streets.(110) During the war years the housing
éhortages became muach worse, While squatter settlements

Bl
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aproutea chroughout the Rand, more and more children poured
into the streets and efforts at providing them with
glternsiive stimulus and recreation were hopelessly

inadequate. Gang 1 .fe became increasingly popular.

According to Hellman, hy the early 19508 Johannesburg had a
housing backlog of between 256 Q00 and 50 009. She observed:
The consequence of this extreme congestion on family
lJife 1is obvious: lack of privacy,; inability of
children to work or play in the crowded home and the
necessity for them to make +the streat their

nome.{111)
After serving in the war, W.J.P. Carr returned +to the
Johannesburg municipal administration in 1945 to find that
both the overcrowﬁihg and juvenile delinquency probhlems had
become much more serious than in the pre-war years., Carr
observed that there was nothing to attract the youths to
their homes. Youths, desperate "to get out from under the

feet of the adults", went out onto the streets o £find

their own amusement.,{112)

Throughoutv the 1940s and 1960s, social welfare and church
bodiea struggled to provide "suitable" recreation for
township youths. If the home environment was disastrous end
employvment aand schooling was scarce, they reasoned, yrouths
counld at least be guided and controlied to an extent
through leisure sctivities. 1In Western Native Township,
which, unlike Sophiatown and Alexandra, feil directly u. ‘er
West Rand Administration Board .(WRAB) contraol, some
infrastructure had been developed for youth recreation. The

Anglican Board Mission was very active in Western Native.

687



Ray Phillips organiéed football teams which became' a
"tremendous drawcard” for ithe youth. His wife, Dora, ran
the Wayfarers for girls which organised sewing classges,
picnics and netball. But, even in West Native, their work
was a "drop in the ocean”.{113) T ere were also numerous
indepeﬁdently organised soccer and boxing clubs which were
extreucly popular but these clubs were just as likely to

reinforce, rather than counteract, gang associétion.(ilé}

Throughout the 19403 and 1950s there were persistent calls
frem welfariasts, lJocal adainistrators and government
commiszsions | for improved recreation facilities "to
cousteract the Lure ﬁf the streets”.{1158) The state, both
lecal and central, encourageqd organisations such as the Boy
Scouts, Wayfarers ard Pathfinders but allocated no material
cesources  to tham. What resources were made available to
the youth problem tended to be allocated to the creation of
employment, Dagpite lack of resources, these organisations
aften attracted ' fairly substantial membership figures.
Nevertheless, their success in counteratccing the lure of
gang life was minimal, largely because they recruited most
effectively from ammongst the schoolgoing population., They
appeared toe make no substantial inrocads amongst youths who

were already involved with gangs.{116)

The one leisure time activity which was unambiguously
popular amongst township youth was the cinema. Movies ware

wasily available and reasonably cheap. More importantly,



movies represented &an outlet Zrom the ¢rowded home and
squalid street environments; they provided a glimpse of
remantie and inaccessible Jorlds., 1t was not surprising,
therefore, that movie imager} nechr¢ ;}Qdamental to tsotsi
subcultural style., (117) Lozas: = oo . nistrators often
zncouraged the township movie industiy, and even provided
municipal mohile Pilm wunits, ‘a the hope of drawing
children away from street 1i£e.. Carr, for“instance, felt
that, if the movies were adequately monitoréﬁ to allow only
“he#lthy and wholesome" entertainment”, movies could
counteract iouth gangsterism,(118) Ultimately this kind of
approach was swomnped in a wave of outrage against movie
influences. By the mid 18408 +the centrality of cinema to
tsotsi style and imagery was sbundantly clear. In a 1948

editorial, Bantu World complained bitterly that "hundreds

of African children ... are running wild in the streets of
our big cities" and that it wag "in the cinemas where they
receive an education which prepares them for a I1ife of
thieving_ and killing".(118) 1In & context of urban squalor
and soéial and educational deprivation, the. cinema
encouraged raiuer than discouraged vouth gangsterism in the

townships.
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P.Q. Vundla: ... T am satisfied that the cause of
the majority of crimes in the townships
is the passes. :

Cal. Graobler: What?

P.@. Vundia: The pasz laws. The young men go to the
pass officve, they are given a definite
time within which they have to find
employment, if not, they have to leave.
Onty this morning T tock 8 young boy to
the Superintendent - he was born at
Masinga, his parents stay in Western
Native Township ~ he was told te leave
Johannesburg, he will mnever leave
Johannesburg , the next time you meet
him he will be in gacl. He is going to
resort to crime. -

- Extract of minute=s of WRAE'
Conference, December 18585 (120)

Although pass laws only became a major social issue for
Lownship youth after fthe Xational Party takeover in 1948,
it was by no means an issue uniqgue to the post-19i8 era,
From as early as the mid 1930s numerous c¢ity~-born African
vouths were being forced into an underground existence in
the absence of official urban status. To survive in the
urban und2rgroeund vouths had to aveid tax and unemplovment
. :
registration, The easiest survival route was to join a
gtreet gang. In the earl: 1930s Africans became liable to
pay tax at the age of 18 which, in itself, became a

motivation to aveid official urban status and seek security

in gang life.(121) Tn 1937 Bantu World neticed this

caonnection between pass laws amd juvenile delinquency.
The conceptiaonh of our Native location as resservoirs

of labour rather than homes for our town Native
population and the operation of the trek pass syetem
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which obliges a man to 'move on' in the event of his
losing his job and failing to find another within a
certain pericd of time, results often in women and
children being left withbut any ¢lsr im to remain in
the town in which the children may have been born.
Usually the only alternative in such circumstances
are {s8ic) teo live precaricusly, dodging the poiice,
or Lo wander homeless about the country.{122)
In the late 1940s and early 1850s the National Party
tightened up on infldx control particularly in dealing with
"excess" unemployed urban vyonths.{123) The connections
between delinguency, gang association and pass laws became
more apparent. Hundreds of youths were rounded wup and
jailed or sent to the rural areas. But the hardened ones
stayed in the cities, often after serving jail sentences,
and lived a ! tiight gang existepnce. Periocds in jail tended
to harden their criminality and registering as unemployed

was impoussible because it would expose their lack of wurben

g.abus. (124}

In the mid 1950s the Ad%iscry Board member; P.Q;. Vundla,
becams vocal in pointing out the connectibn between pass
laws and the prevalénce of criminal gangs. He railed
against the government, which +tried %o Justify its
clampdown on urbar youth by eclairing that it was
encouraging the employment of permanently wurban youths.
This was invalid, he argued, both because city-born youths
were often included in the clampdowns and because there was
ne signifiéant impfovement in youth employment. " .,. What
about this infiux control? That was brought into being thev

told us so that only Johanneshurg youngsters wiil et
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employment in Johannesburg. If we don’t get employment for

these youngsters then we are waging a futile campaign..."

He also argued that children who were seut to Jail for pass
ofences made contacts and learnt things from gang members.

"Many of these boys doh’t fesr to go to jail, if they have
! T

been to jail, they are deemed to be herves.” Tass laws were

forelng tawnzhip youths inte a criminal existévce{{?ES} -In
) I‘. . . .I? ) :
1956, during a Non-European Housing Commititee meeling at

which Advisory Board members were present, Vundla was again
b

vocal on the issue.
Ar Vundla wanted to knew why it was that a boy, orn
in  Johanneshure arat whose - parents were in
Johannesburg, should be refused entry into the urban
araa. Mamy months elapsed sometimes before the. boy
was  given  permission to remain and work | in
Johannesburg. 1t often happened that when a man lest
his Job in Johanneuburg and wished to seek other
"weployment; he was told to leave Johannesburg and
return Lo the place where he was born. As his family
was in Johannesburg he remained in the area. He would
go into hiding from the pnlice and would becomz a
manace to soriely as he had no legitimate means of
earning a living.{128! :

Alexandra identified pass laws as an important faclor in
gang achivity., Pass laws were seen as particularly
dmstructife in that they interfered with job opportunity.
One  resident said that the reason for the existence
af these gangs is the mumber of unemployed woung
Natives who have net been given passes to work in
Johannesbarg., .
*They have nothing to do all day and they alsze have
e moneyv. They expect to live on us workers.'(127)

The issue remained alive in the early 19680s. In 1981 three

CAdvisary Board members  from South ¥est Bantu




asserted that youngsters became delingquents and - gang
members in response te being endorsed out of the city and

not vice versa as governmeni sources claimed.(128)

I have shown earlier how, in the c¢ontexts of u:ban
adaptatibn and Jjuvenile unemployment, there was. a
divergence in strategy between local and central state.
Influx contral lay at the ceatre of this disagreement.
Wﬁﬁk{éas the local Johannesburg administration argued that
urbéﬁ\\juveﬁile delinquency could best be combatted through
impravik§ urban conditions and expanding Jjuvenile job
qp§ortunjties, the central governmeﬁt tended to place their
"faith in influx contrel.(129) Through limiting thé' number
af Africans permanently settled in the city, the central
administrators asserted,; Jjobs coﬁl&.be found more eagily
for 1océl youths and resources would be less thinly spread,
Although thix=  stra£egic' divergencé became much more
pronounced in the era of Nationalist rule, it was app;rent
duringfihe 1930s and 1840s as well.(130) In the early 1950s
there was a dreat desl of continuity in the administrative
staff of the Johannesburg NEAD while the central
#dministrators were more ardent adherents to influx control
strategy than their predecessors.. There was. éncrmous
tension at local government level as the central
administration placed permanent inspectors in W.J.P. Carr's

offices o ensure that ministerisl instructions were

carried out.(131}
infilux control backfirvred tragically as a strategy for
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Taumha;ting juvenile delinquency..'lnstead of aliawing the
administration to concentrate its energy and resgurces on a
:limited number of strictly legal urban ﬁouths;: the pass
;}aws created a massive population of influx control

L

.. refugees who lijed a shadowy illegal exigtence in the

u
"

‘townships. Hounded by police and without any chance. of
t with
ff&hdipg legal employvment, their best chance for urban

fsuﬁwival lay in joining criminal street gangs.

| ey -
Juvenila delinguency and™ ‘vouth gangs emerged almost

organjcally out of the social aﬁd eéonomic dead-ends which
towﬂ#hip yout§$.faced throughout the.lQSﬁﬂ, 1105 and ’30s.
It was also iﬁ%prtant that vouths, particularly bnygiﬁyere
laft with an e;traﬁrdipary amount of free time virtu;}I?
without supervision. The. typical male tnwnship Leenager
lived in an unstéble'family itnit in which one or hoeth of
liis parents were absent. Even if " his parents remained
" attached tb oné anothef, he saw very little of.tham because
they both worked, 1ea?;ng for work before he woke up and
reiurning after pightfall. His household was drastically
overcravwded: any real priv#w; was impossible., He had left
schivol  because his househnld could not afford to keep him
there especiﬁlly since schooling was unlikely to secure him
a better Jjob in the future anyway. He was unemploved.
' Aithough he tried finding X jnb_on'a number of:_accasions,

he soon became disillusioned. He was also worried that he
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would lose his urban status if his books were found not t«
be in order. Besides, _many 2 Lis friends were earning &
substantial living through rmbhp“y. There were no decent

recreation facilltles in hls VlClnltY. While his sisters

tended to do a great deal of housework he w p not secially
expected to do the same. He apent the maaur vart of his day
ungﬁperviSed and without any;stractured activitf. Gang life
seemed attfactiVe; it offersd companionship, a sense of

belonging and a possible means of income.
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page of Umtetelil wa Bantu, 11 March 1944. A new Anglican
mission school was opened in Oriando with a capacity of
495, Hundreds of children apparently had to he turned away.
In this article +ihe newspaper: complained that African
schooling was hopelessly inadeaquate on the Rand, In the
early 1950s the Eiszelen Report reiterated the shortage of
gchools for Africans throughout the countzry.

{51) Hellman, PUBY, pb54 :

{521 Hellman, PURY, pdl

(53) Hellman, PUBY, p70

{(24) Report of the Commission Appointed e Inquire into
Acts of Viclence Commitied by Natives at Krugersdorp,
Newlands, Randfontein and Newclare, chaired by J. de
Villiers Louw, 1950, UG 47/1950, parags 189-180, See algo
IAD WRAB 351/, Report of the Manager, W.J.P. Carr, to the
Taechnical Subcomitiee, 19 March 1957,

{55) Hellman, PUBY, pp 54-55

{56) CPSA A1419 EHP File 51, memoranduam: "Bantu Youth in
Our Cities”, 28 April 1951, pl3

{67) TAD WRABR 285/7, memcrandum: "Juvenile Unemployment,
Johannesburg” written by W.J.P. Carr and submitted tc the
Town ©Clerk and Bantu Affairs Commissioner, 20 September
19690. :

{(58) BW 12 January 1935 "8000 City's Bantu Children of
School-going age without Education; CPSA AD843 SAIRR Bl4i,
memorandum A Preliminary Investigation of African
Juvenile Delinquency” writtenm by J.L. Reyneke, wundated,
¢1935 (4 case history of 87 juvenile delinquents residing
at Diepkloof reformatory which revesled that only 14 were
in schocl or employed at the time of conviction); IAD WRAB
38178, «HEAD and NAD Research and Welfare Branch, "Non-
European Juvenile Delinguents™, Probation Office and
Juvenile Court statistics, June 1938-June 1839: of 3900
cases handled by the Probation Office, 62% were found to be
empleyed or at school (a surprisingly low figure given
some of the other figures on juvenile delinguency in the
late 1930Cs).

(59) TIAD WRAB 351/3, "A preliminary survey of Jjuvenile
gangs in Orlando™ and "The Nsibanyoni Gang”, both by Lucas
Nkosi, Boys’ Unit, Orlando, passed on to Johannesburg NAD,
February 1940 and April 1940 respectively; TAD WRAB 351/2,
letter from Honnvary Secretary of Bantu Lads® Hostel
Committee tc the Manager, Johanneshurg NEAD, 25 June 1841
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calling for anm extension of the Municipal Labour Bureau to
"affer increased employment facilities for Juvenile
adults"; TAD WRAB 351/3, letter from Magistrate W.L. Marsh
to Social Research Officer, ¥WAD, 14 March 1842, examining
the backgrourd of ¢ convicted juvenile gangster calied Fish
Kates; BW 8 August 1842, "Wave of Crime", pd, 1in which
Colonel Hoerak, Deputy Commissioner of Police for ths
Witwatersrand, drew attenticn +to "tens of thousands of
unemployved Native juveniles roaming the streetz" and called
for, amongst other things, improved employnent
cppertunities for African juveniles.

{&C) TIAD WHAB 351/2, "A Practical Suggestion towards the
FPrevention of Delinguency amongst Native Juvenile-Adults in
I.arge Urban Areas", C. Xorman Crothall, £for Chief Social
Welfare 0fficer, received br the Manager, Jchannssburg NAD,
11 April ;1847 drawing attention to the drastic lack of
facilities for dealing with youngsters between the ages of
15 and 19 who are unemployed; IAD WRAR 351/2, lestfer from
the Manzager, NAD,  Johannesburg, to the Town Clerk, Port
Elizabeth, 23 September 1947.

{61) The Star 20 July 1948.

{82) Bellman PUBY, p77

(3} See Chapter four for an analysis of gender relations
in the subculture.

{641 TIAD WRAB 285/%, Native Voutk Board, "Report on the
Investigation intu Afyican Juvenile Unemployment in Four
Johannesburg Townshios", July 1950. The survey was carried

out in conjunction with a case instructor from the Jan H.
Hofmeyr School aof Social Work.

{65) In a thesis written in 1852, W,J. Kieser, a principal
of Diepkloof Reformalory in the 19508, computed that there
vere “about 120 300 Native children of schoolgoing age
idling away their Jdays in the strests about the lozcations
of the City and the Reef". Over half of thuse, he ¢laimed,
were in Johannesburg with 10 000 in Springs, ¢ 000 in
Germiston and 8 000 in Krugersderp. Kieser, W.W.J., "NalLive
Juvenile Itelinguency”, MEd thesis, University af
Potchefstroom, 1952,

Kieser’s figure of over 60 000 for the Johannesburg area
dees naot necessarily differ greatly from that of the Native
Youth Board since he includes all children of schoolgoing
age, roughly 7 to 20 vears old, whereas the NYB focuses on
the age group id to 20. Population was algo weighted in the
lower ages. Nevertheless, Kieger,s figure is higher and
possibly more aceurate, His estimate could include one or
both of the following: a marked deterioration cver the two
vyears since 1950 or; more credibly, a figure which moves
away from the official populatian censuas.

{66) TAD WRAB 205/1, Joint Resport: Manaser of NEAD and
Medical Officer of Health, population statistics, 17
September 1853, This figure included Orlande, HMorcka,
Jabavn, Pimville, East XNative Township, West Native
Township, BHophiatown, Martindale, Newslare, Pageview and
Alexandra.

{67) This allows for three vears growth and takes into
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account that populetion is slightly weighted in the lower
age groups. For instance, in 1961 statistics, 20 000 fell
into the group 7 v, 14 years old (spanning 8 years) and 37
000 in the group 15 to 18 vears old (spanning 4 years).
{68) See IAD WRAB 401/44/20, memorandum from  NEAD
Johannesburg to Interdepartmental Coumittee on Native
Juvenile Delinquency, 16 November 1961.
{69} IAD WRAB 285/7, menorandum: "Juvenile Unemployment,
Johannesburg” by W.J.P. Carr submitted to the Town Clerk
and Bantu Affairs Commissioner, 20 September 18560. See also
IAD WRAB 351/2, record of discussion between the Manager,
NAD Jchannesburg and Joint Native Advisory Beard, 1 March
1861, report on Juvenile Unemployment Section.
(70} For instance, around 1940 Hellman esgtimated +Lhat
whereas 50% of the 14~18 year old African males were
unemployed, 20% of the 18-21 year-olds were unemployed. See
CPSA Al419 BHP File 51, memorandum: “Early School~leaving
and African Juvenile Occupational Opportunities”, undated,
1940,
(71} Hellman provides an excellent summary of th. factors
as she saw them in 16398:

Summary of the Msin Factors Affecting Juvenile

Occunational Ovportunities

{a) External

1. Physical inabllity to undertake heavy manual work
excludes all but mature juveniles - and certainly those
under 18 years -~ from emplovment in industries such as
brickmaking, moest brarnches of enginsering, etc.

2. A minimum wage, while there is no J4carcity of adult
labour, makes it unprofitable for industries to employ
Jjuveniles,

3. In industries in which wages have neot been
regulated, the low average Native wage does not make the
savings which can be effected on the wages of Juveniles
sufficiently marked to offset the additional supervision
which juveniles requi: .

4, The implicit colour bar in the application of the
Apprenticeship Act completely excludes Jjuveniles from
entry into skilled trades.

5. The prejudice of employers and employees,
gsane ioned by the civilised labour policy of the
Government, prevenis the acceptance of Native juveniles
inte occupations for which they would be suitakble.

6. The absence of any machinery enabling juveniles to
ascertain where they can obtain work leads to a
fruitless and pretracted search for work with consequent
discouragement and apathy.

7. Most Natives are unskilled labourers earning a more
or les® standardized unskilled labourer’s wage. There is
aceordingly littley, if any, inducenen. for the juvenile
to commence working at an early age in the hope that his
industry will be rewarded by periodic wage increments.
The man who, at the ade of 286, has been working for ten
years is seldom able to command a better position and
better wages than the man of 26 who has been idling
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around. TIn other words, the absence of a graduated wadge
scale and the inability of most Natives, under South
African industrial conditions, to prodgress even from
unskilled to msemi-skilled work, influences the attitude
of the juvenile in that no stimulus towards perseverence
ard industry is offered.

8. The absence of recegnition for educational
attainment and the limitation of occupational scope for
the educated juvenile fail to encourace the educated
juvenile to enter the labnur market as speedily as
possible. His edueational gualifications are of no use
to him; such employrent as he can obtain will likewise
be open to him in the future.

{b} Infternal

1. The inco sistency and unreliability of many urban
juveniles, due to upbringing and environmental
influences, have caused widespread dissatisfaction among
employers and have led te a sgeneral condemnation of
juveniles as a class,

2. Opposgition - both reasonable and unreasonsble - to
registration on the part of some juveniles causez them
to refrain from taking such employment as is obtainable,

3. The demand of juveniles who are earning low wages
{more marked among urban juveniles) for rapid increments
and advancement, and the labour mokility consequent upon
this attitude imperils their c¢hances of permanent
employment.

Hellman, PUBY, ppldl-133.
{72} Viljoen Report; Bonner, “Family, Crime and Political

Consciousness” Matthew Chaskalson, "The Road to
Sharpeville", unpublished paper fTor African Studies
Institute seminar, tniversity of the Witwatersrand,

September 1586. .

{7T3) IAD WRAB 401/2%8/1, lecter from W.J.PF., Carr, Manager,
to Regional Employment Commissioner, 22 December 1955,

(74} TAD WRAB 401/825/1, letter from W.J.P. Carr, Manager,
te the Native Affairs Commissioner of Johanneshurg, 17
October 1934,

{75) Bonner, "Family, Crime and Political Consciousness”,
ppd04-405,

{76) In Vereeniging, for instance, industrialists builft up
a relationship with a particular group of migrants from a °
particular rural district and employed freely from this
pool, See Chaskalson. "The Hoad to Sharpeville”, p7.

(77} Chaskalsan, "Tt . Road to Sharpeville”, pT.

{78} Viljoen Report. According to this commission,
aremploymnent amongst female youths was "prohably worse"
“han amonzst male youths.,

(T8} IAD WRAB 351/2, letter from NAD, Jchannesbursg, to the
Mavor, "Appeal to His Worship the Mayor by the Transvaal
Association of Non-European Bors? Clubs”, enclosed in

letter from the Manager (Acting), W.J.P. Carr, to
Councillor Hurd, 23 May 1931,
{#0) Boenner, “Family, Crime and Political Conscioushess",

ppd04-405



{81) CPSA AH648 TUCSA Collection, memorandum, African
Textile Workers Industrial Union (Witwatersrand Branch) to
Native Juvenile Unemployment Commission, 6 June 1951; CPSA

AHB46 TUCSA Collection, "Findings: Native Juvenile
Delinguency”, Western Province Local Committee, SATLC,
reply to Native Juvenile Unemployment Commission

questionairre, undated, cl850.

(82) CPSA A1419 EHP File 51, memorandum: "Early School-
leaving and African Juvenile Qccupstional Opportunities”,
und&te‘i, 61940, pQ.

(83) IAD WRAB 28577, Native Youth Board, "Repert on the
Investigation into African Juvernile Unemployment in Four
Johannesbhurg Townships", July 1950,

{84) BW 24 June 1950, pl. Sea alsn IAD WRAB, memorandum!
"Steps to Combat the Rising Incidence of Unemployment among
Urban Location Youths™, 10 May 1950; IAD WRAB 285/7,
extract of minutes of meeting between NEAD and Native Youth
Board deputation, 28 September 1850: IAD WRAB 210/5,
minutes of meeting between NEAD and Exe-utive Committes of
Joint Native Advisory Board, 18 Septemter 1957.

The attitude of tsotsis toeards the "work ethic”" is
explored in more detail in Chapters Three and Four.

(85) Viljoen Repurt, p7.

(86) Viljoen Report.

(87) The Star, 20 July 1948

{88} IAD WRAB 381/2, letter from NAD Johannesburg to the
Mayor, "Appeal +to Hig Worship the Mayor By the Transvaal
Asscciation of Non-European Boys' Clubs”", enclosed in a
letter from the Manager NAD Johannesburg to Councillor
Hurd, 23 May 1951.

{89) IAD WRAB 285/7, wmemorandum: "Juvenile Unemployment,
Johannesburg" written by W.J.P, Carr and submitted to “he
Town Clerk and Bant. Affairs Commissioner, 20 Septenber
1860,

(90} Viljoen Repart, pp7-10.

{91) The de Villiers Louw Commission of 19560, UG 47/19850,
which was appointed to investiga:: acts of violence in
Krugersdorp, Randfontein, Newclare and Newlands, identified

youth gangs as major catalysts of vioclence in all four

locations., Youth gang involvement is mentioned oi virtually
evary patge of the report. '

See also IAD WRAB, memorandum: "Steps to fombat the Rising
incidence of Unemployment among Urban Location Youths"
written by W.J.P. Carr and submitted te the Native Youth
Roartd; Chapter Five contains a more detailed exploration of
state fears of youth gang politicisation.

{92) TAD WRAB 401/28/1, letter from Acting Deputy Manager
to Acting Manager, Johannesburg NAD, 1¢ February 1953,

{93} For instance, on 4 May 1953 the Director of Native
Labour sent a letter to the  Johannesburg Native
Commissioner offering central state assistance +to tackle
youth unemployms:1t; TAD WRAB 101/25/1.

{94) TAD WRAB 401/25/1,  letter from H.S.J. vau ¥Wyk,
Seeretary of Mative AfFfairs, t¢o the Director of Native
Labour,; Johannesburg, 1 Februsry 1954,
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{95} The Star 10 February 1954
{96) TIAD WRAB 4C1/%5/1, letter from Acting Deputy Manager
to the Acting Manager, Johannesburg NAD, 12 February 19853,
(97} ibid
(98) ibid
{99) TAD WRAB 401/25/1, Monthly Reports from the
Resistering Officer, City of v~hannesburg, on Jjuvenile
unemployment. These figures are computed from monthly
statistics.,
{106} W.J.P, Carr admits to this himself in a letter
written in October 1957; TIAD WRAB 401/25/1, letter from
W.J.P, Carr, Manager, to the Native Commisgsioner,
Johannesburg, 17 Octocber 143§, _
{101} TAD WRAB 401/25/1, letter from W.J.P. Carr, Manager,
to the Regional Employment Commissioner, 22 December 1955,
{1G2) IAD WRAB 401/25/1, letter from van Renzburg,
Secretary of Native Affairs, to the Registration Officer,
Johannesburg, 24 November 19iI5.
(i) TAD WRAB 285/7,; @uarterly Rasports, Registration
Officer to the Manuger, July 1960-Mavcch 1942,
{104) TAD WRAB 285/7,. Quarterly Reports. See, for example,
the figures for October-December 1860,
{105) The Star 10 Febrnary 1854, Interestingly, the
normally philanthropically inclined W.J.P. Carr supported
the idea. See TIAD WRABR 351/1, mnmianugiez of conlerence
attended by Deputy Commissioner SAP, Witwatersrand, Area
nOfficers, members of the Non-European Affairs Committee and
menbe1rs of the Advisory Board, 14 December 1955,
{1087 IAD WRAB 401/25/1, letter frem H.5.J. wvan ¥Wyk,
Secretary of Native Affairs, to the Director of Native
Labour, Johannesburg, 1 February 1834.
{107) ibid
(108} TAD WRAB 401/85/1, (General Netification issned by
W..M.  Eiselen, Secretary of Mative Affaivs, 2 September
1954, : 5
(109) See Golden City Pogt 1 September 1857, ppli-11 and &
Seprtember 1987, wpl0O-1l, for an expose” on the conditions
in th Elandsdayrn youth camp.
{110} Bee BWl'editorial 18 September 1937, "Poverty and
Delinquency" aad a letter from fielden J. Sithele calling
for better education, healith, housing and wholescme
recreation to comkat the juvenile delinquency problem, BE
18 JJune 1838, - :
(1i1) CPSA AlL419 EBPR File 51, memorandum: "The Sociological
Packground to Urban African Juvenile Delinguencr”, 16
jugust 1953, pd, '
{112) Inteprview, W.J.P. Carr, Johannezburg, 15 April 1588
For an  interesting individual case study eof a young
gangeter during the war vears, ses letter from Probation
Ntficer, Mr Marsh, to Social Research Officer. |4 March
1942, A youth called Siwande, abount 192 wvears old, arreztsad
Far handbasg snatehing, came tfrom a family of seven children
wha  shared & ope-roomed house in  Alexandra with their
narents, BJiwande was asmsoeiated with a wvouth gang in
Alevandra called the Tuta Rangers which, it was pgtimated,
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had a membership of bhetween 150 and 180 youths.,

{(113) Carr 15/4/88

{(114) Interview, Don Mattera, Eldorado Park, 10 July 1988.
(115) The quotation comes from a Jochannesburg Joint Council

Memorandum cited in BW 8 August 1942, "Wave of Crims", pd.
See also the following: CPSA AD343 SAIRR B22, memorandum

on Native Juvenile Delingquency, 1938; The Star 14 November

1938, editorial; BW 17 Augus. 1946, editorial; TIAD WRAB

451/2, "A Practical Suggestion towards the Prevention of
Delinguency amongst Native Juvenile-Adults 1in Large Urban
Areas”, C. Norman Crothall for Chief Social Welfare

Officer to the Manader, 1t April 1947; Sunday Iimes 7
September 1958; UG 47/1950; Viljoen Report 1951; Riots
Commission 1958, paragfl; Botha Verslag 1962, paragts.
{116) See Chapter Four for an analysis of the competing
attraction of youth gangs and the Boy Scout Movement. :
{117} See Chapter Three for a more therough exploration of
this issus,.

(118} fee Carr’s letter in The Stzxr 15 January 1954,
letters calumn,

{119) BW 17 August 1946, editorial

{120) TAD WRAB 351/1, Extract of ninutes of conference
avttended by the Depyty {rnmissioner of Palice,
Witwatersrand Branch, Area Officers, members of the Non-
Eurcpean Affairs Committee and members of the Advisory
Board, Johannesburg, 14 December 1956,

{121) Bee CPSA AD843 SAIRR B25.3, memorandum: "Native
Juvenile deatitution and delinquency” compiled hy
Johannesburg Joiut Council of Eurcopeans and Africans,
undated, ©1834.

{122) BW 25 September 1937, editorial: "Poverty and
Delinguency", p8. '

{123) See Lazar, J., "Coformity and Conflict: Afrikaner
Nationalist Politics in Scuith Africa 1948-1981", PhD
thesis; Oxford University, 1987, p3%7. In Chapter Five 1
discuss how the intensified application of pass laws in the
warly 1950s politicised tsotsis,

(124) Irterview, Godfrey Moloi, Soweto, 26 March 1Y88; The
Star 20 July 1948; BW 30 September 1950, Readers' Forum,
"{nife Terror and Terrorism Associated with Pass Laws" by
Charles Ricksha ¥Finquanha; BW  September 1951, "Thema and
Marks on Tgotsis", pl; Drum November 1851, feature article
entitled "The Birth of a Tsotsi™l; ITAD WRAB 351/2, letter
from Johannesburg NAD teo the Mayor, 23 May 1951,

{125} TAD WRAB 351/1. Exiract of minutes of conference’

attended = hy the Jeputy Commissioner of the SAP,.
Witwatersrand Branch, Area Officers, members of the Nonw
European Affairs Committee and nembers of the Advisory
Board, Johannesburg, 14 December 1855.

