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Introduction: [1250 WORDS]

Contemporary research on rural South Africa offers a bedazzling variety of grassroots perspectives, which resonate with wider themes in Africanist scholarship. It seems to me that, on the whole, research has tended towards pointillism: there is a thriving set of literatures and debates that accentuate the local. Firstly, the research and advocacy of influential academics and research units such as PLAAS (The Institute for Poverty Land and Agrarian Studies) has produced a myriad of studies examining questions of land restitution and peasant/small holder production.
  Many scholars involved in these debates were active in structures such as the Grahamstown/Border Rural Committee, the Surplus People Project and AFRA (the Association for Rural Advancement) – organisations that documented the processes and consequences of land dispossession that took place under apartheid. In this sense, they fit into the broader sweep of South African historiography, particularly the vein of literature that is concerned with the transition to capitalism and settler rule and the concomitant decline of the peasantry. These concerns reflect a wider set of debates, initiated by Feierman and Lonsdale, regarding the importance of local moral economies in shaping political consciousness in rural Africa.

The research on issues of land and agriculture interests tessellate with a second set of questions around what Oomen has influentially described as “the resurgence of the chieftaincy” in post-apartheid South Africa. A slew of studies have sought to explain the tenacious survival of the chieftaincy when it was closely associated with the Bantustan project, and bitterly opposed by many ANC activists in the early 1990s as an inherently anti-democratic institution. Most of this research has pointed towards the weak grasp of democratically-elected local government structures, which has created a space that has been filled by a plethora of actors who claim that their authority comes from tradition. Ntsebeza has emphasised the ANC Government’s role in writing a set of laws that bolster the patriarchal power of chiefs.
 Others, such as Beall and Oomen, have instead emphasised the residual legitimacy of the traditional leadership, the ‘negotiated character of local law’ and the ‘pluralism of institutions.’
 Oomen writes of: ‘the creation of living law, the willingness to invoke state laws and procedures in some cases and set them aside in others.’
 In many ways these debates on traditional leadership in contemporary South Africa recycles an older set of Africa-wide debates about the power and legitimacy of the chieftaincy: whether “invented” traditions reinforced the patriarchal powers of chiefs; or whether customary law is a malleable resource that can be “imagined” by multiple grassroots actors.

The problem with pointillism, perhaps, is that micro-studies rarely encompass the doings of the state and regional-level elites. This is a particular issue in post-apartheid South Africa, where Jeff Peires, a notable historian of the Eastern Cape who has close links to the ANC, has written: ‘it is important to understand that wealth and power in the rural Eastern Cape no longer derives from control of land [for agriculture] but rather from control of government funds.’
Yet (to the best of my knowledge) there has been no systematic research into these post-apartheid patterns of mediation, and their historical antecedents. Rather, the recent literature, which looks at the government’s efforts to deliver services and development to poor communities and studies the relationship between South African citizens and the “everyday state”, has tended to privilege grass-roots, bottom-up perspectives. Three excellent studies that provide a case-in-point are Kepe and Fay’s separate studies of the community conflicts that stymied government-led “Spatial Development Initiative” development projects in Eastern Mpondoland and Dwesa-Cwebe; and De Wet’s research into how a successful land restitution claim caused bitter divisions at Chata location, in the former Ciskei.

In sketching biography of Nkosi Pathekile Holomisa this paper suggests that the ANC is, in certain crucial ways, a national movement that constitutes itself through regional networks. I want to focus on the how these local identities are constituted. One, of course, could choose dozens of other prominent activists from Transkei whose lives would encompass a myriad of trajectories. Yet I think Holomisa might be particularly interesting to us because, as leader of the Congress of Traditional Leaders of South Africa (CONTRALESA), he has played a leading role in the bitter debates regarding the chieftaincy’s local powers. He is also author of a book, According to Tradition, which emphasises the rootedness of African identities in local, indigenous customs. Nonetheless, I would suggest that Holomisa’s rise to prominence has occurred within a web of regional connections. In this sense, assertions of locality might better be seen as a “networked” identity – a notion I have borrowed from Knight and Panster’s recent work on Mexican caciques/notables. (They draw on a network literature that can be traced all the way back to Eric Wolf.) Similarly, Werbner describes a parallel phenomenon in Botswana whereby cosmopolitan Kalanga elites have inserted themselves at the heart of the national state and into a much wider set of national networks without losing their sense of local identity. He suggests that this regional elite has a “cosmopolitan ethnicity”: which ‘builds inter-ethnic ties from intra-ethnic ones; that constructs difference whilst transcending it.’
 The same might be said of Transkei’s elite nationalists.

