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In reading Siphokazi Magadla’s book Guerrillas and Combative Mothers: Women and the Armed Struggle in South Africa, I was moved by the critical attention Magadla has extended in her research on South African women returnees from exile and those who fought from the inside. Her approach brought me back to the fact that to ‘pay attention’ is ‘to attend’, is ‘to tend’ to the particularities of the experience, textures, minutiae, interiorities and sensorialities of those who lived history, is to care and edge closer to them in their retelling.

I read their telling in this book, the accounts of our mothers as they made homes and history. But I was also attuned to her witnessing, her dutiful presence in the space. Magadla reflects:


To write about women’s contribution to the armed struggle means that one has to understand that some experiences for women remain ‘unspeakable’ and sometimes it means that certain parts of the story can come to the fore because of the political context of the time (p. 16).



It is a sensitive matter, the project of witnessing women in war, which left me with questions: what kind of posture did Magadla embody, how did she occupy her body in the space to allow these women to profess the sacrifice and the love, to confess the violations and betrayals? Perhaps it is because of my own engagement with exile returnees that I wondered about this.

From the outset, the book seems to be deeply concerned with how women’s roles in the armed struggle have been reduced to victimhood, a discourse entrenched by the Mail & Guardian article from 2017 titled ‘Women Freedom Fighters Tell of Sexual Abuse in the Camps’.1 She cites a response article2 by Thenjiwe Mtintso and Judy Seidman published in the same newspaper in which accusations were levelled against Collison’s article for ways in which it distorted women’s roles in the armed struggle:


The slander that women in the struggle were treated as sex slaves or sex toys is just that: a slander that denies women our agency, our commitment, belief and actions, as liberation fighters. We are proud that we fought for our liberation.2



And so what follows is Magadla’s rigorous attention to women’s agency, commitment, beliefs and actions in the armed struggle from 1961 to 1994, as well as their lives in post-apartheid South Africa. She focuses on accounts by women formally trained in guerrilla warfare in the African National Congress’ (ANC) uMkhonto we Sizwe (MK), as well as what she refers to as combative mothers who received no military training and participated in the rural-based insurrection of the Pan African Congress’ (PAC) military wing, Poqo. This reflection on Magadla’s book will focus on the former combatants.

Through this work, we come closer to understanding that the same flattened view of women, the stripping of their dynamic complexity and diverse experiences, that happens in society is extended to women who fought in the liberation movement. Yes, there was sexual violence, rape and experiences of patriarchal subjection, but there were also other experiences that matter; the flattening of women to victims of men obfuscates the varied stories of their experiences in this lesser-known part of our history.

Magadla argues that


the women that became MK combatants or guerrillas, many of them no more than girls at the time, understood that their objective was not only to achieve liberation for the black majority, it was also to assert their equal claim to full non-sexist and non-patriarchal liberation.



She bases her arguments, findings and conclusions on a series of sustained interviews with more than 20 of these women; their names are listed in the addendum of the book. These interviews render a personal voice to the book. The poetry that is cited from Malibongwe: Poems from the Struggle by ANC Women3,4 adds a texture of the lived and experienced through poetics whose inward lens contribute to the book’s register of feelings and emotions. In rematriating Malibongwe from obscurity in the exile archives, I sought to bring attention to these marginalised voices, the stories of our liberation movements that have not made their way back home into popular discourse and political imagination. In my introduction to the 20204 republication of the anthology, I wrote of the insight the poems give us into what it meant to be at the intersection of blackness, girl- or womanhood, and combatant. These stories – of what it means to be pregnant or breastfeeding in the camps, what mothering looked like, etc. – were unknown to us. Generously cited interviews in Magadla’s book leave one breathless and moved by the wealth of information we are reading for the first time about these women’s experiences, which are always sitting side by side with the grief of hearing these stories for the first time. Take the below account by Belinda Martin as an example. She left the country to join MK following detention and solitary confinement in John Vorster Square:


