Source 5
Norma Kitson was a white, Jewish woman who fought in the struggle against apartheid. She was arrested and detained for 28 days for picketing outside the Johannesburg City Hall. This occurred shortly after the arrest of her husband, David Kitson. David formed part of the National High Command of Umkhonto we Sizwe after the sentencing of those accused at the Rivonia Trial. She was placed in a cell with Pixie Benjamin, another apartheid activist, who was engaged in a hunger strike at the time. In her autobiography, Where Sixpence Lives, she explains meeting Pixie in the cell.

I was taken… to the Fort where I spent the twenty-eight days of my detention. For the first three days I was in a cell with Pixie Benjamin, who was on hunger strike. I was specially put with her to break her strike and was all for doing that. I didn’t want to see a good friend starve to death.

As soon as I was locked in the cell, Pixie and I fell into each other’s arms… after Pixie and I had exchanged news — she had been arrested when a police raid took place at her home and they found a copy of Fighting Talk!, our Congress paper — I took a good look at her. She was gaunt, with huge staring eyes. She lay on her back on the thin mattress and occasionally raised a hand when she spoke. But it seemed even that was an effort. She was very, very weak.

‘Pixie,’ I said. ‘You’ve got to have something to eat. Why are you doing this? It’s just stupid. It won’t work anyway.’

Pixie struggled to sit up, adjusting a thin pillow and bunching up her jersey to lean her head against the wall. ‘You must never, never do that,’ she said sternly.

‘Do what? Pixie, if you go on with this, you’re going to die!’

‘I know all about that,’ she said. ‘Yesterday the doctor told me my liver would begin to pack up. Every time I see that man he tells me another part of my body is going phut. Apparently in about three days my mind will start to wander — according to them.’

‘I just don’t understand you,’ I said.

‘Look, Norma,’ Pixie said. ‘There are lots of ways of fighting. Not eating is my way and the last thing you should do is play their game and come in here and undermine me.’

‘What’s the good of fighting if you’re certain to die?’ I asked. 

‘I’m not going to die,’ she said. ‘But what’s the good of living if you don’t put up the only kind of fight you can? I think I’m going to win. I don’t think they can afford to have a white woman die in detention. That’s why they’re so desperate that they have put you in here with me. We’re supposed to be in solitary, you know.’

‘Well, how do you expect me to live in here, eat in here and just see you waste away?’ I asked her.

‘You’ll find your own way to get through this,’ she said. ‘I’ve found my way. You must be behind me. If we support each other, we’ll win, and we’ll both feel better. If we oppose each other—and you won’t change my mind, whatever you say— we’ll be in here feeling rotten about each other.’ I looked at her — so brave, so determined… 

That night, as I lay trying to sleep, I could hear her thin wheeze — as if it was an effort for her to breathe. ‘I will stand by you,’ I whispered in case she was awake. ‘Of course I will.’

On the following day there was a lot of coming and going in the cell. In the early morning the doctor arrived, examined Pixie and warned her that she didn’t have long to live.

‘OK, so now it’s your pancreas an’ that,’ he said. ‘I’ll give you only a couple more days to live, you know. You stupid, man, jus’ stupid. I mean, you got children. You just irresponsible.’… 

Just before afternoon lock-up, the matron came, escorted by four wardresses. She was a big, thick, square-looking woman with short straight black hair. She wore a khaki uniform and carried a short sjambok and every now and then she would swish it at the wall of the cell.

‘You not getting away with this, Benjamin. You may think you’re very smart and very clever. I’ve had your husband banging at my door all day. He wants to see you. Well, we’re not going to allow him to see you until you have something to eat.’ The wardresses sniggered at this.

Pixie looked at the matron without expression.

The matron faltered. She was used to prisoners and wardresses deferring to her. But Pixie said nothing.

‘Well, Benjamin, you’ll see,’ and without looking at either of us she pushed one of the wardresses and they all scurried out. The door banged shut.

I was learning from Pixie — learning to square up, learning to treat them with contempt, learning to mask my fear...

On the third day we were together the cell door opened and a wardress entered. She stood at the door, unconcernedly scratching her bottom.

‘Get up, Benjamin. You’ve got a visitor. Hurry up or you’ll miss the visit. Come on, come on!’

‘She’s weak,’ I said. ‘Don’t you bully her.’

‘Shut up, Kitson!’ she said. ‘She made herself weak. Come along, come along, Benjamin.’

I helped Pixie put on her jersey and slippers and led her to the door.

‘I don’t think she can walk on her own,’ I said. ‘Someone will have to carry her.’ The cell door banged shut while the wardress stood outside and bellowed for help.

Then it opened again and Pixie was carried out like a light parcel by one of the wardresses.

John, her husband, had been applying to visit Pixie. They kept trying to do a deal with him. If he would persuade Pixie to eat, they would let him see her. For weeks, he refused, but eventually he agreed to do what they asked.

When John and Pixie were together in the visiting room, surrounded, of course, by Special Branch policemen, Pixie asked anxiously:

‘How are you? How are the children?’

‘Ag, don’t start that now, man,’ one of the policemen said. ‘You came here to do a job, Mr Benjamin. Just do it.’

John plucked up his courage and as fast as he could get the words out he said, ‘Carry on! They’re terrified! Keep up the strike! You’re winning!’

Before he could finish, one of the policemen lifted John and flung him against the wall. Then they rushed at him and carted him out of the visiting room.

The next day the matron came to our cell. Pixie was released.

Where Sixpence Lives - Norma Kitson, The Hogarth Press, London, 1986, p 148 – 154 
ISSUES TO THINK ABOUT
This source speaks about the power that both the victim and the perpetrator have. Who do you think held more power? Why?

Why do you think Pixie’s husband, John, encouraged her to continue her hunger strike? What would it have taken for him to make this decision?

Why do you think Pixie was released the day after John’s visit?

