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During thtvlate 1930s a distinctive; youth gang subculture emerged

.sinoiirj'Tit th'e permanently urbanised black population of the

Witwatersran'd. The subcuJ ture arose against « backdrop of massive

youth unemployment, grossly inadequate' schooling and refcrestion

facilities, . unstable family units avid.severe overcrowding in the

townships. Me If? youth?-: took to the streets and developed e "ciiy

slicker" style with it<=. own distinctive codes of dressing,

language, entertainment aid criminality. During the viar years the

gangs became a common feature of S.-.uth African township life.. In

the early.1940s these gangsters became known as '"tsotsis". .The

word originally described a style of narrow—bottomed trousers

which was particularly popular amongst the black urban youth of

the- time. Braduaily the connotation of the word .broadened to

incorporate the whole criminal•youth gang subculture. Tsotraj

gangs became a nation-wide phenomenon in the urban areas but this

paper' for.UBes specifically or. the Wi twatersrand., During the 19'tOs

and-. 1950s, it would appear, the vast majority of. permanently

urbanised black youths on the Hitwstersrand wers involved, to a

lesser : or greater extent, in tsotsi gangs. It was a central

element in the experience of township youth.. In fact, thrive

urbanised • male youths who escaped gang life completely were

marginal. (1 ) .

There were five? key elements in the identity of tsotsi gangs on

the Witwatersrand. Tsotsis were blach:, generally working class,

urbanised, young rccslss. In other words., they had-.a clear identity

in tt?r!'!*r, o f r n r. t? , •::" I :•••'•".•.:;;. .•jr-ogv'.'sph :u: ) o -.'.: A11 i o r- ? g e n e r a t i o n -and

tiender. This paper e^'-lnypE th.<s !i!6?£uU_fie identity of the tsotsi
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i'inbci.i). t u r e , • Thc-j, ^ascLilirii; i, cl ra n t i t y is i\ E.rcial corvvh'iii. t nil i cfi

esists, Eilnvst defini ti r>nal ly , in ,.-.nti the1-, i ;•: to ths f e-in i .i'inc

.identity. A study of mssuul i ni ty, then, becomes a study of ge-nder

relations. How, 1 will s.ak in this; paper, was tsotsi nnascul ini ty

defined arri what vole did woros't p'lsy in the suhci<1 ture? Why were

females ' were strikingly absent, from the central concerns of gang

life? These questions csn only be anawered through a systefiiat ic

yendf-jr analysis of the subcul ture.

Surprisingly little has been written on the specific" issue of

sexuality in Twentieth Century . youth subcultures. It is

•surprising on two. accounts. First, on a' purely obseryational

level, it j.s clear that the assertion of. mascul i ni ty • is a

central feature of thsse. subcultures. -It is also\ cIpar. that

• females appear to bo marginal to youth subcultures. whether in

post-war Britain and the United.States, Weimar Germany or post-.

i ndependenct;-' Zaire. <2): Second, over the -last- two., or . three

decades, particularly in v.he Unittsd States and Eiritain,

substantial bodies1 of literature-? have been' generated on both

youth gang subcultures and gtrnuler /sexual i ty. Yet ths? two- isisi.ies

hardly ever seem to intersect in a•systematic way. Although the

issue of sexuality creeps unavoidably into many studies of youth

subcultures, it appears as though only two worthwhile pieces have

been written on the specific int.eirs.ee ticvn of sexuality and youth

subculture: the first is a paper entitled "Girls and Subcultures"

by. McRobhie and Garber (1976)5 the second is a chapter entitled

"The? invisible girl. The culture of f emini ni ty V B mascul imsni" in
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Mike Brake's The Spc^oj;r;ny of Youth Cu.Ity£? 5I3SJ Y.o.yt.b Subculture*'•• '•'

< 1980) . (3! • ' . . - . '•'• •*.

Brake argues that it is Essential to focus on sexuality because1 .",'

"on the whole, youth cultures and subculture'!; tend to be . • some,.

form of exploration of sexual i ty" . (*t) Both articles 'are

concerned with the "invisibility" of girls from youth

Bubr.ultures. McRnbhie and Gabber are not satisfied with the.

argument that females are simply "peripheral". or "marginal".They

prefer, to characterise .the female's position as subordinate.

Females, they argue, "ace central and pivotal to a • subordinate

area. which mirrors, taut in a complementary and subordinate- way.

the 'dominant' masculine ' arenas".(5! In ether words, youth

subcultures are dependent on the role of females, despite th&

fact .that females are excluded from ths more prestigious, high-' .

profile and .power struggle elsments of the subcultures. Males

are- the active subjects while females are the passives, but

necessary, subordinate objects within'the subcultures. . . :

"Girls are present in malt? subculture-:;., "Brake agrees, "but art?,

contained within them, rather than using them to e«plore-actively \

forms of female identity." <fe), Women tend to be the ' rewards, •the':

trophies for male successes; Apart; from providing sexual end.

domestic services to males, they are the symbols of status to be

won or lost in the male-exclusive spheres • . such as f-ightinr.).

Perhaps the most important role of females is to provide the'

baseline of antithesis, to provide a model for what males are

not, • because "you cannot really define masculinity, apart from:

femininity".(7) Women, then, are often understood to be marginal .

• ' - . . • • ' 3 . . .• '.



to subcultures because' they do not. figure in the. E-'-eyvBat lonal ,

high-profile, high-status spheres-: of the subculturp. Broadly,

McRobbit? ami Garber are correct, and their observations appear to

be valid in I he-? case of the tsotf.i subcu'l tuns. Nevarthele<3s}

their .argument should net btj overstressed because there is a very

genuine element; of female marginality in youth subcultures a girls

spend- much less time in the gang's and their gang. membership is

far less formal. Time is a key concept Here! . i t, is ' assent ial ,-tr.'

ascertain how youths allocate; their time in order to understand

youth, subcultures. Whereas unemployed young males have? -an'

enormous, amount of free time at their disposal, girls art? drawn

far more effectively and strictly into the domestic sphere. As

Frith .points out; "Parents control girls" sparrc time much more

closely ••.-• girls have to assume an apprenticeship for .domestic

labour which begins at home" . <B>'• These broad observations- on

youth subcultures, I will show, have strong resonances with the

tsotssi subculture on the Witwatersrand. . . • . '

Masculinity is, of course, a shifting concept. Male prestige and

status are defined in different ways ./from culture to- culture and

from era to • era. In middle r:'f-.ss culture?, for instance,

professional skills, intellect-' 'end earning capacity sire

raiTiphasijed,, whereas physical skill and strehg'h tend to be ;

• emphasised in working class culture. Common to all' versions of

masculinity,' however, is male asser t i venes? and fierce . inter-.-ma 1 e

competitiveness alongside relatively par,-, j vp, domestically

orientisd females. Most forms of K^SCTU), i ni ty slsu involve e nepri

'.to control and be1 "in control", whether, i v\tsl Isctual ly or



physical ly. (9) This paper will attempt to illuminate? the.'

specific nature of fcsotsi sexual identity.