Firstly, Holomisa’s rise to prominence reveals the importance of interlocking regional networks of familial, educational and professional ties. He received an excellent education in the small cluster of elite, mission schools based in South Africa’s rural Homelands; became one of the first African advocates [barristers]; and was recruited, through the ANC’s familial connections, into the leadership of CONTRALESA for his legal nowse. Secondly, I discuss the conflicts between the chieftaincy and the civics that Holomisa faced during the early years of his presidency of CONTRALESA. In one sense these conflicts were rooted in local politics: authoritarian chiefs clinging on to invented, autocratic powers faced an insurgency from below. My paper, however, stresses that many of the struggles between SANCO and CONTRALESA which consumed many rural areas in the 1990s involved a wider set of migrant networks, as politicised returning migrant labourers brought back new, violent political repertoires. The violence that consumed many of Transkei’s rural areas subsequently subsided after 1994. Thirdly, I discuss the intermediary role that Holomisa and a number of other regional notables have skillfully played in connecting impoverished localities to the dysfunctional provincial government, bringing government services and development to the local communities they claim to represent. This process of “reterritorialisation” (to borrow a term used by Knight and Pansters) has reworked the relationship between local communities and the state. At the same time, I point towards Holomisa’s importance in helping the ANC to build symbolic power centres in South Africa’s demographically dense and thus electorally significant rural regions – and the role that traditional leaders play in these imaginings of locality.

I [1900 WORDS]

In many ways, the ANC has long been a nationalist movement constructed from cosmopolitan, ethnic networks. During the middle years of the 20th century, figures such as Nelson Mandela and Govan Mbeki arrived at the centre of the nationalist leadership in Johannesburg, vaulted to success through the dense web of their Eastern Cape connections. Perhaps the ANC was a far more urban based organisation compared to other nationalist movements on the continent. Nevertheless, many of the ANC’s most prominent leaders had a rural hinterland similar to Nelson Mandela. In this, they closely resembled other mission school educated, nationalist leaders of the period, such as Jomo Kenyatta of Kenya, or Joshua Nkomo, the Zimbabwean trade union leader who ‘stressed the compatibility of Ndebele-ness and a wider Zimbabwean nationalism.’
 Educated in regionally-based mission schools, they played a crucial role as “cultural brokers”, translating the Bible into vernacular languages and writing tribal histories. ‘To be a member of the tribe was a modern and fashionable thing’ during the first half of the 20th century. Albert Luthuli’s ‘Zulu Cultural Society’ was mirrored by countless other nationalists. Most famously of all perhaps, Jomo Kenyatta wrote his doctoral thesis on the ethno-genesis of his Kikuyu people, at the London School of Economics. Facing Mount Kenya went on to become a touchstone of Kikuyu and Kenyan nationalism. 

The work of Bundy, Mager and Lodge show various aspects of the role that mission schools played in shaping South Africa’s tight-knit elite in the first half of the 20th century.
  Paradoxically, these institutions that formed the national elite were deeply rooted in South Africa’s regions and encouraged the flowering of a local, written vernacular culture. (This, I think, is v different to the situation in South Asia.) Lovedale, for instance, had a famed press that printed isiXhosa hymns and tribal histories. AC JORDAN: ‘THE WRATH OF THE ANCESTORS’. A second paradox was that the propensity of teachers the discipline and punish, and the racism inherent in paternalistic pedagogy of the mission schools, catalysed elite nationalism. Bundy argues that African pupils reacted against these strictures by developing a cultural nationalism in response. Intriguingly, they placed their local, ethnic identity within a wider, cosmopolitan, African identity. Govan Mbeki considered translating Greek poems into isiXhosa; Albert Luthuli started a Zulu Cultural society when he taught at Ohlange College in KwaZulu Natal. Such cultural initiatives were the ideological base that provided the foundations of a more assertive African nationalism in the 1940s and 50s, when these mission school old-boys gravitated into the leadership of the ANC. 

