No easy choice to resist

Source 1

This is one of four books written by anti-apartheid activists who worked with the Black Sash in Worcerster.  In this extract from her book, Not the End of the World, Nothemba Ngcwecwe describes her initial unwillingness to get involved in the struggle against apartheid.

I didn’t know anything about politics

At that time I was stupid. I didn’t know anything about politics. I didn’t notice that my mother was in politics. I heard my mother talking with other people in the house about politics and the African National Congress, but I just wondered why my mother was so interested in these things. And I noticed in 1960, when I was at school and my money was not coming. But even then I didn’t take further notice. And I didn’t like the United Women’s Organisation because I thought it was something that would take women to jail. But at that time, I didn’t know who was in politics and who was not in politics. I was not interested, because I didn’t like it, politics, because they once put my mother in jail.

In 1976 the children started, and they marched through High Street in Worcester. At first it was fun doing it, because the children were just laughing and laughing, and they would sing those songs “Open, Botha, We are Singing, Open Botha, We are Singing, Khululu Mandela asikhokele”. And it was so amazing to see all the white people outside the shops, looking at the children. But the police started beating up the children, and we had to hide the children. My sister’s child was hurt. His head was shot with rubber bullets, and he had to be in hospital for some time.

The song says, “Up with the Struggle to Freedom! To our Freedom!”

It’s was not easy to be involved, especially at that time. It was not easy for me, really. Mirriam came to try and organise me. But I said to her, “Mirriam, I don’t want to join you, because, if I join you, maybe I will land up how my mother landed up. No, not me. My mama suffered with the organisation, not me, I am not going to follow her steps. Now I’m motherless, because of this ANC business! Me, I’m not going to be involved in that.”

Mirriam said, “It’s not like that now.”

I said, “Yes it is. You are being detained and everything’s happening to you. It’s just the same. I don’t want to be mixed up in this. I’m not against the struggle, I am with you, I understand what is going on, but I’m not going to be mixed up in the struggle. I support the struggle, and I’ll do my best, but not to join.”

And Mirriam said, “There’s no difference. If you support it, it doesn’t matter if you join or don’t join. The police don’t know that you have not joined, they will just take you anyway.”

I say, “It’s ok like that. But I’m not going to be inside with you, going around with people, singing.”

So in Worcester I didn’t join any organisation.

Because, you know, my mother was involved in the 60s. And in 1960 I was doing my JC and I was nearly not writing my final examination, because my school fees didn’t come to my school… 

I didn’t know what was happening because my mother was trying her best, she was sending me money at school. I was told that tomorrow I must go home and fetch the school fees. Well, I knew that even if your home is in Johannesburg, East London or anywhere, it doesn’t matter, you must go home. Where you go is not their worry, it’s your worry. Where you get the money to go to Worcester, is not their worry. What they want is that you must come back with the school fees. So I had to go. I didn’t go to Worcester, I went to my aunt in Lady Frere, where I was waiting, writing letters to my mother because there were no phones. But I was getting no response… 

I didn’t know when I was at school that my mother was in jail. But we heard at school that there was some struggle in Cape Town, something like that. We heard that Cape Town schools were being burned and the people were coming from Cape Town to the Transkei. In Church I heard a man talking about this. He said, “The land now is being upset and it’s bad and people are running from Cape Town on foot, coming to the home-lands, and the Churches are being burnt, everything.” But I thought that my mother was not involved in that. You know, I didn’t notice she was one of the people. I just thought, where is my mother living? I thought she had also fled. I didn’t understand what was going on.

I wrote my examinations. But everytime I finished a paper I was crying because I was not sure of what I have written. I was really not sure.

When I came back, I found my mother was at home…  She told me, “When you were sent away for the school fees, I was in jail”.

“Why?” So shocked. “Why?”

My mother said “There were strikes and people were not happy with the government, and the people started to burn all the places here.”

“Oh, when the people are not happy with the government, they must burn things?”

My mother said, “Yes, because they belong to the government. And to show him that we don’t want anything to do with his laws, we must protest like this”.

And my mother was telling me about it. They were thrown in the vans, just thrown in the vans. My mother had to sleep on the cement in jail. And she had an asthma breast from the cold, and later on she got back problems, and kidneys problems. And that is why she died so early, she was suffering from those things.

So I said to Mirriam, “No. I don’t want to join this. My mother had enough.”

Miriam says, “You must take over where your mother left.”

I say, “She left and she left. It was hers, not mine.” I didn’t want to hear anything. And Mirriam saw, and she left me alone. I was angry, I didn’t want to hear anything about it. I’ll support, for my mother’s sake. But not to jail.
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ISSUES TO THINK ABOUT
What factors influenced Nothemba’s choice to not become an apartheid resistor?

How was Nothemba affected by her mother’s decision to get involved in the struggle?

What do you feel about Nothemba’s decision not be a resistor?

Does the fact that Nothemba did later become involved in the struggle influence your views of her?

Many black people were not actively involved in politics. Are your views of their decision not to fight the system different to your views of white people who chose to be bystanders? Explain your answer. 

Should bystanders be held accountable for the length of time it took for apartheid to end – could apartheid have ended sooner if more people resisted? Are those who did not take part to blame for this?