,McRobbie and Gsrfoer snd Braki? focus on the continuities in «.;e>iual

socia.li sat ion between the parent, culture and the subcuj tu.'"e.

Sexual roles and stereotypes inculcated through the home and

school Environments, and reinforced • by the? mass media, srs

continued in youth subcultures. Rather than acting aqnimst sexual

hegemonic norms, . youth subcultures tend to, if anything,

exaggerate them. Se>:us! stereotyping avid role differentiation

seem to be all this more* starkly enforced.( 1.0)

As .1 have shown in a previous chapter, mo'st subc.u 1 ture 1 behaviour

seems to involve a reaction against .the hagewnic cultural order, •

a denial of social concensus. Why, then, in the sphere .-if sp«ijal

identity, do youth subcultures tend to conform? One possible way

of answering this is to argue that youth subcultures do not

.really conform sexually. Witness, for axample, promiscuity and

disrespect for marriage and family life. '.!'.n fact, .narrisae, or an

ostensibly monogamous commitment, usually signals the exit from a

youth subculture. But this argument begs the? question of se::u«l

identity: mascul ini sin vs femininity. Not only, is the stark

separation of gender identities- radically conformist, but the

active/passive, pu.bj i.e/domest ic , aggressive/nurturing poles

conform to hegemonic s-^xual stereotypes. Promiscuity represents 'a

challenge l;o moral or re] liqTous r̂ orirsi rathev" than norms of

.se:tusl i ty . Conformist subcul ti.'val s»iKi..u*l i ty , it si-ei-is, csn only

be e::p] .=>iw?d by trar:ivi:i the historical cont j nu i t it=s in ^ejiual'



socialisat ion.

i.Q =-S:iii«

Following the general. pattern of youth subcultures, tsotsi

notions of sexual identity conformed to those of its parent

ghetto culture as well as the wider consensus hegemonic order. It

is difficult to fin-i a general explanation for youth subcul tura.l,

conformity in the area of sexuality, but,, in the case of . tsots is,

perhaps one tentative explanation can be advanced before, moving

on to tracing specific historical continuities. I have suggested

earlier that the tsotsi subculture had a-clear i d e n t i t y in terms

of race, class,- generation and gender, .As black, working class

youths, tsotsis were structurally subordinate in terms of race,

class and cieneration. But, as males, 'tsotsis were structurally

Ste.iViSiSBii • Gender was the one sphere . in- which they, found

•themselves "naturally" dominant. Hence the need to assert their

masculinity and sexual difference. They defended their one area

of privilege vigorously .< 111' An analogy can perhaps . be drawn

here with the white working class in South Africa: subordinate in

clsis1- terms, yet dominant in racial terms, the.white working

•class is anxious to assert racial difference in order to preserve

itn terrain of superordination. . .

The tsotsi phenomenon. as a recognisable subculture, only really

•emerged on the Witwatersrand in the early- to mid 19'tOs.' It is

important to stress that tsotsis were permanently urbanised

youths who tended to hsva minimal recollection of,' or contact

viith, the countryside. The emergence of the tsotsi subculture



coincided with the emevgerice of a large second

urbanised youtl'i population on the Wi twatersrsnd. This

constituency reached 'substantial proportions in the early 19̂ 0's,

following a massive escalatlori of permanent urbanisation in the

second half of the 1930s. Although tsotsis .were alienated' from

the custom End culture of the countryside-, there were notic.:ible

continuities between rural age regiment systems and urban youth,

gang organisation. It is reasonable to assume that ths recently

urbanised parents of tsotsis retained substantial' elements of

•rural socialisation and that their attitudes towards parenthood

had not shifted significantly. Although the social context had

changed dramatically with the dwindling, of extended family

networks ' and tribal controls arid the innovation of wage ' labour,,

parental attitudes and expectations retrained fairly constant.

Newly urbanised parents had experienced the tightly or-ganisRU,

traditional age regiments which 'allowed. adDlescent •• boys to

explore, their sexuality and assert their independence while

simultaneously reinforcing generational' hierarchy and preparing

them for the responsibilities of adulthood. (See, for example,

the Mayers' account of Xhosa age regiments and initiation.rituals

as well as Peter Delius's work en.early twentieth century Pedi

society). (12) So adolescent boys were expected to be

"independent,.. to cluster in groups outside of the home 'environment

and to assert their masculinity. 'Girls,'• on the other hand, were

expected' to remain close, to the home environment,' to c.3.rry out

domestic' chores and learn domestic skills. In the absence of

traditional age regiments, and virtually unsi.-pervised by parents.
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' male urban youths as^erteti their n1 • .-n s- L: <. 11 i n i t; v in their • oun ways

, they clustered into ga'igs H i th their c.<"«--. cli a k.inc t ive stylo f:nirl

ritual. But, in the cities, .jenpra t ioiv-i 1 h ierat chy broke di.ni-i.

' The parents lost control.

