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MC:	My name is Mwelela Cele. I'm representing the University of Durban-Westville, Documentation Centre’s Oral History Project.  Today we are at the Durban Institute of Technology, City Campus and we are interviewing one of our best political activists, Dr Ashwin Desai.  Pleased to meet you.


AD:	Pleased to meet you.


MC:	My first question, I would like to know when and where you were born?


AD:	I was born in Durban on the 15th January 1959.


MC:	And in which area of Durban?


AD:	I'm not sure.  I think it was Isipingo.


MC:	Isipingo?  And what were your parents doing?


AD:	My mother was a housewife and my father a schoolteacher.


MC:	Did you have any siblings?


AD:	I have a sister, an older sister, four years older than me.


MC:	Okay, and where did you receive your primary education?


AD:	By the time I was in standard six, I'd been to five schools. Five different schools. I started off in a school called Arya Samaj, which is in Springfield, and then went to Model School, which is in Asherville, and it was in the afternoon. They had something called a platoon system, which I preferred, because you could play in the morning and go to school in the afternoon.


MC:	Why were you changing schools, this way?


AD:	Well, one of the reasons was my father had to keep changing schools.  I don't know what the reason was for that, and secondly, clearly, either the teachers didn't get on with me or I didn't get on with the teachers, so the way to handle that, was to change schools.


MC:	Okay, so in some of the schools that you moved to your father was working there?  


AD:	No, no I mean it was different areas, but there were times where there was an overlap. That was embarrassing.


MC:	So can you describe the schools that you went to?  What kind of students attended those schools?


AD:	When I started in Arya Samaj - well to say that, I actually went to nursery school there, a place called Asherville Grounds, football grounds, and somebody ran a nursery in  the change rooms, and getting to Arya Samaj, it was for the poorest area in Springtown, and then I moved to class 2 to Model School, which is in a more middle class area of Asherville.  The areas are close by, but they had very different class dimensions. So the schools, generally, the way I remember schooling is that, especially in the later years, we learnt school by swotting, we learnt things by heart.  If you learnt things by heart, you did well. That was the orientation of the teachers and even us, so I can remember, in standard six, learning about nineteen history essays by heart, and I knew every answer. I didn't understand history, but the orientation was rote learning.  This doesn't obviate the effort that teachers put into teaching.


MC:	And what kind of history was that, the history that they were teaching you, at that time?


AD:	It was about a guy called Boyce, I think.  It had that the usual crap that masquerades as history today, also.  You know, the simultaneous meeting of the Bantus and the white people at Fish River.  Certainly Indians were completely written out of the history.  I think the chapter was called "The Indian Problem".  It wasn't written by Ngema, it was written by Van Jaarsveld, or somebody.  But that was the kind of learning we had, it was rote learning, very strict schooling environment, and very little broad education. So we'd do all this literature of Shakespeare, I remember that.  We did Shakespeare’s "Twelfth Night", I think it was, and many of us learned the "Twelfth Night" by heart. We didn't understand the stuff, but we knew it from line one to line 490, by heart.  You may not believe this, but it's true.  I can tell it to you up till today, that's how well I know it.


MC:	Can you just recite one paragraph?


AD:	"If music be the food of love, play on, give me excess of it. That's of eating, that appetite may sicken and then so die, that strayed again and had it die for and o'er it came my ear like the sweet sound of music" you know, and there was very little chance for creativity here. If you wrote essays that - I remember writing an essay about - the essay was three days in a diary of a boer, Trek boer, and I talked about Zulu women, as we came over the mountains, Zulu women were bare-chested, and the teacher put lines through it and gave me zero and he wrote that is pornography.  So there was something wrong where you received an education. I think there was - there were a lot of things one had to unlearn once you had that kind of education, because there were a lot of bad practices that masqueraded as learning.


MC:	Yes, and when did you first encounter racism?


AD:	It's a difficult call, you know, about racism.  Maybe two or three examples I expect.  Firstly,  internal to the Indian Community, clearly there were divisions.  My mother is of South Indian extraction, whose family converted to Catholicism and my father is Brahman Gujarati. These are foreign terms probably to you, but the twain shall never meet, these people were never supposed to marry. On both sides, the Catholics considered themselves very English, and kind of outside of the rubric of India or Africa, even the English, and Brahman Gujaratis don't even marry other Gujaratis, and so I encountered it inside the family, because my grannies stayed two streets away.  One in Prince Edward Street, and one in Leopold Street, and they stayed thirty years, close to each other, but they never met each other, and so one received a sense that something was wrong.  But I expect the kind of racism, I understood obliquely, was two kinds of things.  The one is my father and I went to a match between or a team called Highlands Park and Durban United. I must have been five or six years old, and the ground was full, and every time my father stood under a stadium pillar, and every time I wanted to ask him a question he told me to keep quiet.  It was unusual because my father kind of helped me along with the game and because he's very fair [skinned], he had gone into the White section and he didn't want me to be noticed too much because that would have found him [out], you know, only [then one] sees, one understands the colour.  But most of it was accepting. You know, because every Sunday, because we stayed in town we would drive to the beachfront and we would watch the white kids on the trampoline.  But I never questioned it, that we were drinking our tea out of a flask as a Sunday outing to watch kids my age on a trampoline.  So I kind of never received racism as a conscious thing, for much of my upbringing because, ironically, South African life allowed you to live in a sheltered, safe environment within very closeted communities.  So frankly I can't remember a specific incident that somehow kind of evoked some thought in my head.


MC:	Where did you receive your high school education?


AD:	At Chatsworth High.


MC:	And can you  describe for us the atmosphere there?


AD:	It was once again a school very rigidly trying to get you to pass Matric well, because it had a reputation for producing the best results, despite being in Chatsworth, you know, produced all the A's and so on.


MC:	And when was this?


AD:	It was '73, '74, '75.


MC:	Ya and so - and also had very good sporting teams, so there was a lot of orientation, some of the best sports people came there. I remember, when I was in Standard Seven there, I think, they had there, out of like eleven players, they had eight guys who were already playing professional soccer, you know. These were mythical figures, Sugar Singh, Scampi Bissesser, Stanley Govender. It was a school that was beautiful, because it was looked up to and you basked in a kind of reflective glory of everybody else, I presume.


MC:	And the political atmosphere in the country at the time?  Did you experience any problems at school or were there many uprisings?


AD:	Ya, there were kind of sporadic things around Republic Day, for example. You know, people would - the National Party would give out sweets and other paraphernalia, and there were always pamphlets, and that kind of thing.  One had a kind of sense of there were people organising. You know, many of us, as young people, we lived in town and a lot of the older guys from the area went to the Frelimo Rally of 1974 at Curries Fountain. They were just gangsters, but they went there and they like fought with the police or you know, so they told the story.  There was an overwhelming force at that rally, and so on.  So one kind of - there were snippets of it.  But I think, you know, lot of the - and it was a period of Black Consciousness, I presume, but a lot of that work was outside the rubric of the immediate community, it was limited to the universities.  It might not have been but it's the way it was seen by us.


MC:	Yes.


AD:	My sense of anything that had to do with the underdog was that I was in awe of the guys who stood on the street corner, the gangsters.  I wanted to be like them.  I disliked my father intensely, who as a schoolteacher followed the rules and went to school and put his head down, earned his keep.  My heroes were not, you know, political activists.  My heroes were gangsters, I wanted to be them.  I wanted to stab people, and then I was dressed like them.  Remember, I was nine and ten. My whole orientation was when I would make a transition from the flat to a fully- fledged member of the street corner, in Leopold Street, in Grey Street, that was the height of my ambitions.


MC:	But you were going to school and doing everything?


AD:	Ya, I was going to school, ya. Ya, people went to school and they spent their whole weekends, you know, standing in a corner.  I spent a lot of my life standing in a corner.  I don't know why, but a lot of my life I spent standing in a corner.


MC:	Maybe gangsterism was symbolising something to you?


AD:	I think it was, it was symbolising a kind of rejection of our lives being controlled even at the micro level by family, by socialisation process, by teachers, by police, who wouldn't let you play, you know, soccer on the road, you couldn't play anywhere else.  They'll put you in a van and take you and dump you at the beach, which would give you a one and a half walk back home.  So ya, it was, in a sense, a kind of sub-culture that was rejectionist and stuff of the  prevailing norms.  


MC:	Yes, and in high school did you have subjects that you enjoyed, I mean subjects like history or English?