{1261 TAD WRAB 210/8, minutes of meeting between NEAD
Housing ©ommittee and members of the Advisory Boards, 28
March 1956. Mr Mslize, a member of the Jabavu Advisory
Roard, raised the issue earlier in 1958; see TIAD WRAB
351/1, Extract from wminutes of Jabevu Advisory Board
meeting, 23 February 1956,



{i27) The Star 12 January 1957. See also the comments of
Ray Phillips during a social welfare meeting in 1957: IAD
WRAB 218/12, minutes of first AGM, Johannesburg Planning
Council for Non~European Social Welfare, 26 March 1957,
{128) IAD WRAB 351/2, Minutes of meeting of the South West
Bantu Township No 3 Advisory Beoard , 15 June 1951, The
three members in question were messr Ramokgadi, Nggase and
Nowana.

(129} Carr 15/4/88

{130} It 1is interesting to contrast the arguments in the
Native Affairs Commission Draft Report and an SAIRR
memoranduin  compiled in response. CPSA ADS43 SAIRR B25,
Native Affairs Commission Draft Report, Cape Town 1840,
paragt; CPSA  ADR43d B23, memorandum submitted to the
Continuation Committee of the Juvenile Delinguency
Conference, undated, cl9%48, Local Johannesburg government
strategy on this issue tended to be in line with that of
the SATRE.

{131} Carr 15/4/88
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CHAPTER TWQO:

THE RISYE OF THE "BO-TSOTSI" :
The Origins, Definition and Structures of the Tsotsi
Subculture : ' ; '

In conteumporay usage, & "itsotsi" refers very béoa&ly.to an
urban "African cpriminal., During the second Hﬁlf of the 1940s
and throughout tne 1950s, however, thelmeaning of "tsotsi”
was far moxc speéific. A tisotsi was a young man who
dressed, spoke and behaved in a clearly identifiable way.
He imitsted American “"city slicker" clothing styles, spoke
tsotsitaal, pindglged 'in some kind of criminal or - quasi-
legal activiﬁy and generally moved aéound in gangsa. It is
useful to conceptualise the tsotsis of the 1940s and 1950s
as a subcultére; they represénted an insulax cu;ture within
8 broader$township ghatto culture. Tsotsis constituted whao
«ithe contemporary sociologist, €.V. Bothma, described in
1951 ag "a society of the adolescent” with = clear sense of
identity forged . in the furnace of &a hostile - urban
environment.{li A description and explanation of tsotsi
style and ritual is deferred to the next chapter. In this
chapter I attempt to periodise and quantify the subculture
as well as define its boundaries. In the fifst section I

exagmine some of the early socisl forerunners to tsotsi
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south gangs and then explore the emergence and meaning of
the word "tsotsi". 1In the second section I examine the
boundaries and inférnal structures of the subeulture which
emerged in thé early 19405, I also assess the extent to
which criminality and gang membership were integral to the
subcultural definition. 1In the third and final section of
this chapter I'assésslﬁpéiﬁrefalence of ﬁhe subculture on

the Witwatersrarnd during the 15403 and 195{s.

By 1943 the term "tsotsi” had not entered common usage:
There had been no reference to tne word in either
newspapers o> adninistrative docunents. Neverthelesa,
thfcughout the 19303 and early 1%l10s toyns?ié youth gangs
started to emerge which had many similaritées to the later
tsoisi cgangs, Prohablf ’the earliest Aﬁrican youth sgang
‘formations in the South African cities were the Amalaita.
These distinctive gangs emerged, particularly in Burban and
Johannesburg, as early as the 1920s. They continued to have
a presence in the urban areas_uﬂtil weil into the 13405 and
eveﬁ 19508, But, although st#te éfficials often failed to

differentiate between the various urban_youth_gangs] {2},
Amalaitas represented a tradition ef urban youth éanga

separate from those which pre-dated the tsotsis, Amalsita



gangds were made up of young male migrant domestic workers
who 1lived in white suburban domestic quarters, Amalaita
gang ﬁemhers teﬁded to have a strong rural cunsciocusness
which was particularly evident in the fact that they
continued to participate in the circumcision rituﬁl. Gang
asgociation could be zeen as a way of coping with an alienf
urbanﬂenvironment; Aithough Amalgitas, éénarically,'did not

all have the same ethnic baéiground, | the individual

- Amalajta gangs did tend to associate slong ethnic lines.

During the week, gang members were enployed domestic

" servants; their -Amglni&a identity only became agparent'on

hheig ”day:off", Sunday.{S) Anothey early form of ysuth
gang - farmation, :'extremaly common amongst young Pondo
migrants_'from as early as the 1930s, was the iﬂﬂig%hﬁi.
Rgphér than Eeing urbén youth gangs, however, the ipdlavini
could be seen as renegade youth bands which had broken away
@Famﬁ traditional Pondo age structures. The indlavini
consisted " of youths who had shaken «ff traditionsl
courtship and initiation rituala. Although the mmm
were heavily influenced by urban life through migrancy and
displ;yed B number of ch;racﬁeristics associated with the
tsotsis such as territorial violence and sexﬁal aggression,
they wevs essentially a rural pﬁenqmenan.(#) By contr;st,
the gangs which can be identifiéd.as tso*si forenrunners

_ ni
were township based and, sven if some of their members were

"technically migrants, asserted a strong urban identity.

In a book published in 1962, Absolom Vilakazi argued tﬁat
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the most important cultural forerunner te tha tsotsis in
Natal was & social stiratum called the abaghafi. The

abaghafi apparently emerged in the urban areas during the

early 1920s. Like the tsotsis, they were adeolescents
heavily influenced by American movie images, particularly
those. of the Wild West. Their style was modelled on -

cowboys, But most young urban Africans could not afford
real cowboy get-up, suv cheap imitations emerged: ordinary

handkerchiefs were used Cnutead of mufflers and pantg were

tied under the knees to imitate breeches. Vilekazi says

nothing about’ gbaghafi gang fdrmatian. It would appesar that

the g&ggﬁgﬁi were an amorphous stratum of Natal youth whoze
cvhief expression ex&stgd at the level of clothing style.
Vilakazi argﬁed-that,i th%ough migrancy, the stvle becanme
popular 'amcngst rural vouths. But, whereas the sabaahafi
Si?le remained popular in the countryside, it gave way to

‘the tsotéi_style in Fhe urban areas. "Iﬁ the urban areas..

what would kave been the abaghafi in the past are now

called the tsoigis”. By the 1950s, sabaghsafi style in Natal

actually becanme symbolic of rural ianck af

EE
;7

-\;\

sophistication.(§)

- In the Pretoria townships youth gan&s, called Funanis

'generically, emersed during the 1930s. Like the tsotsis,

these sungs asserted their urban identaity and ware
influenced by American gangster imagery. Thér spoke 6n

embryonic form of tsotsitaal called flaaitaal. The Funsa,
it ’
f
h

self-consciously = differentiated  themselves ! from the

B
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Amslaita gangs., The term "tsotsi" eventually came to

incorporate what were the Eunaﬂis.(ﬁ)

in Johannesburg, there were a number of precursors to the

téétais. By the early 1940s the Blue Nines and Malplapipes

had becdme_g common feature of township life, particularly
in Sophiﬁtgﬁn_and Alexandra, The Blue Nipes and Malalapipes
_were an-amorph&us strata of ragged, homeless children and
young adolescents who engaged in begging and petiy theft:
The Malslapipes got their name from the digcarde(] junkyard

pipeé'in which they siept and sought shelter.(7)

Eq 1940; on the reguest of Graham Bailenden, the Managsr of
thg NAD Johannesburg. an.ﬁrlando Boys’' Unit employee, Lucas
Nkﬁsi,ffkﬁs aaked to gather information gnd write up =a
report on loecal youth gangs. . Accbrding to Nkosi, a number

of Juvenile gangs spring up in Oriando in the late '1930=s.

the best known of which were the Nsibanyoni Gang, the Board.

Gang and the Station Gang. Each gang tended tolhave betweeﬁgh

tﬁ 15 &and 20 members aged between 13 and 21 years old.  The

lagang members were generally unemployed and engaged in
hinformal enployment or petty theft; they amoked dagga and
gaﬁpled on the streetcorners; they were influenced by
Ame;ican movies and those who could afford it attempted to

imitate American clothing fashions. Nkosi added that

"gimilar gangs operated in Alexandra, Pimville and

Sophiatown but the Orlando gangs were generally “"better
behaved” than those of the other townships.(8] In January

1942 the Orlando Residents’® As=zociation reauested a meeting

al
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with Ballenden +to discuss the .dgteriorating Juvenile
delinquency prablem in Orlande.(8) The meeting went ahead
and;}n September 1942 Bzllenden commented: "It would appear
fh;% delinquency amongst children ...  is on the increase.
(ases have recently been reported where children have
operatéd- in ‘é&ime ganss’'".{19) _Similar problems' were
heing experienced in West NativgiTownship. One resid?nt
wroté .ta Ballenden complaining %haﬁ "peopie are siﬁpl?
stunned, théy.fﬂo not knoﬁ what to do. The location is

controlled by wicked boys..." (119

fn early 1942 adpinistrative atteﬁtion was drawp to the
activitie; of the Tuta Rangers, a mpassive criminal;5Uﬂ@Pile
gang 0pe¥&ﬁﬁng in Alexandra.(12} According to the*NE%ﬁ&ad
and Wynberg police the gang was tightly organised making it
extremély difficult to pin any incriminatiug evidence on
thef?membgrs. The Tuta Rangers apparsntly operated on &
.émaller scale in Sophiatown. The Superinterdent of West

4

Native Township commented that

"a common threat in

Sophiatown is *I will call the Tuta Rangers from Alexandra
tan fix you .up’".(lé) The Alexandra ganz consisted of
betwéen 150 and 180 wembers ranging from 15 to 30 years of
age. The gang was known to have robbed "respectable Natives
and unprotected women" and Lo have broken up dances and
concerts. Several shooting incidents in Alexandral were
helieved to have been assodiated with the gaﬂg, With the
money raised from ariminél activities the Tuta Rantiers

hired expensive lawyers to defend membiers under

o]
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progsecution. According to Lieutenant~Colonel Horak, uveputy
Commissioner of Police for the Witwatersrand Division, it
had been established "that members of thewe gangs wsre
children of respectable stand-owners in Alexandra township,
and their parénta have no control whatsoever aver

shem."(14)

In Joygn{esburg, 8 more generic term for young township
"eity xéffckers“ was Qlevers. Rather_thgn referring to a
specific youth gang, Clevers reprrsented a stratum of urban
African youth: unenployed, Stylish, influenced by American
movie images, {15) The %erm Clevers survived into the tsotei
era. but the meaning narrowed to refer to & more genior,

experienced and soclally successful type of tsotsi.,(16)

Tsotsitaal was an important element of tsotsi subrultural
identity during the late 1940s and 1950s. Like the tsotsi
gangs themsaivea, tsotsitaal had its precursors. The first
distinctiva B lanvuags used by township youth
gangs, particuiarly the Funanis of Pretoria, was known as
shalambrombo. It was a language intelligible exclusively to
the "in-group" based on Zulu and Xhoss. Shalambombo wras
Self—canscinusiy a "secret language" whiwn delineated a
group identity. The word "shalambombo” comes from two Zulu
words: “skala" meaning "shunning” and "mbo-mbo" meaning
"aovering over” or "turning upside-down".{17} Around 1935
flasitgaal, a secret language with an Afrikamns basilect,

"took ‘over as the most popu;gr language amongst the urban
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vouth dangs first, it seems, in Pretoria and then
spreading to the Rand.  Shalambombo gradually faded
aut,{18) Flasitaal evolved into tsotsitaal. The languages
were wosentlially the same but fer a major expans " in
vocabulary that is associated with tsotsitaal. Tsotsitaal
was also more widely spoken; it became a language almost
universal amongst the Afrivan uecban yvouth. The linguist
c.T. Msﬁﬁang argues that "the devalopment of Tsotsitaal is
one of the most important socio-linguistic developments in

Southern Africa in the twentieth century”.{19)

The term "tsotsi" entered township vocabulary around
1943/1944. There is general consensus amongst my informants
tl at the word referred to a strle of narrow-bottomed pants
which became popular amcongst ucsecoen African ?outh «n  the
garly 1940s.{20) In Asgrican gangland slang the mnarrow-
bottemed pants were called "zoot-suits", It 1is possible
that the word "tsotsi" comes directly from the word "zoot-
enit", with 2 prenmuneiation shift, C.V, Bothma provides
another fairly »lausible sugsestion that the word comes
from the South Sctho "ho tsotsa” which means "to sharpen”,
referriﬁg to the shape of fthe pants.(21) There is some
evidence to suggest that the fashion became pobular after

the movie Stormyv Weather was screened in the townships in

the early 1940s.{22) The style was reinforced throuzh
another influential movie, Cabin in the 8kv, screened in
Johannesbhurg hetween 1948 and 1950.(23) To be "in fashion"

township bays had to wear tsotsis] it became a e¢rucial
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symbol of urban sophistication. "All the youngsters used to

wear these pants," recalls ex-Spoiler, Norris Nkosi.(24)
The sharper the Lrouser bottems, the more fashicnable the
youth was deemed to be.(25) Initially, then, "tsotsi"
referred to a style fashionable amongst the township youth.
It referred +to a style of dress "whick was worn by any
self-respecting city slicker. To be 'with-it’' you had to
dress 1iké that. Dressing like that mesant you were an urban
kid. As opposed to a well-mannered, well-brought up, God-
fearing country kid".(28) All youths who wore those pants
were called tsotsis, Gradually, however, the meaning
shifted., Tsotsi became synonomous with "skelm" or "villain"
or "trickster".{(27) A tsotsi became "someone w:i is rude
towards everything"; disrespectiful tqwards elders, laws,
employment, For teenagers, £he mere act of wearing long
pents was deemed to be precocious; parents still expected
their teenage song fo wear shorts in the 1940s.{(28)
Although older people tended to view all those who wore
tsotsi pants as gangsters, +this was not necessarily the
case, The pants were almost mandatory amongst teenage boys
by the late 19408.(29) The subculture, then, acgquired a
nama and a dominant style around 1943/1944. HNHowever, much
of what later became associated with the concept . "tmotsi”
had already starﬁed to take shape by the mid- to late

1930s.

The first written reference to tsotgils can be found in the

Bantu World Readers' Forum in April 1945. Between April and
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Junes 1845 a vigoroug debate raged in the Readers® Forum
over the nature of what most readers called the "Bo-
Tsotsi"., Whereas some readers argued that the tsotsis were
a dangerous scourge, others argued that tsotsis were
essentially harmless youths very concerned with their
clothing style. Clearly, by April 1945 the tsotsis had made
a major impact on township life, The first letter in +this
series was written by a Mr J.D.N. of Benoni. The letter is
an important historical document not only because it helps
to  periodise the emergence of the tsotsi subculture but
alsoc because it helps to establish itz parameters. The
letter is worth quoting in full,

As a result of the introduction of fashions in
dressing, of broad-brimmed hats and narrow trousers -
which have been christened "Tsotsi” - not excluding
the different kinds of bright-coloured shirts, ties
and sports jackets, of all designs, there has emerged
iute pepularity (I wonder if 1 should say Notoriety)
a class of young men in Johannesburg who answer to
the faney name of "bho Tsotsi."

This ¢lass of budding "men of tomorrow"” forms the
bull: of the cinema goers, "eultured" audiences of
shows and concerts and the "Jive Kings" of
Johanneshurg and the Reef locations. They are common
in the streets, where they are sometimes in the
compatty of young damsels whose very fine broad-
brimmed and deconrated straw hats make them very
attractive to the "bo Tsotsi"; although I would
rather wear such a hat on the beach, they haunt the
dance halls, they sleep latest, and most of them are
more artful than the "artful Dodger" in Charles
Dickens®' "Oliver Twist" when it comes to "borrowing"”
your wallet or playing "hide and seek™ with the
Police,

You would think there was never such & thing as
work when you saw how some of them "burn the candle
at both ends" in idling and moving about from pillar
to post. Those whoe work, among them, represent a very
small per centage of the "Tsotsi" peopulation., theyr
are a defect in the "Tsetsi" body.

Talk of drinking and T'11 tell you to consult Mr.
"Taotsi" who knows more about the manufacture and
price control of every kind of location beer (or
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"B35il", a8 it is sometimes called) than he kn~i's his
own name. Gonsult him on how you can be happy and he
will philosophise to you with the words: "Eat, drink,
steal and be happy for tomorrow you go to gaol!'"

If you are an anthroprlogist who is interested in
location life, especially where there are so many
street fights during weekends, study "bo Tsotsi” and
you'll get enough infermation %o write a thesis that
will excite many universities into honouring you with
degrees!

Step into & train and you’ll find that our friends
form the majority of the psgsengers; peep 1iato a
prison cell and you'll find a regal choice of them,
go anywhere, in any place, as long as there’s room
for wischief there, you’ll find your “Tsotsi"
gentlemen,

"Be Tsotsi!" The Reef is wxhausted by the terror
that they wrought (8ic), paremts bhewail every day the
sad fate of the existence of these "guys", they are a
thorn in the flesh these poor victims of ruthless
delinguency. Yet they seek to be helped cut of this
dungeon of the giant Mischief.

Only by patient reform and meral training, on the
side of parents, cen wo be rid of this trivial
nuisance: but how can it be done? Has it been tried?
And to what eatent? I pause for a reply.(380)

It is clear from this letter that a distinctive tsotsi
subculture had emerged by the mid 19408 on the Rand. Many
of the elements of subeultural identification observed by

the writer - clothing style, :street fights, attitudes to

work - will be explored in more detail in Chapter Three.

II

Both contemporary observers such as Mr J.D.N, and
historians alike have tended to use the term "tsotsi" very

loosely. Little attempt has been made ta get to grips with
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the definitional ambiguities of the concept. What was the
relationship between youth gangs and the wider subculture?
Weré all tsotzis necessarily gang members? What did a
"eang" entail? Were tsotsis necessarily criminals? In
this section I explore some of these ambiguities and
attempt; ultimately, to infuse the subcultural definition

with some precision.

During the mid- to late 1940s the term "tsotsi" seemed to
have a hroad subcultural, fashion-centred connotation.
Graduslly, though, throughout the 1980s, the criminal and
gang connotations astrengthened but remained somewhat

ambiguous. In the Bantu World Readers’' Forum tsotsi debate,

between May and July 1845 several of the readers defended
tsotsis as being harmless adherents o fashion. Fashion,
rather than criminality ov gang formation, was seen by
these readers to be the essence of the tsotsi phenomenon.
Thus, & Mr Nzima wrote, "Let them be'!' a fashion never
harmed anyone, and the present fashion is the best for the
time."(31) Another contribﬁtor, Walter Nhlape, took o
similar position: "Why should these children apclogise for
their clothes? It is a fallacy that certain clothes signify
carruption or degradation of the spirit."(32) Even o¢nce
the cr?minal gany connotation had become wides@reaﬂ, the
term “tsotsi" continued to embrace young “city-slickers”
whe were neither in gangs nor involve& in criminal
activity. A tsotsi was a "slick guy"” who dressed and

bshaved in a particular way.(33}) For ex-American, Peggy
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Bellair, the word represented "a style, a way of life".(34)
The stovepipe trousers remained the key identifying

symbol. (35)

During the 1980s, most township residents perceived the
subculture to be undifferentiated: zoot trousers implied
tsotsi which, in turn, implied member of criminal gang.(36)
According to Norris Nkosi, tsotsi trousers were so
pervasive that elderly people described almost any youth
wandaring arocund the streets as a tsotsi. (37} Stan
Mot juwadi made a similar observartion: "The ordinﬁr?
elderly citizens mistock all those youths whoe wore the
style for a bad element.”{38) It would be safe to say
that the subculiure extended te include urban youths who
were neither geng members nor criminals. Subcultural
identity cut &créss gang membership and criminality. A
young male could be a member of the "in-group” if he wore
taoteis, *ﬁr&nk alcohnl and smoked daggs freasly, spoke
tsotsitaal well and demonstrated a familiarity with the
townshlp environment, Nevertheleéa, the criminal gangs

constituted the gore of the subculture; they epitomised

sabcultural style and behaviour.

Clearly, members of the subculture tended to cluster in
groups. Subcultural c¢lusters, however, took a number of
forms varying in degrees of cohesion and sizge. There was
#lso a great deal of shading in the extent to which these
groups participated in violent or criminal activity. Three

different gang formations were discernible within the
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tsotsi subculture: "big shot" gangs, "small-time" oriminal
gangs and non-criminal gstreet-corner networks. The
divisions were rarely clear-cut; +these three categories

often merged intoc one another.

The "big shot" gangs were gangs with name and fame in the
townships. Individuals were known, they dreased
Jﬁistinctively. Their criminal activity tended toc be slick
and well organised. They often ran protection rackets and
gambling dens. Leaderskip figures would often be oclder - in
their late twenties or thirties. These gangs liked to
distinguish themselves from the common tsotsia. Motjuwadi
explained:
To be a gang member in especially the old townships
had & certain exclusivity attached., It was like a
- eloged club with a clear identity. Sure, they broke
the law occasionally, but they weren'’t involved in
heavy crime. Apart from gang werfare, If you became a
member of a gang it’s prestigious. You aren't a
nobody. The muggers were despised .., The ¢ld gangs
were Jlooked up to in a way ... they commanded some
respect and they were anvied by youngsters.
The famous gangsters enjoyed dressing well and "liked to
associate with socially acceptable people" such as
musicians and politicians. They had a known, coherent
membership. "So~and-s¢ is a member of the Americans, so-
and-s0 is a member of the Berlins ..." They almost had &
regigter of membership.13%) The Spoilers of Alexandra did

not like to be called tsotsis, claims ex-Spoiler Norris

Nkosi, "The small-time gangs were not of our class."{40)

Where does one draw the line between "big-time" gangs and
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smaller tsotsi gangs? Henry Miles arguer that there were
only three "real”™ gangs dufing the 1950s, the "Big Three":
the Americans, Spuilers and Msomis.(41) Whereas these
' three were clearly the best known youth gangs in the
Witwaterarand tuwns?ips, a number of other gangs could
realistically be placed in the "big-time" category such as
the Black Caps {Jhich”wag best known during the 1940s), Die
Jakes Gang ﬁnd the Béﬁliners cf Sophiatown, the Co-
operatives of West Native Township, the X.Y¥Y.ms of Nawclare,
the. Otto Town Gang of Orlande, the Apache and Berliners
fréml.ﬂrlando East, the Black Swines of White City {=mee
Table One}, All these gangs controlled large areas, had
large memberships with known leaders and ran extensive
crime operationg., They aspired to high style. The Torch
Gang of Orlando was an ambigﬁous cage., It was as famous and
as large as the other big—time_gangs but its membership was
amoéphous and its style {(apart from iis notorious custom of
.shining  torches in mugging victims® faces) was not
diaiinctive, The gaﬁg was more intefested in theft than

exclusivity and style,

Hotjuwadi claimed that thé bigger, slicker gangs had "a
kind of a cede" net to mug  and stéal from township
- ragidents. "They were township kide themselves. The
township residents [werel their parents ... they [werel
known".(42) Nkosi supports this view, "The Spoilers,” he
. insists, "wers decent guys."(43) There is some supporting

evidence to suggest that the Americans, ag a lone
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exception, had social scruples. Their criminal operations,
whether robbing rasilway trucks or pickpocketing, tended to
be carried out in the Joharnnesburg central business
district rather than the townships,.{44}) The Spoilers and
Masomis did not neesd to mug local residents because they ran

extensive: protection rackets. Although protection rackets

‘can hardly be construsd as #uuially scrupulous, Lbelr

operations did have a professionalism which set them apart
from petty muggers. Besidents of Alexandra, it Qeems, wo&ld
feel safer running into a grour of Spoilers im a dark alley
rather than aoﬁe nameless tsotsi gang (proéided, of course,
they had paid their.pfotection fees). Spoilers took pride
in._theif operaﬁiona: they did not iike to bhe assecciated
with petty criminals. It . is impossible f{o determine whether
this attitude of professional.priée extended beyond the
"RBig Three”, Clearly, though, the well-known, biggér gangs
operated more sliékly and less arbitrarily than ancnymous
tsotsi. ggngs} Their vary %hmiliarity.with' the residents
seemed to place some restriction on their activities. One
notable area of exception, however, was in their treatment
of women, Their sexual viélence and arrcgance was in line
with the widef 'subculture.(45)= Sexual viclence agide,
serious and overt viclence w;s, for'the most part, confined
to intermgang.waffare. in dealing with residents, coercion
was unstated, the violence was lat&nta S0 a .weii-kﬁown
gangster would walk into a rectaurant and, in a ver?
coarteous manner, order a meal which; it was understood, he

would not pay for. An anonymous tsotsi would have to hold

» 4]
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the proprietor up with a knife or gun to get his meal,

Small~time tsotai gangs ranged in membership from as little
as three or four to a= much as twenty.{46) TIn same cases
their membership could be as large as those of g¢ome big-
time gangs but it was an amorphous,_ shifting memhérship
without a clear organisational structure or hierarchy, The
gengs would often remain naméless; those that had names
were only.known very locally. These small, often anonymous,

criminal tsctsi gangs were extremely common; they preyed

' off  the cnhmunity shamelesgly, mnugging and plckpocketing

regidents  in <+trains and on the streeta. They 1qcked the
polish and esclusivity of the big-time gangs and they
tended to be more overtly violent. tawgrds residents.{(47)
Dccaasionally, individuals from t@;sef Bangs would
"graduate”; “some would become refiﬁed from the money they
made and they would so‘aad~10£n the biggef gangs after
that,"{48) The Luotsi term for a gang was ";ﬁg&"' nr
"xgﬁgiﬁ, coming from the common cowboy word hranch"‘which
referred to a group of cowboys based at a particular caﬁtle

post,(49) The term rasj wss used to describe these

smaller, less formal groupé'rathar than tha'big—time gangg.,

The street-corner networks, also referred to ss rasjs, were
essentially non-criminal, unarmed and defensive. It was,

howevef, extremely difficult to draw a distinction between

the criminal and non~criminal rasj. Many of these rasis

arose to protect themselves against violent, bullying local
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gongs but their response was often viclent itself and
shaded into._ criminality. Bloke Modisane, in his
autobiography .Elgmg Me on History, recalls how #is own
little rasj emerged in Sophiatown. -

" I did not learn ... the daredevil hera complex of the
American male; I wanted to be with the good boys
against the bad koys, so we formed a street-copner
gang:  Philip Spampu, Mannags, Ncali, Valance, Dwarf,
Niff and I; we were the Target Kids, with targets
dyawn on the sides of the shep on Gold and Victoria
Road., Target was for girls and we wrote the names of
the girls we wanted; but we were slso a kind of

., vigilante group concerned with keeping our corner
Bafe frum the marauding gangs of Soyhlatown, we were
neith&r—-—thieves nor thugs, -and nev:b carried knive}
but we never hesitated to use vxclenbe againast the
tsotsis, the bull-catchers who attacked, robbed and*
stripped people. We ansvweéred the tsotsis with '
violence, which was & kind of lingua franca, and,  in
effect, we tpo were tsotsis; legally we should have
handed them over tJ the police, but we were Dblack,
the tsotsis were black and the law was white. We had
no intention of being produced by whites as witnesses
ageinst blacks, - this would kave exroged us to  the
vengeance of the tsotais, arranged us in the line of
knivea and guns, and to the scorn of other Africans.

- The taotsis were vioclent men; the forde of vioclence
was the only voice they respected; it wes a
conforting morality adequately masking the violence
within - nua, we were little giants with P .oaar
complexes, filled with acts of eruelty, injastice and
oppression. We cleanged ourselves with
rationalisations, arme:l in_  point - with pious
indulgences, 1like a Christidr straight out of a
confession box. _ o

We ' grouped round cur corner ginging popr songs,
making instrument sounds with the mouth, whistling
wolf c¢alls at the passing parade of girls,  daring
each other on ... (50} '

This 1is an interesting uxtract.in a number of respects

First, .it reflects the 7§pontaneity and egsentailly
defensive ~nature of the streét-corner rasi, Second, it
reveals an ambigucus identification with tsotsis; Modisane
and his friends simultansously set themselves up in

opposition to the tsotsis and absorbed the logic of the
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subculture. They hated the violence of the tzotsis and yet
were violent themselves; they uctually did take on "the
. daredevil herc complex of the American male”. Their
zdent1flcat10n with +the tsotsis was ultlmately stronger

than it was with "the Iaw".

There were alsc st:eet-cdrner rasjs which were less
ambiguousiy non~vielent and non-criminel. Acéording fo
Henry - Miles, thers were'ﬁst many substantial gan; . "2
- Orlando; “there were many gtrafﬁ}cgrnézfgggis that were ol
nu.significance .»» harmlesa an&éﬁseleas?. They would club
together, wear the same cloth&; and call themsélves a
rani.{51) Many of these networks energed .quite
spontaneously out of play groups consisting of boys between
gix and ten years old. As they got older, minor skirmishes
arose between the emerging rasis.. For some street-corner
networks, +the fightsa becume'inc:easingly violeut as they
defended their respective territories ffam rivals. The
rasjs clustered around street-corner shops which, becausns
qf their potential for both odd johs aand petty thefi,
bécame a central terfitarial. element.{52) "Mcﬁ9y“
Mdlalose recalls that there were numerous little street-
"' corner prbtéction netﬁ??ks in Sophiatown during the 1940s
and 19560s. His dﬁ;fgrnuétdié not dress up particularly
styiishiy: ﬁnd\they did not have & name., They would gtand
about at ﬁhe Chinese and Indlan shopsu trying to pick up 8
,

*pansella". "They played dice and "heads and tails" wth a-

Jcozn, often éhr small sums of mouey . Thﬁy spoke *qntsitaal
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together., Scome of'them, like Mdlalose himself?, went . to

school.{53) These street-corner rasjs were on the

periphery of the wider tsotsi subculture, They. waere not

classic 'tsofgis but the 3spoke isotsitaal, wore tsotsi
e _

trousers, were lnvolved in petty gambling and were heavily

influenced by American movies,

in Pretoria, C.V. .Bcthma jdentified what can perhaps he.
consldered a fourth tsotsi gang category: the Hepkets. The
Hggg%pﬂ aspired to high tsotsi style and yet were nlearly
nun»éiolent and non- crxmlﬂal. In tecms of style, they could
be mistaken for_ “bzgmleague gangsters, But they were
genereily employed, educaied and law-abiding.(54) .Aliﬁﬁﬁgh
it i; extréﬁely likely that a similar caﬁégng§ ?merge&W'iﬁ

the.'Rand townships, I have no clear eﬁidence of iés

axigtence,

The tsotzl subculture, then, waa-far from monolithic; it |

‘contained a great deal of variety and stratification within

I .?

it. Deapat“ the shading, however, theye were enocugh poiats
of zomronality and identification for a caze to he made
that it did in fact represent & fairly coherent subculture,

The "big-league" gangs, althcugh oiren consciously

separating themselves put from tsotsis, were the

subenultural role mudela. The streetcorner gargs, in all

'

their shade,'” wf style, violence ana eriminality,

wonstitdted the bulk of the subculture.
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Quantifying the subculture is a treacherous taesk. Thers is

quite literally no hard ‘dats on gang membership or

subeculiural participation. This section is therefore

unavoeidably impressionistie, Nevertheless, it is po=sible

to create a powerful picture, albeit impressionistic, of

theifpreQQlence of the subculture, bath in the wider sense

and in terms of gang membership.

