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A TALE OF TWO TOWNSHIPS
POLITICAL OPPORTUNITY AND VIOLENT AND
NON-VIOLENT LOCAL CONTROL IN SOUTH AFRICA

Alex Park MACALESTER COLLEGE

A number of recent gains in social science have found that periods of voolént
disorder marked by chaos may actually exhibit an underlying order and a rationgbart of
perpetrators in response to specific political conditions of the timiae conjecture is that
violent control emerges as a grassroots effort to establish authorigréas experiencing a
vacuum of central authority. Given those conditions, can these same shebr®lence be
applied to incidents of widespread non-violent control as well, where and tvbepolitical
conditions are similar? Using a variety of accounts, from research ctedilby human rights
groups and media outlets and government data, this paper considers the actiondenitsan
two townships in South Africa during a twenty-day period of xenophobic \aoileriday 2008.
While one township acted violently against its immigrant population, the atbéilized to
protect its own immigrants. These actions are considered within a similar ticabfetmework
to demonstrate how both constituted an assertion of local control in thestgteyeresidents
during a time of political instability at the national level.

“The crisis consists precisely in the fact that the old isgdgind the new cannot be born;
in this interregnum, morbid phenomena of the most varied kind come to pass.”

(Antonio Gramsci 1996: 33)



For twenty days in May 2008, impoverished black townships in chiesighout South Africa
experienced an unprecedented wave of xenophobic violence which left 62 geagpland over
30,000 internally displaced (HRW 2008). The events added insult to an iajudedy many
readings, inept president, all but ensuring the ascendancy of hisrlengval only months later
(Kagwanja 2008).

The period garnered significant attention in both local and internatiemss media and
the South African government. The attacks began in the Alexawgvaship in Johannesburg,
Gauteng Province, but within days, events there were replicatgnhilar episodes of violence
in townships and city centers throughout the nation. A few commentgioke of a nationwide
uprising of the urban poor against a common, if illusionary immigrant enemgxitdma 2008).
Analysts at most media and human rights groups took a more convenpipr@eh, pointing to
a presumed connection between high poverty and high violence, and theimgcpeagalence of
poor immigrants, especially from Zimbabwe. Historically, liheck townships of South Africa
were the location of some of its most desperate poverty, and township residenfprone to act
violently, either against state agents (during the Aparthejdoeragainst each other, in the form
of crime. Additionally, since the end of Apartheid in 1994, a majofityative South Africans,
but especially townships residents, had been known to harbor increagnogly anti-immigrant
sentiments (HSRC 2008:16). Occasionally, conflict between imnitggend natives had turned
violent, though never on the scale exhibited in May 2008. Nonetheless,alseryers of that
period assumed that whatever tensions that had existed betweegramsiand natives in the
townships before had simply reached their height in the townshipgetiiatperhaps because the

increasing rate of immigration had reached a certain bregkimgg The culprit, it was said, was



merely the confluence of poverty, a tendency towards violence, andothienjppy of immigrants
to these poor, dangerous people.

But a reality which this reading ignores is that not eveowerished township in South
Africa violently evicted its immigrant population in May. Ome particular, the township of
Khutsong, less than fifty kilometers southwest of Alexandra, did part@ single incident for
the entire period (Carletonville Herald 2008). In fact, local community teddere arranged for
the protection of immigrants en masse, and residents stagetvenstssws of solidarity in the
township’s streets (Mngxitama 2008). What is remarkable iskhatsong had its own large
population of foreign immigrants, proportionally comparable to Alexandaaid, by a number
of measures, the township was as poor as and more prone to violence than Alexandra.

Here, we have a problem: the residents of one township worked veryohaither expel
or murder foreign immigrants in their community. During thenesgeriod, another township,
culturally and conditionally similar to the first, mobilized to potti's immigrants. These facts
alone challenge any generalized notion we might adopt which wttulouge the difference in
outcome to poverty or cultural conditions.

Alternatively, | propose an analysis that connects the violence tbrtaeler political
interests at work in either of the two townships. A campaignaiéption in Khutsong began as
a reaction to the campaign of violence in Alexandra, but the @blpiocesses at work were
fundamentally the same in both. In either township, native residsatsthe treatment of their
immigrant populations to gain leverage on the common source of th@magdes: the national
government. The choice to act was not coincidental. Both townshipBzadlat a particularly
opportune time, when government leaders were weak, divided, and in the ofiddi¢agnated

transitional period.



At the time of the period of violence, the leadership of the natianargment was in a
crisis for the first time since the ruling party, the Afnddational Congress (ANC), had taken
power at the end of Apartheid in 1994. Having failed to deliver on a ruohlk@y promises,
President Thabo Mbeki’s title was being challenged from withirowws party by longtime rival
and president of the ANC, Jacob Zuma, making Mbeki a lame duck in.offigeMay 2008, it
was obvious to all that Mbeki was on the way out and Zuma was orathewbut neither had
reached his destined place. The emergent national politicatelwas one governed from two
centers of gravity and wrought with instability. To take a fnroen Gramsci, the old was dying
and the new could not be born, resulting in a variety of “morbid phenomeniaé itownships,
including widespread anti-immigrant violence (Gramsci 1996:33).

Using data on housing, crime, and immigrant distribution patterns, in patidn, | lay a
structural framework for assessing the socio-economic makekiputsong and Alexandra and
the varying affects of immigrant settlement on those conditi@sthat structural foundation, |
propose a micro-political narrative for each township as theteredadhe macro-political epic of
South African president Mbeki's declining, and ANC president Zumgxmrding influence in
the national political arena— two interconnected narratives whachprofound reverberations
in both Khutsong and Alexandra.