This rural/urban covit inui by is important to the issue of urban

' youth sexuality in two ways.. First, rural socialisation provided

the bas&line for gender identities. rts1 in the countrysidis,

. adolescent girls were expected to be passive, domesticated and

v marginal to the social hierarchy- As in the countryside, boys

were expected to be independent, assert if ve competent fighters who

were active; outside of the household. Second, the independence

<=vnd frets time available to young boys ensured that males,, and not

females, would establish the parametres of tht: new urban youth

culture. Females were drawn .into a male dominated subculture, on

male terms. •

Westernised urban images and infli.u^hcps served only to reinforce

rural sexual stereotypes. Girls' schools encouraged, female

domesticity and submissiven&ss; movies and comics, which were so

influential in tsutsi style; and '.imagery,, provided numerous macho

role models for boys and conventionally beautiful, and helpless,

.. role moiieis for girls; advertisements in magazines, and on

b111 hoards encouraged a touch, independent image of masculinity;

sports, particularly boxing and soccer, which were extremely

popular in the townships and which t?>;c luded females, encouraged

male physical prowess and competitiveness,.

iSS£=>.k 'Ss'.SQ.u.l.ine CfiLs SlSfiEi.
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The tsjotsi (tiascultne identity hinged afound fighting skill, . :. '

3 independence,, darinq and 1 aw-brt'Skin.3 , stylishness and success-. '"•'.

with w-i»en. Adeptriess in these areas determined a tsotsi'5- status.:,

and prestige1 ss a "man". • . . .

A man had to be a good fiiihter, not only for protection, but also

to earn respect. Boxing gymnasia vjerts extremely popular- w\ the

townships; if there were no formal, facilitiss around, • youths

would wort; out in backyard f sci. 1 it ies. ( 13) A young man's status'

and reputation was enhanced through winning ficihts. paxng leaders-

were generally the be^t fighters. Mattera recounts a story of how

he, as gang leader of the Vultures, defeated the leader of

another gang in a one—to—one fight. This precipitated .th>s

incorporation of the members of the defeated gang leader's gang1

into the Vultures.<l'») Their respect was transferred to • the

victorious fighter. . The notorious Alexandra gangster, "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 combat.( 15) An Alexandra e>:—tsotsi. commented that at the

age of 13 to 15 "Our heroes were the boys who could steal .and'.

stab. The more stabbings they did, the bigger they. were. The

biggest shot of all. was the out" who had killed somebody — either

with a knife or -a gun". (1.6) Movie images, of course, reinforced

these attitudes. It was inconceivable to have a hero who was a

poor fighter. The tcugiie«st, most violent screen characters became

their role models. Nicknames such a?; "Jt*sse Ĵ rrses", "Dil linger"

and,, of course, "Sorro" abounded amongst the tsotsis. ..



To be independent.a tsotsi had to have his own means of incomts.

Money was necessary to attract women and k>?ep up with the demands

of subcultural style. Uag& labour, as I have shown in 3 previous

paper, was scorned. Young men who. worked from 9' to'.1 5 were

considered "sissies".(17) It was considered demeaning . and

degrading to work for someone?, F'specially a white. It, was; also

necessary.to assert financial independence'from parents,, who, in

any case, generally could not afford to support their sons' o^ten

extravagant tsotsi lifestyle. Stealing or gambling, then, were

considered the only acceptable masculine ways of obtaining money.

It followed that1 success in steal i'ng-became a status symbol in

•itself. Being -independent also involved separating your life as •

far as possible from the family and • the household.. The household1

was the terrain of girls. Urbanised adolescent boys tended to

come hone only to sleep or have meals'- (at- which they were

serviced by their mothers or sisters). Those who were successful

enough at being independent avoided even this.. . ; • '-. .

.Particularly daring feats of lew-breaking were admired.

.Pickppcketing and mugging were commonplace for tsotsis. Armed

robberies, murder and fighting with, police'. were highly

prestigious activities. A real tsotsi. had to show that he was not

scared of the police. In this respect, it was "Zorro", one of the

great tsotsi idols-. who again epitomised tsotr.i meclii&ms. In the

mid EOB, I was informed, he hijacked a police car. During the

ensuing ca'!' ch«BB he.radioed through to all other police r/iirs,

' telling them of his whereabouts and challenging them to come and

(jet him. He-'warned them thai; he was "Zorro": that HR was arir.ed

1.0



and dangerous. There appeared to be no motive for this stunt

other than to create a stir end enhance hie reputation.<18)•

In order to be an acceptable maIF? within the subculture, n young

man had to be "with it", he had to bf? in style. He had to drs?sa

and speak stylishly, he had to hold his liquor well avid smoke

dagos and he had to be seen at the right places.(19) As far as.

clothes were concerned, the most admired men were those who could

immitate American gangster style, as portrayed in American

movies, most effectively. This involveid obtaining flashy and

expensive clothimi which usually could only bs achieved by the

bigger, established gangs such as the Americans or the-Spoilers.

Bangs were extremely fashion conscious and competitive about

their clothing. Members of the American's apparently ordered

imported clothing through up—market clothes outlets such a??-

Msrkhams and Leva, sons. They would make a deal with these outlet-5

not to sell any more of these items in Johannesburg in order to

create exclusivity.<H0) A flashy limousine made in the USA would

bs a highly prestigious-possession. American movies set the

trends in tsotsi fashion. A= Don Mattsra puts its "If you didn't

talk like an American, or have an American name or something, you'

weren't in'that sef'.Oll Fittingly, it was the ficier ic.anc gang

which represented the height of tsotsi fashion ; on the

Wi t waters rand . All the poorer, less famous gangs t<"ied to . emulate

their style. Of course, most of them could not afford to do this.

Nevertheless. the basic: elements of style1 had to bp there. The

tigr.itf i ttinc:} ?oot t;i~c-iĵ;er s were es^enti ~- 1. - And speaking

tsots.it.aal wan assent i. si . Every Keif—rcispfsc ting tsotsi had to be

11



familiar with tsotsitsal or. pain of being branded a "sissie" 6r

a "moegoe" (a country bumpkin). Like clothing', t&ots'i tsal was

subject ti:i t"«shicm shifts. In order to be "with it", a tsotsi had

to be familiar with all. the latest slang and language

innovations. Although most urbanised township girls .were also

generally familiar with tsotsitaal, being out of touch with the

language did not involve a threat to their sexual identity.