——

.Perhaps the best starting point is the material presented

in the previous chapter nn' Juvenile delinguency and

unemploymen’, ‘because these pkenomena are far more
guantifiable. in ~whe eyes of both township residents and
administrators Ithere was a very Btreng connection between
the juvenilie ddlinquency phenomenon and tsotsi gangs; the
problems were Sseen an largaly indistinguishable. I showed
that from Ehe war years through to the early 19605 probably
the majority of urbanised African youths on the Rand were
out of school or nnemployed. I went on to argue that for
the unemployed male youths there ﬁera few available outlets
other than township vouth gangs., In the folldwing table I
have compiled " a list of township gangs buiween 1940 and
1960 which can be referenced concretely. Where possible, I
have added information on size and age range. It is
important to néte that this list of alrust one hundred

gangs cnly'touches the surface of gang mehbership gince the
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overvhelming majority of gangs were nameless or too little
known to be mentioned in newspapers, autobiograéhies, NEAD
reports or remain imprinted in the memory of my informants.
In this section I will look first at the wider subcultural
presence in the Rand townships. This will be followed by an
attempt to assess the prevalence of tsotsi gangs. Finally,
I will forus on the social pressures which propelled male
African yau}hs into gangs. These pressures were so powerful
that it hecomes possible-. to extrapolate, albeit

impreasibniaticallﬁ, about the pervasiveness of the gangs.

WITWATERSRAND GANGS 1940-1961

The fullowing-(overleaf} is a list of tsotal gangs which
dperated on the Rand between roughly 1940 and 1960. As 1
roint out in the text of the chapter, this list only
touches the surface of township gangs. Most gangs were
nameless or too smali to be documented. Essentially, then,

this ia a 1list of known and referenced gangs. I have

- grouped the gangs chronologically on a township by township

basis, Where possible, I provide information on datés of
operation, gang size and age range within the gang. The
dates given arelthe dates at the point of reference unless
the riference provides an alternative starting date., In
other wards,. it can be assumed that the gang operated for
at leaét some time before the point of reference., If a date
range is given, it has beenn inferred from the first and

tast points of reference.
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ORLANDO
Name

Board Gang
Nzibanyoni Gang
Station Gang
Nzama Gang

Brown Sports Gang

- Blus Sporis Gang

Mofokeng Gang
Club Gang

Ngcukushe Gang
Nineteen Gang

Otto Town Gang

Salamas

Kid Ranchers
Torch Gang
Three Star Boys

Date

18940
1940
1940
1240
1940
1840
1840
1940
1940
1940

mid 1940g-
late 1950
19651

1951
1953 ~early 19603

19586

Plantation Spoilers 19571959

Barliners
sub-gangsa:
High Scciety
Eacourt
M

Apache
sub~gangs:
Germans
Black Swines
Black Knights
Deckeids

Mliamlankuzi

1959

1959

1959-1961

Size  Age Range Reference

15 16-21 (55)

16 14~18 {65)

20 14-16 {58)

14 14-18 {55)

8 1821 {55)

8 18-21 {58}

16 14-~18 {58)

19 12-~15 (55)

7 17-21 (56}

? 12-14 {55)

20 16-25 (56)

? 16«25 {58)

? 16~25 (58)

? 16+ (567}

? 15~16 {58)

? leader was 20 {(59)
"very large" ? (60}
"very large" T {80)
? 7 (61)



SOPHIATOWN

Approx.
Name Date Size Age Range Reference
Black Caps late 19309~ ? ? (62)
: . early 1950
Tuta Rangers 1942 | ? ? {683)
{lecal branch)
Apericans : 1945~19566 30~-45 20-25 (64)
Berliners mid40s -midbH0s 30 15-20 (65}
Angels With Dirty Faces 1940s ? ? -[B86)
- Tonto .Brothers 1850s ? ? (66)
Die Jakeszs Gang early 1350s "ruled Western Areas" {67}
Casper Kids early 1960s 50+ "mostly teenagers" {68)
Dead End Kids 1954 ? ? (69}
Sundowners 1980s ? ? (70)
Mangamanga 19608 ? ? {(70)
Fighting Guardsmen 1930s ? ? (70)
Styles Gang- 1950s ? ? (70)
Home Ds 1960s ? i {71)
Gestapo 1950= ? ? . (72)
Vultures . 1960s 50+ teenagers {72)
ALEXANDRA
Tuta Rangers 1941 150-18¢0 15-30 {73)
Zorro's Fighting i1847~1953 *mob of tough yiuths" {74}
Legion _
Spoilers 1952~1969 250 18~3% {in 1963) (75}
Black Koresans 1863 ? ? : {76)
"§ major gangs" 1953 {combined} 500+ "vyoungsters" (76)
Mau Mau early 1980s by ? {77)
Etonebreakers early 1950s ? 7 {(78)
Mzomis c1953~1958 B0+ olier leadership, (79)
vounger henchmen
ZP5 19508 "little gang" 2 (80)
Benzine Boys 1568 ) ? ? (81)
CPZ 1959 ? ? (82)
Satan's Boys 1960 ? "youth” (83)
Rope Gang 1961 ? 13-20 {84)
PIMVILLE
Spoilers (local 1952 2 7 _ {85)

branch known as

"JTap 9ese™) .

vie Jakes Gang early 1950s "yuled the Western Areas" {86)
(extension of

Sephiatown gang)

Styles Gang 1950¢g ? ? (87)
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NEWCLARE

Nams Date
Bpoilers 1953
{local branch}

K.Y.s cl963
MEADOWLANDS

Ygang from 1957
Meadowlands"

Wibsey Gang 1960
Black Swines 1961
KLIPTOWN

Slagpaal 1951
Vaalkamers 1951
Co-operatives 1958
{local branch)

WHITE“CITY, JABAVU

Torch Gang 19563~1¢55
{extension of

Orlando gang)

Big Fives 19856
Black Swines 1958-1960
Pirates 186861957

WEST NATIVE TOWNSHIP

‘Co-operatives 1962~1958
MORORA

Terrors 1954
Taexrch Gang 1953~1955
{extension of

Orlando gang)

EAST NATIVE TOWNSHIP

Fast Elevens 146861
German Spoilers 1961
GERMIGTON

Fast Elevens 1483~1965
Dead Man'’s Gulceh 1865
Valtures 19585

Approx.

§j Ze gge E,angg

? ?
"big Ea‘ngﬂ ?
22 "vouths"
? ?
? 17-26
? 18-256
? 16-25
? 15-19
? n
? ?
"very big gang" 14-18

"hig gang” 14-18
? 15~19
? ?
? ?
2 o
? ?
? ?
? ?
? 7
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BENONI and EVATON

Approx.
Name Date Size Age Range Reference
Maomis 1958 ? ? (105}
{Alexandra remnant)
Mashalashala 1960 ? ? (106)
Rocikamp 1950 ? 7 {(1086)
ROODEPOQORT
Gas Devils 1953 ? 17-23 {107)
Dead End Kids 1953 ? % {(107)
Torch Commando 19861 ? 16-22 (108)
YREDEDORP
Spoilers {local 1663 ? ? (109)
branch)
Time Squares 1959 ? ? (110)
Durbaners 1959 2 ? {110)
FERREIRASTOWN
0ld Man Y 1852 ? ? (111)
Baby Face Gang 1962 7 ? {112)
DOORNFONTEIN
Thousand and One 1854 "massive membership" "young" (113}
Gang
One possible way in which o assess the prevalence of
tgotsi gangs is to observe the reactions of townzhip
residents to them. The gpate of letters in Bantuy Werld
during May to July 1945 c¢clearly demonstrates +he massive
impact that the tsotsi subculture had made on  the
consciouasness of township residents. One Brakpan rasident
gsummed up the spirit of thege letters when he commented:
"The +talk of the day and the qu:stion of the time is ‘Bo-
tmotsi’ and their effect upen humen peace and
morality."(114) The =style, as opposed te the criminality
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and gang formation associated with it, penetrated well
beyond the unemployed ycuth.conatituency. One Bantu Worid
reader estimated that "about 90 per cent of the students
from the reef and Pretoria wear ‘bottoms'”,{115) My
informants reinforced this impression. There is general
consensus that during the late 19408 and 19508 most teenage
boys wore tmotsig, though not all those who wore the pants
could be presumed to be gangsters.(1168) Tsotsitaal, petty
gambling and the imitation of American style was =zalsao
common to the majority of young males.{117) The
p&rticipation of girls and young women in the subculture is
an ambiguous issus which will be discusaed at length in

Chapter Feur.

The best documented evidence suggesting the massive impact
of tsotsi crimingl gangs 6n the Rand can be found in
township Advisory Board minutes between 1956 and 1958.
Board members complained constantly about tsotsi terror,
'abdﬁt youths out of control and police neglect. The streets
of the townships.and the traing were unsafe during the day,
let alone at night, because of the tsotsi “"menace”,
Residents were too scared to make official reports to the
palice because they were scared of fsutsi reprisals,
Townshlp residents made regular regquests to thé}autharitiea
to allow civil guards to operate which, the Board members
seemed to agree, was thecanly way to combat marvauding
tsotsi gangs.{(118) Alexan&&a, Sophiatown and Newclare,

being freehold townships and "nobody's baby"”; were not
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repreéented by Advisory Boards. This possible source of
information about gangs is thus absent in these areas.
Nevertheiess, there is some evidence to suggest that the
tsotsi gang presence was ﬁrobably aven more powerful in
- these townghipa. A Bantu World editorial in 1955, for
instance, cﬁmmentad: "At Alex Township,; tsotsis have gone
out of hand. Europeans and Africans walk the streets of
that township after sunset, at their peril ... The people
see no remedy other than to appoint civic guards, to clean
the tsotsi~infested streets of their township." (118} In
1987 vCaptain Recco déEVilliers, .an "aﬁpert" on township
gaﬁgaterism. was interviewed in The Stsr. According £o hinm,
the  tsotzsi gang problem was particulariy serious in
Sophiatown .and Newclare. He observed wrylf, "I have “had
more ghots fired at me ih Newglare in one year than in all
th&‘ time I was fighting in North Africa - foprtunately they
are bad shoia."(lzn) nThefe was also & c¢lear perception
amongst ANC politicians that gangsterism was rife émongét
their potential urban youth ) conztituency. Ir his
autobiography, Moses Dlamini recalls the violent death in
1958 ofuhis seventeen year-old cousin Abel who led a gang
cealled the Terroxs in_White City. At Abelﬁs funeral,
Plamini's :¥a%her, who was a member of the Congress Youth
Leaéue, G?sked in anguish; "How many of them have died like
this ...2 butehéring_cne snother mercilessly.for triflgs?
How shall our peupie get their freedom with the majority of

our youths turned o gémgsters?“ilzl)
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According to Godfrey Moloi, who grew up in Orlando, "It was
unusual to find & male teenager who wasn’t in a gang.”
Those who escaped came from a "small fringe of ‘decent’
families” who tended to be churchgoing and whe often sent
their  children to distant places %o do . their
schooling.{122) "One way or anothaf," ohserved Stan
Motjuwadi, "just about every young boy was gucked into the
gangé, though most of them were fairly harmlesa.“(lzaj
Henry Miles,. who was a teenager in Alexandra in the latter
half of the 18508, confirms thig: "Most of the teenagers
belongad to hafmless smaller gangs ... Every street-corner
had a xﬁ;ﬁm Every street?corner had a leader and there were
sort of haﬂgers on..."(124}” Nkosi and Mdlalose attest that

:  there were numerous street-corner youth protection networks

throughout the townships.(125)

Gle;rly, there was _enormdua- social pressure on male
teenagers 'tg.-join géngs. " "Even if yuu didn’t like ihe
ggng," reca;ied. Mot juwadi, "vou were forced to Jjoin f&r
‘your own protection."{128) There was & general
uaderstanding that a teenage male who lived in a particular
ares Mas a member of the gang that controlled +that area,
Thus, iin Orlando East, "if you lived in Pirate territory
you were thought te be a member of the Pirﬁtes."(lZ?} Peggy
Bellair’s:recollections for Sophiatown are similar. "If yoa
gfew :up in a particular street and there was a gang which
_operaﬁed thera, you would autometically become a member

becaugse all your friends were part of it., You've got to
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join them. It was the obvious thing. There were some young

guys who kept out of it and we called them sissies, ‘Ag
man, Just leave him alone. He's a sissie.’"ilZS} Peter
Magubane was ‘never a member of the Berlins gang but he
lived in the Berlin area. "If you lived in Berlin territory
you were effectively a member of the gang whether you iiked
it " or ﬁot.“ Young males who resisted membership were
victimised., Very .few yoﬁths in Berlin territory_were not
Berlins, According to Hégubane, _this pattern was common
fhroughoug. the townships., "If you can’t defend wourself,

FOu becqﬂé a vietim."{129)

Déspite the total absence of statistics on gang membership,
it is possible to asiahlish a fairly accurate impression of
the size of the tsotsi subculture on the Witwatersrand.

Judging from the number of catalogued gangs between 1840

~mnd 1961, the scale of the reactibﬁ to "tsoisiism"™ and the

extent of sacial pressure on township adolescents to Jjoin
gangs, 1t seems reasonable to assert that the majority of

African male youths en the Rénd-helqnged to gangs, whether

- «"hig-league” or streetcorner rasj.
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"Mr Car

‘ Apavh

Berlin

Plack Swan =

Pa Ret [@1rates°3
Abner Sekoane

1 was a gang star. They say T must all so ¥ill pepls so I
say: I will never kill any pepls They wan 1 say that they
talte my pass They say I must be one of them Then I say 1T
will never do that

Abner Sekoane

2214 Orlando nast.,"
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CHAPTER THREE:

ANTI-SOCTAL BANDITS _
Culture, Hegemeny  and the Tsotsi Subculiure on the
Witwatersrand during the 1940s and 1960s :

With a few minor exceptions, the tzotsi gangs. which roamed
the Witwatersrand during the 1940s and 1950s never involved
 themselves in "polities". Because they were almost by
definition unemployed they were 'also mzrginal to the
struggle hetween caﬂital'and labour. A study of the tsotsi
subculture is therefore in danger of becoming politically
irrelevant, a colourful sociclegical study detached from
broader social power struggles. This paper attempts to
offset this danger from the outset by broadening the
definition of "political” to embrace culture and ideology.
I will place the tsotsi subculture within the context .of
- the struggle for cuitural hegemony in South Africe. Not
only d4id the tsotsi subculture cccupy a significant niche
within the cultural {abric of urban South Africa, but, I
will argue, it represented a powerful counter-farce to the

cultural hegemonic status quo.(l)
Although tsotsis never challenged state power in any direct
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way, it could be argued that they represented & threat to
the  consensus culture more profoundly than did political
organisgsations with clear political programmes. Although
organisationa such as the ANC and the Congress Youth
League challenged hegemonic ecultural notions of racial
domination and supremacy,; they simultaneously embraced most
of the values of the dominant western culture throughout
the 19408 and 1950s: patriarchal family =structures;
.reverance of education; disapproval of drugs, alcohol and
rromiscuity; adherenqa-:to the law; respect for private
?property {though of course this did not apply to the
;Communiats who had penetrated these organisations);
revulsion of viclence; a sense of living for the future
rather than for the here-and-now; the work ethic. It was
against these cultural elements that the tsotsis rebelled.
.They created for themselves an insulated alternative
culture which was considered "unnatural", an anathema to

both blacks and whites, both working class and hourgecisie,

‘In this section I will attempt to place the concept of
subculture into a theoréfical framework, drawing
eiﬁensively on British marxist subcultural theory,
particularly théory generated at the Birmingham Castre for
Contenporary Cultural Studies (BCCCS). Clarke, Hall,
Jefferson and Roberts, all associated with the BCCCS,
articulate probably the clearest and most coherent marxist
approach to ybuth subcultures in their seminal 1676

article, "Subculture, Cultures and Class”, published in a
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book edited by Hall and Jefferson entitled Resistance
through Rituals.(2) Clarke et al insist that subcultures
can best he explained through class analysis; they attack a
wave of post-war subeultural theory which dumps class in
favour of generational analysis, Many of these pozt-war
theorists argue .that as the standard of living of the
working cl;a.ss in Britain rose, and as consumerism gradually
penetrated the working class, generation replaced class as
the central antagonism in British soeciety. Subcultures are
seen as a product of the new consumer age in which youths
suddenly have money to spend and agsert their “ndependence.
from the oldef generation. Clarke et al r¢.=:,iec:‘{'.,.j this
argument on the grounds. that subculturesgs are still
basically a working class phenomenon and that the improved
sctandard of living of the working class has been
exaggerated., Ip nrder +to understand subcultureé, they
argue, vyou first have to lqok at the parent w: . king class
eulture; subcultures ultimately arise as an attempt to
"presolve the contradiciions” within the subordinate
eulture, Although they acknowledge that there are vital
generation-specific factors mediating the experience of
working clasa youth, working class youths share esgsential
baseline experiences with their entire clasa. These shared
experiences, they argue, should be the starting point for
any analysis of subculture. Generational factors are then
important in shaping the gwecific responses of working

class youth to culitural and economic subordinastion,
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British subcultural theorists such as Phil Cchen, Clarke et
gl and, more recently, Brake, Humphrizs and Hebdige have
been concerned to examine +the relationship between
subcultures and the dominant hegemonic order (3). Hegemony
is the dynamic, shifting consensus culture which émerges
out of +the clash between ruling class and working class
cultures, Hegemony ul:fﬁately reinforces ruling class
control by absorbing and neutralising. elements of
resistance within sﬁbordinate cultures. But hegemony iz not
és instrumental a concept as that of "ideology": whereas
ideology i3 generally regarded as a construction of the
ruling c¢lass engendering a "false consciousness" amongst
the Wurking .c1ass, hégemnny is & congtantly adapting
consensus culture forged out ¢’ diverse real and valid
lived experiences confronting one another. "A lived
hegemony 1is ‘always a grocess,“ argues HRaymond Williams,
Y..0it does not juSﬂf passively exist as & form of
dominanee."(4). The wofking class accepts and gives consent
to numerous elements &f ruling class culture and thereby
allows for hegemony but elements of working class culture
may remain confrontational and hostile +to ruling class
culture, elements which, if they become too powerful, can
creale a hegamonic crisis. In s=uch cases, these
confrontational elements either have to be absorbed and
neutralised by the hegemonic ordeyr or, a2 s last resort,
the ruling <lass has te fall back on the coercive night  of

the state in order to preserve the social hierarchy. The
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trade union movement is a good example of a working class
cultural element which has the potential to cauaeh 8
hegemenic crisis. In advanced western democracies .rade
unions have generally been culturally absorbrd but there
have certainly been important instances in wi:ish coercive
forcé has been required to subdue them. The concept of
hegemony was, of course, devised te explain bourgevis
domination in advanced western democracies, soclietiess in
which consent is for.ed primarily through ideoclogical and
cultural means r~**er than through coercion, Nevaertheleazs,
this does not suggest that coercion is sabsent in the
forging of hegemony. 3Social consent is a far cry from
social contentment; consent can involve resignation to the
status quo. Fears for security and safety can be as
aignificant s cu' el cooptation and abhsorption. In other
words, elements  c¢h are hastile. to, and aware of,
cultural and ec¢nnomic subordination, such as workers with a
*working class consciousness", csn still participate in,

and help to constitute, the hegemonic culture.{35)

Clarke et al, Humphries, Hebhdige and Bra?e all broadly
agree with Phil Cohen's contention that "the latent
function of subculture iz this: to expresg and resolve,
albeit ‘magically', the contradictions which remain hidden
and wunresolved in the parent culture."{6) In other words,
through an appropriastion of certain styles and rituals,
working class subcultures challenge, or * with, wurking

class commonplaces such as exclusion from political power
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structures, hard work for low pay, no ownership .of
propérty, drab elothing, crowded family units, limited
leisure time, etc. In addition, working class youths face
generation—specific' problems such as schooling and youth
unemploymnant. The resolutions to contradictions are
"magicai" in that they fail to tackls the real source of
the contradic%ions; the resclutions involve creating an
artificial and insulated environment which escapes rather
than fights those cdntradictions. For instance, the fierce
territoriélity of sﬁbculturés can be seen as a magical
solution to the lack of ownership; subcultural c¢lothing
styles can be seen as a magical solution to exclusion from
expensive bourgeois clothing styles. Subcultures also
create alternativa status structures based on, . for
instanée,_ eriminal and physical prowess, This is necessary
because of their definitionally low status and exclusicn
from dhannels of upward mobility, such as good education,

within the hegemonic culture.{7)

Subcultures express themselves through their style and
ritual. What they express is a denial of congent, a
rejection of the hegemonically determined "natural™. They
challenge hegemony precisely through rejecting . consent.
"Although they are largely pewerlesg and unwilling to filght
the material contredictions in society, they challenge the
hegemonic culiural ¢onsent which reinforces and reproduces
those material contradictions; they refui.® to let the

hegemnnid order airbrush those rsontradictions out of
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exigtence. As Hebdige puts it: "Style in subculture is ...
pregnant with significance. Its transformations go 'against
nature', interrupting the process of ’normalization’. As
such, they are gestures,; movements towards a speech which
offends the ’silent majority’, which challenges the
principle of unity and cohesion, which éontradicts the myth
of cohsensus.“(a) Iﬁ is not so much +the ruling class
culture against which the subcultures define themsel#es as

against the higtorically forged hegemony.

_Subcultural styles draw on both working class and ruling
class ikagery. Subcultural images are rarely alien. They
become “unnatural” through their contextual use, In'fact,

- the power of their symbolism depends on their familiarity,

All cultural images are aymbolic; & crucial element of the

heggﬁonic project involves the creation of Bocial
cdnformity in the symbolic comprehension of those images.

Subcultural atyle invqlVes the subversion and deflection of
the "natural” meanings ofnfamiliar.images. Clarke et =al

provide an excellent example.

The bowler hat, pin-stripe suit and rolled umbrella
do not, in themselves, mean ‘sobriety’,
‘respectability’, bourgeois-man—-at-work. But so
powerful 1is the social code which surround thesge
commodities that it would be difficult for a working-
‘¢lass lad to turn up for work dressed like that
without, either, aspiring to a ‘bourgeois’ image or
clearly seeming to take the pisa out of the image.
This +trivial example shows that it is possible to
expropriate; as well as appropriate, +the social
meanings which they seem ‘naturally’ to have: or, by
combining them with szomething else {the pin-stripe
suit with brilliant red socks or white running shoee,
for example}, to change or inflect their meaning. {9)
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22The ruling-class_and the working class,  then, are involved
in an ongoing stfdggle te constituze the hegemonic culture.
The cards are always stacked in favour of the ruling c¢lass,
;f course, beéause of its control over media, propertiy,
commodity -production and, in the last resort, the means of
coercion, The hegemonic culture is a dynamic  and
.cnnstantly contested terrain: there are elements of both -
- working class and bourgeolis culture which cannct
automatically be abéorhed and neutralised, elements which
can  lead to a criéis of consent. Ultimately, consent
involves acceptance. {even if resigned aéceptahce) and
compromise, Although cuercive.power alsiays lurks: behind
the hegemonic order, westérn bourgecis democracies depend
on that rcultural consent for their survival. Working class
yvouth subcultures,  although experiencing broadly similar
conditions to those of the rest of their parent culture,
withdraw consent. The subecultures, though unwilling and/or
unable to dhallenge tha material contradictions in society
in an o;ertly pelitical WAY , highl.ght social
contradictions through théir stvle and rituael. Formal,
legal political activity is itself generaily viewed as a
form of cultural collaboration, Subcultural anger and
ridicule iéj often directed as much againzt the parent
culture as against raling class aulture because the parent
culture, thovgh subordinate, participates in, and gives

consent to, the hegemonic cultural’ order.
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The greatest weakness of British marxist subcultural theory
.ieg that it fails to give adeguate attention +to non~clilass
social cleavages in explaining the subcultural phenomenon.
Race; ethnicity, gender and generatioﬁ, though deélt with
sensitively and seriously, tend to be subordinated to class
in a hierarchy of explanatory importance, The result is
that' key points of social identification and cleavage arve
often underplayed in'analysiﬁ. Marxist subcultural theory
provides an extremely ugeful point of departure for any
subculturai anaysis. ft does, however, have severe
limitations, It gentrates a necessary but inadequate set of
analytic questions. Social categories such &8 gender end
generation have to be allowed an autonomous analytic status
in order to bros‘:n our'un&erstanding af yrban subcultures,
In this thesis, then, while accepting that the BCCCS
tradition has generated the most incisive tools of
" gubeultural analysis <o date, T attempt to build in
important asutonomous cross-class dimensicns which'would be

obhscured by a rigid bagse~auparstructure model.

Apart from pointfﬁé out its broader insdequacies, it is
algo important to assess how apﬁropriaté British marxist
subeultural thsory is to the specific cage study of South
Afriva in the 1340s and 1950s. How useful is a1l this
thejry in analys:ng the fsotsi aubgulturﬁgaf Jnhannesburg?

“?‘1
ant departures

The South‘ﬁfrican case involves two siéﬁific

from this British subcultural model. Firat, thed South

African state has histarically been far more dependant on
-
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the coercive rather than the cultural elements of hegemony
for social control when compared to western bourgeois
democracies, Second, and most obviously, South Africa has
a particularly powerful racial dimension which intersects
with, and mediates, class. In other words, the very notion
af a working class subeculture becomes somewhat awkwafd, at

least with%ut careful adaptation.

Does hegemony, and tharefore‘cultnrzl resistance, lose all
meaning in the South Arican context? I would argue that it
is dangeprous; particularly before the 19603; ta.
underestimate the éﬁigltr{_.which the hierarchical order
was maintained thrcugﬁ.ﬁhé cultural elements of hegemony.
The South African police force andldcfense vorce were gtill
relatively small while the permanently urbaniséd African
popttlation was already substantial. The sirictly regimented
campound system, of courss, cpntributed to the ruling
class’s coercive apparatus but this only really. involved
the pontrol of.migraﬁts iﬁ the mining sector. The majority
of tawnship Africans hated the government and the apartheid
system and yet they' also aaquiesced, "eslbeit - often
resignedly, to the hegemonic cuiéﬁral o er They? gave
"their consent to non-violence, to thbj work éthic, to
private ownership - and the -sanctification of private
property. The téotsi subcul ture gﬁrovided npposi%ion,
arguably the only significant opposition, to cultural
hegemony. kThey rejectp@ the passivity and consent of older

generation Africena. So, although the tsotsis were "anti-
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social® and "apolitical", a study of South African urban
resistance in the 1940s and 19508 would be incompletﬁ
without paying attention to them. Following Gramsci, it is
necessary to view "all expressions of anger, despair and
alienation in class society as potentially erosive of

ideclogical hegemony."({10)

Tsotgis were almest exclusively African (though many
"coloureds” participated 4n the subculture in Sophiatown
where they were residentially integrated with Africans),.
Whereas subcultural boundaries were fairly clearly defined
iﬁ racial terms, class definition was  more ambiguous.
Broadly, the tsctsi phenomenon could be described as a
warking <¢lass subeulture. But class categories caﬁnot be
applied +too strietly in defining the zubculture; clearly,
children of +the small urban petty bourgecisie {minor
landlords, shop-owners, clgrks, teachers, ministers) often
participated in gangs or adhered +to the wider tsotsi
style.{11) It wouid bLe more appropriaste toc see the
subculture as a phenomencn of the township, or what Matpera
and others have called "the ghetta”.(12) The township
itself has to be seen as the complex interweaving of class
and racisl subordination in South Africa. The townships
were segregated and controlled residesnces for the African
working-cl&ss which serviced urban capitalist entérprises.
claas.and racial apatial separation, therafore, provides a
crucial: context in understanding'the parent culture of the

tsotsi subeulture. In dealing with the issue of class
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boundaries, +two important facte should be borne in mind
abcut the township petty bourgesisie: first, 1t was
extremely small and, rscond, it was spacially interwoven
with the working o’a< mr: often indistinguishable in
material terms.(13) 4+ :hildren of, for instance,
standowners or teachers silarsd the same streets as working
class children; they ‘oo were Yikely to beconme involved in
local street gangs. 'ﬁdn Mattera'’s father was a relatively
well-off standowner in Sophiatown yet this did not inhibit
Mattera’s actiﬁe invelvement in a gang called the
_ Vpltures.{14} The children most likely to be insulated from
t+he ﬁsjtsi subculture came from a heavily christiarised
fringe of the township communities which emphiasised
education, nuclear family life and christian morality. This
alement was often, but not necessarily, petty Dbourgecis.
Because of this emphasis on the nuclear family, mothers
tended to he full-time housewives even if +this entailed
material deprivation. The children therefore received
greater parental supervision than the average township
child and were kept in school at virtually any cost. The
exteni. to which children were isolated from tsotsi li%e
depended ta a large extent on the active intervention of
parents. {15} Parents from this "deceﬁﬁ fringe", as Godfrey
Mnloé puts it, often sent their"children to schqdls in the
countryside in ord?p to isolate them. from tsotsi

influences.{16)

Having assessed the significance of class and race in the
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identity of the tsotsi éubculture, it is important alsoc %o
address ethnicity and gender as components of subcultural
identity. Ethnicity, it appears, played no recognisable
part in tsotsi gang identity. Gang members often came from
widely diverse alhnic backgrounds and communicated with ¢ne
another in the Afrikaans-based tsotasitaal.(17)
Qceasionally gangs were ethnically homogenous; gangs wetro
générﬁlly street~based and parents of the same ethnie
background tended to cluster together wherever possible,
particularly in the less regulated freehold townships.
Nevertheless, athnically homogenous tsqtsi gangs emphasised
their wurban identity; they quidkly aﬁopted the style and
language of the wider urban youth subeculture.(18) In fast,
“urban-ness” was central to the tsotsi self-image. Tsotsis
looked down upon those who had ococae in from the
countryside; they referred to the newcomers scornfully as
"moegoe", "worsie" or "bapri”. Boys who came in from the
countryside were given a hard time by the tasoteis,
"moegoes” had to become tsotsis themselves or remain

victims.

Sexuality, unlike ethnicity, did play a crucial role in
tsotsi subeultural identity. Although prestige and status
spheres were male dominated it would be inaccurate to
describe the tsotsi_subculture as exslusively male., I argue
later that females played an important, though subordinate,
role within the subculture. Although females were present,

the exploration and expression of male sexuality  were
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central to the tsotsi subculture., The gangs, which formed
the core of the wider subculture, were almost exclusively
mzle and the clothing stvie associated with the subculture
was worn by males, It was extremely unusual to find a
female referred to as a tsotsi. Gender relations and the
construction of subcultural sexuality are explored in depth

in Chapter Four.