AD:	No, I didn't enjoy school, I hated school.  I started - by standard nine I was already drinking a lot.  The drink called brandy ale.  You would pay R1.08 for it at the Pelican, which was below Chatsworth High.  I spent a lot of my life drunk, which was important for me, in later years, because then I didn't have to listen to that crap that teachers were giving us.  So I didn't have to unlearn so much.  


MC:	So, your drinking, when you think about it now, do you think it was a way of resisting or  revolting or something?


AD:	It revolted my parents and everybody else.  I didn't think of it as anything - well, when I think back about it now, ya, I was alienated from those processes.  I don't know if it was a conscious act, it was just - ya, it was just a recalcitrance to be a prefect.  We hated prefects.  To be a head prefect at Chatsworth High, anybody who was head prefect at Chatsworth High between '70 and '75, I'd rather keep quiet about it, because they were like pimps, impimpis.  Many head prefects becoming impimpis, in later life.  I think a lot of the people in Mbeki's cabinet must have been head prefects.  I'm now convinced of it; because you can see they're in awe of power, like "I'm of the World Bank".  You can see it.  Kadar Asmal must have been a head prefect in school, because he's now an impimpi for imperialist interests.  So those transitions are made.  I was a drunkard and, you know, I'm still kind of ...


MC:	And after high school, you went to Grahamstown?


AD:	Not immediately. I worked in a place called Woolfsons, which in town and then at a place called Admiral Hotel.  Now closed down and apparently has been, you know, sold to people who are going to turn it into an Islamic School.  An interesting transition.


MC:	And what were you doing in ...?


AD:	At Woolfsons, I was a salesman. I was doing very well.  I was one of the best salesman there, because simply when you came into buy a suit and if you were a 38 jacket and a 36 pants I'd just take the different suits and put them together and sell it to you.  There were the older salesmen who would want you to, you know, go and change the suit and alter.  I would just - because I sold well.  So I did that for what, six months and I worked at Admiral Hotel, as a waiter, which was very enjoyable because I was still young. I was 17, and you'd get tipped by drinking.  People would buy you drinks and you'd quietly drink it, without the owners knowing.  Then I spent a year, I think, in London, in England, and then went to Grahamstown, which is - I was 19 when I got to Grahamstown, but I'd kind of seen a bit, luckily.


MC:	Did you experience any racism or did you  feel bad about the way you were treated at work when you were working at the hotel or when you were selling suits?


AD:	Ya, I mean clearly there, later when I reflect on it, the man I would sell suits with, was somebody they called Johnny, an Indian man.  He was there for 27 years but he never became manager or anything, you know?  There would always be younger white guys who would come and manage and so on.  But, you know, kind of you know, selling suits, you know?  The white salesmen would have their customers and the Indian salesmen - there weren't any African salesmen, they would have their customers amongst Black people.  So there were those divisions and you kind of accepted that as a natural order of things.


MC:	And why did you move from Woolfsons to a hotel?


AD:	From Woolfsons?


MC:	Yes.


AD:	I went to the Christmas party, I think, or one of their parties and I obviously drank too much and fought with the manager, a Mr Kretzner.  I think he fought with me but as things panned out - I always say that I left, but they asked me to leave.  There's rather a long trend in my life of people asking me to leave.


MC:	And can you tell us about your experiences in London?


AD:	It was kind of a remarkable one year. I mean I started to learn a bit there, ironically, because it was a time of - the height and time of the National Front, which is a right wing British movement and there were a lot of concerts like "Rock against Racism" and so on, and a kind of sea of humanity that was prepared to confront racism and I went to these things for fun but it really had - it created an impression in my mind about people who were white, who were fighting racism, you know?  And there was a lot of antagonism, especially with people who would label you in the streets.  In Durban, you kept to your place.  In London, you'd go to places where people would call you Paki and wog, these were derogatory terms and so you immediately wanted to confront those things.  So it was a very enlightening period.  Very tough period because one gets almost spoilt in a place like Durban, where you know your environment, you had a very different environment, a very alienating environment.  But it was to hold me in good stead later.


MC:	And then from London you came back to...?


AD:	I went directly to Grahamstown.


MC:	And then at that time, I mean Grahamstown ...?


AD:	Since you like this racism question, you seem obsessed with that, let me give you the answer.


MC:	Yes?


AD:	I arrive at Port Elizabeth airport.  Somebody told me - I'd never been to the Eastern Cape in my life.  Somebody told me that Grahamstown is 30 kilometres, or a suburb of Port Elizabeth. So I waited and waited and waited for what was called the Leopard Express, for something you take from Port Elizabeth to Grahamstown and when it arrived, there was a Black man who was driving the Leopard Express. He said to me they don't take Black people on the Leopard Express and a white family there felt quite embarrassed, and they dropped me on the highway.  It was five in the evening, getting dark, and I still thought - I wanted to pee and I thought, you know, just out, and I was still hiking with a big suitcase and finally, some people gave me a lift and I found out that it was like 120 kilometres away, and I arrived in Grahamstown, and there was still segregated hostels at Rhodes University, and I arrived in a place called Adamson House which was for Black students, it was a segregated res. and that was the beginning of an odyssey, at the age of 19.


MC:	And when exactly did you start your political activism?


AD:	You know, it's - those questions are so difficult.  I'm sure everybody you ask, it's like trying to remember, you know, when you first stopped wearing a nappy, you know, it's like really hard. The hostel was important because it had all Black students, many older students who had studied at the University of Western Cape and  Fort Hare, and so there were a lot of people of political backgrounds there, and so we'd meet almost weekly in a common room and talk about politics, you know, there were different political movements, Black Consciousness Movement, Unity Movement, kind of semblances of the ANC, and so on.  So the debates were vibrant and beautiful and we would stand almost - sit slightly outside the centre of the circle and listen to these debates.  But it was also a very racist place, Rhodes, with the Rhodesians, as they were called then.  Mugabe was just about to come to power and a lot of the Rhodesian students had come out of bush wars and had a pathological dislike for Black students.  So Black students created a unity for themselves, in order to, I expect, offset this very naked racism and so, I think, it was the beginning of some kind of idea of politics.  But really me, personally, I wanted to play sport.  I loved sport, I wanted to play soccer and so on, and there was a decision not to use the campus sports fields and play for the campus teams and so we went to play in the townships and so we came - I expect we became integrated in the townships, not out of consent but being forced there, but once we went to play, you know, it became part of our lives.


MC:	And did you join any student organisations?


AD:	Ya, there was an organisation called the Black Student Movement that was finally formed and I joined that organisation and in 1980, I can't remember the date, which is the second year I was there, there was - the security police raided the campus and they arrested seven people or eight people, I don't remember. Devan Pillay, Erin Gijima, Guy Burger, Irin Rensburg, myself and so that was my first real experience of a detention. We were taken to Port Elizabeth, ended up in a big trial.  I knew nothing, really.  I was just a big talker and we were beaten quite crudely and badly and many of us just instinctively - I expect that's where my life on the streets of Durban helped.  We just wouldn't - they didn't want to - it was a trick, they didn't want to - they knew we weren't guilty of the things they were looking for but they wanted us to give State evidence and, of course, we refused and we were beaten badly.  I don't know whether those decisions are political, they were just based on a "well, fuck you, you want me to do something and I won't fucking do it", you know?  So it was the beginnings and obviously when we came out we were big heroes and suddenly we were politicians.


MC:	This was?


AD:	1980, and obviously the leaders had been locked up, you know?  Erin Gijima, Guy Burger, Devan Pillay, and so on. So suddenly we were thrust into a leadership role, and I became president of the Black Student Movement. So it was almost like a hesitance, you know, it wasn't a kind of unilinear development, somebody - sub-consciousness raising, and all that. It was more a kind of matter of circumstance that one was thrust into kind of leadership.  But it created an anger, obviously, in me personally, and a feeling that I wanted to fight.  For me the first time, because I'm like twenty now, now I want to fight what was called the boere, you know, I wanted to fight them and so ya, this kind of part gangsterism, part - just feeling that I'd been hard done by, and I didn't deserve to be beaten in that way.  Set me on a train, you know, of activity, I think. 


MC:	Why did you decide to go to university?


AD:	I don't know, one day I was just in London, and I just decided that this life was meaningless, but I didn't want to come back home, but I wanted to be back in South Africa and so, you know, probably in a drunken stupor, made that decision. So I don't know, I don't remember properly.


MC:	And why did you choose Rhodes University?


AD:	I wanted to be a writer, I loved writing, I loved the idea of words. I always wanted to be a writer.  When I grew up, my mother never really went to school, she went to standard 3, but every day that I came home, she would make out of cardboard, a flash card, with a new word that she would learn and I would learn.  So I had a fascination with words and that's all I wanted to be.