Opportunitiesworth Exploiting: a Theoretical Framework for Discussion

While some accounts of incidents of inter-ethnic group violence #tgrithe motives of
the perpetrators involved to a fundamental and longstanding cdrébeteen parties, recently,
social scientists have begun to criticize this approach for demaarrow. In the last three
decades, some analyses of violent ethnic conflicts have investedy in the cultural “roots” of

the case conflict to show how the parties involved were conditioned to hateteackeading up



to the transition to violence. At least one analyst has even proffadgoerpetrators of earlier
cases of xenophobic violence in South Africa were culturally predisipmsvards violence (see
Valji 2003:1). These “culturalist” perspectives fail in a numbfeareas. Brubaker and Laitin
argue that the transition from non-violence to violence is a “pha#&-deserving independent
theoretical consideration, and cannot be explained away as theuimeneation of an otherwise
non-violent conflict (426). “Violence is not a quantitative degree ofliobrifut a qualitative
form of conflict, with its own dynamics” (Brubaker & Laitin 199826). From a culturalist
perspective, that “phase shift” is effectively ignored (Brubaker &r.4998: 426).

Culturalist perspectives also significantly limit an understapdintheinstrumentalityof
violence in a particular conflict. A group’s choice to employ viogeskbould not be considered a
self-explanatory decision (Brubaker & Laitin 1998: 426) and itsuns¢ntality is not universal
in either time or location. Therefore, knowing why violence wapleyed as a tactic within a
particular conflict and at a particular time is as importank@owing why other, non-violent
alternatives were not, and if those options even existed in the first place.

Here we might divide the question of instrumentality into two:dhestion ofviability
(why the option to use violence was available from a practieaidpoint in the first place) and
the question ofimeliness(why the choice to exercise that option was made when )t v&ace
the viability of violence in a particular case may changé wihe, the properties at work in
either of these concepts are no doubt related.

Part of the question of viability may be addressed through an assdssfgovernmental
capacity Tilly (2003) argues that the ability of a given democregigime to prevent violence
within its area of jurisdiction depends on its ability to addressngl made against it, or between

citizens, effectively (41-52). High-capacity democraticimegs routinize most of the claim-



making process by allowing only a small number of rigorously endoim®ads through which
citizens are allowed to make claims against each other gotrenment (Tilly 2003:50). These
inroads include the court system, the police, and a variety of wibier specific state agencies.
Routine claims may lead to conflict, but those conflicts raxgty violent. Accordingly, we can
expect government agents to only use violence selectively arefdteerarely when resolving
conflict (Tilly 2003:52). In contrast, states with low-capacitynderatic regimes should exhibit
more violence as initially non-violent conflicts turn violent frequefiijly 2003:52). Since the
government itself is ineffectual, we should also expect it to lessinvolvement at every level
of conflict: as third-party arbiters or managers of violence after ibbgsn (Tilly 2003:52).

Yet the capacity of a given regime is not always univerghlirwits area of jurisdiction.
How effective a regime is at managing or preventing cdnfii@ given area is determined by its
physical presence in that area. This consideration is impovtet examining states where the
regime itself is strong, but its presence in certain &xca extremely weak. (South Africa, with
its numerous undeveloped townships, is an example of such a case.)

Assuming that a theory of governmental can be applied to gxmahtpower dynamics of
a weak sub-region within a strong state, we would expectfepeutcomes. Between residents,
we would expect a great deal of violence as they resolved cdeimaegst each other. However
uncertainties arise when we consider the channels which residenéslodv-capacity sub-region
could access to advance a claim with the high-capacity nagomalrnment. Being at least tied
to a strong democratic regime, residents’ expectations fotateewsould likely be high, but the
apparatus of the state, including the police, the court system gradhean government agencies,

would be distant or ineffectual, even as the state sought to increase its presence.



As government increased its capacity within the sub-region, &takéholders may be
unwilling to cooperate, even resistant, if their own control overlapptdtiae proposed gains
for the state. By the same token, local stakeholders mapgiyiicooperate with an expansion
of government into their area if it guaranteed access taress not otherwise available. In this
latter scenario, expansion of government power would proceed asd gartnershipbetween
state agents and residents, albeit one primarily directedchydtakeholders. Nonetheless, even
an initially welcome expansion of government power could lead toicbiffthe circumstances
which allowed for the creation of that partnership changed. Therefoyeexpansion of state
power, welcome or not, would expose state agents to a potential taittidocals powers, and
with it, local methods of conflict resolution, including violence. Wetidespread violence was
committed by localsn spite ofor in defianceof powers which had been willfully ceded to state
agents previously (i.e., widespread vigilantism), that shift couldomsidered a termination of
the partnership and a reassertion of local control by residents.

Following this assessment of governmental capacity, we mightearthe question of
timeliness with an application of social movement theory and tleeofgdolitical opportunity
Recent conclusions in sociology have demonstrated that social mugeimevelop and succeed
not because they emerge to address new grievances, but rathesebsmaething in the larger
political context allows existing grievances to be heardligdeorta 2008:223). Opportunities
can include a variety of events and circumstances, such as ératifts, periods of political
instability, or changes in the composition of elites”™— all dfiath may provide “openings” for
social movements to take hold and gain traction (della Porta 2008:2pB)ying this theory of
political opportunity to periods of collective violence, we can adjust the qunessking not why

violence happens, but what circumstances allow it to gain traemiyre, and take hold as a



social movement in its own right, thus becomingeaod of violence, instead of just an incident
of it. That adjustment makes room for the possibility that, invangcase, group violence had
always been a viable option, but its exercisers only becamecalijitmotivated and numerous
because of changes in the greater political landscape.