The tsotsi subculture was very much & ¥youth phenomenon.
"Youth", however, was, and remains, a term bandied about by
administrators and academics with very 1little precision.
The term is hazy on both ends of the age scale; "yocuths"
ha ~ somewhere between childhood and adultheood. In this
thesis, I use the term in the following way. On the lower
end; yonths are becoming too old for primary school and,
perhaps more imporﬁantly, reach pubenty. They ustart to
hecome gsexually active and exploratory. Youths are
generally reatless, unsettled and have few
responsibilities. On the upper end, 7young people cease to
be “"youths" when they begin to find jobs more easily {=zee
the discussion on this issue in Chapter One) and start to
think - about marriage and family responsibilities. Male
vyouths range roughly betweeh 14 and 25 years of age; female
¥ouths are likely to be 13 to 21 years of age. This
definition of youth would accord well with the age
boundaries of the tsotsi subculture. It was unusual te find
a tsotsi who was in his late twenties. They would "settle

down, zet a Jjob, get married”, Older gang members gradually



moved out of the subculture and the void was filled by
young "up-and-comings". Within the gangs there was age
hierarchy; the older members were generally the leaders but
they reached an age at which they were expected to "move
on".{19) Some of the bigger gangs, most mnotably the
Spoilers and Meomis of Alexandra, k.1 lenders who were well
inte their thirties and forties but ituis was extremely
unpusual. The Spoilers and Msomi leaders were not really
thought of as "tsotsis"; they were big coriminals, while

rank-and-file members were youths and tsotsis.(20)

Whether the hierarchisation of eclagss is accepted or not,
what remains powerful in the RCCCS approach 1is its
insistence on examining the parent culfure as a starting
point to any analysis of subculture., Once this base line
hss been established, the focus can shift to the specific
generational factors which mediate the experiencen of
youth. In the South African context (and possibly in ather
urban contexts as well) it is useful to understand the
parent culture not unproblematicelly as the working class
culture but as the ghette culture, a formulation which
reflects all the tensions and c¢ontradictions of an
extraordinarily complex urban ernviroumment. But this "ghetto
culture” is particularly difficult to define. In the last
decade or 8o, South African socioicgists and historians’
have 'taken Ereat pains to disaggregate African urban
culiure, to deronstrate and explain its diversity,

incoherence and internal tensions.{21) Divisions, which

126



are still apparent to this day, abounded in the 19408 and
1950s: between ethnicities, generations and sexes, between
tenants and landlords, between migrants and the permanently
urbanised, employed and unemployved, skilled and unskilled,
established urhban dwellers and recently urbanised,
traditionalists and christians ... This process of
digaggregation | has bkeen vital. Nevertheless, it is
necessary te draw ocut the common threads as well, to create
some sense of a consensus ghetto culture. What cultural
and ideological elements were broadly regarded as "natural"
to the diverse ghette culture? It is an important guestion
because it iy precisely these elements against which the
tgotsis defined themselves, the elements which were
regarded as "straight". And the essence of any subculture

lims in its particeler definition of "straight".

Urban youths, of course, shared many material experiences
with their parents: overcrowding and poor facilities, low
wages, constant pass law and beer raids, an absence of
meaningful political representation, the humiliations of
racism. But they also had to cope with specific
generational experiences: extraordinarily high youth
upemployment, poor and inadequate schooling, daily parental
absence and sheer boredom.(22) This mixture of experiences,
both in common with the subordinate parent culture and
spécific to youth, lies at the heart of +the tsotsi
subcultiral response, a response which, in almnst every

way, defined itself in antagonism to consensus cultural
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values. In a deliberate attempt to smudge c¢contradictions
and diversity, common ideological threasds in mainstream
Witwatersr;nd ghetto culture throughout the 1940s and 1950=
can be- listed as follows: adherence %fo the law {albeit
often reluctantly and with striking exceptions in the cases
of pass and beer brewing laws); respect. for private
property; rejection of viclence; acceptance of the work
ethic; respect for schooling and education; patriarchal
family arrangements; respect for elders; prudent living for
the future; adherence to religion whether in the form of
christianity, sanc~stor worship or hybrid faiths. The most
common  lLanguages spoken were Sothe, Zulu and Xhosa but
English and Afrikaans were also spoken fairly widely.
Township residents generailly wore cheap and sober western-
style c¢lothes (Amalaitas and blankei-clad Russians have to
be seen ag distinctive subcultures in themselves). These
common elements of ghetto culture provide a context for an

explanation of tsotsi cultural reversal.

I

The Law, Criminality and Private Propert

Open defiance of the law was "natural"™ to the tsotsi sub-
culture, Crime was more than 3imply & material issue as
Tourikis argues(23); it hzcame a central sub-cultural theme

during the 19405 and 1950s. "The resorting to crime is a
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way of attempting to get une’s own back against a hostile
society in whose functioning one plays no part,” commented
Joharnesburg Native Affairs Department menager W.J.P Carr
about tsotsis in a 1957 memorandum.{24) In 1953 Ellen
Hellman  commented with alarm that the increasing
lawlessness of uvban youth inveolved "...a rejection of
moral norms, which amounts to a repudiation of the rule of

' In the zame menmor.andum she continued:

law.’
The g€rowing prevalencse of an attitude which condones
theft from &a European and describes it by the
vernacular "work" opoints to the emergence of a
tradition of this nature. Certainly the various types
of gangs, usually referred to asz "tsotsi" dangs,
which are becoming conspicuous in the urban african
scene, are developing a tradition of criminality and

of idealization of gangsters."{25)

Tsotsi c¢rime involved a brarzen orenness which was not
necegsarily concerned with maximising eriminal efficiency.

In one of its many focuses on tsoisi erime, Drum Magarzine

ohaerved:

The tsotsi and his fellow-thugs arg more familiar to
the Johannesburger than the policsman, they parade
themselves openly and arrogantly on the streets,
dress 1in their ccuaspicuous 'uniform’® and with litile
fear of the law.”™ {286)

In 1958, f(iolden City Pust described +the Co~Operatives

gang of Kliptown as a "cluster 6? teenagers hetween 15 and
19 [who} have formed their own ‘co-operative enterprise’ o?
robbery and assault conducted un.w the nose of the
police."(27) Throughout the 1950s tsotsi gangs  were
responsible for numercus public sexual assaults and brazen

armed robberies in residents’ houses.(28)
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In some ways, defiance of the law was an area of cultural
COMMAGr "ty with the parenﬁ ghetto culture, particularly in
the defiance of beer brewing and pass laws. When their
parents defied the law and the hegemonic status quo; the
tsotis would happily cooperate., Tsotsis often assisted in
the illegeal domestic beer brewing industry, particularly as
Jookouts., Numercus tsotsis were passless and constantly

evading the law.{29) "‘Getting by’ without a pass is an

indication of skill," observed Ellen Hellman. “Goiag to

gaol for beer-brewing is bad luck. Hence going to gaol
altogether tends to lose its moral stigma."(30) There also
tended to be Véry little moral censure for +tsotsis who
robbed from whites. But only criminal subcultures and
gangs were prepared to put such activity inte practice.
Parents also tended not to question their tsotsi sons on
the source of goods and income they would bring inte the
household, Can Themba, in trying to describe the average
struggling township resident, writes:
»«:This is not really you, the c¢riminal, the
delinguent tsotsi,
More like you ig the concerned animal who consents to
let your children bring home, nights, mysterious
bales of stuff about which guestions are not asked.
Or you, vwhen you accept the purchase of goocds at the
back~door =~ at half-price when you know darned well
they were not obtained from tj.2 legal train.(31)
The attitude of the tsotsi subculture to the law, then,
differed from that of its parent culture in two distinct

ways.  First, of course, most victims of tsoisi criminal

activit& were ordinary African township residents. In other
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words tsotsis defied the law where it actually gave
protection to the average township residert. Consequently,
tsotsis were generally hated and feared. Second, tsotsis
displayed an arrogant and courageous open defiance of the
law which went well beyond anything in the parent culture,.
In some areas, breaking the law was natural to tha.parnnt
culture but lawbreakers generally weighed up risks
caréfully and never drew attention to themselves. Fdr the
tsotsis the Defiance Campaign was no big deal. They had

been defying the law for years.(32)

Crime and gangsterism were glorified by tsetsis. Their
styles of dressing, speaking and bzhaviour were heavily
influenced by gangster images in movieé, books_and comics,
This will be dealt with in more detail later. What is
significant at this point is their admiration for, and
idelisation o', gangsterism. Anthony Samson, Ffor instance,
describes an outing to a "non-European” cineme during  the
early 1950s ghowing the popular Streect With No Name. The
tsotsis, who represented the major part of the saudience,
Jeered at the FBI and cheexrad for the arch vill&in; Stiles.
“The scene shifted to the gangsters' hideout. A hush from
the audience. Rishard Widmark appeared in one - corner. A
shriek from the house., ‘'Stilesg! Attaboy! Go it, Sti?es!’"

In one scene, a short gangster kills & night waichman with

a knife and a tsotsi in the audience shouted "jort Boy!™ +

{Kort]nBoy was a Reef gangstér famous Tor his sk#lls with a

Y :
knife &who ended up serving eighteen years in: jail for



murder). Finally, "Stiles was shot dead by the FBI. The
audience #groaned, as the FBI took ovef.“(33) As early as
1940, Luces Nkosi, a member of the Orlande Beys' Unit,
pointed to ﬁhe idolizsation of scréen gangsters by local
young gang members., He also nated;that they idolised real
gangsters such as the notorious Willism Goosen who 'hadﬁ
escaped from prison, The tsatsis followed Goosen’s
progress eagerly i3 the newspapers.aud pretended to be him
in their games.(34) Younger boys hero-worshipped the older
aﬁd more experienced tsoitgis ms well ag the adult eriminals
with whbm they came into cnntact.{35) ®.e« Even -play
groups consisting of-yéungaters under the age of 12, model
themselves on adult criminal ganés evvyp” chserved

gociolagist C.V. Bothma in 1953,(36)} #Grimin%ls and

viclent types are treated like Hollywood film stars in the

townships, " grumbled Captain Roeco deVilliers, an "expert
.on township gangsterism", in an interview with The Star in

1967.(37)

Tsotgis regarded & jail sentence ag a atatus symbol., Not
only was it proof of substantial criminal sectivity, but it
alsac meant coiing into contact with other high-status
criminals. P.Q. Vundla, a prominent Adwigory Board member,
explained this to members of the South African Police Force
in 1955. "Many of these bcys don’t fear to go to gael, if
they have been to gaél, they are deemed to be herces.”"(38)
Boston Snyman, whq ¢ventua11y became a meﬁber af the Msomis

in the late 1950s recalls, in his earlier days, being
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impressed by the words of a big time gangster: "A thug gets
his confirmation bekind bars, you must go to jail for =a

. genuine offence or a frame up. When you coms out from the
A

can you can pronounce yourself a gangster."{38)

The tsotsiz had no respsct for private. properth Thef
considered themselves entitled te anything.thej codld  lay .
their hands on. Can Thémha describes the activities of
tsotsis on the trains: | |

There 1is little method in the operations of these
criminals., Many pickpockets just put their hands inte
your pocket and take what they want, More likely than
noet you will not feel anything as you struggle for
breath in the crowd. If you de, what matter? They
out~brave you and tidreaten you with violence. The
rounger pickpockets go down on their knees, cut a-
hole into your trousers with a razor blade, and then
let slide into their hands whatever comes forth.

But the true terror for train users comes from the
reugh-house thugs who hold people up at the point of
a knife or gun, or simply rob and beat up passengers.
The fear among passengers is so deep that some people
don’t even wart to admit that they have been robbed.
And pay days -~ Fridays, month-ends, from half-past
four in the afterncon - are the davil'’s birthdays.
(40}

j? Thgre iz some evidence that some of the better organised
gangs, ?articularly in Sophiatown, Qere fairly scrupulcus%“
in.selecting-their victims.' They tended, it would seem, to
concentrate on white and:State targéts rather_'than on
residents from their own communitiy.(41} Even for the more
scrupulous éﬁngs, however, this becanme increasing;y
diffieult as security was systematically stepﬁed_up in the

white areas throughout the 1930s.(42)

Another common tsotsi activity was vandalism. They would
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oftan throw stones at houses or other property for no other

reagon than a minor grudge, or for no reason at all,.{(42)

Tgetni gangs were fiercely territorial. Gangs fought e#ch
other fregquently to retain control of streets or areas.(4d)
Peter Tourikis explains this in purely maferial terms!
#gangs competed to establish erininal monopalies over
particutar areas.(45) Although there ia.some truth in this
formﬁlatiqn,_ it fails to accommodate the subcultural
dimensifh of the issue. Phil Cohen's -sssertion thet
f "terrifkﬁﬁality appears a8 a m&gical way qf expressing
E‘?“_ar:rwnersh«:i.p”'Et is more helﬁ%ul in this respect.(46} Africim
.uiban_yoéihs,_ekperienéing the denial of conventional legal
ownership,.carved out their exclusive territories éccarding
_to tﬁéﬁr fowg_'rights ofjownership. This was a central
concern-fbr tsotsi gangs?: from the big tinme Americans_ who
sought ¢to  be "RKings of Sophiatown™ down to the
insignificant street-corner gangs who fought for
"ownership" of their streets as though their lives dependad
on if.(4?} It w&s as much an isﬁue'of prestige and dignity
as one of material need. Sohawnerahip was impoﬁtant A9
them,_ but it was an- ownership based on phyainal 'strength
ahd cunning rether than on lggal codes,
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vislence was very much a wax)f Life for the tmotsis, Most
of the smaller, poorer street-corner gangs would confine

themselves to inter-gang fist-fights or knife fights and
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the cccasional mugging.(48) But violence c¢could becone mﬁch
more sericus than this, particularly amongst the higger,
better equipped gangs., Murders, assaults and rapes carried
out by youths were daily occurrences. This iz reflected in
Johannesbﬁrg.Juvenile Court statisties. The following table
“pepresents cases of murder, assault and rape.which appeared;

before the Juvenile Court between 1949 and 19%80.

Murder Attempted murder A: ault Rape and
attempted rape
1949 20 - 138 33
19506 34 - 125 57
19561 26 4 128 43
1952 18 5 53 24
1953 25 Tz 225 g8
1954 39 8 - 284 106
1955 26 - 13 342 18
19586 g 22 379 az
1857 36 g : 323 57
1958 41 10 312 a9
19589 40 12 381 71
1960 23 ] 228 62

Between 1936 and 1939, before the tsotsi gangglstartéd to
pre&ominate, a totpl of & murder, 253 assault\and 11 rape
cases appeared before the Juvenila Court.(49) Althougﬂ
these figures are-no; entirely reliable, they do indicate a
stubstantial escalation in youth.violgnce during the late

1940s and 1950s.

During the 18508 the bigger gangs were extremuly well
armed: The Ameriéﬁns,'ﬁerli“ers and Vultures of Saophiatown
were .involved ih regular gun battleﬁ.(ﬁﬂ) The Torch Gang,
which operated genera;ly.in fArlando, rovéﬁ‘af&und Yarmed
with revolvers, crow-bars, knives and clubs".{51) Théﬁ
Spoilers of Ales§ndra apparently awﬁed an entire warehéuse

B |
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in which +they kept their ammunition.{52) In the early
19508, revolvers could be bought on the black market for 5

Pounds and quality knives for 3s 6d.(53)

*

Gang warfare was probably the most common form of vieclent

activity far'thé teotsis, Wars regularly broke out over
territorial competition, rivalry for women, perscual
iusults, gambling debts,. Irn order to assert their

authority or carry out revenge, bigger gangs would often .
carry out herrific ritual violence., Such &3 a case in which
an 18 year old Qrlando youth who was kidnapped by a hand of
about';ﬂ youths #nd hacked to death at his home in front of
his grandmother.{(54) Or anvther case in which a young man
was hacked to death by the Mashalashala Gang of Benoni
because he strayed into their territory wearing a red beret
and was ;mistakenly identifisd as a member of a rival
gang.{585) The most startling exanple of all occurred in
the Jolannesburg Fbrt in 1958, After a history of bhitter
and brutal rivalry for the control of Alexandra, dJdozens of
members of thegépoilers and Msomis were arrvested in a huge
police swoop. The Spoilers were all but destroyed by the
Msdmis Qrinr to the crachdown and were eagef for revenge.
Four awaitingétrial.nsomis were placed:in a cell full of
Spoilers. The four were aubjacted to aﬁnitualised trial and
then kicﬁed tc death, The next morning their mutilated and

dismembered corpses were found gcattered over the floor of

Sy
\\‘\5

the cell.{56)
Although often broadly sympathetic %o the demands of
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African resistance polities, tsotsis, who had a history of
violent confrontation with the police, wers impatient with
the peaceful methods and the intellectualism of the ANC.
Peaceful protests and delegations seemed senseless to the
tsotsis. Throughout the 1950s tsotsis iﬁvolved themselves
gporadically and spontaneously in ANC campaigns. But they
fell under no discipline and used the violent methods with
which they were familiar: beating up stayaway breakers,
waylaying and asseulting school_ children during Bantu
Education boycotté, violently engaging police who tried.to

break up mass meetings or raid for beer, attackiag work

grews and bulldozers during the Sophiatown removals.(57)

There is some evidence, however, that tsotsis, and
urbanised youths more generally, becume mrre interested in
politic:.. and more coherently politicised; during the late

19508 and early 1360a.({88)

Violent achlevements and physical strength were clearly
symbols of. status wighin the tsetsi subeulture. Male
children in the townships grew up with tremendous 'respect
for the knifemen. Sﬁecial prestige wasg accorded to killers.

A tsotsi interviewed in Drum talks about hisz attitudes as a

ten year old during the lante 1840s. “Our herces were the
hoys who could ateal and stab. The more stabbings they 4id,
the -igger they were. The ’Liygest shot'! of all was the one
who had killed somebody - either with a knife or a
gun,"{53} Moses Dlamin%. in his autobiography, recalls how

his 16 year a5ld sousin, Abel, —hecame a herc of “the
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underworld"” after he had personally killed aleven people
during gang warfare in Jabavu in 1955.(860} Gang leaders
were chosen for their physical prowess and strength and
gangs often only admitted a member if he could point to

some imprecsive personal act of strength or vio'ame ,{61}

The:work ethic

——ere——

A Kliptown tsotsi &pmmented in 1981: "I am a tsotsi, it is

true, I don’t care 'to work. Working at a regular job does
not pay. I canh msake more“money by stealing -~ at least most
of my friends do. That is why they won't work."(82)
Taotsis rajected the idea of steady employment, In fact
they were regularly referred to as "won!t-works" by
exasperated government personnel concerned about high youth
unemployment. The Centlivres report of 19568 notes:
The normal procegs in a modern socciety is for the
young ©people to remain at school at least until the
l~gally .enjoined school~leaving age, usually 186
years, and then to take up employment. This is not
the normal process amongst Africans. There is no
compulsory schooling ... ' :
The natural result of these conditions 1is the
pxistence in the township of a clags of native youths
who are idle, uneducated, undisciplined, unused to
work and disinclined to esnter regular employment, and
it is, of course, from such a clacs that the tsotsi
gangs are likely to draw their recraita.(€3)
The Viljoen peport. of 1951 and the *.C. Botha report of
1962 both went one step further, arguing that the tsotsi
ciulture actually exacerbated the vyouth unemployment
problem., In analysing the vouth unemployment problem of the

early 1980s MJC. BRotha distinguished between the "bona

_fidg“ uﬁemplayed and the "ledige", youths who voluntarily

138



-

avgided finding employment. Not only did the gangs
encourage a negative attitude towards work, but they
actually provided an alternative support network and
attracted youths away from “"normal” employment. Vouth
unemployment and tsotsi culture were seen as mutually
reinforcing one ancther.(61) The state, as well as social
welfare institutions concerned with juvenile unemployment
and Jjuvenile delinquency, saw it as essential tn correct
this "unnatural" ettitude to work. Diepkloof Reformatory,
which was "mainly for Johannesburg’s tsotsis", was one
corrective institution involved in this task. Its principal
in 1956, W.I. Kieser, made this clear: "All these boys are
undisciplined and do not believe in labour. We teach them
trades, hygiene and first aid, and train them back to

normality."(85)

Tsotsis saw reg.lar wage labour as undignified,

unprofitable and a denial of freedom. As one tsotsi
expleined te Dr Ray Phillips of the Native Youth Board:
"Why should I accept a job from the Native Youth Board at
25-30 shillings a week when I made 100 Pounds last month by
gambling?" (66) In sheer material terms, crime offered
tsotsis a higher standard of living and & more exciting
lifestylc than wage employment, As Drum observed: "A Tsotsi
may earn as much as E Pounds a day; how else could he earn
such hig money? With -5at he can leok after his
girlfriends, keep his pavrents and gamble away the rest."

When asgked why he became a tsotsi, Jeremiah Majola of

139

g A b e ek R b e A+ s s e



Alexandra explained, "I wanted to have a lot of money to
have a good time and gi’e my girls a good time. Sometimes I

made 50 Pounds in one day with the gun.f(ﬁ?)

Education was seen in & similar light to steady employment.
Only a trickle of African scheolchildren stayed in school
beysnd primary school, Throughout the 1950s an annual
average of about seven thousand African children attended
high school on +the Witwatersrand., There was alsc an
extremeiy high truancy rate amongst those who did register
at township schools. Education was seen as boring and
restrictive, It élso very rarely improved chances of
employment.{68}) Although the majority of tsotsis were semi-
literate through sub-grade school attendance or extensive
comic book reading, educational achievement held no status .
at all within the tsotsi subculture.{69} In fact, speaking
English could often hamper social acceptance as it was seen
as a s8ign of showing off education. Tsotaia falt +that
"teachers have the knowledge, but they have the sense," (70}
They empha=sized being streetwise rather than educated., A
youth hecame a "clever” through knowledge and experience of
the street rather than through schooling., 7Tsotsis were
scornful of those who took schooling seriougly and enjoyed

waylaying and harassing schoolgoers.(71)

Linked to their rejection of employment and educstion was a
pervasive hedonism. Tsatsis did not believe in living far

the future; they searched for immediate excitement and
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danger, immediate gratification. They rejected éll
"responsible®™ and “respectable” notions of saving for, and
investing in, the future. They aspired to extravagant
lifestyleg: if they got hold of money, they would spend it
~ on gambling, alcochol, clothing, women. Svending their
days working at Jjobs or at school seemed senseless when

there was an exciting, dangerous life out in the streets.
[

Being unemployed and out of school was an important symbol
of sﬁbcultural identification. It was conceivable to hold
down a Jjob or go to school and, after hours, adhere to
rsotei style but it was uhusual te find an employed or
schoolgeoing youth who was alsoe a fully-fledged gang
member.{72) Apart from the physical absence from gang
activity during the day that this entailed, it was
difficult to hold down a steady Jjob and retain respect

within a tsotsi gang.

Family and generational hierarchy

During the 19408 and 1950s township parents found it
extremely difficult to discipline their teenage sons.,
Wheregs girls were usually drawn fairly effectively into
household activities, boys tended te be uncontrollable,.
Working parents were absent during the day, while achools
and the labour market absorbed a minority of township
teenagers., Most male youths were left with few structures,
controis and restraints during the day.(73) huring the

nights gang life provided a powerful counter-attraction to
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femily life. Although parents often  struggled to
"normalise” the situation, male youths were largely absent
from the nuclear family. For a large portion of them gang

life became their most important collective experience,

Throughout the 1950s, Advisory Board members identified
tsotsi crime and juvenile delinquency as & crucial township
issue. Apart from youtk unemployment, they saw a general
breakdown in parental aﬁﬁhority ﬁnd contrel as probably the
mnost important contributing factor.(74) The Riots
Commisgsion of 18958 also observed a " ... noticeable
weakening of filial discipline resulting in many cases in a

complete breakdown of parental authority.”(75)

Tsotzgis had no particular respect for adults. Adult
township residents were the chief wvictims of tsotsi
criminal activity. This was such a common pattern, in fact,
that the "crime problem” in the téwnahips almost took on
the characteristics of a generational war, particularly
when vresidents organised givil gﬁard movements te protect
thenselves from tsotsi pillaging. A 1952 extract from Drum
highiights this: "The story is teld of a voluntary guard
patrolling in Alexandra whe was attacked by tsotsis, and
had to shoot one of them in defence, only to find that it
was his own son. This is a tragic illustraticn of the rift
that gang war has caused in the locations."{(76) Tasotsis
seemed unperturbed by the age of their vietims. Older

married women were often sexually assaulted by tsotsis and
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prominent Advisory Board members were attacked. In one
particularly stark example in 1985 a 12 year old boey
stabbhed a 40 year old man to death after a gambling
dispute. The boy was invelved with a gang in Alexandra

,called the "Peacemakers",(77)

The tsotsi subculture,; then, subverted the natural order of
parental and adult authority. This mway perhaps create too
stark a picturz of generational relations in the townships.
Male youths were invelved in the tsotsi subculture to
varying degraes, almost impossible to quantify. Many
retained some respect for, and some commitment to, their
kinship network. Many shuttled, througn ime and space,
between the two opposite poles of collective security: the
family and the gang. But the hardened tsotsi accepted no
hierarchies other than those of internal gang leadership.
Nor did he accept any responsibility for, or answerability

to, his immediate kin; the gang became his real family.

tyvle and ritual

F
iD

Movies, comics, magazines and cheap novels were the key
sources of tsotsi imagery and style. For permanentliy
urbanised African youths there was an almost complete
absence of alternative imagery.  Rural and "traditional®
imagery had very little impact on them. Most had lived in
the cities all their lives and had lost contact with a
rural life-style. Those elements of rural imagery and

ritual which did seep through to them via their parents or
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grandparents were generally rejected in their struggle to
asgert an urban identity. Treditionalism was seen as naive,
old-fashioned and inappropriate te modern urban sitreet
l1ife. 'fhis set the tsotsis apart starkly from grcups such
as the Amalaitas who retained strong rural links and drew
Leavily on traditional imagery and ritual such as
circumcision. Bécause of racial dise¢rimination and economic
deprivation” township youths were denied ascess to
fashionable white middle eclass style and culture. As
Anthony Samson puts it: "Gangster films, strsef-corner
gambling, drinking to get drunk, were open to all.
Theatres, decent houses, libraries, travel abroad, were for
Europeans only."{78) And 3o they had to draw on imagery
which was familiar, afforduble, accessible, appropriately
urban and exciting., Tt iz not surprisizng, . then, that
movies, in the absence ¢f alternatives, bec;me such &
powerful source of imagery for township youths during the

19408 and 1950s.

By the late 1830z movies were easily accessible to township
youths. The Institute of Race Relations began, even at this
stage, to be concerned about the influence of movies on
youths, singling out popular shows of the time such as Gay
Divorcee, Murder in Trinidad, Road House snd Charlie Chan

in Paris.(79) In 1940 Lucas Nkosi of the ‘. ‘'ando Boys'’

Unit, in a survey of Orlando youth gangs, ..pressed similar
concern. Gang members, he observed, would go to movies

whenever th&y had money. Afterwards they would act out the
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stories for the other members who were unable to afford £he
entrance fees.,(B0) Munici,al-authorities alsce recognised
the problem bhut, until the mid 1950w, argued that, as long
as moﬁies with specifically immoral messages were bannéd,
the popularity of movies amongst township youths need not
be discouraged. They preferred toc have the youths in
cinemas than out in the streets; In 1954 an irate doctor )
wrote a letter to The Star complainigg, "We are helping to
feed the fires of crime by our indifference to what is a
canker in our aociéty - the showing of c¢rime films to¢ the
lesé educated class of our population.” But W.J.P5 Carr,
the manager of Johanneshurg’s Non—Europeaﬁ Affairs
Depariment, in replying %o the letter writer, was not
worried. The upholders of law and morality always came out
on top in these movies, he felt, and the good, law-abiding
people were always the heroes: He expressed co?fiﬁence that
the movies shown in the township;;could only'ﬁ u2 a good
influence.{81) Carr’'s department even employed moﬂlle Film
units in”the West Rand townships, both to help keep youths
off the streets and to encourage the right Lind of morally
sonnd movieéi By 1954 there were 8 cinemas dotied around

the tdwusﬁips as well as 4 Nen~European., cinemas ’ in.
Johannesburg ahd 2 in Fordsburg. In addition to this,.:3
mobile HNEAD film units were in operation ahidh: atiracted
about 80 GO0 African viewers per week.({82) What Carr and
his department'failed to understand, of course, was that
African youths tended to identify with the baddies rather

than the goodies. Even if the bhaddies lost out in the end,
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it was the baddies who provided the source of imagery and
style, While watching Street with No Name with Can Themba
in Sophiatown during the early 18503, Anthony Samsol..
recalls:
Stiles wore a long overcoat, aniffed a Benmedrihe
inhaler and ocqaslionally bit an apple. Beside him
slouched his henchman, wearing a belted’/raincoat with
slits at the back.
"When this film fir=t came out," Can whispered,
. "the sales of Benzedrine rocketed. Everyhody munched
~ apples. All the tsotsig wore those raincoats. (83}
Movies were always influential in informing style in the
dominant South African culture as well, but, by modelling .
themselves on the thugs and gangstersz rather than on the
3¥y309dies and cops, tsoisis inverted canventionalgsymbolism
and morality. Their style was clearly aymbolic. and its
message to the hegemonic culture was unambiguous: we reject

the law, crime does pay, your enemies are our heroes, we

will not live by your rules and norms.

Apart from movies, maguazines, comics and cheap books
provided & rich source of imagery for the largely_ semiJﬁ
literate tsotsis. Zonk and Drum, magazines which targeted a
young township audience, - ran regular weilqilluétrated
features on Anerican fashion.and local music, sport and
gang activity, The mégaﬁines were widély available and
widely read by young people in the townships.(84) . Marvell
Comics  werse ﬁarticulafly popular amongst ithé younger
tsoksis, wha used to compete over their comic collections.