MC:	And so you registered for journalism?


AD:	I registered for journalism, ya.


MC:	And your post-grad studies?


AD:	I stayed in the Eastern Cape generally, and finally in 1987 when I was arrested again - it was an incredible place the Eastern Cape, obviously through the '80s, and a place of political vitality.  It had its own conservativism, it's been made as myth, people haven't really studied the Eastern Cape.  I think there's a lot of conservativism of the political leadership around the South African Communist Party, the ANC, even the Black Consciousness people.  A lot of hierarchy and centralism, but in the streets and in the townships, there's a political energy of incredible nature that I was lucky to be a part of, and lucky that I was in the Eastern Cape.  So I wasn't - I didn't have the disease of the Natal Indian Congress and the centralism and the authoritarism and the gossip of the UDF and so on, that was part of Kwa-Zulu Natal.  I feel sorry for the comrades, every time I think about them, all those activists who are lost in the new South Africa.  I always think that I forgive them because their sins are not theirs, of these moribund organisations.  So I was part of that. 


MC:	If I may interrupt you?  Back in the early '80s, I mean what did you think of the African National Congress?


AD:	Oh, I was in awe of it.  I really thought that they were liberators, you know?  We kept thinking through the '80s though, every time we used to call for arms they never arrived.  We didn't know Joe Modise was buying shoes, MK guys were buying shoes on his behalf in Jo'burg, but there was never - this is the mythology, that history must be really written in this country.  The arms never arrived in the Eastern Cape, and one day we must ask the question, that there were street committees, there was mass insurrection, people using stones.  Where were the arms, and why didn't they arrive, and why were people left defenceless?  [There were] very few MK incursions from the outside, you know, that ever took place in the Eastern Cape and that history, you know, is left for somebody else. That's my understanding and feeling of being there, during that period.  Not on the campus only but in the townships and so ya, there was an awe, there was a sense that there would be a force from the outside that would come out and rescue us.  All our songs, all our speeches were about the sense that the exile would not only come to defeat apartheid, but would be a radical force for the broadening of job democracy, and the redistribution of resources.  I went back to Grahamstown last year, and it was the very centre of liberation, the townships and the people still live without lights, people still live in the most decrepit of conditions.  They are two cities still, when you stand on Makanaskop, and look over the university and its beautiful buildings and the degradation and degeneration of the townships.  Clearly our songs were in vain for being part of instituting this government into power.  So ya, of course we were, but I started to develop a critical sense that they weren't going to be for debate, and there was a narrowing of debate.  One horrible example for me is that I was in (Vianeck?) prison and for many reasons they thought some of us were up to shit and we were in single cells, but we were let out to do exercise, and there was only one AZAPO guy in that whole prison. Young guy, we knew him as General, Bongani, was his name.  I knew him slightly.  He said you know, Ash, can I use your cell to study, while you're doing exercise?  Because they were in communal cells, very difficult to study.  I said ya, cool, and when I came back there were about twelve guys beating him to pulp in the cell and I almost separated them, and I said why?  They said no, didn't I hear, you know, that AZAPO were killing Goniwe, you know, this kind of stuff and that they're State agents and we must kill them, and it made me think for a long time about the nature of the movements that we were building, that we were having discussions, even in the cells, but if you ever raised critiques of the Freedom Charter and so on people were dealt with very, very harshly and heavily.  So there was inside the engine of the liberation movement, a deep, authoritarian attitude that was developing, and there was a sense of that and once again, when the history of the Eastern Cape is written, there were people who were put on lists to be killed, who were critical people, comrades of mine.  There were mass splits,  people labelled with something called UDF militants, which was some other grouping that was critical, so people were dealt with.  So these are the stories of the liberation movements that hopefully some researcher someday will tell.  People like to see it as  -  and that's why I don't like doing some of these interviews, because they end up as being rubbish because they want to tell the story as some unilinear development of this great, good force on one said, this great, bad force and a good force prevails.  No.  It's bullshit, a lot of the good forces were marginalised, threatened and steamrolled into submission and why can't their histories be told?  They contributed to the liberation struggle, and still contribute because their values and their ethics that they were trying to instill in the liberation movement are so vital and important for today, and so ya, that was my socialisation because it was all in the Eastern Cape, outside my own environment, outside my own racial reference group.  There are a very few Indians there, you know, which I expect in a bizarre way helped because you were an exotic other.  Whenever I went to funerals in townships, even if I wasn't a scheduled speaker, I became a scheduled speaker, you know, being there as somebody who was not African, you know, so I could really learn to speak and got to share platforms and learnt the idea of transgressing racial boundaries and the possibilities of that, and learning why this kind of building is so vital.  So it's was hard and it was difficult and life obviously, at Grahamstown was very, very difficult.


MC:	If I may ask this, why were you arrested in 1987?  Why exactly?


AD:	Well it was in a State of Emergency.


MC:	Okay.


AD:	You know, it was nothing specific, it was - and by that time I had my break with the UDF and the ANC.  It was a very difficult time for me because in the prison there were people who hated me, you know, beyond the warders, there were people who if they could have put a knife in, would have because I was a vociferous critique of what we saw, as the infesting of the UDF by liberal, moderate elements and the reticence of the UDF to rebuild real democratic structures in the townships.  So I was one of the overt criticizers of that, so it was a very tense time for me, but luckily for me I had come with the unknown reputation.  In the fight in prison, the Black Conscious Movement was attacked by some right wing whites and I'd stabbed one of them, badly and a lot of people saw me - luckily, as a violent person, that if you fucked with me I'll take you on.  So it created a space for me within that environment.  So, ya, that's another history.


MC:	Did the warders harass you or...?


AD:	No, the warders were okay because they were just - it was a holiday camp.  But ya, especially the young guys who we always influenced by the older guys, the thirteen or fourteen year olds in the prison, who were already killers, you know, from Craddock and so on, I had an affinity with them, you know, because we used to get on well, but as time went on they would, you know, always see there was an alienation and ya, you know, one doesn't want to build this into a conspiracy but one could feel uncomfortable.  But, you know, it wasn't bad because of one's attitude, you know one would laugh or things and then the cowardly nature of what some of us did, we didn't engage in the debate, we just kept quiet when, you know, the Communist Party would have reading groups and get like a book smuggling called, by Marx and we were discussing, some of us would be cowards.  We wouldn't put forward our critique of the Communist Party for example, you know, or Stalinism and so on, because then you'd be a Trotskyite and to be a Troyskyite was to be worse than a fucking National Party agent because to be a Trotskyite would summarily get you into deep trouble.


MC:	So ideologically during the '80s where did you stand?


AD:	Where did I stand?


MC:	Yes, I mean in the ‘80’s?


AD:	It's very hard, you know, because I didn't have - after the kind of tri-cameral elections mobilisation around that, for me building community structures was important.  There wasn't a narrow political home, it was embracing of all people that we were fighting around housing, free education, services for the poor, grounds, you know, parks.  So that became part of my politics, very integral to - other people saw it as a lack of politics and reading - we had reading groups, there were open reading groups for young people who were reading about Marxism, about the Russian Revolution, you know, what went wrong in post-liberation societies, you know?  And so there was a tremendous energy and enthusiasm for knowledge and critique and that kind of thing.


MC:	And what did you do, work - I mean in the '80s?


AD:	Well, I was a student for most of the time, worked in the Union Movement for a while, lectured at Rhodes for a while.  There my contract wasn't renewed by the management, and then finally ....


MC:	The reason being?


AD:	Well, the reason being I participated in student demonstrations, and you know, it was supposed to be a liberal institution but you know that there was a facade and they just dealt with me harshly, you know, by just -you know, not renewing my contract.


MC:	Yes, and in the '80's, what did you think of the armed struggle?


AD:	What did I think of the armed struggle?  I thought I was - I was in awe of it and I was like a young boy, like young boys today are in awe of Batman and so on, you know?  I thought that they somehow, MK guerilla fighters would come from the outside and rescue us all, that this was the real thing, you know? But slowly I began, you know, these things, you start to understand, you know, and you understand its limitations and you understand the ANC was never really involved in an armed struggle, as an armed struggle to really arm people, because if they armed people then they weren't in control of that revolution any more because then people will be empowered.  I realise that, that all these trips that people made to Lusaka and Maseru were, you know, just - were a waste of time.


MC:	And what did you think of the organisations like AZAPO and PAC?


AD:	Disappointments, you know?