As in all male-dominated cultures;, possession .of women

represented a crucial 'status symbol. The beauty and quantity' of'

a tsotKi's girlfriends, were an indicator of his success in

other fields of sissculini? accomplishment. Fight victories

inevitably attracted women. "The conquest1 obviously, brought -lots

of girls and having lots of women at the time said who you

were."(22) High fashion also attracted women, thus it: was the

•Americans who. succoeeded in getting the really prestigious

catches such as Miriam Makeba and Dolly R'athebe. In Sofjhiatown

"many ̂ of the prettier girls,, even at 16 or 17, would end up with'

the Americans, because? the Americans were flashier, they wore the

best cloth.es, they had the most money."'.. (S3) Tsotsis competed

furiously over "beautiful women" which often led to attractive

women being harrasspd . ''You. were1 in-trouble iF you were a

beautiful women," comments .Qut>c-neth Ndaha. (dl>) It was

particularly important for a gang leedsr to have en attractive

and scuqht after girlfriend. Inevitsblyj "tiie prettiest girls

•were ... lovers of ganq leaders".'95) It was also prestigious

fo.r tsotsis to have ctiildren as. a =.=.icin of the»ir marihood. Thus

Wor r is . hikos i vjas extremely proud to have* a ĉ ii'td at the sqE of 16



with his 1.5 year-old girlfriend. "He used to boast about our

kids," says Nko?ii.(E6) It was, however, unusual for a tsotsi to

,h'elp support his children.

From as early as the late 1930s, township administrations as well

as the whits? liberal establishment tried to promote trie Boys'

Club and Boy Scout movements a1; art alternative to tsotsiism.

According to the constitution of thra Oube Boys' Clubs

Association, "The general aim of the Association shall bp to

promote the mental, physical and "spiritual. wel 1—boi-ng of

boys".(£7) In effect, they were trying to create a>" alternative

masculine role model for township youths, a model which

emphasised social responsibility arid godliness. Although -l.hr;

African Boy Scout' Association claimed B iiati.on--wid<= member "sh ii:i

of over 10000 by 1953 '(28), the move-:ru~nt ' & impac!-. on the tv.otsi

subculture appears to have been negligible. The Boy Scout

constituency overlapped almost entirely with thf» school go i rig

constituency; the movement seemed to have Ixttle success in

• recruitiny outside? of th» schools. < P.9) This is not surprising,

since it promoted a masculine i.nu»ge almost in antithesis to the

tsotsi image. The ideal Boy Scout was lavs-abidinq, hard-working

and God-fearing. He rejr-cted alcohol, deggs, prouisruity and

violence; he respected adults and accepted aclult SLipervisicin.

Therewei-e only two areas cf commonality; one was an emphasis on

physical fitness and health; the other was a promotion of the

domesticity and passivity <>f oirl~ <a=> epitomised in the Girls'

Club and Girl Gjidps movements). Tsotsis r&.j&.:te'.:l the Boy Scout

;iaia(ĵ  bt-.icaû -S 'jl-.f5ir p-?r t icui a'f" brand of machi sfr-o 'Mas irieMtr icab le



. f r o m a" subc.ul t u r a l c h a l l e n g e to hi-gsmon-i e -.:" •_ i j t u r a l nor-ns,..

• ItiS a b s e n t 9.IE.LS

It' township girls and young woman wi.vres in fact macci inaJ to the

tsotsi subculture, how did they a :i 1 o c si t e their time*? All

•• indications point te. the fact that unfeMnplcyment was morse-.'amongst

female youths than ijnionggt male youths on the H j. twaterrsrand. (30)

Although jobs were avail able as domes tie servants, domestic

service was extremely unpopular',amongst township girls. • They did

•not like thss loneliness and isolation entailed in working, in the

.white- suburbs. A few young women became teachers and nurses but

the numbers were insignificant in overall terms. A h-?.ndfull of

young women made a career for themselves in the entertainment

world; they were amongst the few. women whh made a nanie for'

•themselves in the-townships.(31) 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

formally employed were very much the exception.. As \I'have;- shown

previously, township children tended to leave.school at a very,

early acje; this applied to girls and. boys' al ike. Nevertheless, '

cjirls ' i«er<a generally kepf'eff the- !5trei=ts. Unlike boys,, girls

were 15 sd to th-'.;- household. In "a mecucrendum written in the early

1950s, FIJen Hel Irnsn sum(i"=d up the situation:. '.' ''".-.

Occupational opportunities for famale juveniles,' 'apart from

professional openings,, sur.-h as -teach ing avid nursing,' barely
exist apart from domestic, service. There is little
unemployment, -amonc female juveniles [because! ... although
there are practically no recreation facilities open to non—

. school. Qojn;j girls, they are kept busy in the home, have, less
ieis.ure time than the- boys a.id are consequently not so

' affected by this d i sshi 1 i ty.- < 3i?) - . . . ' ' . .



"Fathers ams.1 mo triers i>,<=re diore strict with their dau.ghters_,'' . •,:.

otissrves Don Matl&.-a. They usually wore kept at home and : clici.

housework. '. 33) Gertrude Twala recalls that., as a girl . in her.

early tseiTi growing up in Orlando in the late 1.950r-:.', .her' parents .'.

would never let her out at night.- Her parents tried to stop her",

coming into, any contact with the t&otsis, though 'it was 'often-1

unavoidable. She would have to do a lot of work in the household.'

Sometimes a friend of hers would corns- ov-=r and tpend the night.

This seemed to be a fairly common pattern amongst her ..female

. • ' . • • ' ' ' ' - ' ' • • : •

peers.(3*t) Lynette Leeuw. who wss a tetnayrar in Kvugersdorp
• • . ' . - • - . • ' • •

during the 1950s had similar experiences . There; kids a great- deal
• ' • • . " • ; .

of work to be done in the household, she"- recalls. She. had to

fetch water and wood (at which points there was often, unavoidable
..... . " . -.

contact with tsotsis), clean the house* and help look after • thfr

younger kids.(35) According to.Morris Nkcsi, parents would allow

their daughters to go out at night as long as; they had finished,

off their household chores and were arcomsani ed by a boy who ti>ey'

knew srid trusted. (36) It was in this way, it woul d' appear., that

girls made contact with the gangs. •.-•.'

Apart from domestic duties, . many teenage girls were tied to the

home because they were already parents; Girls often • fell .

' • ' • • • ' - • • ' • . • • • . - • .

pregnant. Generally, their boyfriends mad& little contribution to
, . ' • • ' '

bringing up the babies; teenage mothers would stay with their

parents and their children would become part of their parents'

.households.(37) Teenage girls were young enough to fall, under

the discipline of their parents although they were very oftpri

parents themselves. • > . .