Although the apartheid government’s policy of Bantu Eduction led to the destruction of a number of elite schools, such as Lovedale, I would suggest that a significant number of these institutions flourished for another generation during the Bantustan era, even when transferred from mission to government control. In one sense, the pre-eminence of the tiny network of mission schools – mainly based in the Eastern Cape – was overshadowed by the “massification” of South African society and the expansion of education on apartheid’s unequal lines. Thus South Africa’s youth revolts – from Soweto to rural Sekhukhuneland – ran along the fault-lines of a profoundly unequal modern society. 
 Nevertheless, the overall erosion of the schooling system paradoxically reinforced the small circles of educational privilege. For many African parents trying to find a means for their children to succeed in the broken school system created by apartheid, the former mission schools often offered them the best hopes of social success. This was particularly so after 1976, when many township schools descended into chaos. 
 Schools like St Johns College – an Anglican school founded on the banks of the Umtata River in 1879, and transferred to the Transkei government in DATE – became a refuge for better-off parents who had invested in their children’s education.
 

The glittering schooling career of Pathekile Holomisa illustrates how the Transkei’s tight-knit networks were reshaped rather than shattered during the Bantustan era. Holomisa’s grandfather, Chief Bazindlovu, was a Matanzima-supporting leader of the Hegebe Traditional Authority in Thembuland. Pathekile grew up far from home in the household of Chief Douglas Ndamase, who was married to one of his aunts. Douglas Ndamase was a ‘senior traditional leader in Western Mpondoland, second only to the King of Western Mpondoland,’ Chief Victor Poto. ‘A lot of traditional leaders took their own children to be brought up with him’ – away from the intrigues that inevitably surrounded a royal heir – ‘because he was a stern personality, he was an industrious fellow, he was almost a slave driver.’
 Holomisa’s first years of schooling were in a normal village school. Douglas Ndamase had also decided his young charges would taste the life of normal children.

So we would understand our fellow brothers and sisters in the broader black community… we herded cattle like all other boys in the village, we tilled the lands, cultivate crops, harvested them. We milked the cows, we fed the pigs and fowls and everything else. There was no type of work done by normal rural boys that we didn’t also do. 

Nevertheless, Pathekile Holomisa was being educated for leadership. His excellent school results won him a place at St Johns College and then the Hegebe community paid for his law degree at the University of Natal. Thus, the chieftaincy was one route to both success and privilege. ‘Don’t lay a hand on him [Pathekile Holomisa],’ a new staff member at St Johns College was warned: ‘His is royal blood.’

By the late 1970s, St Johns College was one of the clutch of top schools in South Africa, now far more prestigious than either Lovedale or Healdtown, which had been run into the ground by apartheid policies. St Johns College did not have the ebullient spirit of its missionary founders. Arriving at St Johns College in 1979, an idealistic young teacher, Glen Fisher, arrived at an institution shocked and humiliated. The school’s principal had been summarily sacked after he had appeared in court for his role in a Transkei-wide, examination fraud scandal. Nevertheless, the College was an over-subscribed, selective school, attracting African children not just from the Transkei region, but from across the whole country. Transkei cabinet ministers were always trying to wheedle their children into the school, but by-and-large the school’s meritocratic principles held firm.
 Andrew Donaldson, a young economics lecturer working in the Transkei, wrote that it was a dozen or so ‘older, more established schools [that] attain[ed] the better scholastic results.’
 It is difficult to gauge the exact importance of schools such as St Johns College because the fragmented, dysfunctional education bureaucracies created during the apartheid era did not collect a systematic set of statistical data. Yet the few shards of evidence that remain suggest that the circles of privilege were still extremely small. It was these schools that attracted the lion’s share of university educated teachers, who were in pitifully short supply. In 1972, one-third of the 155 teachers in Transkei who held a university degree taught in just eight schools.
  These schools dominated the school league tables. In the 1984 Standard 8 examination results, 13 of the top 20 pupils came from former mission schools, of which 7 were at St Johns College.
 Some even claimed that St Johns College was among the top half-dozen schools in the country, along with Marianhill and Inanda Seminary.

Glen Fisher would later reflect that the school’s teachers ‘almost saw themselves as guardians and protectors of the people… The [Bantu Education policies of the] apartheid government had set out to destroy African society, but they stood in the way.’
 Around a half-a-dozen teachers, approximately one-third of St John’s staff, were excellent experienced educators. Most of them were older women in their 50s, university graduates and polished products of the old mission schools. Perhaps the most treasured teacher of all was Victor Mzimba: dapper dressed in red socks and a blazer, Mozart blaring out of his office during his free periods, who would regale colleagues with stories about his experiences as a political activist in the Cape African Teachers Association, many decades ago. There was also a cultural aspect to this nationalist project. When the college held their centenary celebrations, they gave a central role to the Praise Singer of the Thembu king, Sabata Dalindyebo, whose great-grandfather had granted the land on which St Johns College stood. Sabata himself could not attend because he was facing trial for treason against the Bantustan state. Halfway through the college’s festivities, police arrived and arrested the praise singer for protests he had led in Umtata four days earlier, which had brought the centre of town to a stop.
 