MC:	In the '80's?


AD:	Ya, I mean clearly, you know, from the Eastern Cape we were under pressure, we didn't need much PAC people but that's the remnants of AZAPO and the Black Consciousness Movement.  Clearly, they had problems organising communities, there was a kind of elitist movement, that liked talking.  You know, but they'd been through their own history in the '70's, I expect, they had community programmes, they'd been down that road, they'd been disseminated and fractured so they weren't a factor. In Grahamstown there was a strong AZAPO branch, but the UDF moved, the ANC moved against them violently and a lot of them had to leave the township.  This is the irony, you know, they had to leave the township.  I think by then the call had become, that we're going to dominate the negotiation process in South Africa.  All movements to the left of us need to be sidelined or dealt with, you know?  And that's what happened, I saw it.  AZAPO guys actually went to live in a place called Sugar Loaf Mountain, they actually left the township and had to go live in the bush for quite a while, and that was because of ANC youth, not because of the State.  You know, there was a long rumour for a long time in the Eastern Cape that it was the BC guys that killed, you know, the Craddock leadership and that put them under pressure, a lot of pressure.  We knew it was lies, but in the cauldron of the mass mobilization, those were very difficult things to discount.


MC:	And did you consider joining the MK in exile in the ‘80’s?


AD:	Ya, ya I think most of the young guys in that hostel wanted to.  In fact a few left.  Some of them came back, you know, earlier. Of course, it was a fascination and, I think, if we weren't arrested in 1980 and that ANC cell wasn't broken up I think we would have all gone, left the country, it was just too much of an attraction, too much of an adventure, rather than just a political thing, it was a young boys kind of adventure to go to the bush, as it were.  I'm so glad I didn't, simply because I'd end up either as a decrepit drunkard in South Africa, abandoned by everybody, still waiting for a pension, or would have been part of this exile mentality of knowing better and imposing a horrible, almost genocidical economic system in this country.  I would have been part of that, you know, really - they're not nutcases, they bad people, faces down to bad people that are in power in this country so, it was fortuous for me because I, you know, I expect the socialisation of those camps would have bred certain attitude towards mass struggle. I think, staying in the country gave a lot of people a humility about democracy, consultation, mass struggle, sacrifice, and so on and so those who stayed behind, I think, were lucky.


MC:	And in these reading groups that you formed, what kind of books were you reading?


AD:	We read a lot of kind of Marxist literature, you know, we read “What is to be done” by Lenin 138 times, you know?  I saw "Duel of Fists" about 117 times, but I read “What is to be done” by Lenin 118 times, one more time.  We read, so we studied the Russian Revolution and in its own mythical way and fought and debated these issues and the Cuban Revolution and Mao, Mao's Long March and the Nature of the Cultural Revolution.  It was a great depth to the cadreship of the people.  The Mozambican Revolution, Frelimo, the critique of Nkrumah, Jomo Kenyata and how the Mau Mau still wait for the land, you know?  So these were sobering times, because they were starting to set that gigantic task that lay ahead for true and fundamental liberation and we are learning the mistakes of a narrow kind of national democratic revolution and so on.  We were reading - ya, simply because there's this huge debate about, you know, whether there'll be one stage or two stages to the revolution, and so on.  So these were the vibrant debates at the time, that people wanted socialism and so the reading groups were viewing us with the qualitative sense of what we desired and it was like, for me, it was the most beautiful and most fundamental part of my growth as an individual because we are starting not to just create a myth around what we were doing but to really learn, learn, learn, learn from people, from liberation movements that had gone before.  You know, unfortunately, the people who became influential in our own struggle, didn't bother going through all that.


MC:	And some of these books were banned books?


AD:	Ya, many of them were banned.  Many of them were banned and that only, you know, added to the attraction.


MC:	So in these groups, I mean you used to meet in a place that was like you were hiding some of the time?


AD:	It was done quite openly but you would photocopy the books beforehand. Everybody received that reading and then somebody would lead the discussion for that week and - well, I mean obviously it didn't have a profound effect on everybody, because some of those guys now hold top positions in government, and are implementing policies that would probably make Lenin jump out of his grave and come and want to, you know, kill them, I presume.  So reading, you know, itself lent Lenin itself to radicalism but certainly it gives you an idea and a critique of what exists in a very powerful way.


MC:	So can you tell us maybe five of your favourite writers at that time?


AD:	Of the time?


MC:	For now I'm just dealing with the '80s.


AD:	Leon Trotsky, you know - it was Isaac Daitsha who wrote a trilogy of Leon Trotsky's life when it was - it was brilliant and it was of deep fascination.  I also loved his biography of Stalin because it taught me that Stalin was very mediocre, he was a person in the party, he never really gave public speeches, he was looked down upon by the other intellectuals in the movement, but he understood power and he became general secretary of the party and so it fascinated me that a lot of intellectuals don't understand power.  They may have great ideas but they can never implement them because they don't have power, and then we used to always tell the story from these books.  You know that kind of overtly political material was - and there are lessons to be learned from it, I presume, were the important things.  You know, much later in my life I learned the value of literature, I read a lot of kind of theoretical works and later learned how much there is to be learned from literature, so it was around those - and a fascination over the Russian Revolution.  I liked a writer called Tarek Allie who wrote a book called "Street Fighting years.”  It was, you know, just about the '60s.  But more than the writers, I think it was the political education of older people and the way they were able to develop a relationship with younger people.  I always remember a guy called Marcus Solomon who was a Robben Island prisoner with Neville Alexander et al, and he said one day to us, because we were discussing ideas, and he said, you know, that Roosevelt, Eisenhower and Churchill and Stalin were meeting to discuss the end of the Second World War and then Churchill said, “But, you know, the Pope wants to be here,” and then Stalin turned around and said, “How many troops does the Pope have,” and the lesson that he was telling us was that no matter how great your ideas are, if you don't have people who believe in those ideas and prepared to implement them then they're just rubbish, they're not worth anything, you know?  You've got to have troops that are able to implement things and so on.  So there were more the lessons that you learned later in life that you grasp later, and you are able to use, to your own benefit.  So the '80s was an incredible, incredible period in the lives of people who were activists, and that is why the '90s which we talk about were a tragedy.  


MC:	So can you sort of tell us in what way  you think the National Party decided to unban the political organisations of South Africa in 1990.


AD:	Well clearly it was because of the internal developments.  A lot of people say how the Soviet Union collapsed, the ANC was forced to the negotiating table.  Ya, I think those things played a part.  The ANC's orientation was always never a defeat of the apartheid government, it was always negotiation, it was always to have a national convention as they called it in the '60's, and clearly the internal mass insurrection was impossible to deal with in the long term, and so the ANC, being unbanned was a direct consequence of the internal mobilisation of the emerging class struggle in the country and its vibrance and it's resilience.  Before it would come in periods, you know, the '50s, 55, 56, 57, peters out, 60, 61, you know, 73, 74 up to 76 it peters out again, 76, 80, 81.  But the resistance coming out of '84, ‘85 went into almost unending cycles and that meant that the National Party had to find a way out and its attempts at collaboration and cooptation just didn't work around the tri-cam and so on. 


MC:	So can you tell us - but before this question, when did you go to America?


AD:	I went to America at the end of '87, and if I can remember correctly, ya, '87, and then I came to University of Durban Westville in 1989. 


MC:	So you went to America to study?


AD:	Ya, I went on a Full Bright Scholarship and finally finished a PhD there, but I came back and I got a post in Durban, at the University of Durban- Westville as a junior lecturer, and obviously Durban is a completely new environment, I'd been away for 13 years.  To come back to Durban and the politics was different of the place.  Here, if you happened to be born Indian, then you must be part of the Natal Indian Congress, if you want to be involved in politics, but by now the Black Conscious Movement all evaporated, and so on.  So that's what it meant in many senses.  One of the kind of fortuous things is it was exactly the time whether they debate whether the NIC should exist or not, or it was resurrecting its head, and so I arrived during that period and although being a very critical person I was able to link up with old school friends and so on who were in the ANC and started to get involved again, politically.


MC:	If we can go back for a minute? You studied at Michigan University you said?


AD:	Ya.


MC:	And your PhD was in Sociology?


AD:	In Sociology, on political violence.


MC:	Political violence, oh that was your - your thesis was about political violence?


AD:	Understanding political violence, why it occurs and because I still thought that, you know, there might be still a chance for a bit of violence, and so on, in South Africa.


MC:	Political violence in South Africa, okay.