Girls spent very little time in the gang as such. They were

but-side of the mainstream of gang activity. They never got.

involved in gang fights and it was extremely.unusual for them,to

be involved in activities such as mugging or gambling. The girls

would, be present when there was a "do". "They were the .gangsters'

molls. They moved around with thern at part i'es. " (38), ' . . . •

Girls, or young women, . involved in the; gangs were generally

referred to as."molls". They were the personal girlfriends of

gang 'members.. They went around.with their' boyfriends to gigs and

parties. They . had .to. .entertain, thstsotsis and crome across as

attractive as' possible so as to.bolster the masculine egos of

their boyfriends. They were . "showpieces". "The poor creatures,",

comments Mattera in, retrospect, ."they-had no options-really ...'

they were also victims. "(39) Nolls were sometimes used as spies.

.If a member of a rival gang .took.an interest in,orie:of'them, her

boyfriend sometimes encouraged her to get involved with the rival

in the hope- that she would get access to. gang: secrets, and

strategies. This infidelity was tolerated because.the boyfriend

continued to feel in control of his girlfriend and the rival was

: b s i n 9 B u p e d . C t O ) . - • • • ' •• ' -. • ' : • ' •

Some girls were drawn peripherally into tsotsi criminal activity.

They were known as "noasisas". Thoy wei'e used as scouts,

shopl if ters and decoys, (41 ) They would distract • pickpocket ing

-, v_i.tims or help to "cese the joint" bafcie robberies;. Matters

SipfS



remembers one Sophiatown nossisa named Btololo. She. was 3

beautiful young woman with large breast's." She would no up to a

, shopkeeper arid distract, him by "opening herself up". She would

• • • scream . that the shopkeeper was trying to rape her. During the

. • ' commotion the tsotsis would take the ti 1.1 . (4P) The noasisss,

I • . though, were left out of the prestige spheres of criminal

I' .•'. ..... activity: planning robberies, holding the gun or knife, seizing

.the loot. The men were in.control. The? .activities' of the noa^iwss.

were acceptable precisely because thoy were peripheral,
r." \ -. . ' .

J - ' • " • • . • • ' • • • • " • ' ' ' • • ' • • • ' • • ' • ' : .

)'. •• 'j •• On occasions, it seems, girls were • involved in intr>r—gang

)•••'' . ' . fighting but, . once again, they wure a side-show. They would only.
. ) • • • • ' . • • . . ' ' • " • ' • ' . • ' • • • • • . • • . . • • • •

i . fight g i r l s from other gangs. Thev would take? on the r ivalry of
J - : ' . • • • • : • . • • • • • • • " . . • ' • ' • . . ' • -

! • their boyfriends or brothers.(43) Apart from a few exceptional

'!...• women, on whom I will focus in the final section, it was unlie-̂ rd

h, of for a woman to fight a man in a gang war.

• 1 - • • .

1 . - • • • •

i Clothing styles involved a very clear differentiation bptwfc-eri

• . males. and females. There wiis ce^tnivily no androgenous

,j •. .- experimentation in the tsotsi subculture. All. the elem»nt:<= of,

j . style that were associated with the subculture were worn by nan

I • alone: the tightfitting soot trousersi the floppy overcoats, the
! ' • ' • • ' • ' • • • • ' ' • . . • • •

j" • wide—rimmed hate, the flashy.shirts 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

1. was influenced by the movies. "The^e were trendsetters" who would

try to keep in toMch with the latest Hollywood fashion.(44)

'• There was no particular style, then, which clfedrly identified,

i females as being part of tt'.e subr. u 1 t'ure, or member, B of a specific

i . . 1 7 • ' - " • • . : •-



g a n g . . . •

Females who were involved with the; gangs accepted the masculine

status and prestige structures. In other words, they accepted as

prestigious the same achievements that the males did. In effect,

they acknowledged their own low status; their own status could

only' be . defined indirectly? according to the status of their,

boyfriends, their possessors. It was; prestigious to have a

'boyfriend who was a good fighter, who was : styl ish ,• who was, in

. . short, respected by other men. Matter a-describes the rise of his

gancj, the Vultures, in Sophiatown' during the? mid 1950s; :

Territorial gains had been made. Younger gangs' had been
usurped. The police had beer- put in their piece. The girls
were, moving after us ... these were the guys ,you had to

. marry, these were the guys you had. to be lovers wi th ..(*-5>

Godfrey Moioi recalls that,the women who hung around with the

gangsters in Orlando during the 1940s and 1950s -saw non-gang

•members as "sissies".(46) According to. Motjuwadi, • the molls

."would have no•respect for a guy who worked at e. nine—to—five job:

for1' a pittance". Generally, the girls of. Sophiatown "didn't

••,- rE?spect .nine—to five men . as 'much as those who. lived . by their

• w i t ' . - - " . .< V 7 > ' " . • • • ' ' • ' ' . . • • ' ' • " - • ' • • , • •'-. .•'••.

Although gangster;:, were extremely demanding and often brutAl

towards their girlfriends, there were definite benefits attached

to having a 'gangster si?; a hoyfrie-id. Apart from the prestige, it

often offered a high standard cif living and, more importantly,

protection from other gangster1.".. As long the? cir If r j end ' accepted

••-that'-she "belonged" to the gangstpr and roinained faithful to him,

t8



she would receive presents of food and clothing and she would be

protected •from the harassment and molestation of ofctvsr

gangsters. (48) As? Matters putts it:

Some of the women became property of the guys. So much so
that if you were seen talking to that girl you would be
attacked, either by the gang or by the guy himself. Because.
= ome of the women wanted to be property. Then? was security
in being property. And there was clothEE, money, food . ..d1?)

Motj'jwac'i n.akes a similar observation!

And sometimes he Ca gangster boyfriend] might &^&ri b>> nJc>3
and gentle to her'. Hi? could buy her some of the nicest things
which an. ordinary, worker can't, hv '-ran take her to th*s movies
when other guys are going to work end 'they attend par kiss,

; And the important thing is that no guttersnipe r.avi take?
chance? with, her because she belongs to • someone' wh<". is
respected.(50) . •

Gueeneth |\!daba was once sought after by one particularly nasty

gangster. She was "saved", shi> ftsels, . only because' another-

gangster, a member of the Otto Town Rang, was in love with her.

and protected her.(51) . .