These the localised networks which had formed an older generation of the Eastern Cape elite, in turn, nurtured a younger generation. In 1980, many pupils at St Johns College, including some of Holomisa’s closest school friends, played a leading role in protests that brought a dozen of Transkei’s elite schools to a standstill – the first overt protests seen in the territory for decades. When these protests were brutally crushed by the Transkei Bantustan government, many fled to Lesotho, where they rose rapidly within the ANC and MK, thanks to their elite schooling and familial connections to the leading ANC families. Jealous oligarchs in the ANC hierarchy soon had a nick-name for Chris Hani’s protégés who formed the backbone of the underground: they were his “Country Bumpkins”. Hani might have been the ANC’s champion of the peasantry and the poor, but he was known to ‘go gaga’ whenever he came across a well-educated cadre in exile, fiercely promoting them through the ranks. Young men, educated at Transkei’s elite schools, whom Hani spotted ‘devouring books’ in the tiny ANC library in Lesotho, were not only likely to make efficient officials, they were also well suited to lead the discussion groups and lectures that were the diet of the party faithful.
 Then there was the matter of Chris Hani’s famed intellectualism. He was not exactly an intellectual in the pattern of the older generation: instead of classical music, his passion was soul.
 But he did love spending time in the backyard of a friend’s house in Maseru, which became ‘a famous rendezvous’ for political discussions. ‘On one side of the compound were a clutch of shacks for students… and those who were voluntary and involuntary exiles.’ Hani would sit there with close friends, ‘quoting “chunks and chunks” of literature to each other.’

Pathekile Holomisa was more cautious than his friends who were forced to flee the Transkei for their role in the 1980 strike. However, he did become actively involved on the fringes of UDF activism when studying law a few years later at the University of Natal. Graduation posed a dilemma. Holomisa’s student fees had been paid by the Hegebe community; but ‘being a chief meant accepting a collaborator role.’ His old school friend, Oyama Mabandla, now in the ANC underground, suggested he should meet Oliver Tambo in Lusaka. Holomisa was surprised to find Tambo urged him to accept the chieftainship, even ‘join the ruling party in Transkei… so that the ANC would have one of its own inside the system.’ Instead he stalled. He took articles in East London and joined the National Association of Democratic Lawyers, before returning to Umtata to train as an advocate [i.e. a barrister]. It was a telling situation. In one sense Holomisa was realised the importance of the mass-based revolt against the chieftaincy when he defied Tambo and refused to take his chieftaincy.  Nevertheless, the upper echelons of the ANC still worked through familial networks: a regionally-based elite controlled the largest, mass based, nationalist movement on the African continent.

II [1500 WORDS]

The years during which Pathekile Holomisa refused his chieftainship were likely rather difficult. In the end he ‘got off the hook when his uncle [Bantu Holomisa] seized power’ in Transkei through a coup d’état, and turned over the territory to the ANC.   Pathekile Holomisa took the Hegebe chieftainship; and in 1990 the ANC returned to him, asking him to join CONTRALESA, which desperately needed his legal skills. 
 Pathekile Holomisa was thrown head first into a messy situation. The first executive of CONTRALESA had collapsed amid claims of corruption. Furthermore, the organisation had been created to ease the chieftaincy away from the clutches of the apartheid government and its allies, the ANC created CONTRALESA. But it was sidelined and at odds with the rest of the ANC alliance at the constitutional negotiations taking place in Johannesburg. CONTRALESA’s arguments in favour of preserving the patriarchal privileges of the chieftaincy deeply angered other parts of the ANC-alliance because they resembled the arguments in favour of secession made by the Inkhata Freedom Party.
 