AD:	Or that I can learn, so that I can arm myself and I knew it wasn't going to be uMkhonto weSizwe, but I thought that the left that I tried to identify myself with, would be involved in political violence to overthrow the apartheid regime so I was going to use a PhD thesis to really arm myself, literally and figuratively. 


MC:	And then you came back to Westville to teach as a junior lecturer?


AD:	Junior lecturer.


MC:	And this was in 1989?


AD:	1989.


MC:	And was Westville - I mean according to many people and I also believe that is one of the universities that were at the sort of forefront of the struggle, so can you sort of describe the atmosphere at the time in 1989?


AD:	Ya, it was - I mean it's difficult to say, you know, there was a guy called Prof. Greyling, who was still the rector.  So a lot of the struggles there was to replace Greyling by what was called a progressive rector so that, you know, the campus battles were very intense around those issues, and finally, you know, they got a Prof. Reddy who became rector on a popular mandate.  I got involved in the union, the Combined Staff Association as it was called and ya, I remember a guy called Kovin Naidoo who was the SRC president I think when Prof. Reddy came to power.  However, some strange things started to happen, when I think back.  There was a time where the PAC - some PAC guys in the Transkei were arrested in Umtata, and we all decided to go to town to protest this.  But already some of the ANC guys on the campus, and this was 1990, I think, 1990/91,  were collaborating with the South African Police because, you know, the ANC had been unbanned and telling them kind of when we would march, we did it quite openly, we must be very respectful, we mustn't upset the applecart, negotiations are - they were lecturing us and then so we actually went on that march by trying to actually not tell them everything. So we went on a march to C.R. Swart and there was a very big march.  Busses went from UDW and many of us weren't even PAC members, but we thought that you can't unban organisations and then start to arrest people, and I was very badly beaten in that march, in front of all my students.  It was funny in a way later, not at the time, but my nose was broken - by the police and we were arrested and in the next march the day that we went to appear in court, there were twice the number of people and - but already we were starting to sense that the ANC guys didn't want mass struggle on the campus, there was a hesitance, you know, everything would be left to negotiations.  CODESA hadn't started, but there was a sense that we must show that we have the ability to govern.  You know ability to govern means we must act responsibly and much of our orientation was to use the period of opening by the National Party to broaden democracy and to grab as much as  we could as power in terms of council and senate and curriculum changes and so on, and so there was a contest already that was starting to emerge and there was a lot of respect amongst people, at the same time.


MC:	I had a chance of meeting one of the students that you taught back in the '90s. You taught her Sociology, in fact, she used to attend your Sociology class. So I decided to ask her about you since I knew that I was going to get a chance to interview and she said that your class was so interesting, but every time after class she would get very angry about the social injustices.  She said that it was like - I mean she's attending a revolution class, you know?  I mean every time when she comes out of class she would be angry about social injustices and everything else, so can you sort of tell us - I mean your teaching style, you know?


AD:	Look it - you know, this is the contradiction of South Africa, I presume.  All of us wanted the UDW to be open to as many students as possible, but the university didn't have the resources so we'd end up in classes of Sociology I, having 970 students who'd be taught, at one time.  The sad part was that we didn't know the students, personally.  So students could come from Transkei, where English might be their third language, and they would fail the first time, they would fail the second time, and they'd fail because there wasn't a personal touch, and yet I'd been spoilt at Rhodes, we had small classes.  So I think I was very sensitive to knowing that I was involved in fraud, because we were not being able to create a culture of learning, you know?  And so I tried to offset that be translating it into sermons and speeches and interesting things that had no curriculum to it, but would try and make people see the poverty of what they were learning in other classes. I'd be quite open about other lecturers teaching rubbish, you know, which would masquerade as education.  So in psychology, people are still teaching that you'd lie down on a couch and if somebody came and said I'm unemployed, I can't look after my family, can you tell me what shall I do?  And you know, this whole theory is the person speaks and you don't speak as a therapist, and so on, and I used to say to people, if you don't understand political economy, how can you help that man when he's losing his job because of apartheid, because of racism, because of globalisation.  So you can't actually help that man, because you'll have to ask him, ‘were you abused by your mother that you can't work?’  You know, all this crap that they were being taught and filled in their heads or history was the accumulation of facts, you know, that's what they were taught, at Durban-Westville, in the 1990’s, because the SRC and so on, weren't worried about curriculum, they were worried about how many people they can put in a council and senate so that they can have power, but the actual things that were being taught in the class, you know?  So we do fun things like how you and I can watch the same incidents, so you and I can sit in - watching on a hill as Blood River unfolds, and you and I can go back and write different stories.  We watched the same thing.  You know, you can write a story about how the boers came into somebody else's land, they didn't ask for permission, they were asked to leave, they didn't go, there weren't High Courts, and what do you do when somebody is going to come take your house?  You chase them away, you know?  I can write this, the barbarous natives or the Zulus have a penchant for blood-thirstiness and being killers, came up the hill and killed these poor believers of the Bible, you know?  So we should have those kinds of classes.  You're right, it was a beautiful time, students would write different interpretations and things and they'd understand.  In physiology they were still teaching people, you know, that a balanced breakfast is orange juice and rice crispies.  But people coming from, you know, places where people have no food, and I was just wondering whether the braves of Shaka who killed the British, and whether even the British were eating oranges and rice crispies, they were living off the land, you know?  So there wasn't an attempt, they were just taking text books that were American and teaching people, and it still happens.  The Optometry department spends more time telling people how you can have coloured contact lenses, when most of our fucking people can't even get a pair of specs. You know, the orientation of the education.  So that's what we're dealing with because we had a belief that the ANC came into power for all our critics, that this would be the orientation, that the orientation would be we'd get an education of real sorts, that would be critical, you know, and so on.  So ya, so it was a time - it was time of great optimism, I presume, you know?  We do fun things like, you know, in social work we still teach, you know, population, and we're wanting to teach the students.  They would say the most over-populated places in the world are Kenya, Brazil, you know, and so on.  But that's lies, of course.  You know, the most overpopulated places in the world are actually England and Netherlands.  When you travel from Durban to Transkei, what do you see?  You know, you see land, isn't it? You travel from Birmingham to London and what will you see, you'll see a lot of people.  It's about resources, it's about power.  If you take 80% the people and put them on 13% of the land they'll live like sardines in Inanda, but the consequences of that kind of education, isn't it, is that people go out and say we'll institute policies because we have certificates.  So a social worker gets taught that South Africa is overpopulated therefore we must give the natives condoms because they fornicate too much.  So it becomes real, in its consequences, the things that you learn.  So ya, that's the kinds of things we were enjoying, rather than learning as an end product.  So finally even the head of department, by the time I was finishing there, I don't think I even taught for two years there.  They'd pay me, but I wasn't teaching because they didn't think that was knowledge.  I expect it's still a debate.


MC:	And, in fact, one of the students that I also asked about you said that you used to be involved in, when maybe these students have a problem or something, and if there's a match, you used to participate in those matches, you were not trying to be only an academic, you used to be in those - can you tell us about that?


AD:	Ya, look I mean these are big questions I expect at one level, you know, that I think the challenge is, is to participate and support student struggles, but not to dominate or dictate those struggles, and that's how I defend myself. You know, we always see the management and so on and other lecturers who were against that but I feel if the students are marching because a student got excluded because they couldn't pay fees, and you know, that student couldn't pay the fees or the parents couldn't pay it, how can we lecture, not participate and support that?  So - and it was beautiful that the students allowed us to participate, you know, and ya, so many, many of them.  Many of the lecturers participated because they understood that at UDW, you couldn't just be a lecturer, you had to be an ambulance driver, social worker, understanding of people's problems and the diversity.  We wanted the poorest of the poor to come to university, but we didn't want to then take on board the fact that they also come with baggage of poverty so it was a very - UDW nearly, nearly overcame the yoke of its past, I think.  But I think what happened was, the rector started a good trend, this Prof. Reddy guy, but then he became beholden to favourites and power wielding and all this crap that goes with power happened, you know?  And so the dream was starting to kind of fray at the edges, as it were.


MC:	And why were you sort of suspended from UDW?