A final area worth considering is the relationship between paatits of group violence
and their targets. Studies conducted on the Rwandan Genocide, theecoflépe Balkans, and
other intra-national conflicts in the last two decades demoegtrat what appear to be ethnic or
national targets can actually be politically constructed. Acnghdi specific social groups may
be targeted not because of their ethnicity or nationality, peibst because of the political
interests they represent, are associated with, or otheraisd t® benefit through their continued
presence or existence (Calhoun 1993; Mamdani 2002). This realizafiogesxa further limit
of cultural analyses of violent conflict: such analyses restriceading of instrumentality to a
guestion of motives—that is, a so-called “root cause” or a fundahwntict between parties
that vertically precedes the violent outbreak. Yet focusing on why the targetsé¢hess were
chosen may be beside the point. The real question may be abtwairitental factors which
allow for violence to catch on at a particular time and spread rapidly.

Resear ch M ethodology

Applying this framework to an analysis of the May 2008 period of xenophadtence
is foremost a task of connecting the political wants of theggaahts to the events themselves.
Having made those connections theoretically sound, we might undevstgnthe exercise of
group violence against— or the protection of— local immigrant populati@sscensidered an
option for advancing those interests at the time. | chose theéotwtships of Alexandra and

Khutsong because the combination of their structural and culturdastres and the contrasting



difference in outcome exhibited by either during the period glgadsent the problem in social
science which | seek to resolve in this paper. The period wasoawiae phenomenon, and
immigrant communities throughout the country were subjected to violeklegandra maintains
theoretical significance in that it was the first townshipere residents acted violently against
immigrants in May. It was also one of the townships where thlende was at its most intense,
and most enduring.

The theory upon which my analysis hinges is fundamentally about oppgrtuaught
on by conditions of political instability. In that respect, focusamganalysis on Alexandra is
valuable because it restricts an assessment of the preconditimssability to conditions other
than those resulting from the prevalence of civil disorderrasidt of the period itself. Though
the rationale for natives to attack immigrants may have beegsatne all townships including
Alexandra, the initiative exhibited by those in Alexandra may lpaweided the impetus to act
elsewhere. Khutsong also provides a unique case since it was viderdanly township in or
near Gauteng to initiate a large-scale effort to protect its immigrantagiagul

In evaluating a political opportunity and the disparate ways in whifs exploited in
either township, both the localized political interests at work twedcorresponding actions
require contextualization within the greater (in this casepmal) political circumstances which
beset them. Moreover, since the questions at hand regiettive interests andollective
action, it is only fitting that we evaluate actions as the umttatt of a single entity within each
township for the purpose of that analysis. For all those reasons, eleted not to base my
research on interview data of my own. Instead, | construct icpbharrative for each of the
two townships using a diverse array of viewpoints, including journaéistounts from domestic

and international news agencies, government data (where and wheedémed accurate), and



research conducted by non-governmental organizations, most notalilg Bjuman Sciences
Research Council (HSRC) in Pretoria, South Africa.
Background to the Violence and its Political Context

The period of xenophobic violence (known hereafter as “the period”) began yilMa
2008 in the Beirut neighborhood, an informal settlement area witlge il@mmigrant population,
in the eastern part of the Alexandra Township north of downtown JohannesbGayuteng
province. It lasted twenty days and spread across South Afasang attention in local and
international news media and intense concern in the national government.

On May 14, the South African Broadcasting Corporation reported thidergs had been
pelting police with stones, resisting verbal demands to cease theusgttevs24 2008). Police
said they were overwhelmed, afraid to confront the mobs for fegurdire. On the same day,
the main opposition party in Parliament called on the ANC to sendrthg into Alexandra for
the first time since Apartheid, arguing correctly that SoutticAh Police Services (SAPS) had
already lost control of the situation (SAPA 2008c). After fivgsdan Alexandra, the attacks
spread to across the country. President Mbeki vocally condetimaadtacks but remained quiet
about how to resolve the emergency (M&G & SAPA 2008a). In etempship that violence
appeared, reports came in of police being either ignored or overwhetars and shacks being
torched, roads being blocked off, and immigrant-owned businesses being suggesting the
emergence of a nationwide breakdown of civil order (SAPA 2008a; SAPA 2008b).

On May 19, Zuma announced that he had heard widespread reports a pheniaenon
would deeply trouble the ANC: mobs of attackers were seen chamsnirademark campaign
song “Umshini Wami,” in Alexandra and elsewhere (Mbanjwa 2008)e statement confirmed

existing journalistic accounts, some of which even traced thengiog “Umshini Wami” to the
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first hour of xenophobic violence in Alexandra (Rubin 2008uma denounced the attacks and
expressed his personal disgust with the song’s new usage (Mbanjwa 2008).

By May 21, Mbeki could not deny that the nation was experierecisigite of emergency
as the violence had undeniably spread beyond Gauteng when large mobepadesl rattacking
immigrants in Durban, in KwaZulu-Natal province for the firstdiiMcGreal 2008a). 300
arrests had been made in relation to the violence, but the Gaungpr said the situation there
was still “dire” (McGreal 2008b). Finally, Mbeki ordered t8euth African National Defense
Force into Alexandra to assist police (M&G & SAPA 2008b).