Pathekile Holomisa played a leading role in these debates. On the one hand he argued that traditional leadership and custom was a corporatist form of local democracy; a flexible resource, able to be imagined by multiple actors. At the opening of the Transvaal Regional Council of CONTRALESA he told a sceptical audience of chiefs that:

Our success as CONTRALESA lies in our working with the people though their organisations… A Traditional Leader must make it his task to identify the leadership in his community of youth, students, workers, women, professionals… so that he is at all times aware of their needs. There is a growing tendency throughout the country of groups of young persons styling themselves as leaders of the peoples organisations who will hoist their banners and flags whilst at the same time committing acts of anarchy and vandalism in our communities… No single grouping in a single community has the right to decide for others what kind of action is to be taken when dealing with a specific problem. Each sector is required to consult and listen to the views of others before a particular form of action can be expected to be carried out by all… The liberation movement has never said that Traditional Leader must be done away with. What has been called for is a democratisation of the institution. What this means is that the people must be consulted and a decision taken democratically before it can be implemented. It means that Traditional Leaders must be the voice of the people and not that the people must be subjected to his whims.

Holomisa argued that the existence of authoritarian traditional leaders was an invention of the apartheid government, who had distorted the chieftaincy through their pernicious policies of divide and rule.
 But in practise, CONTRALESA took many controversial positions during Pathekile Holomisa’s period of leadership. In 1995 he even temporarily lost the whip MORE

However, I want to move away from these debates about the local “imagining” and “inventing” of tradition  (important as they are) in this paper. It is also important to stress that many of the struggles between SANCO and CONTRALESA which consumed many rural areas in the 1990s involved a wider set of migrant labour networks.
Holomisa was fortunate in that he faced little dissent on his home turf, which fell within the Mqanduli district of Transkei. But his deputy in CONTRALESA, Chief Mwelo Nonkoynana, faced a major challenge from his cousin-brother, Elliot Nomazela Bala, who ran the local civic movements, in the Flagstaff district of Eastern Mpondoland. Like Holomisa, Mwelo Nonkonyana was a minor chief, educated at St Johns College, who had become an advocate in Umtata, before being flung into upper echelons of CONTRALESA. Despite being brought up in the same household as Nonkonyana, Elliot Bala had received a scanty education and had been forced to leave home to work on the mines. Bala had made a name for himself as a mid-ranking but very charismatic, violent and influential shop steward in the National Union of Mineworkers (NUM) during the tumultuous strikes on South Africa’s goldfields in the 1980s. In the late 1980s, he returned to Transkei, one of the thousands of miners who returned from South Africa’s mines after the huge NUM strike of 1987.
 

Back in Transkei, Bala gained control of the co-operative projects, set up by the NUM to provide livelihoods for their members who had been retrenched, by advertising his relationship to Chief Nonkonyana. He located the first co-operative scheme in his home area of Flagstaff, ‘to reinforce his power in the community as well as the cooperative.’

He used the claim… [that] he was related to the chief [Nonkonyana]… to further assert his power in the NUM… [And] he travelled through the Transkei, promising ex-mineworkers that the union was going to employ them, paying them all over R400 a month… [This] convinced ex-mineworkers that there was no other choice; it was up to him to get the projects going.

When these co-operatives soon collapsed and the cousin-brothers ‘clashed on family matters,’ Elliot Bala reinvented himself as a SANCO leader and scourge of the chieftaincy. Bala’s challenge to the chieftaincy drew on an intriguing set of ideas and discourses. He burnt down the forests controlled by the Tribal Authority. SANCO allocated fields and sold thatching-grass, usurping the chieftaincy’s power.
 There were credible rumours that Bala also played the role of a millenarian prophet.
 Bala also mobilised a local rural youth association behind him. They stirred up trouble throughout the area, weighing into a murderous dispute between local taxi owners and bus drivers in Flagstaff. (This clash would cost Bala his leg – cut off as a punishment and warning by the taxi gangs.) 
 In reply, Mwelo Nonkonyana mobilised a rag-tag collection of bodyguards who claimed affiliation to the ANC.
 Writing about similar conflicts that raged in Transkei’s rural districts, Peires noted that this violence was colloquially known as udlane – a Zulu word associated with third force violence in Gauteng, which connotes something that sucks people into the maw. The local ‘ethics of neighbourliness and social respect were overwhelmed by the intrusion of harsher attitudes and urban firepower,’ brought back by returning labour migrants.
 