AD:	Ya, the university finally - there was a lot of trouble around admissions, student mobilisation, staff mobilisations around retrenched because there was privatisation of services.  But things reached a head when Prof. Reddy left, and they advertised the post.  It was very interesting.  They advertised the post for rector.  There were a few candidates and finally the selection committee - I think there were fifteen people on the selection committee.  This council set up a selection committee consisting of diverse constituencies.  Out of the fifteen people, fourteen voted for a guy called Prof. Ntumaleng Mosala.  I wasn't on the selection committee.  So SRC, SASCO, COMSA, Council, Senate and so on, and they voted.  However, immediately they voted for this guy to be the rector, who appeared to be the best candidate from the candidates there, at the time, when he won the vote, the council members approached the union informally to say we can't allow this guy to be the rector because he's not an ANC guy and even a guy called Tami Msileko who came down from the National Ministry, I think he was the Deputy Director General, came to a meeting with Praveen Gordhan and a few other people to convince us that we should change our vote. We weren't on the selection, but they wanted to convince the whole - it was openly held with us and we said that the two reps, who were two very senior academics who represented the union.  They have told us that they may a by far from being radical but that this guy was the best candidate, and so basically we told them to fuck off, we're not prepared to be - this is undemocratic. When it went to the council the council rejected the candidacy of Ntumaleng Mosala, and we went off our heads and we protested, we marched and then finally a commission of enquiry was held.  By this time we had alienated all the ANC guys, these luminaries, Kovin Naidoo and all these characters who are like - they're snivellers, you know, they're in awe of power, they’re not principled.  There's something about going through an education at UDW, being in the NIC, or something that really creates a sickness around individuals.  I don't know, but anyway they hated us, the ANC guys by now, because we were supporting a BC guy.  We want Black Consciousness guys, we didn't even know this guy was a Black Consciousness guy.  We were supporting the principle of the fact that if somebody comes to a selection committee, they get the vote, then they must become rector and the council can't dictate in an undemocratic way,  because that was a council sub-committee that voted. So a commission of enquiry was set up which consisted of Linda Zama, some white guy from Jo'burg, I forget what his name is and Jerry Coovadia.  We misread the situation completely, we refused to participate in the commission and commissions don't consist of cross-examinations, you can go and say anything there.  The long and the short of it was that, they found literally one person [responsible].  They suspended a few others, but they literally found one person, that's me, responsible for all the mayhem, and all the shit, and all the trouble that took place, and we stood our ground, and said we still stand by the principle of transparency and openness and democracy.  Subsequently, it turns out that by now the Kovin Naidoos and Anil Bhagwanjees and so on, had already made common cause with the ANC in going to get this Prof. Ramashala to come in, you know, via Thabo Mbeki - I don't know how all this politics plays itself out, but I'm so glad for a while she turned on him, you know, because that's not a university any more.  It's crap.  It's not a university. Even during the worst days of apartheid a student wasn't murdered there.  I mean it's worse than animal farm. You know, they killed a student, then they go and lay a plaque to commemorate that student. Who called the police onto that campus?  Why did Mako Bakobani die, and so on.  There's no debate. It's an erosion of academic freedom, and so on.  But - so that's how I got suspended.  The charges were incredible, I think I was in that case, forever.  I was nearly bankrupt and then the deal was made where I'd leave, you know, I'd leave, charges were dropped, and for me, it was part of history.  You fight your battles.  I think we were right about the way we fought and about democracy and freedom and the importance of the integrity of selection committees and how people are appointed and that we shouldn't have political appointments at universities.  But we lost, and when you lose, there are prices to be paid.


MC:	And how did you colleagues respond to your suspension?


AD:	Many - the workers, the workers in their hundreds, were incredibly supportive. They supported me financially, my case, I still have a beautiful, wonderful relationship with them. Many of the academics also supported me and many didn't.  Many came to my case and gave evidence against me, when many came to the commission.  They felt that the behaviour of a Doctor of Sociology was not collegiate. In fact they asked a haunting question of  Dr. Angena Parekh, whom I never saw in all these struggles that we participated in.  "What do you think if they asked Dr Desai to come back to the campus?"  She said, "under no circumstances must he be allowed to come back to the campus."  This is the nature of academic freedom. What is interesting about the case is that the commission via the case was forced to reveal the work they had done and there was one - they had, I think, forty volumes of evidence, but there was one volume that [they] won't reveal for security reasons, and in that volume, that we finally forced them to give us, they were tailing me 24 hours a day, they were tapping my phone, they were using all the measures the boere had used in order to try and find something which they didn't find about whatever we were supposed to be involved in.  One person, the only person that came out with some integrity, ironically, out of all that, was somebody who was in there in NIA, National Intelligence Agency, Moe Sheik who in that thing, in the –  he and I  never got on politically, as one could imagine, but in the evidence, it came out that when he was asked to come and give evidence against me at the commission he declined on the basis that we might not be friends but he respects my own integrity and so on.  So one mustn't paint everybody with the same brush.  Others, just by being quiet and not protesting my suspension, I expect were happy to see me go because it was uncomfortable, you know to have to deal a recalcitrant individual who was challenging you about your own duplicity, in the way you conduct yourself.


MC:	And when did you start writing articles, newspaper articles?


AD:	Soon after that, I mean after I left, I had no job and I had a lot to say, and in a way it was fortuous because in the university you fight stupid psycho-dramas, you know, about stupid battles down corridors, you know, over meaningless things about who parked in whose place and whose cup was used and you know, wonderful things like that, and you become a big person in a small environment, and so being thrown out, I grew more politically in the last three or four years than I had in the whole twenty years prior to that because I was out there, started writing, and I was going to communities whom I'd written about.  Now I was there, I was listening to people and I was learning, I was learning.  People were teaching me things and like, since this topic is about Indian South Africans, I went to Chatsworth thinking these must be a bunch of racists, they either don't vote or they vote for the D.A. or the Minority Front, or what's wrong with these people?  I'll teach them a lesson. I know better.  And then I went there, I saw poor people, single women who were 52 but they looked 70, who had worked in clothing and textile factories all their lives and now they had no jobs because the tariff barriers of this government - the government had brought on tariff barriers, 30,000 jobs were lost since 1994, in this town, where many women found jobs.  They couldn't work, they were too old to get work anywhere else, they had two or three children.  During the time when they had jobs they had the guts to kick their husbands out, they weren't getting any maintenance, and now they were being evicted from their houses and their water and lights had been cut.  How did they view this?  Was this new?  Was this great for them in South Africa?  There was nothing new for them, it was hardship and they were responding - as one lady told me and I wrote in my book, she said "I am 53, I have sewed over 9,000 tee-shirts with my hands, but I don't have a tee-shirt for my child".  And that made me think that they were responding to their marginalisation.  Where were the ANC cadres from the ANC branch in Chatsworth? They never even visited that area, and in fact what has happened in the new South Africa, the tragedy is that in some places of Chatsworth which are non-racial, thirty percent of people happen to be African, the ANC doesn't run candidates for local government elections.  If you want to vote you must vote for the Minority Front.  What happens to the Africans?  What happens to people living close by, where do they vote, and then people say, ‘oh, people aren't voting for the ANC, they must all be  reactionaries.’  So I started to learn from the inside out about why that auntie can never be a racist because she had no power, but she had a racial consciousness that life wasn't good for her, and I learnt about the distance between these guys who had their C.V.s of struggle.  In fact many of the guys who were telling people to boycott rent, this is a very important point.  Many of the people from the Durban Housing Action Committee (DHAC) who asked people from those areas to boycott rent and these people had accumulated arrears were now sitting in the City Council and evicting people because they had rental arrears.  Vidhu Vedalanka, for example, she was one of the high-ranking members of the Durban Housing Action Committee, was part of the bureaucracy in the City Council, who was evicting those very poor people that they had put out pamphlets saying boycott because these are apartheid rents, the rents are too high in Chatsworth, the apartheid government must put you there.  What was the logic of that?  When apartheid was over the rents would come down but lo and behold, the rents increased by 23 percent.  This is the truth of the new South Africa and so those people, they had an ambivalence, they had an alienation from politicians. They thought politicians were liars and who are we to discount that? The very people who they identified as heroes were part of policies that were hurting them.


MC:	If I may interrupt you?  What did you think of the RDP?