Once they became a bit older, they graduated to paperback

thrillers in the James Hadley Chase mould.(85) Books about
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American gangsters were aliuys popular. One book in
particular seemed to zatch the imagination of many tsotsis
in the 19505 - Willard Motley's Knock on Any Door.{86) An
ex~tgotsi recalled thut he used to carry a book arcund with
him on the mefia which became his "textbook" for ali ‘his

"ig crimes™,{87)

Tsotsi dressing style was 'distinctive and it was a central
elemept of tsotsi identification. Tsotsis were extremely

seif-cnnsciohs about their clothes.f In 1945 a Bantu World

- reader referrsd to tsotsis sarcastically az "a group of

wall dressed gentlemen"(SS); another rgadér cinlled them
"gentlemen of leisure”.(89) Hugh Masek:la, recalling his
days as & stylish township youth ithhq 19508, commented:
"In those da&s,_a man was known ag@ recognised by the label
that was attached to his cicthe;. We used tao sfend'hours
c}eaniﬁg our shoes, and then go to the cinems very eariy,
j;ﬁt {.  show of£.7{90) Befére attempting to describe
tsuisi clothing style, two important observations need to
bé made at the outset. First.hstylefﬁaa nof, sﬁatic; Within
the bruadef parameters of tsdtsi style detalls -shiftedig

certain  elemeats of style went through waves  of

]

_fashicnabiliﬁy, usually brought about by _ﬁ prarticularly

popular movie. For example, tsotsis likedftn chew on
something to round off stylistic effect but whether it ﬁas
apples or toot?gicks or chewing gum the& sltewed was
influenced by_tﬂé pérticular fad of the dawv.{41)} Second,

although tsotsis_gggired to high style, most'were-unable to
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afford it. For the average tsotsi a& stylish item of
clothing, whether it was a pair of trousers, a hat, &
Jacket, a smart pair of imported shoes, was;& treasured
possession which was worn freques:-ly. Tsotsis often managed
to pull off an acceptably stylish image with very little;
nnlx the big and successful gangsters could afford polish
an&ﬁ;ariety. |

There is general ogreepent amongst my informants that the
key to subcultural style lay in imiteting Americen fashion.
_“Anything_ American waé something to imitate"(92); e,
everything they did had to be Amepican®.{83) The Americans
gang of éoﬁhiatn%n perfected American style and they
consequently became a role model for other tsotsis. The
most important mendium for communicating fashion was, of

‘course, the coirema. Gangster, covhoy and black Amerisan

Jazz movies were the moat important fashion influences, {94}

The centrul ealement of ~'othing style was the tisotsi
trougsers, The bottoms were exiremely narrvow, resting either

at the ankles o2 around the shoes. One variation was called

|
T

"the hotﬁam"!which had a normal widch most of the way down
aend tapered sharply to a very narrow hottom.(%5) Tsotaia
"used “te clip ike Luttoms to make the bottows narrow",{(96)
According ‘£o ex~tsotsl, Henry Milew, "some ‘people wore
their pants se narrow you had to use vaselihe on your legs
to pull it down" . {97} stanwuotjuwadi. recalls, however,

that the bottoms gradually tidened during the late 1950s in
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accordance with American fashions; "they became less énd
lesd zoot " by the end of the decade.(98) If a township
maie _adclehceht wanted to .identify with the tsotsi
subculture he would be uﬁder great pressure to at least.get
hdld of a pair of tsotsi b“wusers.' Norris Nkosi telils éhe

stbry of kaw, as & young téenagar in 1949, he pleaded with

his mother_fto. buy him a”paiflof tgotgsis. She refused,

WL

arguing that he was too young to wear long pants, let alone

 school. EQuipped with his +tmotsis, he would Jjoin his

friends selling things and :bicking pockets on  the
trains.i89) Whereas the trousers aétablished idenﬁity,
there were & cluster of style variations which added to the
trousers. The most common ofith&se modelled itself on the
American gang henéhman. AcCoﬁding to’ Q;gmyg'the average
tsotsi: wore “"tight~fitting ngt trousers, wide-~brimmed
hats, loud .5hirts and ties.“{iQO)_ In anatheﬁhdesCription
of a Lsotsi,l ﬁSpike was wearing the tsotsi rié,' with very
narrow isixteen~bottom’ truusers; a long flnPﬁy coat, =&
bright scarf tucked into it and a slouch hat."(101}
Ancother variation was thé‘kawboy 1§ok{ blac% zcot trousers;

bilack ghirt, cowbey hat.(102)

lIl - "__ ) .
Probaﬁly the next most important ifem on the agenda was the

hat. TIn hatware the gtyle was less precise but generally a

broad brimmed hat such as a Stetson or a peak cap were

prefervad, Tsotsis liked io wear hats\low over their eyes.

b
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Shoe styles were alzso diverse. The more stylish gangsters

bought expensive 1mparted ghoes, usually with po:nted toes.

For the small- fry tsatsms, simple takkies were popular,

worn with turned~up tongues.(103)

k
T

Style was also reflectedain the choice of personal and gang

' pames. Nicknames were ﬁnwerfully influenced by the movies

$5 that names such as “St&les“ anid "Zorro" were popular. If
'Y hu#'s resl name was Humﬁhaey, ~he would almost inevitably..
be called "Bogart", James would be called "Jesse James" and
John would be called "Dillinger".{(104) Gang names seemed
to be selected in arder tn he as offensive as possible - to
the dcmlnant culture. - Names often reflected an
idgntlficatian with society’s "natural” enemies., Names such
an “Gestapo™, “Berliners“ and "Germans" went beyond the
pale in identifying with the Nazis; the "Hau Mau“ gang
sprouted wup at the helight of white hysteria about the
vio;gnt Kenyan rebellion; the "Apachea nade it clear who
they backed_in;the-tussle beiween cowboys and Indians; the
"Satan Boys" and "Gas Devils" made it c¢lear where they
étdbdlin the tugssle between "good" and "evil". The "Benzine
Boys", Ffamed for setting fire te their ﬁictims Hafter
dausing: them in benzine; and the "Slagpaal” gang clearly
used ‘names with provocat;ve connotat;ona of .brutal
violance. The “Dead End Kida"™ boasted their dellnquency and

lack of upward soclal mnobility.

Perhaps  the most distinctive feature of the tsotsi

gubculture wag ity own language, tsotaitaal. The?language

150



was &n urban hybrid based largely on Afrikaans but with
largs Xhosa/Zulu and English inputs. Tsotsitaanl was made up
of roughly 36% Afrikaans, 13% vernacular, 9% English and
.42% of ambiguous or unknown origin. The meanings of many of
the words were shifted from those of the original language
and the syntax was incosistent.; generally oscillating
batween Afrikaans and3:Xhasa/Zu1u. syntax.{105) = The
extensive use of Afrikaans in tsotsitasl reflected the
subcuitural tendgncy: towards incorporating  dominant
cultural symbols and then subverting or inflecting them.
Tsotsitaal was more than simply a medium.for communication;
it was an impocstant element of cultural style. It was the
“lingua—franca" af township youths. The language reinforced
teotal identié&. Scuth African linguist €. T, Msimang
comments: _
There is no doubt ...I'that tsotsitaal is used as a
regisrer, It iz abandoned where the tsotsi wants &0
maintain the distance between himself and members of
the out-group; and "he will use it to maintain
identity and solidarify with membars of the in~group.
Distence is maintained in order to snub members of
the out-group a&s well as te endorse his attitude
towards them.{106)
Different levels of pro%iciency in the language indicated
diffevent lovels of urb#n and subcultural familiarity. A
well established tsotsi Qad to be able to do more than "get
by" jp' tsotsitaal. S;bcultural.status was attached to
speéking the language fw;th flair and dexterity, to
familiarity with the iatest_ linguistie nuances and

innovations.(107) Tsoﬁsis from Sophiatown and Alexandra

apparently looked down upon tsotsis frum Orlando becsause
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the latter spoke a tsotsitaal which was coungidered old-
fashioned, Tlhe Orlando tsotsitaal had a far greater Zulu
content, The Sophiatown tsotsis called the Orlande tsotsis
"kalkoene" {"turkeys") because they "talked like kalkoene".
Nevertheless, the Sophiatown and Orlando versions of the
language were mutually intelligible, if only with
difficulty.(lOS) S0 tsotsis would use <tsotsitasl to
compete with each other for subcultural status but, at the
same time, the language delineated the boundary between the

in-group and the out-group.

The language, then, wag used by the tsotsis to insulate
and protect thémselvas in the face of a dominant social
order which demanded proficiency in English or Afrikaans to
achieve upward social mobility. Mastery of the dominant
language is a powerful cultural weapon., Tsotsitaal was, in.
& sense, another "magical” sub.ultural response to cultural
subordination: the tgotsis developed their own language

over which only they achieved mastery.

Dagga~smoking, drinking alcohol in abundance and gambling,
although by no means unique to the tsotsis, were further
impertant anti-social rituals.which helped to define the
subeulture. They were rituals which flew in the face of
clean-living, cautiouz, adult middle~class respectability.
Youthe whe could not de strate a familiarity with these

rituals were considered "square”.(10%2)
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Conclusion

In 1962 Absclonm Vilakazi observed the tremendous popularity
of tLsotsi style amongst urban African youth. He explained
this phenomenon in the following way:
The tsotsis have thrived and become attractive to
gome young people because, quite frankly, they have
been culturally exciting! They have a language of
their own which is very earthy, racy and =omething of
a secret language, and therefore fascinating Lo the
voung. They are tough; they have demonstrated +to
everybody that "crime does pay"... They are dafiant
of traditional wvalues and gpurn middle-class

Christian morality and the whole culture of what they

refer to, in Durban, as Ositshuzana, ie: the "Excuse

me" people; or those who try to live according to

refined social standards.. Besides, the teotsis have

a touch of modernity about them and their methods.

While they are quick with a knife, they also can draw

and use a gan, and have become quite sophisticated in

their methods of operation. In all these things they

strike a responsive chord in the young people.(110)
Althovzgh "apolitical" and "anti-social”, the tsotsi youth
stikeulture on the Witwatersrand represented a challenge to
cultural consensus in urban South Africa during the 1840s
and 19850s. Despite sharing a common baseline of experiences
with the broader parent ghetto culture, the response of
permanently urbanised African male youths to political,
economic and cultural subordination was distinctive, The
tsotsl subrculture, through its value system, 8tyle and
ritual, agressively denied hegemonic consensus. Tsotsgi
values, gsuch a8g brazen rejection of +the law and
glorification of violence, criminality and hedonism, were

defined in direcit antagonism to the consensus value system,

Tsotsil style and ritual often drew on imagery familiar to
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the consensus culture but inflected and subverted the

gsymbolic structure of those images.
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NOTES ON CHAPTER THREE

{1) See Tourikis, P, "The Political Economy of Alexandra
Township: 1905 - 1958", unpublished Honours dissertation,
University of the Witwatersrand, 1981 for another attempt
to explain tsotsis in broader class terms. He argues that
the tsotsis were part of a parasitic lumpenproletariat
which survived throngh pillaging both the petty bourgecisie
and the working class. His argument is economistic and
class reductionist. He falils to focus on the youth specific
nature of the subculture, nor does he lock at cultural
resistance or style.

(2) John Clarke, Stuart Hall, Tony Jefferson and Brian
Roberts, "Subcultures, Cultures and Class™ in Hall, S. ant
Jefferson, T, {eds), Resistence Throush Rituals: Youth
subeultures in post-war Britain, Hutchinson of London 1976,
pPp9-74.

(3) Cohen, P., "Subcultural conflict and working class
community" in Hall,S$. , Hobson,D., Lowe,A. and Willis,?P.
{(eds); Culture, Media, Language, Hutchinson 1980; Brake,
M., The Sociology of Youth Culture and Youth beulture,
Routledge & Kegen Paul 1980; Humphries, 8., Hooligans or
Rebelsg? An Oral History of Working Class Childhood and
Youth 1889 -~ 1939, Oxford: Bagil Blackwell, 1981;
Hebdige;D.,, Bubculture: The meganing of style, Methuen 1584
{4) Williams, R., Marxism and Literature, Oxford University
Press 1978, pll2.

(5) See Anderson, P., "The Antinomies of Antonio Gramsci”,
New Left Beview, 100, 1976, pp 43-44.

{6) Cohen, P., "Subcultural ecenflict and working class
community", p82

(7) See Cohen, A.K., Dslinguent Boys: The Culture of the
Gang, Routledge and Xegan Paul 1956, pp26-36. Cohen’s book
was pethbreaking in itse time. Althouzh he never places
subculture in the context of class struggle, he shows a
tremendous sSensitivity to working class deprivation and a
healthy disrespect for the American Dream., He argues that
working class youth tend to develop alternative, and
generally "negativistic", value and status structures as a
response to their exclusion from social privilege.

{(8) Dick Hebdige, Subculture: The meaning of style, pl8.
{2) Clarke et al, "Subcultures, Cultures and Class", pb5.
See also Hebdige, Subculfure, pB5.

{10} Boggs,C., Gramsgi'’s Marxism, Pluto Press 1976, p85&.
Tsotsi gangs, particularly the famous Sophiatown ones, have
often been romanticised and characterised as "social
bandits". Hobsbawm's formulation, however, is entirely
inappropriate to the tsotsi subculture. Apart from the fact
that Hobabawm’s "social bandits" were almost exclusively
rural, they were self-consciously champions of the
downtrodden. They self-~consciusly tock from the rich to
give to the poor; they were popular amongst the rural
masses and protected the poor and powerless from the
victimisation of the authorities. Tsotsi resistance was far
more subtle: tsotsis ftended to steal from the rich and poor
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alike to give to themselves; township residents generally
feared and despised them, They were apolitical and they
never posed a coherent threat to state power. Nevertheless,
their wvalues, style and ritual represented m significant
challenge to cultural hegemony. See Hobsbawm. E, Bandits,
Delacorte Press 1969.

(11) Mattera’s father was, for instance, a property owner,
Kort Boy, the famous American gangster, was ambiguously
from a petiy bourgeois background; his father was a
blacksmith and his mother was a sheheen owner,
Nevertheless, in a c¢lasasic case of +{ownship class
ambiguity, his family of seven occupied a one bedroomed
house! Interview, "Kort Boy" (George Mbalweni) in P. Stein
and R, Jacob=zgn (eds}, Sophistown Speaks. Junction Avenue
Press, 1986, Peggy Bellair’s mother was also 2 fairly
succe?aful shebeen owner who managed to put Peggy through
school,

(12) Mattera b/6/88 and 310/7/88 is fond of the term
"ghetto" to describe Sophiatown. Two other informants,
Babes Mbawu and Ben Ngwenya, also used the term, "The
ghetto was like a2 school," observed Ngwenya who was born in
Sophiatown in 1938. Interview, Babes Mbawu and Ben Ngwenysa,
Johannesburg 20/4/89 and 27/4/89.

(13} See for example Phil Bonner, "The Transvaal Native
Congress 1917-1320" in Marks, S. and Rathbone, R. (eds),
Industrialisation and Social Change in South Africa:
African clasg formation, culture and consciousness 1870~
1930, Longmar, 1982 and David Goodhew, "'No Easy Walk to
Freedom': Political Organisation in the western Areas of
Johannesburg between the Two Worl Wars", paper presented to
the African Studies Institute Seminar, University of the
Witwatersrand, 29 May 1989, ppd4-5.

({14) Don Mattera, interview with Tom Lodge, 1979; Mattera
10/7/88; Don Mattersa, Memory is the Weapon, Ravan, 1989.
{18) Magubane 7/2/88; Mdlalose 20/4/88; Nhlapho $8/5/89;
Moloi 26/3/88;: interview, Queeneth Ndaba,; Johannesbhurg
1579788,

{16) Moloi 26/3/88.

{17) Bothma MA thesis, p37.; Miles 4/4/89 and 11/4/89.

(18} Cornelius Chiloune, interviewed by Edwin Ritchken,
Soweto 16/8/89 and 5/1/90. Chiloane was involved in a small
Sophiatown gang in the 1550s whose membership consisted of
vouths who originated from one particular district of
Lebowa,

(19} Moloi 26/3/88; Magubane 7/9/88; see also the
discusaion on age hierarchy in Bothma, MA thesis, pp30~33.
(20} Magubane 7/9/88; Peggy Bellair2/6/89; Mot juwadi
22/9/88; Miles 11/4/89% Manuns £1/9/88.

See the feature on Alexandre ganhs in GCP 26 July 1988,
ppl2~16. One extract is of particular pertinence here:
"Older men, realising ways in which they could expleit the
younger ones, muscled in on this racket ..."

{21) See fer example: Phil Bonner, "Family,Crime and
Political Consciousness on the East Rand 1939-1955", JSAS,
Volume 15, Ne 1, 1988; Phil Bonner, "'Desirawble or

158



R T

Undesirable Sothoe Women?® Liquor, prostitution and the
migration of Sotho women to the Rand, 19%20~1845", paper
rregented to the African Studies Inst’ “ute seminar,
Johannesburg, 9 May 1988; la Hausse,P, ''Mayihlome!’;
Towards an understanding of Amalaita gangs in Durban,
«i900-1930", paper presented to the African Studies
Institute seminar, 27 April 1987; Matthew Chaskalson, "The
Road to Sharpville", paper presented to the African Studie
Institute geminar, University of <the ¥itwatersrand,
September 1988; Eddie Koch, "Doornfontein and its African
Working Class 1914-1935, a study of popular culture in
Johannesburg", MA thesis, University of the Witwatersrand,
1983; Jeremy Seekings, "Why was Soweto Different? Urban
development, township politics and the political economy aof

Soweto, 1977-1984", paper presented to the African Studies

Ingtitute seminar, 2 May 1988; Mike Sarakinsky, Alexandra:
From "freehold" to "model” township, DSG 1984, Dissertation
series No 5; Peter Tourikis, "The Political Economy of
Alexandra Township”, unpublished Honours dissertation,
University of the Witwatersrand, 1981,

(22} These igsues are discussed in depth in Chapter One.
{23) Tourikis, "The Political Economy of Alexandra
Township”, pp79--83.

{24) Intermediary Archives Depot, Johannesburg, Westi Rand
Administration Board archive {IAD WRAB), #file 351/1, "Some
Aspects of Urhanized Native Life in the Larger C(Cities”,
memorandum, WJP Carr, 1 November 1957,

{25) Church of the Province Library, University of the
Witwatersrand (CPL);, Ellen Hellman Papers (EHP), file 51,
"The BSociological Background to Urban African  Juvenile
Delinguency”, 16 Augost 1853, pl and p8.

(268) Drum, October 1G41.

{27) Golden City Post {(GCPY, 6 Juzly 1988,

Can Themba’s short stories and journalism provide a great
deal of detail on tsotsi criminal brazenness. See Patel,E,
{ed), The World of Can Thenba, Ravan Press 1885,

{28} GCP 27 March 1955; GCP 30 December 19627 Drum May
1953,

{29) PQ Vundla, a prominent Adviscry Bnard member in the
19508, actually identifled influx control as & major cause
of tsotsiism.

IADD WRABRB, 351/, minutes of conference between the
Witwatersrand Deputy Commissioner of the SAP, Area
OFficers, Members of the Non-Eurcpean Affairs Committee and
Advisory Board members, 14 December 1855.

See TAD WRAB, 351/1, extract of minutes from Jabavu
Advisory Board mesting, 20 Februery 19566.

See also Dingake, M., My Ficht Against Apartheid, Kliptown
Boocks 1887, pp29-30.

{30) CPSA 1419 EHP, File 51, memcrandum: "Bantu Youth in
Our Cities", 26 April 1951, pls.

(31} Patel,E. (ed), The wWorld of Can Themba, pli24.
Complaints about parental compliance are a prominent theme
in minutes from Advisory Board meetings, IAD WRAB, 351/1.
This issue also came up in interviews with Godfrey Moloi
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26/3/88 and Don Mattera /6/88. See alsc Dlamini,M Robben
Island: Hell Hole, Spokesman 1984, pp89-~99.

(32) Mattera 5/6/88., Many tsotsis, it sgeems, actually
participated in the campeign, particularly in Sophiatown.
This is corroborated in an interview with Ntatho Motlana,
Johannesburg, 2 October 1886.

{(33) Samson;A, Drum, Collins 1956, ppl0i1-102,

{34) IAD WRAB, 351/3, "The Nsibanyoni Gang", =emorandum
written by Lucas Nkosi, received by NEAD in April 1940.
(36) Moloi 26/3/88; Nkosi 25/9/88; Miles 11/4/89.
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(42) Mattera 5/6/88. : :
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{(44) Territcrial fights were highlighted by virtually all
my informantz. There are alsc numerous references to
gangfights in Drum, GCP and BW.
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"{18% In Prum November 1951 a. tsotsi recallad how as a 14
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UHAPTER FOUR:

THE MARK OF ZORRO
Sexuality and Gender Relatlons 1n the TSQtSl 2ubeulture on
the Wltwa‘ersrand g - :

There weré five key elemeats in ﬁbe .identity of tasotsi
. gangs on the Qﬁ%watersrands-*Tsotsis were black, generally
_wprking aeiaéé.'_UrhﬁniSed, ydungrpales. In other words,
their identity'could:be defined invterms oi race, c¢lass,
geogrgphia location, generation and gender;(l) This chapter
explaores tha mﬁﬁgul;nn identity of the tsotsi subcuiture.
The masculxne identity is a social cunstruct whlch exists, -
almost definitionally, inx antithesis ta the feminlne:
identity. A study of masculinity, then, becomes a study of
gender relatians.'hﬂow, I will ask, was tsotsi masculinity
defined and what role did women play in the subcuftﬁ;e? Why
were females strikingly abse?t from the ceﬁtral concerns of

gang life? These guestions can oni& bhe answered through &

systematic gender. analysis of the subculture,

Subculture and SnxuglityT

Surprisingly little has been written on the specitfic issue

of sexuaiity in Twentieth Century youth subcultures. It is
surprising on _two amccounts. First, on a purely

A

ohservational level, it is clear that the asgsrtion 'of
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masculinity is a central feature of these subcultures. It
is also glear that females appear to be marginal to youth
subcultures, whether in post-war Britain and the United
States, Weimar Gerﬁany or post-independence Zaire.{(2)
SecOnd; over the last two or three decadez, particularly in
the United States and Britain, substantial hodias of

literature have been generated on both youth  gang

‘sul:cultures and gender/sexuality. Yet the two issues hardly

ever seem to intersect in Q'systematic way. Although the

isgue of sexuality unavoidably parmeates many studies of

wouth subcultures, it appears as thougﬁxonly tvo worthwhile

pieces have been written on the specific intersectiva of
ééﬁuality and youth subculture: the firstl is a 'paﬁer
eutitled'l"ﬂirla and Subcultures”™ hy McRobbile énd Garher
(1976);-_the gsecond is a_chaptér entitled "The invisible
girl: The culture of:fwmininity vs masculinism" in Mike
Brake’'s The Sociology gﬁ;ﬁhuth Culture and Youth Subculture
(19801.(3) - "

Brake atrgues that it is essential to focus on sexuslity

I

because "on the whole, youth culturesJand subcultures tend
to be some form of exploration of sexuality”.(4) Both
articles are concerned with the "invisibility" of giris

from youth subcultures, McRobbie and Garber are not

{ S ‘
. matisfied %ith the eargument - that females are simply

- “"peripheral” or "marginal”.They prefer to characterise the

female's position as suboggigggga Females, they argue, "are

central and pivotal to a subordinate area, which mirrers,
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but in a complementary and subordinate way, the Ydaminant?
masculine arenas",(5) In other words, youth subcultures are
dependent on the role of femsles, despite the fact that
femnles are excluded from the more prestigious, high-~
profile and power struggle_elemeﬁts of the aubcultqres.
Males are +the active subjects ﬁhile females are. tﬁe
passive, but necesséry, suboardinate objécta within the
subcaltures,

"Girla are present in male aubcﬁltures,“ Bfake agrees, "but
ér;;_nantained within &hem, rather than usipg thenm t$
explore actively for;s oﬁifemala idenhity."fh) Womeh'“tend
to be the rewards, the tr;phies for malkfsnccésses. Apart.
from providing sexual #nd domestic serviceé to malés, they
are the symbols of status to be won or ldst in tﬁ; male~
exclusive sypheres anuch as .fighting. Perhaps the most
important role of females is o prrvide the baseline of
antithesis, to previde a model ﬁof what maleg are not,
because “you cannot really définé masculinity apart froﬁl
femininity".{7) Women, then, afe 6ften understood to be
marginal to subcultures beaauge theﬁ do not figure in the
sensational, high-profile, high-status spheres of the
subculture. McRobbie and Garber's ohszervations appesr to
have some validity in the case of the tsotsi subculture.
Nevertheless, their argument should not be overstressed
because there is a very genuihe element of .female
marginality ip you%h subcultures: girls spend much less

time ir the gangs and their gang membership iz far less
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formal. Time is & key variable here: it iz essential to
agcertain how "youths allocate their time in order to
understand youth subcultures, Whereas unemployed young
males have &n enormous amount of free time at their
'dispasal,néirls are drawn far mere effectively and striectly
into the domestic sphere. As Frith points out: "Parents
control girls’ spare time much more cleosely ... girls have
to assume an apprenticeship faﬁ damestic labour which
begins &t home™.(8) Thege broad cbservations on youth
subéulturea, I will thw, “haQe utpéng res#nances with the

tsotsi sﬁ&culture on the Witwaﬁersrand.

Masculinity is, of course, & shifting concept. Male
prestige and status are defined in diffefent ways from
cilture to _culture and from era to ersa. Inwmiddla class
culture, for instance, professional skills,“intellect and
earaing capacity are emphasized, whereas physical skill and
strength tend to be emphasized in working clasé' culture.
Common -to all versions of masculinity, howevey, iz male
qsaertiveneas and  ligrce  inter-male  competitiveness
alnng;ide rel&ﬁively pasaive, domestically 'opiented
females. Most forms of masculinity also involve a need to

control and be "in contro;",ﬁ:whether intellectually or
physirally. (9) This pap=r will attempt to illuminate the

specific nature of tsotsi sexual identity.

'McRobbie and Garber and Brake focus on the continuities in

sexual socialisation between the parent culture and the
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subculture. Sexual roles and stersotypes inculcated through
the home and scheol environments, and reinforced by the
mass media, are retained in yoﬁth stbeultures. Rather than
scting against sexual hegemonic norms, youth subcultures
tend to, if anything, exaggerate them. Sexual stéreotyping
and role differentiation seem to be all the more starkly

enforced. (10)

As I have shown in the previéus chapter, most subculturgii
behavicur seems to invelve a reﬁction agaihst the hegemonic
cultural order, a &éhial of suci;1 consensus. Why, then, in
the spheré of sexual identity, do wouth subcultures tend to
gﬁgforﬁ? One possible way of answering this is to argue
that youth subcultures d4o not really conform séxually.

Witness, for example, promiscuity and disrvespect for

‘marriage and family life. In fact, marriage, or an

~ostensibly monogamous commitment, usually signals the exit

from # youth subculture. But this argumert begs the
gquestion of agxual identity: masculinism vs femininity. Not
anly is the stark sepafation of gender identitieg radicaliy
conformist, but the active/passive, public/domestic,

aggressive/nurturing. poles c¢onform +to hegemonic sexual

‘stereotypes. Promiscuity represents a challenge to moral or

religicus norms rather than norms of sexuality. Conformist
subcultural sexuality, it seems, can only be explained by
tracing the historicas continuities in sexual

gocislisation.
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Continuities in sexual socialigation

Following the general pattern of youth subculturesz, tsotsi
notions of sexual identity conformed to those of its parent
ghettoe c¢ulture as well as the wider consensus hegemonic
ordér. It is difficult to find a general explanation for
youth subcultural conformity in the area of sexuality, but,
in the case of tsotszis, perhaps one;tentative explanation
can’ be advanced before moving on to tracing specific
historical continuities. I have suggested earlier that the
tsotsi subsulture had a fairly clear identity in terms of
race, class,; generation and gender. As black, working class
yodths, tgotsis were strdaturally subordinate in terms of
rade, ¢lass and generation. But, as males, tsotsis were
structurally dominant. Geﬁder was the one sphere in which
thay found themselves “natﬂrally" dominant. Hence the need
tg assert their masculin?ty and sexual difference. They
defended their one area of. privilege. vigorcusly.{11] An
analogy can perhaps be.drmwn here with the white working
class in South Africa: subordinate in c¢lass cerms, yet
ddminant in racial terms, the white working class is
ansious to asseft racial difference in order to preserve

its terrain of supercrdination.

The tsotsi phenomenon, as a recognisable subculture, only
really emerged on the Witwatersrand in the early- io mid
1940s. It 1is important te stress that tsotais were
permanently urbanised youths who tendeﬂ toe have nminimal

recollection of, or contact with, the countryside. The
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emergence of the tsotsi subculiure coincided with the
emergence of a large second generation urbanised youth
population on the Witwatersrand. This constituency reached
substantial proportions in the early 1840s, following a
massiva escalation of permanent urbanisetion in the second
half of the 1930s. Although tsotsis were alienated from the
cugtom and culture of the countryside, there were noticible
continuities between rural age regiment systems and urhan
youth gaﬁg arganisatinn. it is reasonable to assume that
the réceﬂtly urbaﬁised parents of +isotsis retained
substantial elements of rural socialisation and that their
attitudes towards parenthood had not shifted significantly.
Although tha social &cntext had changed dramatically with
the dwindliﬁg of extended family networkz and tﬁibal
controls and the innovation of wege labour, parental
attitudes and expectations remained fairly congtant. Newly
urbanised pérents had experienced the tightly organisad,
traditional age regiments which allowed adolescent boys to
explore their sexuality and assert their independence while
gsimultanecusly reinforcinglgeneraticnal hierarchy and other
traditional values and preparing  them for the
responsibilities of adulthood, Although these youth groups
were largely self-organised and allowed its members a
substantial amount of freedom, & regulated framework was
placed upon their scciasl and sexual activities. (See, for
- xample, +the Mayer+' account of intlombe, the "red" Xhosa

vouth 1initiation practice, William Beinart's recent study
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of the indlavini and Peter DeliusEg work on early twentieth
century Pedi society).(I2) So adolescent boys were expecﬁed
to be independent, to cluster in groups outside of the home
environment and to assert their masculinity. Girls, on the
other hand, weaere expected to remain close +to the hone
environment, to carry out domestic chores and Iearn
domestic skills. In +the absence of traditional age
regiments, and virtually unsupervised by parents, male
urban youths asserted their masculinity in their own way:
they gathered together in gangs with their own distinctive
style and ritual. But, in +the eities, generational

hier.rchy broke down. The parents lost control.

This rural/urban contimuity is important to the issue of
urhan youth sexuality in two wWays. First, ruzral
socialisation provided the baseline for gender identities.
.As ir the countryside,; adolescent girls were expected\to be
passive, domesticated and marginal to the social hierarchy.
As in the ccuhtryside, boys were expected to be
independent, assertive competent fighters who were acﬁive
outside of the household. Second; the independence and free
time available tc young boys ensured thét males, and not
females, would establish the parameterg of the new urban
vouth culture. Females were drawn into a male dominated

subeculture, on male terms.

Westernised urban images and influences served only *to
reinforce raral sexual stereotypes. Girls’ schools

encouraged female domesticity and submissivensss; movies
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and comics; which woere so influential in teotsi style and
imagery, provided numerous machisme role models for boys
and conventionally beantiful, and helpless, role models
for girls; advertisements in magazines and on billboards
encouraged a tough, independent image of masculinity;
sports, particularly boxing and soccer, which were
extremely popular in the towﬁahips and which excluded
females, encouraged male physical Prowess and

competitiveness.

The tsotsi masculine role Qgggl

The tgotsi masculine identity hinged around fighting skill,
independence, daring ~and law-breaking, stylishness and
success with women. Adeptness in these areas determined a

tsotei’s status and prestige as a "man”.

