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« Crackdown: a personal account

S.Africa: expect a white Christmas

by Judith Marshall

Crackdown! In retrospect, we should have
seen it coming. There were tough speeches in
the weeks before. As the international pressure
from an inquiry into the prison death of Steve
Biko mounted, the recurrent theme inside South
Africa was that of non-interference from outside.
South Africa would go it alone. ‘Back to the
laager’ was the mood of the day.

In Soweto the afternoon before, we had hastily
turned down a side street to avoid a careening
riot squad truck. Children fled in terror as it
roared past. My student companions explained
that those in it tended to shoot first and ask
questions later. We took refuge in one of the
houses. ‘‘This matchbox is where I, my mother
and father, and my six brothers and sisters
live”’, explained another of the students. There
are four room and three room versions of these
houses, row after row of them, all identical. At
night they are lighted by candlelight. No
electricity for Soweto’s more than one million
residents. Later as I chatted with young children
playing in the warm afternoon sun, with their
ingeniously constructed wire cars, I could almost
think all was normal.

Yet in South Africa today, there is little that is

their offices. Miraculously they did not hold us
too. The next appointment should have been
with the Christian Institute—but by then the
news was out. There had been a massive
crackdown. Eighteen organizations were
banned. At least 42 people were detained. Gone
also was another major source of pressure with
the banning of the main Black newspaper, The
World, and its affiliate, the Weekend World.

The strength of the repressive machinery of
the South African state could not have been
clearer. Within a few hours, all the main leaders
of the Black Consciousness movement were
detained and 18 organizations were ligislated
out of existence. The people in them were strong
and good people—dedicated to community-
based initiatives, desperately trying to struggle

I spent the afternoon of the crackdown
with-sympathetic white South Africans. They
were in despair, seeing the army, police and
special branch intent on crushing every
semblance of black action, dignity and self-
respect. To know how to struggle against such a
monstrous repressive apparatus is not simple,
for blacks or whites who are committed to
change.

Police questioning

Late afternoon brought a good-bye visit to
several people whose organization had been
banned but who were not themselves detained.
As we chatted about the events of the day and
how long it would take people to re-organize
themselves, a child playing watchman for us ran
in, saying ‘‘The police are here.’’ They had gone
to the banned offices on the floor above. We
made our way quickly to the elevator. As we
waited anxiously for it to arrive, S or 6 policemen
marched down the stairs at the end of the
hallway, in camouflage uniforms, rifles in hand.
I fully expected a welcoming committee at the
main door. Miraculously, they had gone—off in
their jeep with whatever contents they wanted
from the office. Our thoughts went immediately
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