AD:	The RDP had, in essence, a good philosophy that people would get involved in developing ideas and demands and programmes. That was the powerful nature, you know?  And I think many people from the university, like yourself, won't know these things, that for example, the semblance - the only semblance of when communities build houses, are ironically, when Jimmy Carter comes here.  That's - you know what happens now?  When they want to build a township?  They get a private contractor, right, who comes in a builds the houses.  They build the houses in a most decrepit way because they want the money. They get their money. People have moved in, they take a mortgage from a bank.  They move in.  They pay sometimes up to R600 for the mortgage, but your pension is R540 a month, so you can't meet the mortgage.  Do you know what the bank does?  The bank takes your house away.  You know, so it's a poison chalice. It's not about communities, building the houses themselves, getting the materials and building their houses and that kind of thing. No, it's a top down approach from private accumulation of a few people, you know?  So the RDP, ya.  You know, one day somebody asked Gandhi what does he think about Western civilisation and he said, ‘it's a good idea,’ meaning that it's a good idea because it's never been a reality. Although RDP is a fucking good idea, it's never met reality. You know the RDP office has been closed down, I don't know why people even raise it, you know, it's things like - I still go to rallies and the ANC talk about the Freedom Charter.  I mean really, you know?  I mean where does it exist, I mean it's gone, it's over and so my feeling about what is going on in South Africa, this is the danger, at one level.  The danger that we face in the next few years and it's going to happen, and the midwives of this are many of the people that you probably interviewed, ironically, because they keep quiet or they go along. There are two strands of politics in South Africa.  The apartheid kind of strand that was built on people following orders.  White people, following orders.  They had bosses and the people went to the army and there was a lot of that kind of thing.  Kragdadigheid also applied in the - people followed. Boere followed the orders, you know?  If you're a general, we follow the order, kind of thing.  So there was that kind of thing and then the exile mentalities are the same, people followed orders because - and if you questioned, you could be a State agent and you mustn't - it had some of its own logic.  So people were followers of orders also.  These two strands are united in the new South Africa, that's why the NP and the ANC and I mean it's not unusual, if you go to a demonstration like in Jo'burg where I was, the white Boere police and the white NIA are following the orders of black politicians to the hilt, and so the danger in our country is that true authoritarian strands have made common cause and are in power in South Africa and so the trajectory that could unfold in South Africa is increased authoritarianism and erosion of democracy, an idea of "we know best and we shall impose it from the top" and so that and secondly, clearly, we set ourselves a trajectory of economic policy that can't work.  It can't work simply because Argentina did it and Brazil did it, you know, this kind of new liberal outlook.


MC:	You mean the GEAR policy?


AD:	Ya, you know, it just can't - it can't work, it will never deliver.  It will deliver to the few but it just at the bottom, you know, forty percent of the poorer South Africans have got poorer still.  There is no welfare, the child maintenance grant has been cut in half.  We have in certain areas, they say unemployment is about 38% in the country.  So in certain Black areas the unemployment is over 70%  You know, so what's the use of having Spaza shops or informal development.  So we're in trouble.  We're in deep trouble, and that is why you're going to find that the way the South African government is going to respond to that trouble is to use force and repression, you know?  People keep saying why do we need the arms?  Which country are we going to fight?  Of course we need the fucking arms, because we're going to fight our own fucking people.  You know, there are two nations here, you've just got it wrong. He says there's two nations, Mbeki, one Black and one White.  There's two nations, one rich and one poor, and I wonder which side he stands on, you know?  I mean Jesus, he can't say one White and one - you know, one rich and one poor, because he represents, and the ANC represents that side which is rich and they're creating boundaries between the rich and the poor.


MC:	And what do you think of the NEPAD?


AD:	It's GEAR for Africa.  South Africa acts as some Imperialist power in Africa.  If you go anywhere in Africa, you'll see South African Breweries, Spoornet. We are buying up Africa, we are the conduit for imperial capital.  We're not liberators for Africa, we are regarded with derision and disrespect in Africa.  So NEPAD, what's good governance?  You know, what the fuck is good governance?  During the SAMWU strike, okay?  The workers were asking for a basic wage of R2,200, right?  What is the wage of the Municipal Manager in Durban, Dr Mike Sutcliffe, leading ANC member?  What's his wage?  What is his wage?  R800 000 plus a R500 000 bonus. That is R1.3 million, okay?  They say since 19 - from between 1996 and 1998, the life expectancy of South Africans has gone from 63 to 53.  Let's work out the arithmatic and look at today.  Say you start work at 18 years old.  Do you know that the ordinary worker, R2 000 a month, a SAMWU worker will never earn, in a lifetime, what Mike Sutcliffe earns in one year.  Never in a fucking lifetime, and he goes to the newspapers and talks about law and order?  That's he is going to institute law and order? So, you know, the idea that all levels in society, the schism between rich and poor is escalating all the time and the language that the new rulers have used is the language of apartheid, to justify their actions.


MC:	And what do you think about globalisation?


AD:	Globalisation in itself is not a bad thing, the idea that the world gets closer and understands each other, and there's beauty in that, there's a beauty in us not being distant from each other.  But of course, there's globalisation of capital.  Capital must go anywhere, it must move into your country and move out.  But people can't move anywhere, it's a particular form of globalisation that people are reacting, it's a mythology that people are against globalisation because we want to live in our little village.  Bullshit.  We're against a particular form and that's why a lot of most hilarious things that has taken place in South Africa, they had a commission into why the Rand fell.  I mean it's ridiculous.  We know that big capital puts their money in the country and Mandela gets gout and they take the money out. There's no substantial investment as a factory, you know, that you have to now - or you don't come into a country with big bags of money, you just press a button and you take your money out.  That's why the Rand falls but you know what the reason the Rand fell?  What the commission didn't come up with?  And you know what the commission cost?  13 million rand.  The commission cost R13 million.  When the big capital went, the South African Government said we need to drop the tariff barriers of finance because, you know, big capital can come into the country.  So they dropped the financial barriers. What happened?  The biggest South African companies did what?  They left and they relisted in the London and New York Stock Exchanges, South African Breweries, Billiten, and so on and so on.  But the clever part is that those people who are shareholders in that company get paid their dividends in pounds, in England.  So at a particular period in our country the Rand will always fall because money is flowing out of the country and everybody thought about that as a loophole and neither did the commission come up with that as an answer.  So, you know, Mbeki doesn't understand globalisation clearly, or it's serving his interests, class interests of building an elite in the country, because he can never deliver.  So it's never going to trickle down to the poorest of the poor.  So we face trouble and that's the sad thing.  We face disaster, not because we want to be pessimists, we face disaster if the ANC is still in power and as untrammeled power because there'll be more unemployment, more poverty and the form of the response to that poverty and so on might be more violence, more crime and therefore more prisons.  It won't be like that we need to deal with those things by greater and fundamental redistribution of the wealth, we're a rich country, but we're not doing redistribution, and therefore, it seems that the only jobs we are creating - when last did we open a manufacturing factory in this country that pays good wages?  The only thing we have comparative advantage is Kreepy Krawleys, not those things in parliament, but literally those things in swimming pools.  So that's the only thing we have comparative advantage in and so people - so the only places where there's manufacturing are those horrible factories in Newcastle where, you know, women get locked in, you know, for 24 hours, and so on and so at the level of job creation, we are falling and falling and falling.  So those are the dangers when we look down the line.


MC:	And when I was doing this research about you, something interesting happened. I was using the Google search engine, and when  I typed Ashwin Desai - Biography or Ashwin Desai - Books and then I got information.  I was getting information, I was printing information but then because I had some people, especially before the Sustainable Development Summit, I mean I've heard some people, when we were talking about, you know, powerful people, then mentioning that there's a possibility that you might be an anarchist.  So I type Ashwin Desai - Anarchist and then like a list of things came up.  So I want to know if people are calling you an anarchist, do you support that ideology, somehow?


AD:	Look, you know, these are but labels.  I don't know anything about anarchists, but I know about anarchy, and I know that the ANC is an anarchist movement.  If anarchist means anarchy it’s because they're creating mayhem in this country.  They are creating unemployment, they're not giving Aids drugs to people, they're cutting off people's water so they're creating cholera.  So there they're anarchists, we're the ones who want - we want people to have life, we want people to have beauty, we want people to - if that's anarchy then they can label people, you know, so this is the label that people throw at each other, you know?  I have no label, I'm not beholden to a particular and peculiar ideology, but am beholden to justice, fairness, equity. These are things that people knew in the '80s, they're not new things, and so ya, these are just labels, I mean they're just bullshit, they're just things we throw at each other because we don't want to debate with each other.


MC:	Okay, I read an article written by Prof. Pillay, political philosophy lecturer, the title of the article is "Raging against the Evil Empire”, and he mentioned your name amongst the people who marched against the pharmaceutical companies for Aids drugs in the year 2001.  Are you sort of also very involved in that?


AD:	I'm not very involved, but I think, what has happened to the present day activists was before you were like against racism, against apartheid government, I think people are much more humble, they get involved in diverse issues and so clearly, you know, the non-provision of Aids drugs is a vital and fundamental issue and you get involved in it.  You might be a leader and you might not understand the issues completely but you know it's an issue around human rights.  So ya, I'm not - it's not a major part of my activity, ya.