1975, I was detained. … it was horrible in detention. I was tortured severely and I was made to watch other activists being tortured, to try and make me betray my comrades. And throughout my detention, I decided I’m not going to say a word, no matter how severe. I can rather die… Severe beatings, making me stand on ice bricks, beating me with the butt of the gun, marks on my legs of the…you can see they are growing faint now, of the electrocution that I was exposed to while they were torturing me … Solitary confinement, and for three weeks, while I was in that cell, they never allowed me to wash or have a shower. I was pregnant three months … I had a miscarriage and I remained with the foetus in the cell. It started rotting and smelling until one of the matrons couldn’t stand it any longer…so she took out the foetus and she cleaned the cell and she smuggled me to the shower. After three weeks, I was smelling – and I had to drink water out of the toilet (p. 37).



This harrowing account details what it meant to be detained as a woman under apartheid, when being a prisoner “ungendered” you, meaning that gender was a non-factor in the treatment of prisoners by the sadistic regime. Hortense Spillers5 theorises ungendering from the position of the Middle Passage, in which Africans were suspended in the ocean, “culturally unmade”: “under these conditions one is neither female, nor male, as both subjects are taken into account as quantities”, transformed into “flesh”, and where “female and male adhere to no symbolic integrity”. The heinous experience of miscarrying while in the hold of the state, and having your dead foetus remain in the cell, is itself an indication of this breakdown in integrity, and the radical reduction of black life to quantity, to arithmetic. Further, as Spillers details, on the plantation, black women were required to toil as hard as men, and were thus “ungendered” – this theory is (un)easily adapted to apartheid South Africa, in which racial violence was used to produce flesh, to erase the human, to ungender a homogeneous and undifferentiated blackness. Of course, as Pumla Dineo Gqola6 reminds us, rape as a tool on plantations, for example, meant that this homogeneous undifferentiation collapses in the act of rape, in which the invisibilised black female body becomes hypervisible in the line of horizon of the Master. The black female body only becomes legible in the act of sexual subjugation. This happened in both the prisons and the camps:


There have been various efforts to document the different risks that men and women experienced due to their gender, such as the sexual violence, often at the hands of male superiors in the military camps, as well as the sexual violence that women faced at the hands of the South African police (p. 79).



So black women experienced equal amounts of torture in prison as their male counterparts, and also the added torture of rape.

Thenjiwe Mtintso’s experience as shared with Magadla unpacks the varied nature of ungendering that happens in the hold of the state. Mtintso’s activism led to multiple detentions from 1976 to 1978, where her experience of torture was directed at her womanhood:


Anger at me… for not fitting the stereotypes of this woman who was going to break down … so they got very angry that I was thinking that I was a man. It was always ‘you think you are a man, you think you are strong. We are going to bring you down. We’ve brought down better people than yourself, men, strong men.’ … This is where they actually use your womanhood. For instance, they would let you stand for the whole day and you would not be allowed to go to the toilet or anything and it gets to a point where you can’t hold on so you will wee-wee standing there. And all of them will be coming in and out just laughing at this woman who just pees everywhere. Around menstruation – because at some stage you’ve just got to menstruate. You are just like this in a cell and there is nothing and you are going to come in stinking obviously …. After a month of wearing those pants it is hard here and so as you walk … and stink. That is the humiliation then where your womanhood is used. ‘You are useless. These men who sleep with you. Look at you how you smell’ (p. 40).



It is tough to think through this type of torture that imbricates the dignity of womanhood, knowing what we know about systems of racial oppression and how the black community responded to them by protecting their dignity. No matter what the white regime plotted to render black life undignified and not worthy of beauty, community, love, belonging, and interiority, black people across the black world, and particularly black women, have adapted cleanliness of their homes and children, beautification and aesthetic value as ways to affirm their lives. What Mtintso reveals here is horrific when understood in this context.