The Regional Executive of the ANC in Transkei lacked authority to deal with such a violent set of conflicts. Although Transkei had bastion of MK militancy and the ANC was closely allied with Bantu Holomisa, the military leader of Transkei, the general’s authority hardly extended beyond Umtata. Elements of the Security Police, and large parts of his army were in a state of near mutiny. The MK soldiers, squatting in camps around Umtata facing miserable conditions, were restless too.
 Even a few senior MK cadres became involved in the mayhem. One of Chris Hani’s bodyguards was jailed for robbing a Cash-and-Carry supermarket. In an 18 month period, 198 armed robberies netting R6.2 million were carried in just two of Transkei’s 28 districts.
 The matter was only resolved when the national ANC leadership intervened in late 1992. They sent a delegation from Johannesburg ‘to assess the situation’ in Eastern Mpondoland and Elliot Bala was discretely redeployed. Thus Mwelo Nonkonyana prevailed in his home district. 
 Thus, the conflicts that wracked rural Transkei, even if they had an underlying local dimension, were crstyallised by the collapse of central government authority and inflamed by the return of politicised labour migrants. Our understanding of local politics must encompass these wider networks.

III [1,630 WORDS]

The breakdown of government and the violence that consumed many of Transkei’s rural areas subsequently subsided after 1994. Based on his experiences senior a government official, stitching together peace deals in Transkei’s most troubled regions, Peires has written interestingly about the local dimensions to the cessation of violence. His experiences are echoed in a much wider literature that looks at the grassroots dimensions of insurgency, civil war and peace-building in Africa. However, I want to instead focus on the expanding reach of government, which has also been a significant factor. In particular, I discuss the intermediary role that Holomisa and a number of other regional notables have skillfully played in connecting impoverished localities to the dysfunctional provincial government, bringing government services and development to the local communities they claim to represent. At the same time, I point towards Holomisa’s importance in helping the ANC to build symbolic power centres in South Africa’s demographically dense and thus electorally significant rural regions – and the role that traditional leaders play in these imaginings of locality.

This was not a straightforward process. In fact, in the period immediately after 1994, the ANC government presided over a period of local government reform that threatened to further unravel the relationship between the state and communities.
 In one sense, the shock therapy masterminded by Thabo Mbeki made sense. In the last years of apartheid, Bantustan structures fell apart leaving Transkei’s communities in crisis as the lower levels of government collapsed. Creating a joined-up bureaucracy from the bloated remnants of the old Bantustan regimes was a nightmarish task. Transkei was incorporated into a new Eastern Cape province together with part of the “white” administered Cape province and the Ciskei Homeland. Below that, government taskforces attempted to create viable structures of local government from a patchwork of Tribal Authorities and bankrupt, corrupt municipalities. Furthermore, the ANC government inherited a bankrupt fiscus and a struggling economy. Because the ANC wanted to expand education and social welfare spending, other spending departments had to make deep cuts. It was the Bantustans that bore the brunt of declining infrastructure budgets.  These processes were particularly seen when the budgets of the Department of Agriculture were hard-hit by spending freezes. Failing agricultural parastatals, once run by Bantustan governments, were threatened with closure.
 A host of subsidies directed towards the old Bantustan areas were scrapped, such as subsidised tractors and free cattle dipping. Jeff Peires coined an apt phrase to describe the spirit of the times when he wrote: ‘the old [Bantustan] government structures were corrupt and inefficient, but a bribe in the right place could always get your road fixed in time for a wedding or a funeral.’

During the crisis, ANC activists turned officials often stepped in to play the role of mediators and community leaders. As the nominal leaders of rural communities, politically connected chiefs were particularly well placed to play this role. During the cattle crisis of the late 1990s, when the withdrawal of state cattle dipping had caused a resurgence of tick-borne diseases, an ANC member of the provincial legislature, who was also a Transkei chief, was sent as an envoy to personally hand out desperately needed dipping materials to local communities.
 At other times, these mediators were relatives of traditional leaders, who were well connected in government. For instance, the retired Deputy General Secretary of the South African Democratic Teachers’ Union, Bukhosi Mabandla, used his connection to Nelson Mandela to source private money to build a health clinic for his amaBhele community in the Thembu region of the Transkei. Whilst Mabandla had preferred to retire to King Williams Town rather than live in Transkei, his ancestral home where he had spent most of his working life, he still retained close contact the amaBhele. He often made the XX hour drive to participate in ceremonies and attend family gatherings. He had also journeyed to the Cape Town archives to research the history of the amaBhele. 
 PATHEKILE HOLOMISA. Even provincial politicians who had few connections to the chieftaincy played the politics of locality. Stone Sizane, the Eastern Cape’s MEC for Agriculture faced a minor crisis when it emerged that his rural “home” region (which he had left decades ago) was receiving resources at a time when they were in scarce supply [REF]. By these means, the discourse of ethnicity and local identity was used to mediate the relationship between the state and rural communities.