On May 31, SAPS reported “a quiet weekend” with “few known incideanfsanti-
immigrant violence, signifying an end to the period (SAPA & AXIR8). A final tally counted
62 dead and around 560 injured (SAPA & AFP 2008). In Gauteng alone,tnaorel 6,000
people, including around 1,000 from Alexandra— mostly foreign immigrantgre wternally
displaced, (HSRC 2008:14, ARP 2008:1). In Alexandra, the violence had fastbe entire
period. Despite direct threats to the contrary, it had not spigadie Beirut and a nearby area
of recently built government houses partly occupied by immigrealted Extension 7. In that
neighborhood, mobs raided 36 houses, nine of which were occupied by imnfiggralies. All
the immigrant families were forcibly evicted (ARP 2008:2).

Where there was Violence: Alexandra Township before the Period

Alexandra is one of the poorest townships in South Africa with an uogmpht rate at
around 60 percent, nearly triple provincial average (Census SRT®PSA 2004:8). With an
estimated 15 percent of its population of around 850,000 people having been bma Satith

Africa, Alexandra claims one of the largest immigrant populations in the co@Rfy 2008:1).
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In 2001, Mbeki launched the Alexandra Renewal Project (ARP) to imphevewnship,
partly by replacing informal settlements with formal goveenimhousing (ARP 2001). A goal
was set for 22,250 total households, 44 percent of which would be RDP “gayé-amits to be
issued to homeless residents (ARP 2006). By May 2008, 1,400 RDP houses had been built in the
Extension 7 area of Alexandra with others under construction (ARP 200®&)ccordance with
law, the ARP did not discriminate against immigrants when dllagaervices so long as the
applicant had legal residency in the country (NDH 2004; ARP 2008). From it$, dhis@olicy
of allocating houses to immigrants was unpopular with residené&. wifile relations between
Alexandra natives and the government were at least existerganme could not be said about
relations between natives and the government an hour west in Khutsong.

Where there was Peace: Khutsong Township before the Period

While Khutsong did not exhibit a single incident of xenophobic violenceh®rentire
period, during the time before after the period, the aresowasun with violence. Residents in
the township had been engaging in a violent anti-government revolt thi@aaunicipality to
which it belonged was demarcated from Gauteng and made part of ploote West Province
in December, 2006. Exactly why the South African parliament cloderharcate Merafong is
still unclear, though events leading up to the final decision ir@lgabngly that it would be an
unpopular oné. In parliament, the decision had instantly pit ANC leadershipnagés own
members representing Merafong, who, in an unusual move, defied the party to suppibirothe

their constituents and repeatedly tried to block the legislation (Mde & B2OR6).

! Merafong was a cross-provincial municipality, meanthat it straddled the border of Gauteng and iNort

West Province, making service delivery complicat&ince the government had already declared thedrited to
eliminate all cross-provincial municipalities befothe March, 2006 election, demarcation was artieip by the
public. A committee in parliament was formed toamenend a decision for which of the two provinces to
consolidate Merafong into and concluded very plplihat it should be fully incorporated into Gaujeras
expected and desired by residents in Merafong.ji&ita week before the decision was legislated cramittee
reversed its position without announcement (Mat20G8).
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In Khutsong, violent resistance began almost immediately and oneepmied the ANC
against its allies in the area (Blair 2008). The local branchése Congress of South African
Trade Unions (COSATU) — a committed ally of the ANC— railediagt the party and began
organizing what would eventually become a mass resistance atjg@ngbvernment. By the
time of the boycotted March, 2006 elections, 13 of the 17 local councildrisdeam driven from
their homes by arson, the library had been burned down, and pollimgst@atross the township
had been firebombed (Blair 2006). In scenes reminiscent of the Aplettagiarmored cars and
police helicopters patrolled the streets and skies (Blair 2086)en the election happened, only
300 of 30,000 registered voters in Khutsong cast a ballot (IRIN 2007).

Taking Back the Township in Alexandra and Khutsong

Though it should not be considered a causal factor for the period oficéglthe fact is
that poor, urban black South Africans are a highly xenophobic demograpthitheaprevalence
of xenophobia had been rising for more than a decade at the timepefribe in May (Crush &
Pendleton 2004:15, 17; Phlip 2008). 47 percent of urban residents living in infatthainents,
said they “welcomed no foreigners” in 2007. Yet while poor urban blapkarently did not
like foreigners and considered them a problem, evidence suggedtssigabup considered the
presence of foreign immigrants a symptom of deeper governmetdqunacies—inadequacies
which evidently demanded they take the situation into their own hands.

An HSRC study conducted immediately after the period found th&cms groups,
natives in Alexandra and other participant townships were outraigledjewernment failures to
significantly reduce crime and provide jobs (HSRC 2008). In botle thesas, immigrants were

said to be either the cause of a problem which the government letitéacounteract (crime),
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or their competition was seen as a side effect of the goverisnfighire to create enough of the
contested resource to go around (jobs).

Regarding crime, the HSRC study confirmed existing reseatibh suggested native
township residents considered the immigrant presence to be synonyittousme? However,
the study went further to say that natives were more updetcaitupt SAPS officers (allowing
foreign criminals to escape arrest with bribes) and gendadlilyg to substantively reduce crime
(which they blamed on immigrants in the first place) (HSRC 2008R&pondents also blamed
government for the high number of immigrants in the first placeifspaly citing its failures to
enforce national borders and curb legal and illegal immigratt@RC 2008:29). Respondents
were also angered by Mbeki’s failure earlier that year to reslévpdlitical and economic crises
in Zimbabwe, which had spurned much of the immigration in the previobsyegrs from that
country (HSRC 2008:8).