' Qfe.isc.tifi_cation and y.i.a.lenre

• Zorro had several place"-; where he kf'pt his- molls, the most
important of which were two ft t 7th and 8th Avenues. All the
girls who belonged to the gang were branded with the "Mark of
Zorro" ... the letter "Z".. This mark was scratched en y-ifcl'i a
knife on the shoulder, arm or for&head. Some of'them, still
up to this day, carry the "l"l*>-k of Zorro". <SH) . • •

This extract appeared in s 195B ed'itiori of Dry.!!:- In a Esnse, all

women involved ivi khu tsotsi subcu? ti.rri? were branded with the

Mark of £orro. The mark wss symbol in of their iiî cho, movie-

inspirK'd overlords, if; was •-ycho 1 i c. .of their ob jec tificat i on and,

pc?rhaps most starkly of all, it. was symbolic of the violence

which underp ivired th^jv- Fejcjtal =i)bordin;itic:tr.

T"£ct=-i govigsters generally rtvuerded their wonen as property.
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• According to Matters, they were seen »=• "chattle".(53> They were;

ornaments and showpieces with which tsotsis displayed their own

masculinity.. Qu.eene-th Ndaba recalls that a women's nsn» would

.get. "suggested" by tsotsis. Before meeting the.wofnan"a tsotsi

would'claim her as property and then seek her out. It would ofteri

be considered a favour from, one tsotsi to.another to "suggest" an

attractive 'woman, Often a tsotsi would pick.himself a woman after

seeing, her photograph or catching a glimpse of her ... General1y,

the woman had little option but to accept the advances of the

man.' She was extremely vulnerable-unless she was attached to

another gangster who commanded some respect .(5-'->) Tsotsis. liked to

dr»ss women up the nay they (the.. tsctsis) liked;- . they would pick;

out the clothes and adorn their possessions as they - saw fit.'

Women had little option but to accept the image that was imposed,

upon them. Often they would have to hide these clothes so as to'

conceal, their involvement with tsotsisfrom their parents.(55) i

. A gang ' s possessi veness over women general l'y coincided with its

terr.i tor ial i ty . A woman -who lived in. a! gang ' s '••. tei-r itory , was

assumed- to be the? 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".'.5fc) "ft girl couldn't have, a

boyfriend from the other.side.".- (57) Similarly, it would,

involve enormous risk for a -gangster to., wander into another

gang's, territory to court a.woijian. "It w^s showing no respect.

You'd get beaten up. Even if no on=> in the-g^ng was in love with

the girl." Only occasionally» perhaps as a .favour to a friendly

'"gangster, . an outsider would be allowed to court- a local woman

BO



: t h v o u g h a s p s i: i a 1 " a e < < t1 e m a n ' s a g r i~ e si e n t" . < 5 8 •

;'. Wi'imen were p a s s i v e recipients of a m a l e s ' affection. The tsotrsis

chose their lovers; it was extremely unusual for a woman to make

an active choice about her partner. Furthermore, once she was

involved with a tsotsi, she was expected to remain Lo/al ,;.nd

'. faithful. A relationship could only be terminated through the

man's choice. I asked. Morris Nkosi.. who was a member of the

Spoilers during the. 1950B, . what would happen if a woman decided

. she did not love her boyfriend anymore. Hs replied:

, . We hit them. Sh& won't say. she doesn't love you. Mot during
. "' those days ... She didn't have a choice-?. Our girlfriends,

they didn't have a choice. . That's why, in those clays, our
.. . girlfriends had to make sure, if they were involved with

somebody, not to do anything wrong. She must know: if I love
''('. . this man. I love this man. She mustn't say tomorrow I. rion't
.| • "• . love him . . . You must make sure that you love this man.
j : • • • • • ' •

I Then I asked him what would happen if the .man decided that he did

!••• . not love his girlfriend anymore. "He's the? master of thf;ni all,"
i • . • .

\ . . . -

' Nkosi replied, "He'll ,iust leave the girlfriend. He'll tell ĥ sr

' to vamoose." According to Nl'.osi, . it was only considered

••• legit.im^te for a woman' to drop her boyfriend, under one

j". . circumstance: if the boyfriend went to jail. II; was felt that,
• i • ' •

;;. ••.-. .. under these circumstances, the girlfriend wai entitled to become

. . involved with another man. In fact, argues Nkosi, the view

': ' • . ••' boyfriend would be doinq the imprisoned -Tan a favour. "Rather Jet

.j. her be protected by a decent qvy, " h>?- reason;;, "thsnleavR h>".?r

•'. . totally . unprotected." (59) Nkosi's recollections of . Spoiler

attitudes &r& substantiated in a 195*? Boldon Q.j.ty Post feature on
the Bpr- i 1 t.?r ̂ - According to the featurp '/(ri (:er ., • "A spoiler 'could •

iust pick out ;J Mi-man She was sure to be his girl. — like? it*
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or •.. not". (60) But these senual inter .actions were certainly pot

restricted to the Spoilers It was a qenersl tsotsi phenomenon.

Magubane has similar recollections about the Berlins of

S o p h i a t o w n : • . • • . .

•With Berlins, they propose and you refuse, you've hed it.
They hit the hfill out nf you. You've just got to submit,. Say
"Yes, I love you" even though you know you don't. It was; hard
for young girls to grow•up in that .area,(61) . .

Queeneth Ndetha, who grew up in Orlando East but spent a great

deal • of time in Sophiatown during th? late1 1.9H0S end 1950s,

recalls a particular tsotsi method of picking up women. A woman

would be walking in th« streets. A flashy car driven by a. tsotsi

would pull up alongside tier and the tsotsi -would'•.•get, out'.' He

would open ths passenger seat door, and stoop to pick up a stone...

This was an indication that she had no option but to get in. It

was a ritual; in this instance,.theviolence was suggested rather,

than, carried out. (63) • .. . -. .-. .','..• ' .

Women, particularly young unattached women, had remarkably little

. freedom of movement in the Wj. twstersrand townships.' " Tht?y were, in .

constant danger of being molested and harassed by . gang's1, of

tsotsis1, -(or individual tsotsis). Women never went cut at: night

without male escorts. But during the? day women had to go about '.

their daily business: collecting firewood, fetching water,,

w.xshing clothes and, in the case of many teenage girls, going to.