The unspeakable

Magadla tracks a timeline of women in the liberation movement to address the evolution of the MK from androcentricism to its changing status on gender. When the MK was formed in 1961, there was no representation of women in its High Command. This was also broadly visible in the ANC leadership structures. Gradually women began arriving into the MK training camps, but some MK members had problems with accepting women as leaders, as Phumla Willians shared. Jackie Sedibe details how as a woman you had to prove yourself over and over again. Naomi Ribbon Mosholi, who joined MK in 1976, explained the difficulties experienced by a female combatant: in the 1970s, it was difficult to get necessary materials – pads, soap, deodorant and even panties – in the camps.


Water was also scarce sometimes, where you find that in a small bowl, three of four of you have to make the holy cross, you know, just to be a little fresh. [The holy cross is spot-washing of the face and armpits.]

When we could get sanitary towels, that, you know, you don’t throw it in the garbage. We used to wash them clean and throw – then throw them, even a tampon. Apart from the fact that some of the tampons, we used to hollow in order to hide bullets that were coming into the country (p. 77,78).



These stories represent more than a dynamic of telling and witnessing – they are the type of black feminist work that is engaged in creating safety for these stories to be shared; stories which, in my experience of interviewing returnees from exile, their owners suspect they will take to the grave. This form of witnessing simultaneously unburdens the narrator, and, in a complex manner, moves them into another phase of their experience, towards feeling through and with the witness, embarking on a journey of healing. The witness, on the other hand, receives the ‘burden’ of history in this intergenerational transmission, is affected and implored to act. Magadla’s book responds to this call.

The stories in this book reveal to us the challenges faced by these young combatants in the camps. One of these challenges was maternal and child health services: “In 1978 alone, an estimated total of 35 infants were born to ANC mothers” (p. 78). There was the persistent issue of contraceptives, managing unplanned pregnancies and the spread of HIV and AIDS in exile: “Women were left with the responsibility to look after children, while male cadres either got on with their revolutionary work free of obligations, or became involved with new partners and had other children.” If we feel into the textures of these women’s experiences, we find a struggle of the heart that goes beyond yearning for home, for the freedom being fought for; we also find heartbreak and sorrow.

Then there was the issue of sexual violence. Mosholi remembers that, after the states of emergency of 1985 and 1986, even younger women joined MK, and she had to protect them from sexual harassment: “At some point I had to cock my gun, say, ‘you leave this child alone’” (p. 79). The ANC and MK had a regulation under Article 3 of Code of Conduct for its members: “Punishment for rape included the perpetrator being sent to a rehabilitation centre, such as the Morris Seabelo Rehabilitation Center (known as Camp 32 or Quatro).” Mpoetsi Morake (Ruth Mantile) recounts a harrowing story of rape that occurs in various contexts of her trajectory from home into the camps. As detailed in the book, she was first raped at home in Bloemfontein by a stranger while returning home from visiting a friend. The second rape happened in 1980 when she was making final preparations to leave Bloemfontein for Lesotho. She was collecting money from a comrade’s home, and someone who introduced themselves as the brother of the comrade raped her. The third rape took place on her first night in exile in Maseru, by a senior ANC member who was tasked with registering her as a new recruit. She did not report him to the ANC leadership. The fourth time was at the Viana camp in Angola:


I was on duty because after day work, as a trained person you would be on duty at night, so between 20:00 and 22:00, I was on duty and I was sleeping on the post, but I was sleeping standing up. So, this comrade found me and said I was sleeping and I apologized and he left. So, if you did 20:00 to 22:00 at night, you would also do 02:00 to 04:00 in the morning. So, between 02:00 and 04:00 I was on duty, he came. He was a big guy; my son is big like him. So, he arrived at 02:00 in the morning, first making small talk and then he took out his gun, and I just looked at him. … I didn’t think. He said either I sleep with him or he was going to shoot me, there was struggle for some time but after having been raped four times, there’s point where I stopped fighting. Because he was also big, so he overpowered and raped me. So, after he raped me, he said I must go, and he’ll guard the post. So, you’re in Angola in a security situation so you’re wondering if I tell, won’t they say ‘ngiwu mdlwembe ngifun’ ukudestroya abo comrade’ [a traitor that wants to destroy comprades]. So, that was on my mind. unfortunately, I got pregnant … As usual I didn’t tell anyone. Until I told one of my comprades and this guy was arrested, but after I left and he was sent to Quatro, fortunately (p. 82,83).