A man ﬁad to be a good fighter, not only for protection,
but =also to earn respect. Boxing gymnasia were extremely
papular in the townships; if +there were no fornal
facilities around, yuuths would work out in backyard
facilities.{13) A ydung man'’s status and reputeticn was
enhanced through wirning fights, Gang leaders were
generally the best fighters. Mattera recounts a story of
how he; as gang leader of the Vultures, defeat.ed the leader
of eanother gang in & one-to~one fight. This precipitated
the incorporation of the members of +the defeated gang
leader’s gang into the Vultures.(14) Their respect was

trangferred to the victorious fighter. The notorious
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Alexandra gengster, "Zorro", developed a large following of
adoring young boys because of his skills in the martial
arts, He was virtually unbeatable in hand-to~hand
combét.(lﬁ} An Alexandra ex-tsotsi commented that at the
age of 13 to 15 "Our herpes were the boys who could sateal
and stab. The more stakbings they did, the bigger they
were. The biggest shet of all was the one who had ‘killed
somebody - either ﬁwith & knife or a gun".{16; Movie
images, of coﬁgsé, reinforgced these attitudes. It was
inconceivable hﬁu have a herc who was a poer fighter., The
toughest, most viulent screen characters became their role
models. Nicknames such ag "Jesse James”, "Dillinger” and,

of course, "Zsrro” abounded amongst the tsotsis.

To be independent a tsotsi had to have his own means of
income. Mone} was hecessary to attract women .and keep up
with the demands of suBcultural style., Wage labour, as I
‘have shown in a ‘arevious éaper, was scorned., Young men who
worked from 9 toe 5 were considered ﬂéissies".(l?) It was
considered demeaning and degrading to work for someone,
especially a white. It was also necessary .tﬁ assert
firancial independence from éarents, who, in any case,
generally could not afford te support their sons' often
extravagant tsotsi lifestyle. Steeling or gambiing, then,
were considered the .qnly acceptaﬁle masculine ways of
obtaining money. It followed that success in ‘stealing
hecame a status symbol in itself. Being independent also

involved separating your life »s Far as possible from the
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_ . _
family and the hovsehold. The household was the te. rain of

girls. Urbanised adbleanent boye tended tu come hoﬁe_ibnly

to. sleep or have meals {at which they were serviced by

their mothers or sisters). Those who.were sueceasful enough
. Ly .o . e

at being_indepen&ent avoided even thic.

]

Earéﬁcularlyaydaring “terts of law-breaking were admizsd.
Pickpacketing _and mugging were\ﬁbmgonplace Vfcv tsotais.
Armed ~ robberies, murder agdhmgightimg“with police were
highly. preaﬁigidﬁs aétivities.+§ﬁ ;ealxtsotsi had to. show
“that he was not sg&fed_of the police. 'Im this respecf; it
Waa.l"za£ro"’ one uf the great tsoisi ﬁddls} who again

" epitomisaed tsotsi machismo. In the mid §0s, I was informed,

ke hijacked a pnlice car. During the ensuing car chase he

radioed through to all other police gars, telling them of

his _whereabouts and challenging them to come and get him.
L o 5

He warned them that he was ?Zorfﬁ"; that - he was armed and

‘dangerous. There appéared"to be no motive for this stunt

other thar to creite a stir and enbance his reputation,{18)

-

o In arde£xtn be an acneptaﬁle muale within thﬁ subculfu;e, a
young man had to be "with it", he had to be in style.. Hé
hadito dress and speak stylishly, he had to hold his iiquor
weli and samoke daﬁga.gnd he had to he seen at thé 'right
plaééé.(lg) As far aswﬁlathes Qere coﬁcerhéd, the most
édmired men were Lthose who could imitate American gahgster
styie,_ as prritaled in Aﬁé;ican moevies, mogt effectively.
Thiaziﬁvolved obtaining flashy and expensivé clﬁfhing which
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usvally could only be achieved by the bigger, established
gangs such as the Americans or the  Spoilers. Gangs were
extremely fashion conscious and compatitive akout their
clothing. .Members of the Americans apparently ordered
imported clothing through up-market_clothes cutlets sugh as
Markhams and Levigons., They would make a deal withlxtaese
outlets not to sell any more of these items in 5qhannesburg

in order to create exclusivity.(20} A fiashy limousime”
made in the USA would be a highly prestigious possessior,

American wmovies set the trends in tsotsi fashion. As Der.

Mattera puts.it:. "If you didn’t #alk like an Americén,_ or
have - an Amqricdn namg or somethi%g, you weren’t in that

i}

get” . {21) Fittingly, it was thgl Americans gang which

S
i
-

represented the  Theight of taghksi fashion on  the
Witwatersrand. All the poorer, lesa_famoué gangs tried to

emulate their sivlie. Of coursse, mgst of them could npt

Sy A\

afford %o do this:, Nevertheliens, Lhe basic elemepts;zof
style had to be there. Thé'tightfitting zoot trousaers were

essential, 4nd -sbﬁaking tsdgsitaal was essential. Every.

self*ggsﬁécting tsotgi had tdﬁbe'familia: with tsetsitasl

W

on pain of being brandéd a "sisgis" or ‘a "moegoe" (a
country bhumpkink., Like ql9thing, lggééitaal wés&suhject Lo
. f&shioﬁ\éhifts. In order to be %witﬁ iﬁ“; a{t&Phéi had to
be familiar with all the Ilatest slang and language
inpovations. Althﬁugh most urbanised-township girls were
alsa.generally.faﬁiiiar with taotaitaal, being out of touch
with the language did not invelve a threat to their sexual

identity.,
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As in all male-dominated cultures, possession of women
repregented a crucial status symbel. The beauty und

guantity of a tsotsi'’s girlfriends were an indicators of

his success in other Pields of masculine accomplishment. =

Fight victories inevitably attracted woms "The cnnquest
\\

abvxously bréught lots of gzrla and having lots of wnmen st

the time smaid who you were."(22) Higk fashion also
atg;acééd women, thus At was the Americans who succeaeded
'in gatting the really prestlglous batches such am Miriam
Makebe and D&lly Rathebe. In Sophiatown “many of the
?frétti;r sifis; even at 16 or 17, would eﬁd ﬁp with t#g
'zémericans; because the Ame:icans ware flashier, the%;wora
tﬁe'\beaﬁ?clothéa{f ﬁhex had the most money".{23) Tsotsis
cdm;eted :fur;nualy gyer “b?dutiful women" which often led
to aﬁtrqgtjva?womeq:being‘harrassed. "You were in troﬁble
if Jkyo&i were a beautiful woman," comments Queeneth
Ndaba.({24) "It _was particularly important for a gang leader
“to F;iave an nétr*vtive and sought after girlfriendg.
'.faevita§}y; “"the prettleat girla were ... lovers of gaﬂé
teaders".{25) It was also prest;glous for tsutsia to have
children as a slgn of their manhood. Thus Norris Nkosi was
'ekt;émelv prnud to have a oh:ld at the age of 168 with his
- 15 year-old g1rlfr1eqf} "we used to boast about our kids,"

says Nkosi.(28) It wds, _howeve§9 unusual for a tmotsi to

help Gupnort his children.

 From as egfly as the late 1830s, township administrations
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az well as the white liberql establishment %ried to pronote
the Boya’ Club and Boy Scout movements as an alternative to
tsotsiism. According to the constitution of the Dube Boys!

. I b
Clubas Association, "The general aim of tﬁ§ Association

ghall be . to promote the mental, physica}5 and  spiritual

well-being of boys”,(27) Ir effect, they were trying to-

creﬁ@e an al;ern&tivg mascnliné role model for township
youths, a2 madel which;emphasi;eduhociél respongibility and
godliness, .Althoughl_ihe African Bn§ Scout’ Asmsocistion
claim;d a natithwidgyngmberahip.uf:over 10 Ogﬁy b: 1953
{28}, the movemeﬁt?a impact on. the tsot;iJ subculture
appears to have heen ﬁegligible. Th§ Boy Scoutﬁconstiﬁienc;

averlapped  almost entirely with the  schoolgoing

constituency; the ggyemept seeméd to have little succese in

i

recruiting outside of the schools.(29) This is not

surpriging, since it promoted a nasdulipe imége almoat in
& _

antitheaéa"td the tzotai image. The ideal Boy Scout was

law~abidin§j hard-working and God~fearing. He rejected

alcohol, dagga, promiscuity and violence; ke respectedﬁ

adults and accepted adult supervision. There'were only two
' areas ofk commonglity: one was anoemphasiaf on physical

* ) \L ; ] o
fitness and health; +the other was a promotion of the

£

domesticity and passivity of girls (as epitomised in the

Girls' Club and Girl Guidés_movements). "Teotsis rejectad
the Boy Scout image because their particular brand of
machiamo was inextricable from a subcultural chalienge to

hegemonic cultural norma. /
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The absent girls
if towpship girls and young women were in fact ﬁarginal-ta
the tsotsi subeculture, ho? gid they allocatpe their time?
All indicatinns% poi;t to th; fadt that unemployment .was
wérse amongst female yoﬁths than amongst male youths on the
Witwaterérand {30) Although- jobs were aveilable as
dwmestzc aervants, domestlc service was extremely unpopular
ammngst township girlg,- They did not like the loneliness
G;nﬁn iso;ation ent&iled_in working in the white suburbs. A
4 fewmwoung women became tegchers and nursas but the numbers
were..ingignificant in overall terms. A handfull of ycung
WOmeN . m#&ea & caree:r for them&;lves in the entgréainment
world{. they were amangst_thg few women who ﬁa&e a name for
theméki%ésn in the"tawﬁships.{alj Many girls were involved
in full-time or occasional prostitution, work which usually
went hand in hand with waitressing at shebeens. Young women
who were fdfmally enployed wer? very muchutheoéxceptinn. AS
.I have shown previously, t@w&shlp children tended to leave
schoo] ‘at a Very early age; +his applied vo girls and hoys
aﬁika. NevertheMLss, glrlé were generally kept off the
streets, Un11he boys, girls were t;md to the household. In
; a memorandum written in the early 19505, Ellen Hellman
stummed up the sx?uat}un' e, ”

.Oacupatianal opportunities for female juveniles,
apart from professional openings, such as teaching
. and nursing, barely exist apart from domestic
service, There is little unemployment among female
Juveniles 'ﬁbecause] ‘e although thera are
_practically 'no recresation facilities open +fo non-
" achool going girls, they are kept buay in the home,
- huve less leisure time than the boys and are
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consequently not so affected by this disability.(32)

"Fathers and mothers were more strict with  their
daughters," observes Don Mattera., They usually were Lkept
at home and did ngsework.(33) Gertrude Twala recalls that,
as & gipl in her ;Arly teen: growing up in Orlando in the

iate 1950s%, her parents would never lat ﬂer out at rnight.

Her parentis tried to stop her comifig into any contact with

the tsotsis, thaugh it_was ofter unavoidablé& She waould
'pave to do & lat.of work in the_qhousehnld. Sometimés a
friend of hers wauid come ovér.and spend the “nighﬁ, This
secmed td bhe a.fairly common pattern amongst her female
peers.(34) Lynette Leeuw, who was a teenager in
Krugersdorp dufing the 1950s had similar experiénces. There
was a4 great deal.oflwork to be done in the household, she

recalls., Shé. had to fetch water and tood {at which points

there was often unava.dable contact with tse.sis), clean

-the house and help leck after the younger kids, (35}

According to Norris Nkosi, parents would allow their

daughtery to go out at night as long as they had finished

- o¥ff  their houaehpld choéeé and were accompanied by a bhoy

: # . :
whom they knew and trasted.{(36) Tt was in this way, it

wonld appear, that girls made contact with the gangs.

Apart from domestic duties, marly Leenage givrls were tied to
the home bhecauss thev were already parents, Girls often
fell pregnant, Genevally, their boyfriends made little
contribuiion to bringing up the babiesy teﬁﬁaga wothersa

would stay with-their parents and their children would
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become part of their parents’ households. (37} Toenage
.Birls were wyoung enough to fall under the discipline of
their  p&rents' although they were very n{ten ~ parents

themsélves.

The feminine identity in the tsotsi subculture

Girls spent véry little time in the gang as such. They were
aﬁtside of the mainstréam of gang activity. They never got
involved in!.gang fights and it wss extremely unusual for
them to be involved iﬁ activities such as nmuzging or
gambling, The girls would be present when there was a
“&c“. IiThe;{' were thehgangsters?'molls. They ﬁoved around

b

with thean al parties.”(38)

Girls, or ybgng women, involved in the gangs were generally
referred tolgg "mollsﬁ}i They wére the personeal girlfriends
of gang membebrs. Theﬁ want around with their bcyfriends to
gigs and parties. 'Th&; had to entertain the tsotsis and
come acros: as attracti#g\as possible so as to bolster the
masculine egos of their boyfriends. They #eré "showpicces'.

"The poar creatures,” comments Mattera in ratrospect, “théy
had“ ne gaptions really . they were also ?ictims.“(39}
Molls were sometimes used as spies. If a mewber of a rival
gaﬁg took an ihterast in one of them, heaer hoyfriend
sometimes encouraged her to get involved with the rival in
the hope that she weould get access to gang secrets and

strategies. This infidelity was tolerated because the

bovfriend continued to feel in control of his girlfriend
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and the rival was being duped.(40)

Some girls were drawn peripherally into +tsotsi criminail

activity. They were known as poasisas. Thé?'were used as
scouis,':shaplifters and decoys.{41) They Qauld distract
pickpecketing vitims or help to "case the Jjoint" before
robberies, Mattera remembers one Sophiatown noasisa named
Stololb. She was ia béautiful youné woﬁan- with large
breasts. She v+ 1d go up £o a shopkeeper snd distracst him
by "opening h;rsclf ug” . She would scream that tﬁ@
shopkeeper was trying to rape her. Duriné the commotion the
tsopsisﬂ wquld take.the ill. (42} The noagisas; though,
were left out of the prestige spheres of criminal activity:
.planning robberie holding the gun eor knife,? seizing the
loot. The men .+ in control. .Tﬁe activities of the

neasisas were acceptable precisely because they were

pefipheral,

On oceasions, it seems, girls were involved in intefwgang
fightireg but, once again, they were.a gide-show. They would
only fight girls from other gangs., They would take on the
fivalry bf their beyfriends or brothers.{(43} Apart from a
few excepiional women, on whom T will focus in the finzl
section, it was unheard of for a woman to fight a man in a

. gang war.

Clothing stvles involved a very clear differentiation
hetween . males snd females. There was certainly no

androgynous exberimentation in the tsotsi subeulture. All

179



the elements of style that were associated with the
subeulture were worn by men alone: the tightfitting =zoot
trousers; the Ffloppy overcoats, the wide-rimmed hats, the
flashy shirtas and ties. Female styles were far more varied,
They wore skirts and dresses, never trousers. "Pants
weren’t in" for women yet. As with the males, their style
was influenced by the movies. "There were trendsetters” wha
would +try to keep in touch with the latest Hollywoed
fashion.{44) There was no particular style, then, which
clearly identified females as being part of the subculture,

aor members.of a specific gang.

Females who were involved with the gangs accepted the
masculine sﬁatus and prestige structures. In othar words,
they accepted as prestigeous the same achievements that the
males did. In effect;,; they acknowledged their own low
gtatus; their own status could only be defined indirectly,
according to the status of their boyfriends, their
possessors,. It was pyeatigeous to have a hoyfriend whe was
& good fighter, who was stylish, who was, in short,
respected by other men. Mattera describes the rise of his
gang, the Vultures, in Sophiatown during the mid 19860g:
Territoriai gains had been made. Younger gangs had
been usurped. The police had been put in their
place. The girls were wmoving after us ... these were
the guys you had to marry, these were the guys vyou
had to be lovers with.(45)
Godfrey Moloi recalls that the women who hung around with

the gangsters in Orlando during tho 19408 and 19508 saw

non~gang members as "sissies".(48) Acco. ding to Motjuwadi,
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‘the molls "would have no respect for & guy who worked at a
nine-tu-five job for a pittance”. Generally, the girls of
Sephiatown "didn't respect nine-to~five men as much as

those who lived by their wits".{(427)

Although gangsters were exrremely demanding and often
brutal towards their girlfriends, there were definite
benefits attached to having a gangster as & boyfriend.
Apart from the prestige, it often offered a high standard
of living and, more importantly, protection from other
gangsters. As long as the girlifriend accepted that she
"belonged” to the gangster and remained faithful to him,
she would receive presents of food and clething and she
would be protected frow the harassment and melestation of
ather gangsters.(48) As Mattera puts it:
Some of the women became property of the guys. So
much 8o that if you were seen talking to that girl
you would be attacked, either by the gang or by the
guy himself. Because some of the wemen wanted to be
propeity. There was gsecurity in being propevrty. And
there was clothes, money, food ...{42)}
Mot juwadi makes a similar observation:
And sometimes he [a gangster boyfriendl might even
be nice and gentle to her. He could buy her some of
the nicest things which an ordinary worker zan't, he
can take her to the movies when other guys are going
to work and they attend parties. And the important
thing is that no guttersnipe tan take chances with
her because she belongs to someone who is
respected. (50)
Queeneth Ndaba was once sought after by one particularly

nasty gangrter. She was "saved", she feels, only because

ancther gandster, a member of the Otto Town Gang, was in
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love with her and profected her.{51)

Objectification and Viclence
Zorroe had several places where he kept his nmolls,
the most important of which were two at 7th and 8th
Avenues. All the girls who belonged to the gang were
branded with the "Mark of Zorro" ... the letter "Z".
This mark war scratched on with a knife on the
shoulder, arm or forehead. Some of them, still up to
this day, carry the "Mark of Zorro".{52)
This extract appeared in a 1888 edition of Drum. In a
sense, all women involved in the tsetsi subculture were
branded  with the Mark of Zorro. The mark was symbolic of
the machisme of their movie~inspired overlords, it was
symbolie of their objectification and, perhaps most starkly
of all, it was symbolic of the viealence which underpinned

their gexual subdordination.

Tsotéi gangsters generally regarded their women as
property. According to Mattera, they were sgseen as
"echattle" . {53) They were ornaments and showpigces with
which +tsotsis displayed their own ﬁasﬂulinity. Wueeneth
Ndaba recalls that a women's name would get "suggested”™ by
tsatsis. Before meeting the woman a tsotsi would claim her
as property and then seek her out, It would often be
considered a favour from c¢ne tsotsi to another to "zuggest”
an attractive woman. Often a tsotsi would pick himself a
woman after seeing her photograph or catching a glimpse of
her. Generally, the woman had little option but to accept
the advances of the man. She was extreme{y vulnerable

unles: she was attached to another gangster whe commanded
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“ one 1in the geang was in love with the girl./" Only

some respect.(34) Tsotsis liked to dress women up the way
they (the tsotsis) liked; they would pick out the clothes
and eadorn their possessions as they =saw fit. Women had
little option but to accept the image that was imposed upon
them. Often they would haﬁe to hide these clothes so as to
conceal their involvement with tsotsis from thyir

parents.{55)
i

4 gang's poésessiveness over women gererally coincided with
its territﬁriality. A woman who lived in a gang’s territory
was assumed to be tbe property of that gang. A woman.would
not be allowed to have a boyfriend from a rival gang’s area
"otherwise the boys come and hit you".,(58) "A girl
conldn't have boyfriend from the other side." (5?}
éimilarly, it wounld invelve enorﬁous risk for a ga;gster

to wander into another gang's territory to court a woman.

it was showing no respect, You'd get beaten up. Even if na

\pccasionally, perhaps &as a favour to a friendly gangster,
| :
ap outsider would be allowed to court a local woman through

a!ﬁpéﬁial "genileman's agreement".{58)

Women were passive recipients of a males’ affection. The
tsatsis chose theiry lover%; it was extremely unusual for a
wonan tec make an active choice about her partner.
Furthermore, once she was invelved with a tsdiai, she was
expected to remain leyal and faithful. A relationship coulﬁ

only be terminated through the man's choice. I asked Nwrr%al
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Nkosi, who was a member of the Spoiiers during the 1380s, .
what would happen if a woman decided zhe did not love her
hoyfriend anymore., He replied:
We hit them. She won’t say she doesn’t love youn. Not
during those days ... 8She didn't have a choice. Our
girlfriends, they didn’t have a choice. That's why,
in those days, our girlfriends had to make sure, if
they were invelved with somebody, not to do anything
wrong, She must know: if I love this man, I lave
this men. She mustn’t say toworrow I don't love him
++s You must make sure that you love this man,
Then i asked him what would happen 'f the man decided that
he ;iid not love his girlfriend anymore. "He’s the master of
them all,” Nkesi rep} ied, "Ha’ll just leave the girlfriend.
"He'll tell her toqramﬁ#kiaﬂ ccording tno ¥koal, it was only
considered legitimatéﬂ'for a women to drop hér boyfriend
under one circumstance: if the boyfriend went to jail. It
was falt that, under these circumstances, the girlfriend
wag entitied to become involved with another man. In fact,
argues Nkosi, the new boyfriend would be deing the
imprisoned man a faveur, "Rather let her be protected by a
decent. guy,"” he reasoﬁs, "than leave her totally
unprotected.”"{59) Nkosi'’s recollections of Spoiler
attitudes are substantiated in a 1959 Golden ity Post
feature on the Spoilers., According to th: 2ature writer,
"A Spoiler could just pick out a woman ... She was sure to
be his girl - like it or not".(60) But these sexual
interantions were certainly not vestricted to the Spoillers

It was a general tsotsi phenomenon. HMagubane has gimilar

recollections about the Berlins of Sophiatown:

Wi‘h Berlins, they propose and you refuse, you've
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had it. They hit the helil out of you. Youlve just
got %o submit, Say "Yes, I love you" even though you
know you don’t. It was hard for voung glrls to grow
up in that area.{61)

! Queeneth Ndaba, who grew up ‘in Oriando East but spent 4

_ great deal of time in Sophiatown during the late 1940s and
iQﬁOsn recalls a{ particular tédtéﬁ method of picking up
women, A woman would be walking in the streets. A flashy
car drlten by a tsotsi would pull up alangslde her and the
tsotsi would get out. He would open the passenger seat door

5~and stoop to pubk up i’stona. | This_was an indication that

she had no option but to get in.¥ It was a rituai; in this

instajce, the vinlhnce was sugigested rather thad’_carried;

out. ﬁ\}

h :
)_‘: oy R

I
0

Wcmen, ngrtioularly"ynuﬁ; unatt?ehaﬁ wqﬂ$h, had pgﬁarkabiy
littlg.fgéedumlof ;ovement in ;hhWitﬁatersrand tcﬁnqhipfv
'They aére in c;nstant danger of'beingnmoléatéd and haraSSedm
'by Qangs af tSOtSiQ (or'indifidual tsotsis). Women ﬁever
went out at night without mal; escorts, But duriﬁg the Qay
women had to gn abnut their dJdaily business: callecﬁgng
firvewood, 'fetching'waterj washing clothes and, in the case
nf many teenage girls, going to Qchb%l. T was at 'thesé
points that tsotsis walited for their apportunity.to waylay

women. Schoolgirls were particulafl& vulnershle. Throughout

the 1850s, theﬂGolde City 293;. probably the né%spaper

most in touch with events "on the groﬁﬁd" in the “townships,
h?ﬁ punctuated Wlth reports of schcolg1rls heing waylaid by
“ 'fangs _ of yqpths N Through it the~ Witwatersrand,

gschoolgirls wefé threatened, harassed and, ocrasionally,
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raped while on their way to or from school.{63) In .July
1959 a resident of Orlando East ITI, W.S8. Ndhlovu, wrote a
letter to the manager of the Wesl Rand Administratidh Board
cmplaiﬁing that gangs of township youths, wiﬁh names such
ag "Benzine Boys", "Sputnik" and "Spoilers”, were waylaying
schoeclgirls, When school came cut the gangsters "threaten,
molest and somatimes rape” girls of 15 to 17 years old.
Ncéhlovu followed ithis letter up inh QOctober of the same year
complainihg that no action had been taken agsainst thase
young gangstérs "even in -ocbvious acssas afl rape and
asgault”.(84) AL one school in Sophiatown the yrablem Qés
so asrious that the headmaster was forced to organise an
escort cf bigger boys, "weightlifters and boxera", fur the
girls.(65) Sometimes an iﬁdividﬁa; gangster would fixate on
Jone particular womsn, | aftér perhapa;_having peen Y
photograph of hepr, and follow hér-around. fe would watch
her every movement, become familiar with her routines and
wait for an appropriste ‘moment to poﬁnce. "Desirsble” wemen
were particularly viectimized in this respect., Accnrdi?g to
Queeneth Ndaba, it aftén bevame & burden to be consiaered
an attractive woman. fEventually she and her friends
- cottoned on to the idea of walking ;round in drab clothing.

"To leok g#lamorous wes ftoo Jangerous”,(66)

Women were never safe from the gangs, even when escorted by
men or in public places. Abductior of women was an
extremely commen township phencmenon during the late 1840s

and. 1950s. The Spoilers were notorious for geoing around to
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shebeens and gigs aﬁd.kidnapping women. They forced yvoung
girls into « .rs and.often held them for weeks. They would
bhe takén. Xo hij;;uts and sexually assaulted. In one
incident,qta,fﬁpry;jaf Spoilers raided a Reef hospital and
ahducted «sevarmi?ieapner nurses for the night. They were
ihtimidated,wintffremainiﬂg_silent about the incident.(87)
Kay Manana,”HQ p;ominent towngship musician during tﬁe-iQéOa
and IQSDB, reciﬁlthhat Spailera often disrupted gigs and
parties and topk Eiris away wlth them.{ﬁ&) This was not a
\practlge conilﬂed to the anilers* it occurred tﬁroughnut
the hlhwatarsrﬁnd. The ubigquitous Zorro, for insﬁgncé, was
ﬁnown to ha%& abducted women for up to a week.{éQ} Even
the "more resﬁectable gangs"”, such as the Americans, would
drag a glry awny against her wmil. The TAﬁericans would
consider it & p»rsunal insult. if _womén resisted
abduction.{70} One Sund&} afterncon in the mid 1950s,
Manana and his band, whaﬁwere stationed in_alexandré: went
tec play at the Odiﬁ in Séphiatown. A few local ﬁlexahdra
wnﬁen went along with his band to watch the performance.
During the show, one of fha Alexandra women wa& abducted by
the Americans. "Thev wanted to keep her. They wouldn’t let
heyr go". Manans and his hand went to plead on her behalf.
She was begging and plééding net to be left behind. Only

out of deference to the musicians the Americans eventually

agreed to let her go.{71)}

During the tsotsi gang era, rape was mores prevalent thah

ngual in the Witwatersrand townships, particularly amongst
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juveniles. Between 1936 and 19389, an average of 5§ or-6 rape
or attempted rape c¢ases appeared before Johannesburg
Juvenile Court, B# 1950, this figure pad risen %o 573
_bétwaen 1953 and 1855, Jduvenile rvrape cases reached a peak
with figures of 98, 106 and 118 respéctively.{72) Of course
these figures do not come anyﬁhe@%”clbse to reflenting the
overall extent of juvenile rape ot the Witwatersraad. The
vast majority of 'incidents want unreported and without
progsecution because of intimidatian, persohal cpmplicatinné
and lack of evidence. Nevertheless, the Juvenile Court
statistics do provide " soMhe | &ense of the escalation of the
phenomenon during the 19503. In 1985, Councillor Lewsen,
after extensive dlacuasxons with Advisoery Roar rd membars
about tsotsi crime in the townships, commented:
These meh tell me -~ and I believe them ~ that no-
decent uwan or woman is zafe in his or her own hense,
Wives and young girls are raped in the astreets and
on their way home from work. Some are even raped in
their own homes in front of their families, whe are
too terrified .to report to the police for fear of
victimization. '
These gangsters rule the townships at the point of
a knife or pistol ...
They consider themselves invinci®le and show no
fear even for.the police. They koast openly that the
.Ppoliceé are so intent on iigquor and pars-law offences
+ that they have no time to give to the art1V1t1es of
' the tsotsisg.(¥3)
In September 1953 a teenage girl from Orlando was assaulted
by two 20 year old local Orlan&ohtaotsis. They pinned her
down and said: "This girl is cheeky". Then, with a knife,
ohe  assajlant scarred her severely on her face and

hreqst.(?d) It was a seemingly motivelgss agzault., The girl
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was paying for the crime of being “"cheeky". Sbe had
prébably resisted their; ‘or some cther tsotsis’, advances.
Or she had spoken back to them. "Cheekiness", or insclencec,
essentially involves a breach of understood or "natural”
hierarchy: When "natural" hierarchies are challenged,_
Jeb;ia - are disciplined. Rape and other forms' of sexdél

agsault - are asgertions of  power, asgertions of

"hierarchy.{75}) Ultimately, vioclence _lurks " behind every

hegemonic 3@§tus gquo but, in the tsotsilsubculture, there
was unusually little suEtlétyhfn %hé enfﬁrcement of. éexual'
hegemany. The sanction of tiolence.and coegc}on wagjalways
bi.gﬁl}' visible., | |

ﬁér;_wnmnn merely Passiﬁé victims of male dominaﬁion? Were
young women 'aﬁle to build any deféQ?e mechanisms, .ko

improve their ‘strength and bargaining power within the

subculture? There is little evidence to suggest that young

women established any kind of effective defense natworks.

Their"eﬁly protection came from within the famﬂg;-within

the  hoiusehold. Church-based woman's associations and
- A )

stokvels involved aolder, married wemén. However rastrictive

- R T B2

and repressive itself,ﬂ marridge, withdrawal {rom the youth

" subculture, was oftenr 8 young woman's best line of defense.

Marriage pg?resented a shift from the street into the
domestic sphere; ‘Here a woman héd“ some protection and
bargaining power, particularly if she earned crucial
supplementary family income through beer brewing, ﬁashing

or prostitution, But within the tsotsi subculture itself,
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save for & few individuals, it is difficult to find
evidence of young women being anything but passive victims.
More research needs to.he carried out in this area.
There were a few individual %omen in the Witwatersrand
townships who took tsotsis on ol their own game., They were
tough, independent fighters who managed to forge for
themseives.p a certaln  amount of respect and personsal
dié;gttion over their ggxual lives..They were prepared to
defeﬁ& themselves with their fists, knives and guns. In
order to rat;in their independénce and sexual freedom, they
had to assume wh&t amounted to a "masculine” identity. In
Sophiatbwn these qomen'here referred to as "brekgat" or
Jwildepérde",- intergstingly encugh terms almost synonomous
ﬁith fvirgin“. In olhes wards,. they were women who were
sbhie .£B exarcise gexual choice and prolong their virginity
if they wanted to. They were thought of as "women who don’t
want ta bg Louched by men".(75§ For the moat part, they
were .lnners.ﬁ Theré ﬁas'na sénse in which they tried to
organise women against their opprassion. They resisted only

on & personal levsl,

At least one Witwétevsrand gang had a "womcﬁ's wing": the
Berliners of Sophiatown.'Itlappears to be the only instance
in: which a gang actively organised and trained women to
fight alongside the mer. The women in the "womsn's wing"

were not molls; they participated in fights and they wore
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the gang tattoo, the swastika, along with the men.(77) The
women's wing, however, fell under the command of the larger
male gang in nuch che same way as the "youth wing" (for
thogse less than 14 years old} did. Tt did not seem to
involve any kind of exploration of female sexuality, nor
did it in any way challenge the dominance of men within the
gang., Nevertheless, at least two well-known "wiideperde"
émergad from this women's wing, The one was Manang, whﬁ
was regarded as the boss of the women’s wing; the other was

s woman called Sinns.