In Alexandra and other townships, the HSRC report found that the iammigresence in
government housing had incited some of the most severe outrage aatmeg (HSRC 2008:
48). Native residents believed the government should prioritize new hdasitngm. But that
immigrants could occupy and were occupying new government-buileb@uigygested that the
national government was either ignoring a moral obligation to the basids of South African
poor, or it was simply incapable of seeing those obligations ghtbuAs with the issue of jobs,
the presence of immigrants exacerbated competition for governmeimdiotet that there was

competition at all highlighted substantial failure on part of the ARP to build érfougses in the

2 In 2006, 66 percent of respondents to one susa@&y that a major incentive for immigrants to caiméhe

country was “to commit crimes.” One in five salitht crime was the only reason. A mere 11 percadtthe main
reason immigrants came was “to seek a better (®élip 2008).

3 It is worth noting here that not all the immigramvho were occupying government houses did sega |
means. The HSRC report found that many native&léxandra were angered by corruption within the diog
administration which had facilitated an undergrowsubletting market with some residents renting lootises
assigned to them to undocumented immigrants fditfldSRC 2008:37).
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first place. Both of these problems could be attributed to the govetniRer natives, fixing the
problem would therefore involve a reassertion of local control whergavernment had failed.
To understand why violent uprising was elected as an acceptahtes raedealing with those
problems, a critical evaluation of the relationship between nativAéekandra and the national
government is necessary.
Governmental Capacity and the Case of Alexandra

With an explicit legal system, an organized court systemaaodmpetent police force,
South Africa contrasts to most of the rest of Africa in thahas many of the hallmarks of a state
with a high-capacity democratic regime. However, most df ¢apacity does not register in
Alexandra. The first police station in Alexandra did not open until 2808 ,at the time it only
stationed 290 personnel at any given time to police the townshipisagst 850,000 civilians, a
police to civilian ratio of about 1:3000, or slightly more than teresirthe national average in
2008 of 1:345 (Joburg News 2003; SAPS 2008&APS statistics show no significant decline
in crime after the station’s opening (SAPS 2008B)Ve might therefore consider Alexandra a
low-capacity sub-region within the jurisdiction of the high-capa@tyime of the South African
national government. If the corresponding theories articulated ipréwsous section are right,
we can assume that government power in the township was only expharalegh a partnership
between state agents and residents, wherein responsibilgieal tyf a democratic regime were

only ceded to state agents at the will of local stakeholders.

4 Even more unfortunate is that the figure of 29€iudes secretaries, clerks and other non-patrates,

meaning that the actual number of officers on theesis lower still (Joburg News 2003).

° A curious, but undated statement issued on thesigeebf a Johannesburg-based holdings firm providese
evidence that the station also suffered from urfideding since its opening and benefited from a faiskr at a golf
tournament hosted by the company. From the staterfigue to a shortage of funds, the Alexandra ¢&btation
relies on donations from the private sector, intcigdbrganisations and companies” (MisregaN.d.).
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As in a high-capacity democratic state, residents had menpdions available for making
their political will known to the national government such as votingaagdnizing, and in 2008,
these options were not lost on native residents of Alexandra. Theligmhas historically been
and continues to be one of the most politicized in South Africa, witle iti@n 70 percent of
residents belonging to a political party or organization (PPAPE®4:1)° Most are members
of the ANC and in the last two elections, Alexandra has overwhglynvoted for that party (du
Preez 2008).

This last truth would appear to challenge the assertion thiatergs in Alexandra were
disillusioned with the ANC, but in reality, the situation is somédwhare complex. Because of
the political dominance of the party and its historically central roledranti-Apartheid struggle,
the party maintains a loyal following among even the most &testrof voters. After Zuma
became president of the ANC in 2007, voters had the option of beingNCowAthout being
pro-government for the first time since Apartheid. In other words,cauld support the ANC
but explicitly claim loyalty to and a preference for Zumace Zuma had built a platform on
dismantling Mbeki from within the party itself. As Mbeki’'s influenceclined with Zuma’s
ascent from December 2007 onwards, to the point that Mbeki becaameeallick, that duality
became an even more acceptable position among party merklmavever complex the political
loyalties of many of Alexandra’s voters may have been, thewputld be fair to say those
loyalties remained strong, and that voters had them sorted obefosélves. At the time of the
period in May 2008, it is evident that many attackers saw theik wsran endorsement of

Zuma'’s presidential bid. The singing of “Umshini Wami”— plaialy expression of support for

6 Combined with either the estimated 15 percergifmr-born (and therefore disenfranchised) figurethe

high percentage of youth (of whom a large percentag also disenfranchised) and the figure of mewdio can
and do belong to a political party is actually guehormous.
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Zuma — by attackers as they moved through townships should beasledeliberate attempt
to connect an anti-government message with a pro-Zuma message.

Reports of these violent endorsements should not be taken as evidératernakives in
Alexandra or even all the attackers were in support of Zuma. Nzlesshit seems indisputable
that the people of Alexandra were overwhelmingly favorable ofgdam government in May
2008. For many, Zuma’s populist message was worth believing and suppotithgrs may
have been more cautious about Zuma, or were disillusioned with the AN establishment
and not willing to express support for any of its candidates. But teemost fervent opponent
of the ANC would have recognized that Zuma’s ascendancy to the Sfoetn presidency was
as inevitable as Mbeki’s fall from it. A shift at the highlestl of government was approaching,
and whatever one’s political affiliation, ensuring that the inhericdithat change understood the
wants and needs of the people of Alexandra as leaders of theutihentgovernment had failed
to was in everyone’s interest. Violently evicting immigramesrf Alexandra in defiance of the
government was a way to make those interests known loudly and clearly.