I repeat these long quotations from the book not for gratuitous reasons but to challenge the rape discourse that continues to obfuscate the reality of women even today: that rape happens a particular way, by particular perpetrators, etc. Here are two comrades in unison in their fight against an evil regime, against a common enemy. Within that fight the one comrade turns an evil enemy themselves, pointing a gun at the other to subdue, dominate, and invade their body! The irony of this taking place in a ‘security situation’ is too bitter and unpalatable. With the shocking statistics of rape today – rape by family members, strangers, priests, presidents, and the rape of children and the elderly – it becomes a rallying cry, that black women cannot find safety, rest, peace and security anywhere. In reading these experiences of our mothers in Magadla’s book, we open yet another chapter of this heinous crime in another context of our history, in the context of political organisation and solidarity. They are a cautionary tale, unfortunately, of a pandemic that continues to ravage our political and social climate today.

I return to this note on sexual violence in the camps not to overburden the point, but to allow the women themselves to help us out of narrow corridors of thought regarding history; there is a lesson here that we could very well use today. There are no single stories. There are multifaceted and layered experiences of history, and it is important to hear history from its protagonist, when possible. That is the contribution of Magadla’s book. She elucidates:


My impression during my interviews with MK women is that women combatants do not deny the reality of sexual violence against women in MK. As I point out in the Introduction, what they resist is the portrayal of women ex-combatants as sexual slaves, which undermines the various roles and influences of women’s presence in MK and ANC institutional culture. Women’s accounts show that MK became less patriarchal over time because of women’s actions against patriarchal behaviour. Over time, MK has to respond to women’s reproductive healthcare needs, sexual harassment and violence (p. 83).



It is a hard-won battle that continues to shape the post-apartheid state and its gender relations.

Lineage work

I return to the question of Magadla’s position and posture of bearing witness to these stories, to these confessions by our mothers. It is a difficult endeavor to ask those who have lived the unspeakable, to return there, to language the unspeakable. This is a question of method, to which Magadla’s magisterial work offers generative pathways. In reading her book, I was deeply attuned to her sense of what I can only refer to as regard – in which to regard denotes both ‘to respect’ and ‘to contemplate’, ‘to consider’ and ‘to care’, and also ‘to sympathise’. What does it mean to us as scholars to adopt ‘regard’ as a methodology? What is a sympathetic orientation to our work? I am left with a new understanding of what Toni Morrison7 offers in her rich rendering of ‘the source of self-regard’ – that in attending and attuning so deeply to the lives and loves of our mothers, we are extending that attention and care to ourselves; in meeting them where they are with consideration and contemplation, we extend ourselves that grace. And we need grace in our intergenerational ambitions; we need a sympathetic ear, a presence, a witness.

Magadla’s work invites us to deepen the politics and poetics of care, of tending as methodology, into scholarship. Her work in the social sciences is shaped by personal experiences and stories – she grew up in a household with a father who had left the SANDF in 1996, before he was 40 years old. Her mother was a psychiatric nurse who told them of stories of recently retired soldiers in her ward, who, following their demobilisation, suffered from mental illness. It is these stories that now direct her attention and shape her politics of attending to the guerrillas and combative mothers in her work. For Magadla, it is a personal journey; it is research as lineage work. She draws on the power of these women’s stories to texture the everyday of this thing we call history, to colour the quotidian lives of revolutionaries, and to language their structure of complex feelings as lovers, mothers, friends and political subjects. In engaging with her work, we are reassured that the work that we do in the academy is deeply important, and that social science research does not have to be rendered in verbose and data-driven language that alienates the novice and layperson. And perhaps more importantly, that the research we conduct has the potential and capacity to hold us – that we can find love, care, consideration and deep contemplation for ourselves and our history as we attend to our traumatic pasts that have brought us here today. This is research as lineage work, which is a source of self-regard.
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