TENTH PROVINCE MOVEMENT + BANTU HOLOMISA UDM – A CENTRIFUGAL FORM OF LOCALIST POLITICS… In the mid 1990s, a Tenth Province Movement emerged within the ANC, claiming that Transkei’s special problems demanded separate governance. Whilst the ANC NEC officially opposed it, there were prominent dissenting voices. Nelson Mandela was even rumoured to have support it… In the 1999 elections, a new party formed by Bantu Holomisa, the United Democratic Movement (UDM), picked up around 14% of the vote in the Eastern Cape, winning control of the municipality centred around Umtata.  Transkei’s old capital had suffered economically when Bhisho was chosen as the capital of the Eastern Cape. Publically, the ANC claimed that Holomisa’s supporters were remnants of the old Bantustan regime. Peires noted that ‘those who supported the UDM in 1999 were precisely those who opposed the General when he was still in power.’
 But the broader discontents that Holomisa tapped into were worrying. OR Tambo District accounted for 25% of the Eastern Cape as it had population densities that were only matched by the largest city of the region, Port Elizabeth.

With South Africa’s economy and treasury budgets healthy once more in the early 2000s, a centripetal form of localist politics now emerged. The national government embarked on new spending programmes to assuage the discontents in the populous rural regions. This opened up new opportunities for local leaders to play the role of intermediaries, channelling state expenditure. The mayor of the Zoleka Langa took advantage of the Eastern Cape’s “Green Revolution” programme (which essentially reintroduced the agricultural services that were cut in the 1990s) to start a series of rural development projects. She started the Langa-Nqaulo maize project on 340 hectares near her home town of Flagstaff, run by Chief Diliza Ndabankulu and an unemployed school teacher. It was one of the government’s new Massive Food Production Schemes – a policy that had close resemblance to the Bantustan government’s ploughing schemes. Arm-in-arm with Gugile Nkwinti, the provincial agriculture minister behind the Green Revolution, she handed over dozens of tractors to ‘happy groups of farmers’ from around the region at key-giving ceremonies. 
 

As a member of the senior chieftaincy in the Eastern Mpondo kingdom, the sister of a chief who defied the Bantustan government, and an active member of the MK, she had an intriguing style of governance. She spent significant amounts of time at her rural homestead, on ancestral land. When I visited, she had been unavoidably delayed by the funeral of Elliot Nomazela Bala. Mwelo Nonkonyana had apparently created uproar (so she told me) when he disastrously tried to play Master of Ceremonies. In the end, she had been forced to step in and calm the crowds of desperately poor, former miners, who had been followers of Elliot Bala, promising that she would use her connections to investigate their demands for compensation from the mining companies. In the years before his death, Bala had become well known for mobilising ex-miners, who would hold sit-ins in local government offices, demanding compensation. Langa even set up an NGO, temporarily housing AIDS orphans and battered wives in her rural homestead. In spring, when I visited a second time, her yard was full of stumbling toddlers, bleating lambs and tiny chickens.
 But she landed in hot water when newspapers revealed her municipality had spent XX, driving a motorcade to Lusaka to hold ceremonies for the MK dead.
 ‘We can’t have a person running the municipality like it is her own spaza shop,’ railed a political rival.
 It was an intriguing insight into how personal and political networks were interwoven with state structures; a sign of how localist politics might flourish in post-apartheid South Africa, with ANC figures redistributing wealth from the national centre to the country’s poorest rural regions.

At a provincial and national level too, one sees concerted attempts to symbolically connect the nationalist elite to South Africa’s rural areas through the appropriation of local, indigenous symbols. William Beinart, who has regularly done fieldwork in Transkei since the mid 1970s, has written that he has never seen so many animals slaughtered in government ceremonies. Other researchers studying rural communities during 2009 speak of a mass slaughter of beasts that accompanied the ANC election campaign. Pathekile Holomisa and Mwelo Nonkonyana have been prominent in many of these set-piece cermemonies, thanks to their elite connections. On 1 October 2008, a great gathering assembled at Bumbane Great Place, the seat of the Thembu chieftaincy. South Africa’s new National Heritage Council was laying-on a feast to commemorate the Comrade-King – Paramount Chief Sabata Dalindyebo, a close relative of Nelson Mandela, whose repression and exile during the Bantustan era, had been a symbol of local resistance. The moving spirit behind the celebrations in memory of the Comrade-King was the CEO of the National Heritage Council, Sonwabile Mancotywa, a high-flying, Transkei-born advocate, well known to Holomisa and Nonkonyana because he had also attended St Johns College! 