But the campaign did meet some immediate objectives itgatsts as well. The fact is
that the evictors did oppose the presence of immigrants in te@is.aThus, forcing a thousand
of them out of the township undoubtedly had some tangible short-term beRafiaside from
that gain, the campaign sent a message to the national govertiméAtiexandra’s partnership
with it had effectively ended. In reclaiming those means of cbwtiich had been earlier ceded
to the government willingly, residents became the local housing authoritygratran authority,
and the police where the government had failed to adequately fill thiese Reasserting power
demonstrated not only government ineptitude, but also the underlying autohdmeytownship

itself. Ultimate control of Alexandra was not in the hands of the state, if it hatteme.
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This violent shift against the national government in Alexandra shouldencéad as an
attempt at secession. Although the relationship was severedgeaderd in government who
were more attuned to local wants could restore the partnershipdretie state and Alexandra’s
residents. Government still had resources which the township did nohasedrésources could
be amassed to the benefit of the people. But any future governnesehpe in the township
would have to recognize that such a partnership could only be restotieel tenms of residents.
Otherwise, new leaders risked having another uprising on their hmatidsfuture. Here, we can
see that by reasserting local control, residents exploited the opppprovided by a stagnated
leadership transition to make their own political interests knowotbh South Africa’s existing
and future leadership.

Back when Alexandra Loved the Government

An extraordinary comparison to 2008 can be found in Alexandra less jfeam after the
ANC first took power. For a period of weeks between December 1994aandry 1995, armed
gangs, working with an assortment of local civic organizatiasigated and evicted immigrants
who they claimed were living in the country illegally in a caimgpaimilar to the one observed
in May 2008. Yet in a total contrast to 20008, the gangs marched pgheecenmigrants to a
police station in nearby Wynburg and demanded their immediatetdepor(HRW 1998:135).
A spokesperson for one supporting organization said, “We are simply th@nob of the police
by handing them [undocumented immigrants] over and asking them tgbsaetkback to their
own countries” (Debutshena in HRW 1998:135). No reports of an appealde painotely like
this happened in May 2008.

Why the difference? The months following the 1994 election which ended Apaatite

brought the ANC into power was marked by jubilance in South Afrighan blacks especially,
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such as those in Alexandra, who had suffered the most of any gaeigl under the old regime,
believed they had gained politically. For the first time, natineAlexandra believed they had a
government accountable to them and willing to prioritize their neAdsordingly, the 1994-95
campaign exhibited a mutual, if citizen-directed partnership betweeratbeastd anti-immigrant
groups, with local gangs functioning as part of a joint mission potite. Campaign organizers
simply trusted that the immigrants would be deported en massact]mfost of those left at the
station were repatriated (Debutshena in HRW 1998:136). Flaskaribtw May 2008 and after
more than a decade of ineffective housing initiatives, high ¢riamepant corruption, ambiguous
immigration policies and a collapsing political situation in BEabhwe— already a cause for mass
immigration but which Mbeki denied was a crisis at all (McGreal 2008land it becomes clear
why the trust poor urban blacks once held in the government had by then virtually disdppe
The Khutsong Comparison

In many accounts of the period in May 2008, poverty and frustration with the gam@rnm
services were cited as the primary causes of both existmgpkebic attitudes and the violence
associated with it that year. Yet the reality of a neanlnship that was structurally similar to
Alexandra and equally outraged with the national government reportiranlyod complete lack
of xenophobic incidents during the period, but actupiiytectingforeign immigrants, poses an
outright challenge to those assertions. In searching farkabktween poverty and violence,
some elaborate attempts were made to propose a theory. Onenobrinéhoughtful of these
came throughThe Christian Science Monitowhose reportersuggested that a surge in food
prices not long before May 11 had pushed some people in Alexandrde\esidge, turning their
existing xenophobic attitudes into violence (Baldauf 2008; Yusuf 2008). Tbe/thas backed

with data collected through the aforementioned HSRC report, whichtisat residents from
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Alexandra and elsewhere had become more stressed since theugge¢HSRC 2008: 45). Yet
the rise in food prices was global, and any affect it had on le¥sksess or quality of life would
have been felt among the impoverished in Khutsong as well, of vwhéere were evidently
many. The unemployment rate for Khutsong, estimated by trade umiassaround 40 percent
in 2006 (Carroll 2006) — not as high as the estimated rate in Alexandra, but sthiglery

The state of housing was also abysmal in Khutsong. Althoughdpention of informal
housing was far lower in Khutsong than in Alexandra, the townshigestilbited a number of
informal settlements at the time of demarcation (Carroll 208&)ce the demarcation, prospects
for housing improvements which the government had promised earidretame significantly
worse, since the switch meant that the required funds would have to come fronhtkagsed
North West provincial government (Blair 2006). Alexandra had a “RahPwject” to amass
dedicated resources for new housing projects and the guarantee of prasidensight. Even if
the process of constructing and allocating houses was slow getylareffectual, houses were
being built. In being demarcated, Khutsong effectively got theRartewal Project: a hold on
promises to build more housing, and outright neglect from the national government.