Mamang was a boxer, weightlifter and gambler. She was a
tough fighter. Peter Magubane recalls thai she once felled
him with a powerful bleow. As far as Mugubane could make out
"Mamang was no one’s.lover".{TS) Sinna, who wame from
neighbouring Meadowlands, was kn@wn as “Madipela“.nﬂattera
rememhers hgr.clearly:
She was a member of the Berliners Gang ... and she
fought side by side with the men. No men messed
around with Sinna. Sinna was too powerful. And
heautiful ... Sinna was never touched by men ...
nobody dared to propose to Sinna., You had to be a
special kind of a guy.
After the Sdbhiatown removals, Sinna returned to
Meadowlands, which was an extremely dangerous and violent
place at the time. People gathered around her for

protection and she eventually established a new gang which

ruled over the area for come time.(79)

Balissa was another Sophiatown "wildeperd". There were a

few women who "liked te be free like DBalissa," recalls
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Mattefa.

She was & four-and-a~half, five foot girl ...
Balissa was & free spirit. She hit men with rights
+«» Balissa carried a knife, she gambled, she moved
free, she went to shebeens, she had a drink. Ne man
touched Balissa ... she was & free spirit ... she
beloanged te no guy. And I would like te think that,
even until 19535, Balissa was a'virgin., She was not a
loose woman. She knew what she wanted out of life
and she had to be astrong.

In the late 1950s, Balissa became invelved with a man with

whomt she eveniually had children.{(80)

Une infarmant, Henry Miles, remembers a "towgh lady" called

Sponon$~£%hc led: a gang which operated in 8th Street

AlexXandra during the early 1950s. Sponono was "short, fat

and stont... but she was the fastest thinélwith a knife",
She was about thirty vears old when she led the gang, which
was“made up of males ranging from their late'keens through
to their late twenties. The gang was baséd &% her house in
8th Stfeet which was used as bbth a shebeen %pd & gambling
den. Sponone never seltled down with one mé}. Men were
apparently scared of her and rarely risked tefusing' her
advances. "The boss takes who she wants". Men iespected her
knife s$kills and nebody wanted to be "left holding their

intestinag”.{81)

Perhaps the best known of these "free spirits” was a womsn
who operated in the late 40s and early 50s knowh anly as
"Bitch Never Die". She fought with men. Bitch Never Die
was a loner, though she sometimes seemed to héﬁe a few

"side-kicks who hung around her". Most men respected her,
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recalls Stan Motjuwadi, "No men wanted to be humiliated.
Sha was a real toughie. If she fancied wau, she just teonk
youf,gSZ}V;According to Lynette Leeuw, "she did evergthing
thé% the men d%gf; she used to smoke, drink and use a
knife. "Even the men were scared of her." Other women were
confused and non-plussed bf her: she ﬁid not have children
or faﬁily and néver'married; She was "a real wild creature

who belonged to nciedy”.(83}

In an :envirﬁnmént dominated by men, then, it was
cnncei?&bfe for a woman to maké a space for herself, to .
e;taﬁlish a tertain amount of respect and sexual freedom.
But she had to fight for it, litarall?. And she .wéuld

propably always be regarded as ah autcast'and'eccgntric.

The expression of an aggressive masculimiﬁy was integral
to the +tsotsi identity. Any analySis of the subculture
which underplays ithe constructian of sexuslity aﬁd gender
relations will-faii ty really grasp what it meant to be a
tsotsi. By definition, tsotsis were men but women were not
absent from the subculture; almost without exception, they
were drawn in on male terms to reinforce tsotsi notions of
masculinity. A tsotsi was a man but his mascuﬂ;nity was

unconvineing it he did net have a woman to dominate.
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NOTES
(1) See Chapter Two for a detailed discussicn on
subcultural definition.

(2} A powerful machismo spirit and the absence of females
are recurrent themes in studies of youth subculture. For
post~war American examples; see Cohen, A.K., Delinguent
Bovs: The Culture of the ¢ s Routledge & Kegan Paul,
1956; CGibbens, T.C.N. & Ahrenfeldt, R.H. {eds), Cultural
Factors in Delinguency, Tavistock Publications, 1971. For
an excellent overview of post-war British subecultures, see
Hall, 8. and Jefferson, 7T. (eds}, Resistance Through
Rituals, Hutchinson of Londen, 1976, For an interesting
examination of youth cultures in post-First World War
Berlin, see Rosenhaft, E., "Organising the
Lampenproletariat: C¢liques and Communists in Berlin During
the Weimar Republic" in Evans, R.J. {(od}, The GCerman
Working Class 1888 ~ 1933, Lonaon: Crooum Helm, 1982. For =
study of youth gangs in Kinshasa during the early post-.
independence period, ¢ee La Fontaine, J.8., "Two Types of
Yeuth Group in Kinshasa (Leopoldville}"” in Mayer, P. {ed),
Socialization: The Approach frem Social Anthropology,
Tavistock Publications, 1970.

(3) McRobbie, A. and Garber, J., "Girls and Subcultures" in
Hall, S. and Jefferson, T. (eds},Resistance Through
Rituals; Mike Brake, The Sociclogy of Youth Culture and
Youth Subciltures, Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1880,

{4} Brake, The Sociology of Youth Culture, p vii of
Introduction.

{5) McRobbie and Garber, "Girls and Subcultures", p2li.

(6} Brake, The sociology of Youth Culture, pldi.

(7) Easthope, A., What a Man’s Gotta Do. The masculine myth
in popular cul &,, Paladin Grafton Bocks, p7.

{8) Frith, gquoted in Brake, The Sociclogy of Youth Culture.
(9) See Easthope, What a Man's Gotla Do, pp35-60,

{10) The British subculture known as the Mods, which was a
major presence in the country during the late 18508 and
19608, was perhaps something of an exception in this
respect. Girls were certainly present in the subculture and
they participated in the style of the subculture.
Nevertheless, men still dominated the movement and most of
the sexual stereotypes were consistent with other
subcultures, though it manifested itself somewhat less
harshly. The quasi-Punk subculture which clustered around
David Bowie during the late 1960s, early 1970s , was unique
ags a subculture in that it explored bisexuality to some
extent., This should perhaps not be exaggerated, hovever,
since this exploration manifested itself more in terms of
style than practice. Although the style was often clearly
aadrogynous, males dominated the subculture in much +the
same way a8 males dominated other subcultures.

{11) It could perhaps be argueqd that tsotsis were
structurally dominant in that they were wurban. Certainly
the +tsotsis themselves perceived it that way. It remains
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consistent +to wmy argument that tsotsis always emphasized
their "urlanness". They were extremely scornful of youths
from the countryside who they saw as inexperienced and
naive.

(12) Mayer, .I. and Mayer, P., "Socializgation by Peers. The
Youth Organization of the Red Xhosa" ir Mayer,P (ed},
Socialization; William Beinart, "The Origins of the

+ Indlavini: Male Associations and Migran® Labour in the
Transkei”, draft of peaper for Featschrift to Philip and
Iona Mayer edited by P. Mc Allister, C. Manson and A,
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CHAPTER FIVE: ' . .

"WHEN ARE THEY GOING TO FIGHT?"

Tesotsis, Youth Poligics and the PAC

Dufﬁng the 1940« and most of the 1950s youths plaved very

mixch a peii#heral role in township politics on the

Witwatersrand. The wvast majority of‘ urbanised African o
;f#ouths were aliorbed to a lesser or Hreater extent into the.
«pplitically unorganxae& and largely anti-social isotai

*sabrulture. Organisations such as the Gongress Youth Leggue

’GYL} drew its support from a numerically marglnal stratum

' J.of youth basediin secondary school, Youths assoczated with

the tsotsi gapg subculture tepded to ‘express their

_ polltical and economic frustration t%rnugh speclflc foras

of §hbcu1tural style and ritual and through spontaneous
violence directed against symbols of authority aud

subordination. It was only in the very late 1950s that the

broader youth constituency started to become interested in

Formal politiecal organisation, They were particularly drawn
te the newly formed PAC which seemed to sirike an
appropriate chord of machismo and anti-estabiishﬁenﬁ
aggressioﬁ. The PAC never recoiled from mobilising the

volatile; violent and pelitically undisciplined tsoisi
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element. The period 19539-1960 represents an important
transitional phase in South African youth politics, indeéd,
in anti-apartheid politics more genervally. In the short
periad that the PAC operated legally, it succeeded ih
drﬁwing substantial numbers of the broader urban youth
congﬁﬁtuency into formal politicalyorgénisation for the
*Q_firét} time. _Aithuugh the fﬂﬁOs witnessed .massive state
re?rgssian and appafenflpolitical #cquiescence, a new stflén
of_highly militant, ycuthwdomiﬁated opposition politics was
inéubating in_ tﬁg rapidly sprrﬁiiﬁg qBantu Education

sehools. 9

IThis paper focuses speciﬁgcaliy on the Witwatersrand ares
_and, Although I have pieces of evidence +toc suggest that
some of these patterns wese duplicated in other major
Sm;th African urbaﬁ centres, it wounld be unwise to_;;aqrt
national generalisations from ;his case studv, \
This pape- is Sivided inte three sections. Iﬁ} the first
sect;on I will focus on the tasotsi subculture’s lack” of
interestﬁ in formaf;polit;cs throughout the 19408 aud mostl
pf the 1950s. This will also invelve an investigation of
.the grelationship betwaean 'the ANC ;nd the tsotsi youth
angsS. zIn the second section I lock at the teetsi
Subculture’s informal forme of politicsl and cultural
résiﬁtance throughouf thin pariod. In the final section T

examine the political mobilisation of urban youth from

around 13859, particularl? by the PAC.
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By the late 183302 urban youths were noticeakly absent from

‘the mainstream of African resistance politics. Ta 1838 H.

W. HNxzumalo, writing for the Bapntu Worid, lamented: "Why

. can’t  youth ™ organise themselves to form their own -

moveiﬁents? Wh;r can’t -ybuth - be represented ih the .:;"-ll _
Afriéan Convent 13, in the African Hational Congress and
alsc in bther movemenls?” Youths, he complained, were idlE.
end lazy.{1) Townghip téenagers,v génerally unemployed and
but of school, wer;.increasingly attracted to as expanding

gang <ubculture which, . by the early- to mid 19405, had
deVEiGFed'into'the'tsoti subculture., The sdbculture, which
incorporated the bigger, organfsed'criminal'gangs shading
through to ssmall ~streetcorner dafense and .frienship

networks, distanced itself from péiitical arganisation.(2)

Iﬁ 1844 the Congress Youth Ludgue nwaﬁ. established to
mobilice the urhan African youth. conatityency ipd
radicalise the ANC from within.: But, although the CYL
escabl ished a}substantial support base within a number of

gecondary schoolg, the organisation never really identified

'tsotsis &s a potential support base. Tsotsis, in turn,

were not attracted to the C¥L's ratper elitist style of
polities.{3} Throughout the 1940s, then, apart from an
element of educated and somewhat older youths drawn to the
CYL, township youths kept their distance from political

organisation, Reflecting this pattern, an indignant Bantu
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World reader wrote in 1946G:

Mos: of our youths are addicted to sigomvan and other
concoctions, ana the educated amongst them Lkeep
company with undesirables. Mosgt of our youths know
little or nothing of the affairs affecting the race;
at meetings called for our interests, youths are
conspicuous by thelr absence.

Another reader expressed similar views in 1950:

One wonders how much influence Congress has over
African youths, I have in mind the vast numbers of
young Africans between eighteen and thiriy yeavs. A=
far as I can see, only the older people take an
interest in African pelitical organisation. _

+a» It is true that we have the Copgress Youth
League today., but djex ji enjoy the support of the
entire youth? - v _

- ' - . N 5
He went on to say that the CYLisﬁould try to appeal more to

the "ordinary youths".{4)

it

For most of the 19508 tsotsis rémained distant- from

political organisations. It was extremely unusual to find
people less thﬁn twenty yeérs old aEZendiL; ANC rallies;(5}
It was #alwayas "older peoble" whoe attended ﬁeetings at
Freednﬁ - Square ih Sophiatéwn. One ex-tsotsi informant,
Henry ﬂiles, | commaiits ! *Only the 'fathers.-and . the
grandfathefs used to &o  to meatings but none gf the
voungsters., - They weren’t interested."{6} According to

another ex-tsotsi, Godfrey Moloi, politiciaus seemed very

remote, highly educated and respectable.{7)} The gangs got

an with their own subcualtural peituals sasnd inter-gang

i
rivalries, "We weren’t interested im politics; we were
intorested in making love." sayvs ex-American, "Pegdy

Belair".(8) "Polities in those days," observes Peter

Magubane, "was not a child's game. It was for the adults.

01 7




It was not like today; teenagers never ventured into

politics."(9}

Although ANC members tended to understand the =ocio-
economic context of the taotsi phenomenon and blame "the
3fstem" rather than tsoisi individuals, they generally
found tsctsi culture alien and threatening dus- - “he 1940s
and  1950s.  They  recoiled from the  viclense,

irresponsibility  and ill~diacipline' of the  tsotsis.

v T

Nevarthelesas, there were a Aumber of ANC activist§¥}?
particﬁlarly in Sophiatown, who made a great effort to )
"rehabilitate” individual tsotsis and draw them into
constructive political acti?ity. Naﬁéﬁorthy here are Robert
=.Resha; P. Q: Vundla, George Siwisa and Nelson Mandels,
Acgofdigg tn Don Mattera, "these people really cared". Thef

would try to get the street thugs to read about politics
and channel their energies inte organisational activitm,
Although- their sutcess was limited, a number of tsotsis did

beudmé_ involved in the local ANC branch. Hattera‘jhimgélf

was such an example. Resha and Mandela were easily accepted

w

by gangsiera“ because they were phf;icaily imposing
pepsonalities. Resha had many underwerid connéctions and‘
Mandela was . & skilful boxer. Ther were not entirely
culturally alien to the tsoisis.{1”) It iz important to
draw a8 distf;ction betwéén mobii sing and rehabilitating.
With hardl} any exceptions, only individual youngsters who
effectively shed their tsotsi identity were drawn into ANC

structures, Tpe tzotsis, as a constituency, were regarded
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more as a Mmpnace to the community than as a potential
suppert base. It is not surprising, therefore, that the ANC
often supported and participated in local civil guard

movements aimed primarily at wiping out the tsotsi

scourge,(11)
f")

II

1

- Although the bulk of township youth had no dealings with

palitical org&nisationa,_ it would be innorréctlta agsume

. that fﬁéy lacked a political consciousness. Their daily

experieﬁce was packed with hardships and injustice and they
Ee:;ﬁihly had éame senée, however incoherent, of a white
aﬁﬁre;sqp.- They experienced poverty and'ovgpprowdiﬁg and
werd well QWarg of the vast discrepancies aflwealth in the
country; 'E?ere-”Were virtually no ijs available for city-
bhred _youtﬁﬁ' and@those jobs that were available were the
mbst menial and worst ﬁaid; schdoling beyond the sub~grades
was generally unavailabl@ 4y toe  expensive. The most
po}iticising experience of all, however; was  pass law
harassment. Throughout the 1840=, and even more acutely in
the 1950s under the Nationalist government, township youths
were constantly threatened by the prospect of being

*endorsad out" of the cities.

During the 1950w, urban y@uths became eligible to register

and take out passes at the age of siXteen (during the
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1940s the registration age  was atill éighteen).
Regiétration, apart from being an infuriatingly complicated

and often humilisting jureaucratic procedure, ocften exposed

- patbrer dubious urban status. The result was chat numerous

yoﬁtﬁa chose not to register even though they were
considered crimiﬁals without a "dompash.{iﬂ} Even with =a
pass, & city-bred.youth could be endorsed out of town if he
failed to find employment. In:1957, a Mr Maﬁsh;qi of. thekg_

Bantu . lLads' Hestel remarked at a meeting of  the

. Johannesburg  Planning Council for Non-European Social

. .
Welfare that ther. were "hundreds of youngsters who were
forced by registration laws to become fugitives." He went
on to say that "it is boys such as these that start gaﬁgs."

(iai Also during 1957, the Golden City Post ran an expose’

‘on the Elandsdoorn and Pilanéﬁerg youth labeour camps. The

writer explained the precariousness of a toﬁnship youth'’s
urban status.

s++ A boy leaves school with or without his parents’
consent {there is no compulsory schooling) and
obtains a work-seeking permit which gives him seven
dayes to find a joh. o

If he is unsuccessful his permit is renewed for a
further seven days, with a warning that if he does
not, find work this time his permit may '« will be
withdrawn,

Often it is withdrawn, but some are given a further
chance of one or twoe weeks.

Once the permit is withdrawn, the boy cannot 1look
for work. Then the boy, discouaraged, stays away from
the Pass Office and roams ihe streets until he is
picked up by the police as a "vagrant".

Or he may g0 back to the Pass Office to try again
and gets Tarrested" when his reference hock is
examined.

in an earlier extract the writer comments:
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Thus the mere failure by a minor to produce a pass or
to show that he is employed or a scholar, bhecomes.
proof of delinquent tendencies,

Such a boy is convicted for vagrancy and sent to a
youth camp, in many cases without the knowledge of
the parent=.{i4)

Township youths,; then, were almost inevitably pnliticised.
As BStan Metjuwadi put it:
Tewnship kids shared something in common. From
~birth... what happens to a township kid, what he sees
- pass raids, people being arrested for pennies, the
general experience of the townszhip kid in the old
townshipg - politicised him whether he liked it or
Dot L] )
S, although the average townéhip youth did not participsate
in politics during the 1940s and 1950s, wﬁhe was a
spotildering wvoleano. All he needed was something to mpark

it off., It has always been like that." (15)

. Taotsi youth found +the ANC’s pethods of political
resiaﬁance incomprehehsible but £the Esotai subculture
engaged inp its own fnrms of cultural and political
resistance., I 2have shown iﬁ Chapter Three how tsotsi
style, ritual aﬁd status structures were defined in
antagonfsm both to the hegemonic white culture and te the
largely pasaive, respectful and acquiescent culture of
their parents. Apart from its anti-establishment style and
language, the tsotsi subculture separated itself from
mainstream society through its willingness to engage in
criminal activity directed both at whites and township
residents, through ite rejection of the work ethic, through
the glorification of violence.{168) Recalling the activities

of the Americang in Sophiatown in the 1940s and 1950s,
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Mot juwadi observed:
You see, some of them regarded themselves as freedom
Fighters - in their own warped way... If he rolls «
white business which exploits his brother he thinks
he's struck a blow for liberation.., They thought
that to refuse to work for a white man... they
regarded it in itself as a political statement,(17)
The Americans of Sophiaﬁown were a great deal more
sophisticated than the average strest corner tsotsi gang.
They were probably the only gang of the time, for instance,
which avoided attacking local residents and it is possible
‘that some of its memﬁﬁrs had some coherent ideas about
"socizl banditry”. For the most part, tsotsi cultural
resistance was unarticulated, incoherent, inconsistent. 1t
was :gutwlevel and angry., The tsotsi’s primary concern was

to  survive on the sireetsg; to forge perzonal power and

status within his harsh and brutal subculture.

It was the violence inherent in the tsotsi subculture which
mest decisively made it irreconcilable with ANC politics.
.Tsotsis found ANC pessivity baffling, even undignified; the
ANC, in %furn, recoiled froagtsotsi violence_and velatility.,
Tesotsis regarded police as ;he universal eneny; they were
prepared to fight with police physically. Throughout the
18508 in particular there were numerous incidentz of
tsotsl-police wvielence, wusually not related to a directly
political issue. In 1850, for ingtance, a riot broke out in
Newclare whol police were brought in to deal with illsgal
possession of liguer. "Young hooligans" were reported to

"have waged a long battle Lhrough the afternoon and night
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mainly against police.{18) During the Sophiatown rewmnovals
there were a number of violent engagements between street
gan¥s and police, (19} In 1958 Moroka tsotsis even invaded
the local police station to release a fellow gany member
who had been arrested for sexual assault., The police
manning the station only just managed to lock themselves in
‘a room and escape out the back way before the tsotsis
gmashed down the locked door. The arrested vyouth was
freed.(20) Don Mattera, in a rather over-romanticised but
nevertheless rvevealing way, recalls his impatience as a
- gangster during the 1950s with ANC non-violence.

Young people... when you saw a cop, you saw an
enemy...  The peliticians had a nice WaY aof
approaching things. They looked for memoranda, they
had petitions, they talked to you... IJur memorandum
was a knife and a gun. We petitionea ourselves in
kload.

vsev A5 B thug, 1 couldn't see why they wers

~allowing the police to run ramshod over them, why
there was no physical resistance other than the thunmb
raised in the air, the khaki uniforms marching in the
straets and singing their ditties.

«vs I remember going to my first meeting in Becker
Street LANC menmbers were trying +to ‘rehabilitate’
Mattera by the late 19508}, hearing all thess people
chatting away and arguing. And I remember <thinking:
‘When are these people going to fight? When are they
going to fight?'(121)

Youths, then, clearly felt a political anger when they
angaged police who entered the townships to deal with Dbeer
brewing, pass offences and general "unrest™ inecidents.
Youths, for instance, were prominent in riots related to

these issues in Krugersdorp in 1949 and Newclare in 19549

and 19830.(22)
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There is some scatiered evidence to suggest that the tsotsi
element did ovcasionally participate in ANC campaigns
during the 19508 but, with the posusible exceptions of the
Sophiatown removalg and the Bantu Education boycott in
Benoni and Brakpan, gangsters were never wctively recruited
to do m0.{23) Although ANC wmethods were rather baffling to
the +tsoisis, many o¢f the gangsters certainly felt =a
spontanesus syupathy for some of the ANC campaigns.(24} In
an unorgaﬁxsed and undisciplined way they would intervene
to further the interests of campaigns as they saw fit. In
at least one case, it would appear, gangsters were offered
noney by individual activists to help enforce a
boyeott.(25) During the Sophiatown removals the interests
of gangsters and the ARC overlapped, Ocasionally gangs
would = get drawn inte c¢ampaigns temporarily through
personalised connections hetween Saig 1eade£s and

activists.{26)

Even if the& were not actively and openly recruited,
tsotsis proved to be extremely useful allies, particularly
in Dboycotis. They would provide an element of physical
coercion from which the ANC, with its principled rejection
of viclence in the 1850=s, would shy away. Thus during tram
and bus boycotts they would often prevent passengers fronm
boarding.(27) During the potate boycott, Mattera recallsg
that his gang would smash the windows of '.-h and chips
shops that failed to adhere to the boyecc.:.{28) Possibly

the most effective tsotsi intervention came in the Bantu
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Education boycott. In 1935 the manager of the Johannesburg
NEAD reported on an inecident in Western Native Township in
which a thirteen year old was stabbed by a gang of wyouths
ranging in age from nine to fifteen years old. "...The
stabbed lad refused te take part in the school boycott; he
was a Hood boy and was thus set upon by the criminal
glement."(29)  According to Bonner, a rehabilitated ex-
tgotsi who becams a key activist in the Benoni branch of
the Congress Youth League used his old gang contacts to
- draw tsotsis into the Bantu Education boycott.  The Benoni
tsotsis were extremely effective in preventing
schoolchildren from attending school.{30} This appears to
bhe the -nniy clear example nf sustained and orchestrated
gang involvement in ANC activity. Interestingly, the Bantu
Education boycoti was more sustained and succegsful in

Benoni than in ail the other urban centres.(31)

In Sophiatown the fiercely territorial youthfvangs and the
ANC found itself united in opposition to the re. wvals. This
wag despite the fact that the ANC had a history of support
for the local Civil Guard movement whose main concern it
was to eradicate tsotsi gangsterism.{32) The gangs sensed
that if their turf were taken away from them they woeuld be
powerless and, ultimately, disintegrate., Throughout the
1950s, particulerly in the late 1950s, gangsters were
invelved in ongoing street battles with police and removal
teans ., {133) Although the ANC understood the importance of

the youth gang constituency in its struggle against the
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removals, the organisation had its work cut out to restrain
youths from armed resistance. In 1953, when the Soephiastown
removals had become a very real prospect, a revealing lead

gtory appeared in the Bantu World. The large headline read

"MACHINE GUNS, RIFLES, REVOLVERS HIDDEN IN SOPHIATOWN" with
the sub-head "The People Follow the Congress Lead in Non-
'ialence”.

Minister Swart was right. There is an arsenal of
machine~guns, rifles and revolvers in th: Western
Areas. There are people who are prepared to use thenm
but the African National Congress will have nothing
to do with them.

For the past couple of weeks, Sophiatown has been a
battleground for the sculs of the youth.

The violent section have demanded action.

But Congress has fought for mon-violence and the
people have followed its lead. o .

The battle was Ffought again ove?r the weekend.

Yo?ng men poured into Sophiatown from all over the
Ree . E . ) .

They gathered in secret in many rooms. The :wordy
hattle raged for hours. g

They demanded violent action to check the Removal.

Congress people pleaded with them to stick to the
non-violent line,

Meanwhile big forces of police patrolled the
streets, the railway stglions of the Western Areas,
the bus stops and the stree. corners.

The weekend passed without vioclence. {34,

Although the ANC and the tsotsis often worked tcegether to
mobilisé against the removals, cultural and strategic
tensions ran deep..Throughout the 1850s the ANC leadership,
with a few exceptions, failed to tune in to the wavelength
of the massive youth gand constituency. The ANC was
reﬁarkably patient, disciplined, non-violent, intellectusal
and, for the most part, it had tremendous respect for

Western democratic values. The yvouth gangs were impatient,
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:yinjectéd into the ANC, many of the pvinciplés of the

undiseiplined and angry. Alithough they were deeply
influenced by American media images, they were utterly
scornful of white westernised values. They were politicised
but indifferent to political.practice. The ANC remained an

organisation "for older people”,

T

III

Powerfully influeﬁced .5ymﬁhe “Afficanist“ ideas ofJ Anton
\Lémﬁéde and A. P. Mda, the ANC Youth League was established
.in 1944 with the épecific aim of radicalising the ANC !from
within.& The CYL effectively seized éantrol of the ANG at
the aﬁnugl conference of the organisation in-'Bloemfontein
in 1949. The CYL's Programme of Action was off?dially
adgfLedl By the eagiy 1950s the CYL leaderéhip had moved

into the leadership positions of the ANC. Nelscon Mandela

and - Oliver Tambo, amongst others, rose to praminence at

fthis “ime. Although a certain organisationalldynamiam was
X 1 .

!
originél CYL were overturned, particularly the rejection of
alliances with sympathetic whites, coloureds, Indians and
Communists. Once the CYL'ﬂgd achieved its objectiveiiﬁf
radicalising the ANC to an sxtent and the leaderéhip
structures .had shifted, the original CYL Jost direction.
Its policies became indistinguishable from those of the
parent body and it simply became the wing of the ANU which

concentrated on recruiting younger people., But & simmering
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‘tension gradually ererged within the CYL betwezn those wha

were loyal to the parent body and those who saw themselves
as loyal to the original principleslgfﬁthq GYl.. A.fuctlon
within._the C¥L, based largely in é#ﬁ Oriando Bast branch
under the leadershiﬁ %7 Potlako Leballe, fel: that the'AﬁC
P%as 6ut aof touch with_the youth cénstituency. Tﬂe CYL, this
faction felt, bad te continue its task of radicalising the
ANC from within. On the one hand, it argued that the ANC
should not cooperate #ith ncnmAfricans and all government-

linked "ouppet inatitptions" such as Advisory Boards., On

the other h ., it pdvocated mnmore assertive pglitigal@

r

1;mnbili§ation including, if necessary, the volatile youth

éoﬁ@tifuency. The Oriandc branch of_the UYL linked up'to a
witder "Africanist” faction within th.. ANC. This faction was
co-ordinated &y‘a secre¥ Central Committee esvsblished as
early as 1952/3. The cnﬁﬁittee'was led by the powverful and
highly popular ;hairman of the Alaxandra brancﬁ of the ANC,
Jasigs Madzunysa. By 19458 Madzunya had .esba§1ished a
reputation as a radical Africanisc and both he and Leballo
were c#pelled from the ANG., The Orlando East branch was
suspeaded. Madzunya and Leballec and their followers were
considered to be irresponsible and racially exciﬁéivist.
vany Apr'memh&rs, particnlarly Youth Leaguers, rallied
around these expelled leaders and s major breakaway, which

lead to the emergence of the PAc; was precipitated, In
April 1968 the PAC wos officially insugurated under the

leadurship of Rebert Sobukwe, a highly intellectual and



charismatic follower of the old Lembede school. Sobukwe had
made a tremendous impact in the couple of years he had
spent © on the Witwatersrand following his move “from

Standerton.(35)

By August 1959, only thiree months afﬁer its inauguration,
the PAC claimes’ & signed up mosbership of almost 25 000 of

I“wﬁich roughly half came from the Transvaal.(38)

The PAC wds essentially an organisation for young men. Gail
Gerhart emphasises this point,

~ses It must be noted that, withoul doubt, age and not
class was the most distinguishing chargcteristic of
the PaC’s following. At every level of organisation,
from the mnational leadersbhip down to the least
regimented naon-card-carryin: supporter, the people
associated with the ~PAC were at least a decade
younger on average than those in the ANC. The PAC, it
was sometimes said, neederl no youth leagus because it
was itsell dn organisstion of youth from top to
bettom,(37) : .