It is important to stress that these politicians had a cosmopolitan sense of their local identity. Indeed, Mancotywa made his name in the ANC for speaking-out in favour of the unitary state, when he strongly opposed the Tenth Province Movement in the mid 1990s.
 In Sabata Dalindyebo he saw a wider symbol: a ‘humble leader, who… sacrificed his life… for the emancipation and the freedom of his people;’ who epitomised the values of ubuntu, ‘the most precious heritage of African culture that can contribute to nation building.’
 Similarly, the speeches made in the giant marquee by Pathekile Holomisa and Mwelo Nonkonyana emphasised the mediating role that chiefs should play in channelling development to their communities.
 Two weeks earlier, the National Heritage Council had held another day of commemoration in Umtata, launching a Liberation Heritage Route, which celebrated the lives of the region’s nationalist icons.
 Winnie Mandela had everyone on their feet, as she led a rousing rendition of a Struggle song. The only off-key moment was when the son of Sabata Dalindyebo used his speech to pursue a personal spat with Nelson Mandela.

Conclusion

Oomen argues that: ‘If South Africa was grappling for a post-apartheid identity, it seems to have found two central elements in tradition and cultural diversity… [events which] cannot be understood without looking at global developments: the fragmentation of the nation state, the embracing of culture, the applauding of group rights.’
 Yet Oomen draws too sharp a distinction between the national and the local, citizenship and group rights. Such fragmentation has not occurred in South Africa. At a central level, ANC ideology stresses nation-building, abhorring the divisive of apartheid-inspired “tribalism”. They defend the importance of a unitary state in righting the inequalities of apartheid, especially its redistributive function from the nation centre to the impoverished localities.

Localist forms of politics and identity are encouraged only in so far it promotes “unity through diversity”. Likewise, most local forms of politics prevalent in South Africa today do not demand autonomy. South Africa is not like Kenya, where peasant subsistence is still viable, and local communities make demands for land and self-mastery.
 Rather, the assertions of local identity that we see are what Werbner describes as “the politics of recognition”: impoverished localities make claims on central government in the name of their community.

This paper has tried to sketch out an alternative picture of the relationship between the centre and localities, by suggesting that the ANC has long been a nationalist movement, in part, constituted of regional networks. This form of politics continues in the post-apartheid era, as the state is an important actor but does not operate through impersonal, bureaucratic institutions, but rather through personal networks. Indeed, the ANC’s district-based voting process, which is so crucial in internal party elections, has served to regionalize politics still further. As such South Africa might have parallels with Latin America. Here, there is a rich vein of literature on caudillos, caciques and regional/local forms of political mediation. This scholarship perceives the state not as a coherent articulate actor, but rather as a fragmented ensemble of institutions and techniques of government, as well as symbolic enactments of authority. ‘In this terrain, where state and society are increasingly difficult to distinguish… local cultural forms act simultaneously to challenge and also shape the state and to reproduce forms of local and cultural sovereignty’.

My paper has suggested that such phenomena are epitomised by the career of Pathekeile Holomisa, who comes from the heart of the Eastern Cape elite, which has dominated the nationalist movement for a century. The first section of this paper discussed the regionalised networks of education which shaped this elite, particularly during the Bantustan era. The second section of this paper suggests that many of the most violent conflicts in South Africa’s rural areas during this period were caused by the breakdown of central government authority. The ANC recruited Holomisa into CONTRALESA (‘otherwise, as one of the first black advocates, I would have been a senior judge by now,’ he jokingly told me) when they feared that the chieftaincy would be used by the apartheid government as a divisive force, during the uncertain years of the political transition. [INCREASE THIS EMPHASIS IN SEC 2] The third section discusses how the ANC government has increased its reach over rural areas in recent years. This increasing reach of the state has not been at the expense of assertions of local identity; rather the ANC has operated through intermediary figures such as Holomisa. Thus we have seen a remarkable transformation. In the early 1990s, senior ANC leaders feared that the population of South Africa’s Bantustans might vote against them; today, these densely populated, rural areas have become an important base of ANC support.
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