Crime rates are also very high in Khutsong and exceed Alexan#leyiareas according
to the most recent SAPS statistics. Khutsong has a smalleapopuhan Alexandra (150,000
versus an estimated 850,000), but the per capita murder rate in 2003/2004wadly the same
in both (~1/7000). It should be noted that the attempted murder rat®83/2204 was higher in
Alexandra (~1/4800 vs. ~1/7,900) however the rate of “assault with & ot inflict grievous
bodily harm” (a more accurate description of the majority of ttecles during the May period
than “attempted murder”) was significantly higher in Khutsong ykat (1/340 vs. 1/624). The

statistics are similar for the preceding decade (SAPS 2@XRaS 2008b). Khutsong was also
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rich with immigrants. Though exact figures are unavailablenasts have put the immigrant
presence between 5 and 10 percent of its total— less than in Alexaotsdill constituting a
major part of the community and putting the township far above the national average

It should be noted that Khutsong does exhibit a number of structuratsfachich make
a non-violent or even anti-violent stance during the period at Idi#is¢ ansurprising. Foremost
among these is that the township served as a labor pool for mary m@ld mines. The mines
constitute one reason why Khutsong attracted so many immigsards,the South African gold
mining industry has been historically upheld by foreign labor, ¢atiegy up to 40 percent of its
labor force in 1991 (Crush et al. 1991). Unlike the informal economye{aiildra, the relative
equality of opportunity provided by a gold mine meant that immignaotdd not have posed an
economic threat to the majority of Khutsong’s population. South Alasasome of the most
technically challenging gold mines in the world, which make miningsskastly more desirable.
This means that pay scales in South African mines are dependantorer’s skills, with the
more experienced miners earning more money than less theeexeel;, less skilled newcomers.
Therefore, a flood of immigrants from Zimbabwe into Khutsong woule lmet threatened the
earnings of miners; native residents would have had no economic incentive to datgation.

Like in any mining town in South Africa, unions also featured styoimgthe life of men
in Khutsong, most importantly, the local branch of the National UnioninéWbrkers (NUM),
part of the organizational powerhouse, the Congress of South Africae Uradns (COSATU).
Since NUM membership is open to all mineworkers and becausefi@témal, openly socialist,
fervently anti-racist and anti-xenophobic rhetoric, it is logibal the organization would have
been instrumental in forming collective bonds between immigranta@mimmigrants— bonds

which, when under threat, non-immigrants would have been willing to prdBed the presence
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of unions and a lack of economic incentives to drive out immigramtsotalone explain why
Khutsong residents protected their immigrants or rallied in tketsio demonstrate their support
in May 2008. Reuters reported that the EPRM platinum mine east of Alexandra, winenbex
of unionized immigrants were employed, had been “hit hard” byimmigrant mobs targeting
worker settlements around the mine (Macharia 2008). By May 28etwlays after the period
began, two of the mine’s workers had been killed and rumors of atteéckdlying at the nearby
Lonmin platinum mine where many foreign workers had elected tal@kevacation and leave
until things settled down (Macharia 2008).

It appears then that a purely structural analysis of thegtiaite in Khutsong is a fagade
with many cracks, but a culturalist analysis fails to hold uplaeiter. If a cultural disposition
towards violence was a causal factor to the period, we would tetkidownship which acted
violently towards its immigrant population in May 2008 (in this cadex@ndra) to have more
thoroughly exhibited that culture than its more peaceful alternatiikié case, Khutsong) in the
preceding years. Crime statistics alone strongly suggedetteds of violence were comparable
in both townshipg. Yet that these statistics were taken before Khutsong undeaygeriod of
widespread civil unrest which overlapped with the period of xenophobicnemlis especially
damning. Once more, a deeper analysis is necessary to grasp what happengd and wh
Theorizing Peace & the Politics of Protection in Khutsong

The demarcation of the Merafong was the single greatesicpblialamity in Khutsong
since the Apartheid era. Its effect on the political consoess of the township’s natives was
total, and was the foremost consideration in every aspect of thaicglolorkings, including

their counteraction to xenophobic violence in May 2008. By protectimgigrants, Khutsong

! In fact, prior to 2008, it seems apparent thatitsbng was not above xenophobic violence, eitHer.

2007, anti-government protests turned violent agslilted in attacks on several Somali-owned shopsvents
which some analysts say precipitated the peri@DD8 (IRIN 2008).
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residents similarly exploited an opportunity provided by the stadriaadership transition in the
national government. The demarcation divided the ANC against, itlseBupporters, and its
historic allies, most notably COSATU. One statement issuatiéyocal branch of COSATU
accused the government of not caring “about the views of our people, ngclod children,”
and calls the ANC *“dictatorial” (COSATU 2007). Such stromiglaage from a historic ally is
illustrative of the severity of conflict between the two groups over KhutSong

But like many South Africans, COSATU'’s outrage with the government andNiizdid
not translate into a total break with either. The fiasco in Khutsong was natsthradjor dispute
between COSATU and top ANC leaders. In 1999, COSATU leadersa Hatling out with
president Mbeki, after which time Mbeki refused to meet withteede unionists for over a year
(Gumede 2007:395). During that time, Zuma emerged as a conduit betw&&TGQeaders
and Mbeki, making it somewhat unsurprising that COSATU all but rsedoZuma during his
political rise. Similarly, leaders in the anti-demarcatiamvement in Khutsong voiced their own
cautious gratitude for Zuma’s bid for the South African presidenayrdeneeting with ANC
delegates in March 2008 (Tabane 2008). As one analyst put gietipde of Khutsong told the
ANC “We are not against the ANC, but for the people” (Brown 2008)sinAilar conjecture
could be made about the people of Alexandra in May 2008.