This obaservation was supported by & number of my
informants. "People who joiged the PAC were mostly young
gﬁys"{SS}; "fhe PALC was madg up predominantly of yoﬁng
people « they signed up many youths"{38}; "The young'peuple
were the PACS"(40), Gerlart goes oﬁétq assert that it was
the tsotsi elementﬁwhich was particulsrly attracted to .the
.PAC,
if any single group cowsd be degcribed a5
distinctively PAC in orientationy it would be the
bro:d  category of Africans known in some contexts am.
"location bovs"™ and in others as Lsotsis. ... Usually
more educated than lower class workers, yet unabfe to
break intoe the ranks of the petty bourdeoisie, fhey
are  scorniul .of the low status and low paid
employment available to them, and engage in rackets,

Con gameg'and thefts of every description. Those who
are uneiployved may group into gangs of Jjuvenile
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delinquents... and participate in crimes of wviolence.
++» They are "embittered, frustrated, aggresaive,
non-conformist, suggestible, and prone to vioclence,"”
*‘Kuper§ notes,. and "they reject the polished
behaviour of the educated elite," the so-called
"excuse me” type of older educated wurban African,
With little to lose materially and much to Zain from
the removal of job and wage discrimination, they are
a . peolitically volatile element and one which was
drawn strongly to the PAC.{41) = :

Tom Lodge, in his Doctoral thésis on the PaC, diéputes this

. assertlon of G;rhart. He 1n51sts that the PAC failed to

develop a real mass following outstde of the Western Cape
and that Gerhart’s picture is distorted because she relied

on infarmation'%rom ex-leadbrs aof the Transvagl? ANC.(42)

But Lodge . himself faila to sustain this argument in his

: thesza. He shows, in fact, that, although the Western Lape

was far better orﬂanxaed,_'theré were a substantial number
of PAC and, later, Poao cells 1n Pretarza, the West Rand
townships and the Southarn Tdknsvaal The Sharpevzlle PAC
hranﬂh was particularly effective in mobilxszng support

amongst the yeuth. ~Of the 68 funct*onins Poao “eelis in

El

Sopth Africa between April 1961 and April 1983, 22 were in

the Tranayual andqlﬁ in the Wesgtern Cape.{ﬁa) Lodge also
aggéés that wurbai yauths were a particularly important

constituenﬁy of the Transvaal ANC: "Noticeable by their

absence from the list of identff{able Transvaal PAC members

are industrial or service workers.ind hostel dfiellers. Here

‘the PAC was a movement of the young, the urbanised and the

asserting that, apart from one or two exceptions such as

_Sharpéville, the structured, organised membership of the

. A
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PAC was insubstantial in the Tranivasl. Nevertheless, his
evidence, 1f anything, adds weight to the cleims of many

of my informants that the PAC commanded: widespread sympathy

and support amongst the‘Transvaal_urhdh vbuth.(45)

The PAC immediately struck the righf chord with the tsotsi
youth. Tsotsis were particularly attracted to the PAC’S
emphasis 6n Y"action” and confrontation. Although the
organisation officially disianced itself from v;clehce,
there was: an &pstated é?miration for violent res&gtance.
According to Gerhart “tﬁhre"seened to be an. assﬁmption

Ix ! 5( )
that violenge was inevitabl&, or even desirable. Unlike the

ANC, ;or hhlcﬁ nanwvxclenue was & recognlsed pollcv, the

PAC poznte&ly laeft its ortlons open regardlng methods of

K }
ﬁtrrggle."{4ﬁl The PAC 'hetorxc made more sanse to Lhe

mggf;ﬁﬁively anti-establishment tgotsi aubculture,

i .

Although tsctsis did oot necessarily identify with the

intallec;yal concept of Africanism, they identified with
(S A . )

the PAC scorn for Africans who imitated the White middle

¢lass,: There was al%o aﬁ aprealing simplicity ‘about PAC
ide;légf. They painted the struggle in very cleqﬁ "black va
whiteJ. African vs "gettler” terms, The PAC #shated the
same sense of urdency and frustration,. the sége explogive

anger as the younger generation.”{47)

Whereas the ANC acted within a scerupulously lesal and

respactable framework, the PAC were not averse to bresking

the law and olfending the wﬁite liberal establishment.

Short of finances, the PAC would guietly encourage tsotwis

e
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to steal equipment for producing leaflets or steal a car to
further organisational ohjectives.(48) This made sense to

tsotsis.

The PAC also tapped into a powerful machismo'strain within
the tsotsi subculture. fmung women were horrifi#aily
objectified and abused and:systemapidally pdﬁhed Ita the
'wﬁeriphgky of the subculture.(48) Fhe PAC &iﬁgnot ‘'segs &
role for women in political resistégcé. Its meﬁkership was

exclugively male; it considered a woman’s league

b

« glmoat
unneceasary.(50) This duplicated the pattern of wurban
youth gang membership and, oance sgain, it made senge to.

tsotsis.,

During 1959 and 1960 the PAC embarked on an intensive.
‘ recruitment drive. Although amongat the vyouth thg PAC.
Cancenprated 6n gchool pupils, the organisation. alse
succeéded in at;ractihg members of urban street gangs. In
other words, the PAC wag effectively challenging the ANC
Youth  League in  its traditional stronghold and
simultaheously penetratihg the tsotsi cunstituernicy., As the
ANC  anticipated, the tsotsis were extfkmely difficult to
bring under organisational discipline. Although the PAC
ciearly made a significant.impression amcggst the tsotsi
elément on the Rand, tsotsi participation in FAC structures
tended to remain fluid and informal, The PAC’s

organisational achievements were far more tangible smongst

school pupils PAC executive members Peter Molotsi and
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Matthew Nkoaha as wéll as Joe Tlholoe, who uzed to organise
PAC youth in Orlando,; identified school Students as their
key constituency.{51) HMoses Dlamini recalls how, in 1955,
prior to the formal PAC split, pﬁliticised pupils at
;IOrlanda' High School had alréady become sympathetic teo the
Africanist wing of the ANC: |

At Orlando- High School vhere I was schooling, we
discussed these issues with other students who were
aiso Tfollowing the political trends. Some students
who ~ knew leaders of both factions of the ANC in
Orlando Eagt, went ¢to see them to get some
clarification on key issues 1in the liberation
gtruggle. We debated these reports and decided ihat
the \Africanists were right. Somewhete between 1953
. and 1955, the ANC leadership, without the mandste of
thé pgople, had made major policy changes and steered
the styuggle on a rightist course.{52]

Tom Lodgk shows that thé PAC during 1960, though illegal,

set up e?ﬁéétive cells in Pretoria schools such as

Kilnerton and Atteridgeville, often through the assistance

i)

of sympathetic teachers.(53) Stanley Mogoba, who used to be
& PAC member in Pretoria, recalls that there was a

particulariy powerful PAC presence at Kilnertoﬁ%(54)

Il

Although formally the schools were the modt important

recruiting grcunds fef the PAC, the orgaﬁisation did
attract the lumpen youth. In fact, this_zpattern of
pecruitment started before the formation ofg the PAC.
During the late 19563.increasing1y marginalised Africanists
in Orlando and Alexandra, who later became PAC cadras, were
alreadg making an impression ammngstxgsotsis. Twn of my

informants vecall the ynrk of an activist by the name of

Ben Mapisa, a boxing trainer who worked out at a gymnasium

-]
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in 0rlando.{55) He was a strong man who carried a gun
around with him. He was respected by the tsotsis of
Orlando. He was a "capable and intelligent” man who
attémﬁ%ed. to politicise the gangs. Initially a member of
the Orlande CYL, he became "a scout™ fdr the PAC. Mapisa
appareqtly recruited young men at his gymnasium. "While
people were practising boxing, they would be holding .a
caucu#“.(ﬁﬁl Mapisa would alse call gangs together and
speak to them; he would try to redirect:_their energy
towards politics. He would tell them to identify the white
esthblishment as the enemy rather than other gangs. He was
aﬁparently pafticularly_successful in recruiting members of

the Otto Town and Boom Town gangx. (57)

_ Robert Sobukwe was himself an extraordinarily powerful
“ personalify. He was.charismatic, “dynamic" and influential,
particularly iﬁ Orlando.{58}) Like Mapisna, his personal
influence was established amongst the township youth prior
to the establishment of the PAC, while still & member of
the ANC.{(58) Norris Nkosi, an Orlando tsotsi during the
19505, recails the huge impact of Sobukwe amongst the youth
during 1859 and 1960. Sobukwe used toc address numerous

meetings and young men would flock to listen te him speak,.

Although scholars were probably the biggest constituency of
the PAC, the ocrganisation clearly drew in tsotsi youth on a
farge scale, PAC activists went "scouting on the
weekends"., They would tell gangsters: "Stop molesting

people and come and listen to this gospel."{60) Joe
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Tlholoe recalls that from the time of the Africanist
breakaway in late 1958, Africaﬁist and, later, PAC
activists engaged in intensive door to door campalgning in
Orlando. In 1959 the Orlando branch of the PAC called two
warring gangs to a house meeting. The activists attempted
to bring about a truce and encourage ithe gangsters to
g;come po}itically involved.{61) "In the little time E[the

PAC} had," observed Stan Motjuwadi, "it was phenamehal how

the youth responded to Sobukwe’'s call."(62)

Josias Madzunya established a large fallowing ancng=st youth

in Alexandra. Madzunya was a leading personality in
Alexandra township; along with Sobukﬁe and Lebsllo he was

one of the three leading figures in.the_'Africanist camnp
during the laie 1950s. He was a 1arg§, bearded, imposing
figure who wore a battered black overdnat regardless of the

weather. He was a strong advocate of physical reszistance,

"for example, during the Sophiatown removals. Despite his

cexpulsion from the ANC, he played a key role during the

1857 Alexandra bus boycotts.{63) According to ex-leader of
the Spoilers, Bum Thabethe, Madzunya used %o recruvit youths
d; streetcorners; he was spparently highly influential
amongst Alexandra’s unemployed youth.{(64) Joe Tlholoe
recalls that Madzunya was kvnown to have a particular

rapport with street youth.(63)

In 1953 the PAC established a powerful and highly organised

presence in the Vereeniging townships. In mid 1859 PAC
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activists arrived from Johannesburg to set up branches in
Sharpeville, Bophelong and Beipatong. They had remarkable
success, particularly in Sharpeville. Activists operated
systematically and cautiously, setting up prebably the best
organised PAC branch in the Transvaal.(66) It is
significant that thé PAC were effective in Sharpeville,
The township had an enorioeus constituency of angry,
volatile yocuths which provided fertile ground for PAC
activity. Lodge describes this Sharpeville vouth
constituency asz it appeared in 1959:
Sharpeville’s population comprised nearly 21 000
children, nearly T Q000 adult women and 8 600 men. It
was therefore a predominantly youthful population. Imn
the 1late 19508 youth unemployment was an increasing
prohlem, The main local industries with their
requirements for cheap heavy manual labour preferred
to recruit from the reserves and industrial wage-
levels and c¢onditions did not appeal to +*ownship
school-leavers., To exacerbate thisg in 1959 there were
not enough high school places 4in Vereeniging to
accommodate Junior Certificate holders. According to
The World "scores of youths roamed the
streets..." (87}
The Sharpeville branch leadership was "quite young".
Although the leaders tended *fo be employed and
compar atively  well-educated, they clearly drew support

from the wider local youth constituency.

Stanley Mogoba claims that the PAC branch in Preteria had a
lot of support from thé_"young.tsotsi element". Christmas
was traditionally a bloody period in the Pretoria townships
on account of tsotai c¢rime and gang rivalry. In 1962,
according to Magoba, Christmas was noticeably more peaceful

because the tsctsis had become politicised.(68)
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As early as 1850, it seems clear that the South African
state feared the potential pol!‘icisation of the tsotsi
constituency. The state recognised tsotsi gangs as 2 major
social control issue and started to anticipate = the
devastating consequences ghould this violent and wvolatile
constituency become politicised.(69) In a recent paper, Jon
Hysiop.suggests that the Bantu Education system was set up
largely as a solution to the problems of social control of
the '‘urban wyouth. Not only did the state want to curb the
massiye crime levels in the townships but it alsoe few. 3
the .potential political mobilisation of the Llumpen
ynuthil?ﬂ) The urban youth, particularly the tsotsi
elemeni, appeared +to be the primary target of the post-
Sharpeﬁille State of Emergency. 1In April 1960 the Golden
City Bgﬁ; reported the following:
.:t\

Systematically and with massive forces of heavily-~

armed men, the police have raided their way through

most of the densely-populated African areas in South

Africa during the past week.

They are not raiding for "pasges", the deputy
commigsioner of Pulice for the Witwatersrand, Colonel
J.C. Lemmer, told POST - they are trying to clean up
"out~of-works, criminals and loafers." {71)

"Out-of-works, criminals tnd loafers"” were almost

invariably syvnonomoua with tsotsis in administrative

jargon., In July 1960 the Geldew City Posi ran a series of

articles about thousands of youths being arrested on the
Witwatersrand. On July 17 it was reported that about 15 000
youths were being held in the giant Modder B Jjail, a
converted disused mine compound which the government

purchased from ERPM in December 1859. Youths were arriving

ro
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from throughout the Reef, from as Ffar afield as Pretoria,

Krugeradorp, Springs and Nigel. Every day, it was reported,

about 100 youths were released after having been thoroughly

screened while about the same number were being taken .a
every day. Many of the "released" were sent to farm jails
or returned to the reserves where they, or their parents,
were born. Youths were generally detained under Section 4
of the Emergency Regulations. Some of them ﬁad spent up to
two months in Modder B without being charged.(72) 4 PEost
writer described the goings-on at Modder B vivic v.
Seven or eight truckloads of prisoners thunder in and
out every day - some of them being breugh: in for
detention or "screening" by & special enquiry inside
the jail, presided over by three magistrates, some of
the vrisoners being taken away for releass or to join
the labour gangs on the farms.
It was reported that a very large proportion of the
approximately 14 000 Modder B detsinees were under the age
of 21, Common criminals and pass offenders were apparently
separated from the political detaineas.(73) Lodge points to
similar operations carried out in Pretoria’s townships.
"During 1960 and 1961 snticipating political unrest and to
check a ¢growing wave of youthful gangsterism the police
gubjected Vlakfontein and Atteridgeville to messive pass
raids on occasion deploying eight hundre. men."(74) It
seems clear that this massive clampdown on township youth,
although not always directed at people who were overtly
political, was closely linked to the poalitical control

objectives of the State of Emergency. The timing of this

clampdoewn could also suggest that the state perceived the
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extent to which the PAC had penstrated the wider youth

constitaency.

In late March and April of 19680 a new wave of tsotsi dang
vioclence swépt throuy™ the townships. Waves of . ;i
violence were common to the townships but, for the werﬁ
time, a political dimenasion crept into tsoisi activity.{70)
During the chaotic early days of the State of Emergéncy the
tsotsi’s criminal and political activ: . ' wWere intertwined

and ambiguous. On 3 April the Golden <¢i.s Post, under the

frontpage headline “BOY THUGS VAKE OVER from pelitical
leaders in the Townships", ran the following story:

Vicious young thugs cashing in on the crisis have
virtually taken over the townships in the past few
days. _

In savage outbursts of violence they have in the
past week been responsible far huhdreds of assaults,
at least one murder of an African cop, and scores of
TARES .

vos» Taking advantage of the confusion arising out of
the ¢risis, and the fgect that many houses have been
laft unprotected, they have used Pan Africanist and
A.N.C. slogans as ‘fronts’® for their activities as
they continue to rob and pillage on the majority of
the Reef’s larger towns.

e Although usually well-behaved, the high school
boys from an Orlande school were invelved in various
stonings and attacks.

They later told PUST that they had been joined by
the now notorious Rerlins and Apaches of Orlande
East.

Apparently on the stay-away day these gangs forgot
that they were enemies in a common purpese of
assaulting innocent people,

POST learned that most of the thugs responsible for
this terror are loafers who do not possess reference
bOOkS--- (76)

According to the article, the offinces of the Peri-Urhan
Health Boar:! Iin Alexandra wnre attacked by a dgang of

tsotsis called the Red Knife Boys., They attempted to burn
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the building dpwn. The Peri-Urben Health Board was not only
a symbol of 1staté anthority but aﬁ institution which
dedicated itsélf to wiping out the tsotsi menace in
Alexaﬂdra. A crack police unit operated under its authority

which the tsotpis called the "Peri-Urbans”. Lodge describes

the  tsotsi ﬁ&olence on the Rand during the 4ANC and PAC

sponsored pasﬁ?sharpeville and Langa stéy-away:

Despite the ANC's insistence on the peaceful "caonduct
of the stay-away, in the late afternoon of the 28th
‘of March§ ‘7iclence broke out in many parts of Soweto
a8 ‘tsoizi’' gangs attaked homecoming workers who had
ignored thy strike call. Large groups of teenagers
gathered oulside the railway stations and manned road
blocks to 'stone alighting passengers. Municipal
buildings Uere set alight snd the rediffusion radio
system’s wiring ripped out. As the Tsotsis' attacks
continded [nto the night the railwpy service was
suspended ‘the remaining commutery spending an
uncomfortable night on the platform.{f?)

What emerged iﬁithe wake of PAC mobilisétion, Shgrpeville
and the daﬂiaerion of the State of Emergency was the firsi

com~tsotais”™. Thousands

o

foreshadowingﬂ&? today’g so-called
.&of tsotsis reébonded to the PAC's call, particularly the
anti-pass cam?gign. But they were extremely difficult to
control. Nonﬂkiolence.. acénuntability and coordinated
political H action were alien concepts to  the tsotsi
subcultufe. The situation got completely out of hand during
Lhé State of Emergency when numercus lesaders who were
respecied and admired by the tsotsi cadres were detained.
The _pessibilitr of placing these :angry and brutalised
street gangs under sone kind of political discipline and

accountability fell away. The gangs saw no contradiction

between their uwsual. criminal antivities and their new
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political motivations. Ewven the PAC, who ihitially saamed
to embrace these youths enthusiastically, were fdrced to
candemnn the post~$harpeville activities of the tsotsis, A
PAL spokesman, William Jalobe, stated: "We strongly condemn
the fact that these irrﬁsponsible youths are using violence
on innecent péople."{?ﬂl Phiiip'Kgoaana, reflecting on PAC
activiiy_iin 196&, argue& that the Western Cape branch was
much hmore organised than in Johﬁnneshurg}'“where the
discipliﬁe was s& lacking cos wi;hmits large coriminal

#

element“:that was so difficult to control,.(79)

5

The PAC and, to a lesser extent, the-Axﬂ once it heda
adopted the armed girugglé. retained their large support
hase » amongst the urban.yuuth after the organisat&ons were
banried, OQuce the orgapiéatiun# ﬁent underground and dozens
of.members wiire siven long jailv sentences, - organisational

coherence disintegratéd altogether but interest in Paodo, and

Mkhonto we Sizwe remained high amongst the urban youth in

the early 1960s.(80) Throughent the 1960s, a steady
triéﬁle of youths made the dacisionrto icave the country
and join the exile moveﬁehts.{ﬂl) Michael Dinzale recalls
that 1962 ﬁéa a pa-ticularly successful vear for Mihonto
recriuitment; there was an "overwhelning response" from the
; o _
south. (821 According to M%ttera, ex-gangsters joined the
exiled ARC in large numbers during the 1960s. Twenty to
thirty members of his old Vultures gang, he claimg, becanms

sctive members of the ANG including George Huttah, Hosi

Tsile and Bernard Komane. The in%¥lux of ex-gangsters into
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the ANC, ' he adds, influenced the ANC from within and moved
the grganisation in a more violent and militant direction,
They reinforced the policy of armed struggle. "The vioclent

arena was not new to the gangster. He could kill now for &

“more worthwhile cause."{83)

of couraé, thoge that joined the _exile movements "
represented a ﬁiny fraction of the urban youth. For the
hulk,'of urban yauth in the 15680x the key polxt;cal and
social terrein shlfted from the streets to the Bantu

Educaticn schools. Bantu Fducation involved a dn;matic

lowering of educatxonal atandarda but it als? dramatlcally

increased the availability of schicling for Africana{

-Hyslop 'ahowé that Bant@ Education pldyed a major role in

'brlngigg about the political quxescence of th@ 1960=,

despite f simmering grievances aga:nst the system.{84)
Nevertheless, _the.new education system started to forge an
unprecedented 1nity,, 2 common set of experiences and

grievances, .amongst the township youth., Mase schooling

-helped to weld tageiher ithe fractﬁréd and internally

antagnnistic'youth conq}ituenay; a process which, it could

,H_be argued, helped +to establish the groundwork foer the

$

_é?ug%inn of 1976. Nothing like the outburst of mass youth

i,
o,

militanéy in the PWV area in 1960, however, was repeated

for?ﬁhe reﬁéiﬂ?er of the decade,
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CONCLUSION

Although juvenile c¢rime clearly continued to be a major

problem in Johannesburg’s townships throughout the 1960s{1)

and although wurbsn African criminals are often called

"teotsis" +to this day, the tsotsi subculture, as such,
gradually dissolved during the 19808, There is no necessary
contradiction in asserting both th&_survival.of the term
“tgotsi" and the diséolution of the tmotsi suboulture. It
is not et all uncomm;n for an extinct subculture to leave a
cultural residue behind it. For example. elemenia of ﬁggg
style have been absorbed intoe "straight” European and
American urban culture despite the subculture's dissolution
and the adjective “punk", describing & certain kind of
anti-establishment style and behaviour, Ias entrenched
itself in the English language. The distinctive style, the
pﬁttern of gang formation and, ;perhaps mest importantly,
the  generational zlement of the isatsi subculture are all
extinct. Nevertheless, 1ike the punks, the tsotsis left a
great deal of cultural flotsam ig their wake.

The subculture lost its distinctiveness on & number of
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fronts, Throughout +the 19505 the narrow trousers hkecame
less and less fashionable amongst township youth. Trouser
bottoms widened until, by the late 19680s, the hippie bell-
bottoms became very popular.{2) The t=otsi subculture lost
its distinctive language not through the disappearance of
tsotsitaal but thrﬁugh the reverse process: tsotsitaal
became so widely spoken in Johannesburg’s townships that it
lost fits generation specific character.{(3) Inter-gang
territoriality and vionlence ﬁas less common though a number
of gang wars.continued to flare up in the early 19608.(4)
Femous "big~time" gangs disappeared in the late 1850s and
earlyIIQGOS. 0ld Western Areaé gangs such as the Ameficans,
Berlinsrs and Vultures failed to regroup effectively after
the Western Areas removals,(5) The Sﬁcilers and Msomis of
Alexaédra and The Black Swines and Pirates of Orlande were
smashéd in massive police crackdowns. Five of the Msomi
leadefs, including the notoricus Shadrack Matthews were
hanged in 1959, I,eaders of the other gangs were given long
prison senten¢es because +they had all had previous
convictions. . None .of these gangs were able to survive the
rémoval of leadership.{(6} This seemed to rip the heart out
of the subculture; it lost its role models and style
generatérsarF By the mid 1960s there were very few youth
gangs in Johannesburg’s townships which had retained =a
tsotsi identity.(7) Although there appear to be lmportant
continuities, eriminal youth gangs which emerged around the

middle of the 1860s, such as the noterious Hazels of
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Orlando, clearly belonged to another gang genre, A thorough
examination of township vouth gangs in the 1960s =and

bheyond, however, is beyond the scope of this thesis.

There dces appear to have been a general decline, altﬁough
by no means disappearance, of township youth gang activity
during the 1560s. Two important impulses drew urban youths
away from street life inte other spheres of activity:

expanded schooling and wider employment opportunities.

- Towards the end of Chapter Five I pointed out that although
Bantu Education brought about a drastic decline in
educational standaerds, it did succeed in providing, for the
first time, mass schooling for African sdolescents. By the
late 19608 secondary and higher primary school facilities
~ had expanded dramatically. In 1960 roughly 46 000 Africans
attended secondary school across the country. By 1970 this
figure had risen to about 122 000.(8) In Johannesburg
during the 1860s noticeably more township alal scents were
going to achool than during the 1950s.{8) It is possible
that educstion was seen as a better investment at this
stage; that better-paid jobs with decent working conditions
were beginning Lo open up to Africans with higher levels of

education.

Employment opportunities for urban youths expanded during
the 19505 as a result of the general economic boom and
continued state efforte at combatting urban youth

unemployment. According to informants township youths in
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Johannesburg fouw.d work, particulariy unskilled work, more
easily during the 1960s.(10j In 1960 and 19881 the Juvenile
Employment Section of the Jochannesburg NAD claimed some
suceeygs in finding johs for gangsters and ex-gangsters. In
September 1960 W.J.,P, Carr expressed confidence that
juvenile unemployment would be brought down to "reasonable
levels" in the ﬁear future.{11) The Botha Commission of
1962 which looked into African urban unemployment devoted a
great deal of attention to youth unemployment. Thé
commiszion argued that youths from the rural areas were
taking away potential jobs of city-bred youths. To combat
this problem the commission recommended a more effective
procesé of screening out young rural workseekers from the
cities, The commiszion argued that this would ease the
competition for juvenile employment in the urban_areas.(lél
Interestingly, Uodfrey HMolei claims that urban youths
gstarted to find jobs more easily in the 1980Gs becauss

influx control wes applied more rigorously.(13)

Some of my informants argus that a political youth culture

gtarted to emerge in the 1960s as a counter—~atiraction tn

gang culture, This possibility is explored in Chapter Five.
Although the ANC and PAC were banned and formal political
opposition was effectively c¢rushed under the satate of
emergenty, they claim, there was a raised level of
political awarenezs amongst the township youth throughout
the 1960s.({14) Henry Miles c¢laims that youths read

newspapers and kept up to date with political issues; many
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were keenly interested in 1bte African independence
movement.{15) According +to Don Mattera “"the political
influences came very strong in 1562/'63/’64., This helped to
break up the gangs ..."(16) There is 1little concrete
evidence to baek. up these assertions. What form this
emerging political y~uth culture took in the 19603, if it
took any form at all., is the sﬁbject for future research.
Cerﬁa-%ly the trickle of young man intc the armed wings of
the PAC and ANC accounted fur a numerically insi_ nificant
proporti&q of township youth, particularly on - the
Witwaterérand. Apart from a burst of activity in 1959-80,
ﬁhgre is little evidence to suggest that & significant
p{i@tical gouth culture emer:»d in the Rand townships*ﬂfinr
f%jiﬁ?ﬁ. Against a backdrop of massive state repression and
& bhoom economy, which siﬁhltaneously helpeﬂ to offset
material grievances ana ensure that there was much to lose
from political involvement, agguiescence seems te have been

the order ef the decéde.

The t ~m "teotsi" is fery commonly used in contemporary
South Africa; it is a loore term for an African criminai or
trickster. In the last few years the variation "com-tsotsi"
has esmerged to describe township youths whoséJ.activities
shade through from the politecal to the criminal; ffom'toyi"
toyiing at rallies; to violent enforcement of boycotts and
stay-aways, through te out-and-out looting. Fok most
contemporary observers the historical meaning ¢? the wnrd

has been lost., The tsotsis constituted & specific anti-
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social urban youth gang subculture which bhad its origins in
the 1830s in the Preporia-Witwatarsrand area. The
subcultﬁrg took on a diétanctive form in the wearly 1940s
”ané gpread to all the key‘South'Afriéan urban zentres. The
subculture, -which.uwas _ext;;ordinarily.prevélent smongst
urbanised youth on thé Rand, caused a profound generational
rift - in African urban society. Throughout the 19405 and
1850s .tsbtsis ﬁﬁrelan indivisible element of township 1ifé
in Souﬁh Afric;¢ Althodﬁh the subculture_dissiﬁated during
‘the “first half of the 1980s, it left a legaﬁy to urban
$°“th Africa. Tsotsitaal; albeit in a variety of modified
foﬁﬁgiw iz probably the most widely spoken 1anguagehcn the

b

streets of Sowete today. The influence of biack American
cﬁlture' has clearly :emained powefful .amongat Stcwnship_
yoith. It could also be argued thaﬁltée_aggressive anti~- .
establishment stylé ﬁésnciated with cuntemﬁorar#  African

youth politics has its origins in the tsotsi subculture.




NOTEE FOR CONCLUSION

(L) & glance <through the Golden City Post news pages
between 1960 and 1964 indicates that Juvenile crime, though
somewhat less prevsilent than during the 1960s, remained a
major news issue throughout the first half of the 1960s.
See also extracts from Advisory Board meeting minutes in
IAD WRAB 351/2. 1961 seems to have beer a particularly bad
year for juvenile crime. Advisory Boards compleined of gang
warfare and delinquency in Pimville, Jabulani, Chiawelo,
Nrlando, Rast Native Township and JSouth West Bantu
Tovnship, Interestingly, I found few references in the WRAB
files to Jjuvenile crime after 1981.

{2} Motjuwadi 29/9/88; Nkosi 25/9/88.

(2) Tsotsitaal is heither a stable nor a honogenous
languago. There have beesn many shifts in the angusge since
the 19508 and { gather from people whoe speak tsotsitaal
that there are numerous geographically specific dialects in
Soweto alone., 1t is clear that middle aged peopls speak the
language today, especially outside of their immediate
domestic environment. v

{4} Sea, for example, IAD WRAB 285/7, letter from the
Juvenile Empioyment Officer to the Manager NAD
Johannesburg, 24 . May 1961. According to the Juvenile
Employment Officer, there was continuous gang marfare in
early 1961 between the Vikings, the German Spoilers and the
Eleven Hoys 1In Pimville, Zola, Phiri, Dlanini and
Moletsane., Interestingly, +the Juvenilie Employment Section:
actively intervened to bring about & ceasefire between the
gangs and then attempted to find jobs for the gangsters.

{(B) Mattera 10/7/88. See alsc M.S5, Lebelo, "The ‘Locations
in the Sky' Ac¢t and the Limitations of the Local Sta%e in
the Era of High Apartheill: Ethnicity and Class in Early
Soweco, 1860~1875", Masters Sfewinar, PDepartment of Hisucry,
University of the Witwatersrind, 7 August 1590,

(6) Mbawu and Ngwenya 27/4/89 and Thwala 21/9/88 recall .
that the Black Swines and Pirates were crushed by police
during the early 1960s. The leaders were given long priaon
gsentences and the gangs dlsapppared entirely. The Rope
Gang, which emerged as a major force in Alexandis in the
vaéuyum created by the Msomi and Spallers crackdown in
195878,  was smasned in 1962, See Rand Laily Mail 29 March
1"“2.

(7) Moloi 26!3/38 Mot juwadi 22/9/88; Thwala 21/8/88,.

{8) Colin Bundy, “Street Sceiology and Pavemebnt Polities",
p3ll {(these figures are rouaded off).

{9) Motjuwadi 22/8/88; Molot 26/3/88; Leeuw 23/8/7898,

(10) Mdlialose 37/4/89; Miles 11/4/893 Moloi 26/3/88.

{11) TAD WRAB 285/7, letter from W.J.P. Carr, Manager NAD
Johannesburg, to Town Clerk, 28 Beptember 1860; IAD WRAB
235/7, lotter from Johannesburg Juvenile Employment Officer
to the Manager NAD Johanneshurg, 24 May 1961, Se# alse IAD
WRAB Z24../7y letter from Bantu Affairs Commissioner ta the
Town Clerk, 11 August 1960, in which the Boksburg scheme
for African juvenile employment is highly praised,
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{12} Ver; can die Interdepartementesze Komitee insake
ledide en _ srkende Bantoe in Stedelike Gebieds, 1962;
see particularly the introduction and paragraphs 82-83.
{13) Moloi 26/3/88

{14) Mattera 10/7/88; Miles 11/4/788; Magubane 7/9/88; Moloi
26/3/88. : .
{15) Miles 11/4/89
(18) Mattera 1979,
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