'school. It was at these points that tsotsis waited for their

opportunity tc- waylay women. . Schoolgirls were 'particularly

vulnerable; Throughout the 1950s, the Golden City Post, probably,

the newspaper most in touch with events "on the ground" in the

townships, was punctuated with reports;, of schoolgirls bring



waylaid by "gangs of youths". Throughout th= Mi twatevsrandj -

schoolgirls, were threatened. harassed and, occasionally, raped

while on their way to or from school.(63) In July 1959 a

resident of Orlando East 11s W.S. Ndhlovu, wrote a letter to the: .

manager of the West Parid Administration Board cmplaining. that

gangs of township youths, with nsifiies such as "Benzine Boys",

"Sputnik" and "Spoilers", were waylaying schoolgirls. When school

came out the gangsters "threaten, molest and sometxitv-as rape?"

girls of IS to 17 years old. Ndhlovu followed this letter up in •

October of the SSIHH year complaining that no action had braen

taken against these young gangsters "even.in obvious cases of

rapt? and assault". (£4) At • one school in Sophiatown the problem

was so serious that the headmaster was forced to organise an

escort of bigger boyvs, "weightlifters and boxers"., for the

girls.<&5) Sometimes an individual gangster would fixate on one

particular woman, after perhaps having seen a photograph of he>r.

and follow her around. He would watch ht;r every movement, become

familiar with her routines and wait for an appropriate? moment to

pounce. "Desirable?" women were particularly victimised in this

respect. According to Oueeneth Mdaba, it often becsme a burd?n to

be considered an attractive woman, Eventually she and her friends

cottoned on to the idea of walking around in dr?t.i clothin'j • "To .

look glamorous was too dangerous"-<66}

He-men were never ss'fe from the gangs, even when escorted by men

or in public placet". Abduction o''' women was an extremely common

township phenoitiPron di.i.'i'-n:] the Iste 19'<0B and 195013, The Spoilers.

were nortor ions i'C'r going around to sheheens and gigs and

S3 '



'.'• kidnapping women. They forced young girls into cars and often

held them for weeks. They would be taken to hideouts sncl sexually

assaulted. In one incident, a hand of Spoilers raided a Reef,

hospital and abducted several learvif?r nurses for the night,, They

were .intimidated into remaining silent about the incident.(67)

. . Kay Manama, a prominent township musician during the .1940'.= end

1950s., recalls that Spoilers often disrupted gigs ant) parties and

took girls away with them.(68) This was not a practise confined

. to the Spoilers; it occurred . throughout the Wi t.watersrand . The

ubiquitous Zorro, for instance, was known to have abducted women

for up to a week.(69) . Even the "more respectable gangs", such as

the Americans, would drag a girl away against her will. The

Americans would consider it a personal insult if women resisted

abduct ion.(70) One Sunday afternoon in.the-mid 1950s, Mariana and

his band, who we're stationed in Alexandra, went to play at ;the

Odin in Sophiatown. A few local Alexandra women went along with

his band to watch the performance. During', the show,' one of the

Alexandra women was abducted- by the Americans. "They wanted to

keep' her. They wouldn't let her go". Manana and his band went to

plead on her behalf. She was begging and pleading 'not 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 more prevalent than usual in

the Wi twetev si" and townships, particularly •. amongst juvenile's.,

Between ' 1936 and 1939, an average of 5 or 6 rape or attempted

.rape cases appeared bt?fort5 *Tohanric~sr>ijrq Juvfvni lo Court., T-fy 19^0,

'this figure had risen to 57; between J.953 and 1955, juvenile rep'.::



cases reached a peak with- 'figures of 9!3, 106 and 11(3

'respectively.<73) Of course thess -figures do nob co<m» anywhere'

closts to reflecting the overall extent of juvenile rape on the1

Wi. twatersrsnd. The vast majority of incidents went unrepor tRd and

without prosecution because of intimidation, personal.

complications and lack of evidence. Nevertheless, Hit? •Juvenile

Court statistics do provide some sens?? of th'=? escalation of thf:>

phenomenon during tha 1950s.. In 195*5., Councillor. Lewsen, after

.extensive discussions with Advisory Board mpn\bei"s about t'scitsi

crime in the townships, commented: .

These men tell me — and X believe them - that no decent man
or woman is safe in his or her own home. Wives and young
girls are raped in the streets and on their t»>:-»y homo f'-om
work. Borne are even rap&d in their own home's in front of
their families, who 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 invinciHe and show nn fear even

for the police. They boast openly th«t tha police an-1 so
intent on liquor and pass-law offences that they have no time
to give to the activities of the tsotsis.<73)

In September 1955 a teenage girl from Orlando USE assaulted by

two HO year old local Orlando tsotsis. They pinned her down and

said: "his girl is cheeky". Then, with s knife, one assailant

scarred her severely on her face and breast .(?'+> It was a

seemingly motiveless assault. The gi'"l was paying for the crime

of being "cheeky". She had probably resisted their.; or some other

tsotsis'. advances. Or she had spoken back to them. "Cheekiness" ,.

or insolence, essentially involves a breach of understood or

"natural" hierarchy. When "natural" hierarchies are challenged,

rebel; ar* disciplined. Fane siid other ••'"orm?- of sovuisl assault *



•• #re> assort ion-; of power, assertions of hiersrchv-. Ultimately,

violence lurks behind every hegemonic status quo but, in the

'tsotsi subculture, there was unusually little subtlety in the

enforcement of sexual hegemony. The sanction of violence and

coercion was. always highly visible.

Were women merely passive victims of male domination? Were young

women- able to build any defense mechanisms, to improve their

strength and bargaining power within the subculture? 'There1 is

little evidence to suqge^t that young women established any kind

of. effective defense networks. Their only protection came from

within the family, within the household, Church-Abased woman's

associations and stokvels involved older, ' married women. However

restrictive and repressive itself, marriage, withdrawal from the

youth subculture, was often a young woman's best line of defense.