As immigrants started to be attacked in townships in Gautesh@@vernment control in
Alexandra began to break down entirely, Mbeki’'s weakened regimedankeeasingly weaker.
COSATU and the leaders of an organization founded to represemteéhests of municipality,
the Merafong Demarcation Forum (MDF), already consideredsatliiethe people against the

national government in Khutsong, had an opportunity to make a stand dgainsgime in the

8 COSATU is part of the ANC tripartite alliance whispearheaded the anti- Apartheid struggle. ¢én th
modern South African flag, adopted in 1994, theegréblack and yellow middle arrow symbolizes the@Nvhile
the adjacent blue stripe symbolizes COSATU. Rddrithe South African Communist Party.
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president’s hour of desperation. Like the campaign waged in Alexamadtaction was a way
for these two groups to assert local control in spite of the natjmvarnment in Khutsong. By
protecting a group of people at the exact same time when thengoy@r had proven it could
not, the campaign in Khutsong made the government look ineffectivpamerless in a way
that may have been even more effective than causing it instalbAlter two and a half years of
firebombing, the campaign of protection may have been a new apgarasutraged citizens in
Khutsong: highlighting government ineffectiveness while showcasing¢famiaational capacity
of local groups for positive action through non-violent coordination.

Local organizers may have chosen to protect immigrants out ofotwaiiself-interest as
well. Since immigrants constituted disenfranchised section gbdpealation of Khutsong, it is
possible they were not as committed to the anti-demarcation aaukeir native peers. But as
violence spread, protection may have been offered in exchandp foramise of future support.
This is plausible because the MDF was the organization to leachthpaign of protection in
Khutsong (Pithouse 2008). The organization also had leadership tiesO®ATL—the leader
of the MDF was also a leader in the local branch of the COSATU-aftiltagchers union.

There is additionally evidence of an explicit will on part of thBAto not only protect
immigrants, but to connect that project to its original politicedsmon. In May 2008, The MDF
joined the Coalition Against Xenophobia, an association of groups thatdiseveral public
statements during the period either criticizing the governmerkpressing committed support
for immigrants. Of 46 groups to join or support the Coalition, almositladrs had broad-based
national membership or operated only in Gauteng (CAX 2008a:2-3). @Qr2#jahe Coalition
sent an open memorandum to the Premier of Gauteng broadly addrigssir®@puth African

government.” It listed four demands, at the top of which was amtkthat authorities “Provide

24



immediate emergency support for individuals and families displacethébgurrent violence”
(CAX 2008 a:2). The MDF was a signer to that statementMéyn 25, the MDF also signed a
“Pledge of Solidarity Against Xenophobia,” again drafted by the GoaJicommitting it to do
everything possible to “stop this violence” (CAX 2008b). On June 6,dfteg the violence had
subsided, some 5,000 Khutsong residents marched with MDF leaders tdhéadiquarters to
present a list of complaints. Most were related to the dextiang yet one of the grievances was
a demand for Mbeki and the Minister of Intelligence to resigrh&ming failed to “predict” the
xenophobic attacks in May (Butjwana 2008).

Why did Khutsong residents, untouched by the period of violence, approaciNtbe A
making such an explicit connection between their stances on the dépra@nd xenophobia?
A likely reason is that the MDF wished to make a caseagthe ANC and the government, to
say simply that for all its anti-xenophobic rhetoric, the governroeuld not back its words with
action. That message would have meshed with the results ofntipaiga of protection in May,
which, in a way, proved that Khutsong residents, COSATU and, most notladliDF were
simply better at protecting people than the government wi&s. the evictions in Alexandra, the
protections in Khutsong were about making a statement about govermeetitide and, more
fundamentally, reasserting local control in spite of government failures.

Conclusion: Two Waysto Defy a Weakened State

By using violent means to take control of the township, the native pebpleexandra
both asserted their township’s autonomy and demonstrated that tieg partnership with the
government had ended with their patience. The government was weak &mdrtbeip revolted,
twisting the arm of the state and daring the state to stdp Khutsong, a different scene ensued

in a deliberate contrast to the violence in Alexandra and other tqvensts renegade political
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and community leaders worked with native residents to resistdteelst protecting immigrants
in ways that the state had failed to. Looming above either toprmgas a crisis of leadership in
the national government which led to political instability. Fdivearesidents in both Khutsong
and Alexandra, outraged with the national government and intent on sendegsage to it, the
crisis was nothing less than a political opportunity. To exghait dpportunity, residents of both
townships took advantage of the inherent vulnerability and political céyntékheir respective
immigrant populations— not merely to settle an old score or protddriends, but to make a
point with them because they embodied all that was immoral andnitytsinal with the national
government of the time. At the same time, these actors resgbgmwer in the areas of their
Alexandra did residents act violently, but in both, the underlying rdécanrad the processes at
work were the same. The difference in outcome cannot be explained by cultul&jrasweould
assume a universal outcome, nor do mere economic incentives ekplaifférence. How the
residents of each township acted or reacted during the period indidywhy they chose to
mobilize at the time that they did can only be explained bydttécal conditions which beset
residents at the time. Nothing else can complete the picture.

There are broader theoretical questions raised following theseti@ss which may
inspire future research. Uncertainties remain about the poweandgs of states which exhibit
divided governmental capacity. South Africa is one example of theefoibut there are others.
More research is needed to understand how residents and goverimméotse states interact,
not just during times of civil breakdown but at all times, including— perhaps afipeeiduring

the process of routine claim making.
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A Note on Sour ces
The data for this paper largely came from the online journaéstounts listed above. You will

notice many of these sources are referenced to one mediabuittte URL is from another
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website. This is the case in two particular news outlets, dghSAfrican Press Association
(SAPA) and allAfrica.com. The reason for this is that SARe the Associated Press in the
United States, only publishes stories through other news outletsheQiip side, allAfrica.com

collects stories from other news sites and publishes them on its website.
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