Marriage represented a shift from the stret-t into the domestic:

. .sphere.- Here a woman had some protection and bargaining power,

particularly if she earned crucial supplementary family income :

through beer brewing, washing or prostitution. But within -'.the

tsotsi subculture itself, save for a .few individuals, . it. is

difficult to find' evidence of young women b^ing anything but

passive victims. Wore research needs to be carried out in this

.' area. " • . • ' • • ' . • " . ' ' . . . ' . ' " . '

'Xb.fr noijue women

There were i\ few ind i vicinal wo'vien in the Witwatersravid townships

who to oh: tsotsis .-in -?.t thair owvi ga'ne. They wers tough,

independent fighters who ni=in'*gH-'d to f;..rc:r? for t!'«ê ';v̂ l 'yf;S a



certain amount of respect and personal discretion over their?,

"sexual lives.They werra prepared to defend themselves with their

fists', knives and gun?.. In order to retain their indripencence and

sexual freedom, they hart" to assume what amounted to a "masculine11

identity. In Sophiatown these women we're referred to as "brekgat"

or. "wi ldeperde" , interestingly enough terms almost synDnomoi.ns

with "virgin". In other words, thfi-y wsrf? women who were able to

exercise sexual choice and prolong their virginity if they wanted

to. They were thought of as "womtsn who don't want to be ''touched

by men".(7S) For the most part, they were loners. There was no

sense in which they tried to organise women against th-ir

oppression. They resisted only on a personal level.

It appears a?;. though at least one Witwatersrand gang had a

"woman1s wing": the Berliners of Sophiatown. It appears to be- the

only instance in which a gang actively organised" and trained

women to fight alongside the nnen. The women in the "women's wing",

were not molls; they participated in fights and thfiy wore the?

ganq tattoo, the swastika, along with the men.(76> The women's

wing, however, fell under tht? command of the larger male gang in.

much the same way as the "youth wing" (for those less than 1A

years old) did. It did net seem to involve any kind of

exploration of female sexuality, nor did it in any way challenge

the dominance of men "within the gc-.nq. Nevertheless, at least two

well-known "wildeperde" emerged, from this women's wing. Ths one

was Mainang, who was regarded as the boss of the women's wing; the.

othfvr W3'.:.;: <?, wciofjn called Sinrta.



•-.Mennang was a boxer. weight 1 ifter and gambler. She. was a tough
• t • •' : • • :' • '

fighter.. peter Magubane re-calls that she once felled him with.a

• powerful blow. As far as Magnbane could make out "Mamang.was no

one's lover".(77) Sinna, who came from neighbouring Meadowlands,

was known as "Madipela". Mattera remembers her clearly:

She; was a member of the Berliners Gang ... and shs fought
side by side with the men. No men messed around with Sinna.
Sinna was too powerful. And beautiful .... Sinna was never',
touched by men ... nobody dared to propose to Sinna. You had
to be s special kind.of a guy. . .

After.' the 'Soph iatc-wn removals,. Sinna returned to Meadowlands.,'

which was an extremely, dangerous .and. violevit place at the time.

People gathered, around her for protection and she eventually

established &• nsw1 gang which ruled over • the .area••"••for some'

time. (78) , ' . . " ' . • ' • '' - ' • '. .•, ' '•."•.• '.

Balissa was another Sophiatown "wi'lcisper-d" .•• • There were a few

women who "liked to be free .1 ike • Bal issa f " irecslls Mattera.

She was © four-and-a-'-half, five foot girl ...• Balis=a was a
'•. free, spirit. She hit men with rights •„..' Balissa carried a

knife, she gambled, she moved fve?, she went to .shebeens, she
had a- drink. No man touched Balissa . . .: sh(.;. was-'a . free''spiri t
... she belonged to no guy. And I: would like, to think thi=t,
even until 1955, Balissa was a virgin;;- Shis was not a. loose

:• woman. She knew what she wanted out ..of '/life and she-had to be
• . • • s t r o n g . ' ' - . • • ' ' • . • • . - ", • • : • " ' ' • ' • • ' ' • • • . . •

[' In the late 1950s, Balissa became involved a man with whom shs

e v e n t u a l l y h a d c h i l d r e n . ( 7 9 ) • > : • • : . . ; .' •

One informant, Henry Miles, remembers a "tough . lady" called

Sponono who led a gang which operated in Sth Street Alexandra

.during thfe t?arly 1930s. Sponono was " = hort, fat and. stout... but

she 'war;. the fastest thing with a knife". She was about thirty

years old when she lê d the gang, which was m-?rie up: of males



ranging from their late tpenr> through to their Isfce twenties. The.

gang was based at her house in 3th Street which was used as both

a shebeen and a gambling den. Sponcno never settled down with one

man. Men were apparently scared of her and rarely risked refusing

her advances. "The boss takes who she- wants". Men respected her'

knife skills and nobody wanted to be "left holding th<-i.r

irrtestines" . (80)

Perhaps the best known of these "free spirits" was a woman who

operated in the lats 40s. and early 50s known only as "Bitch Nc-wer

Die". She fought with men. Bitch Never Die was a loner, though

she sometimes seemed to have a few "side—kicks who hung around

her". Most men re»spected her, recalls' Stan Motjuwacli, "No aif»n

wanted.to be humiliated. She was a real toughie. If she Fancied

you, she just took you".(81) According to Lynette Lesuw, "she

did everything that the men did"; she used.to smoke, drink and

use a knife. "Even the men were scared of her.". Other women were

confused and non-plussed by her; she did not have children or

family and never married. She was "a real wild creature who

belonged to nobody".OS' . '

In an environment dominated by men, then, it was1, conceivable for

a woman to make a space for herself, to establish a certain

amount of respect and sexual freedom. But she had to fight for

it, literally. And she would probably always, be regarded as an

outcast arid eccentric.



NOTES . • . . ' .
• (.1) For more detail on the socio-economic background of the
tsotsi subculture, 5°e Bli-ser, C. "Students. Tsotsis and the
Congress .Youth League 19'iA - 1955", p..et.s.a5E£i.y.§.§ in Education,

. 10, a. Summer 19853/-' 19ft 9? Dormer, P, "Family, Crime"and~Political
Consciousness on ths East Rand 1939-1955", Journal of Southern
African Studies, Volume 15 No 1, 1983 ; Hyslop, . J, " A
destruction coming'. Bantu education as response to social
crisis", Social Trsnsforination Seminar, University of the
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