MC:	In what year did you publish your first book?


AD:	19 - I think '96.


MC:	'96?


AD:	Yes.


MC:	The one about Apartheid and the Indian from 1960 to 1995?


AD:	It was a critique of Mandela.


MC:	Okay.


AD:	Which was obviously too early in time, those people are laughing at me but I think now history reveals him as a man with clay feet.  Clearly, you know, he's a moral leader but he is clearly at the level of economic policy and political morality, wanting.  I mean the other day I saw him kissing Shimon Perez' cheeks.  I mean this man is a - Shimon Perez is the cheap lipstick on Arial Sharon's face.  He's a murderer, Arial Sharon.  Shimon Perez is a murderer.  I mean who - what kind of man, you know, Mandela gave the Award of Good Hope to Suharto, who was toppled and is now, you know, as a murderous, corrupt leader in Indonesia.  So I think ya, there are great things to Mandela but clearly his idea even about race relations, you know, when he put on the number 6 jersey during the Rugby World Cup and voila, we are one nation.  Do you know what I mean?  He had a very fuzzy attitude and approach to things which we are paying the price for.  You know, one of the interesting things and diabolical things Mandela said over the last couple of months, he said - you know this guy from the [Treatment Action Campaign] TAC, Zackie Achmat?  He said he's going to speak to Thabo Mbeki about Zackie Achmat, because Zackie Achmat is a loyal member of the ANC, and mustn't be allowed to die, or whatever and I was just thinking, saying if Zackie Achmat is a member of the PAC, it's okay for him to die.  You know, if Zackie Achmat is a member of the D.A. was it okay for him to die, you know?  And so deep in the '60s Nationalist leaders also he's a great kind of authoritarian streak, you know, which it's almost like Mbeki was able to pick up and run with, you know, and then that's the danger, you know, of the country, that Mandela did put in place some good things but he also put in place some policies that we're going to have to deal with and I suspect that history might just judge him very harshly.  But nobody liked the book, I mean nobody bought it or sold it.


MC:	In the first pages of your book, "Apartheid and the Indian, 1960 to 1995".  So, I want about to ask you about the first few pages.  You tell a story of a woman, I think, who was an indentured - one of the indentured labourers.  Her name is Rutania Mungi?


AD:	You know your research work!


MC:	So can you tell us something about your feeling about, you know, indentured labourers, and the history of indentured labourers and you know, what inspired you to write that book? Is there a comparison between now and then?


AD:	Well, one of the things when I was writing the book was that I realised that when the history of Indians is told here in South Africa, the irony of the history of the Indians is told, is that it is always told through the eyes of the privileged, even if they were radical. You know, in other words that in the 1946 passive resistance, out of the 1400 people who were arrested about 1370 were workers or unemployed and about 400 and some odd were women, right?  Do you know that people can only name three or four people that passive resisters, all happened to be medical doctors?  They can't actually name other people, so it was Dr. Monty Naicker, Dr. Dadoo and Dr. Goonam, you know, and so it's a story that is told through our history, so a part of the project that I didn't complete was to recover the voice of the poorest people, always told through Gandhi who after all when he was thrown off the train, was travelling first class, you know, which says something about his own class position,  at the time. So I want to recover the voice of ordinary people, and so I wanted to tell it through a fictional person, but whose story can be told through experiences, you know, that I read about, like Sonja Moji, about the trip.  Nobody has actually told the story about the trip over, and the story that I told anecdotally is the abuse that women suffered - rape by British soldiers, by other indentured labourers.  Who has told these stories?  I don't know much, I'm not an historian, but why were we told this story, why hasn't the story of indentured labour been told?  It's as if history of Indians in South Africa starts in 1893, when Gandhi arrived, you know. It's like the ANC likes to tell history of South Africa in 1913 when they were formed, 1912 when the ANC was formed, because 1906 was the Bambata Rebellion, that you know, people say that from 1930s when history stopped.  So similarly, I also want to recover history and maybe create an inspiration, enthusiasm for other research to come afterwards, to start to tell the story of indentured labour, because if we told the story of indentured labour, we start to tell the story of settlement of Indians in a very different way, because then it forces you to come to '46 and say who really marched there.  Who really marched in the 1913s, Gandhi's - so-called Gandhi's rebellion?  Coal miners in Newcastle, women on the sugar cane fields, waiters.  Does anybody know that?  No, they know Gandhi, they know a few other people who were around then.  So I was trying to say that we need to rewrite the history, we need to write it with a more circumspection, with more feeling for what is called the subaltern term, who really confronted the oppression and injustices.


MC:	What do you think of political activists there like Nowam Klein, Arundathi Roy and people like Dr Vandana Shiva?


AD:	I think they point - firstly, their activities embarrass South African academics.  There are very few South African academics who are prepared to make, take the political positions that they take, and I think very few we can count, either because they're cowards, they're too worried about their little promotions to professor and accumulating their publications that nobody reads in those obscure journals, which should be banned, because they're published, they shouldn't get promotion because ordinary people don't read them and it's ordinary taxpayers money that pays their salaries.  So they're an inspiration because they are using their intellectual clout to work with ordinary people and to talk with ordinary people, to live with ordinary people and I think if nothing else, WSSD has evoked a framework which intellectuals can aspire to, and what I’m saying, not to be an intellectual, but what kind of intellectual you're going to be and so Vandana Shiva and Naomi Klein, Arundathi Roy are inspirations in a time of increasing pessimism.  For what, how you can use knowledge and what you can do with knowledge.  


MC:	And can you tell us about your second book?


AD:	Okay, the second book was just a collection on articles from the newspaper called "South Africa is still Revolting".  The few won't appear but it was so said "South Africa is still Revolting", there was a play on the words and that's what the book is about, it's saying it's still a fucking shit country to live in, but people are still revolting, that this is not the end of history and the end of the struggle, that people are still yearning and marching and organising for a better South Africa.  So it's also funny, look, because we don't laugh enough and we don't enjoy enough and it's parody of the ruling class and so, it's enjoyable and I got, you know, a lot of joy out of writing it.


MC:	And why did you name your column in the Saturday Independent Agent Provocateur? 


AD:	It was a play because the ANC, a lot of ANC people are starting to call me agent provocateur.  So I decided if somebody calls you a moffie, you say I'm a fucking moffie, which means that then what do people say, because then it also hurts, them because now what they're thinking in their head about you, you told them.  So I decided that since they told me that I'll take it on as a label of virtue.  So I'm agent provocateur, you know?  So Dumisani Makaya must, you know, kind of crawl under the bed because he can't call me agent provocateur because I'm calling it myself.  So it was directed in that way, and ja.


MC:	You also did some work with Prof. Fatima Meer?


AD:	Ja.


MC:	Can you tell us about your work with Prof. Meer?


AD:	Prof. Fatima Meer is - she's a wonderful human being.  I think she's taken a stand in the last few years.  But like other people have come out of the ANC and - she has her limitations because she still feels she can phone Mandela and convince him that cutting people's water is wrong.  You know, he's long gone beyond that, that's ANC policy, you know, to cut people's water.  So she'll always have her limitations, and she's not the most democratic person to work with. I think she finds it difficult because a lot of these people come with very authoritarian attitudes towards struggle.  But that doesn't negate the fact that she did take her stand in Chatsworth and other places, and paid a price for it, you know, she was marginalised for it.  So it's never too late to fall off your horse on the road to Damascus.


MC:	And can you tell us about your, this book called the “We are the Poors”?


AD:	"We are the Poors".


MC:	"We are the Poors"  


AD:	Ja, it's a look at the community movements in South Africa, the Soweto Electricity Crisis Community, the Concerned Citizens Forum in Durban, the Anti-Privatisation Forum in Jo'burg, the Tafelsig Anti-Eviction Committee in Cape Town.  It's trying to say that our people - people aren't taking this new South Africa lying down, people are actually fighting and mobilising and struggling, and I tried to tell the story about those movements, the lives of those people, why they're struggling and why they're taking that orientation.  But let's talk a bit about my last book because it's about - it's co-authored because, it's the book that gave me the greatest pleasure.  It's called  "Blacks in Whites - A Century of Cricket in Kwa-Zulu Natal".  It's a 120 year history of Black cricket in Kwa-Zulu Natal and it will come out at the end of November but it's a real story of something beautiful, about how people play cricket and connect it with each other and built a sense of community out of each other and desired non-racialism of some kind and the sacrifices they made.


MC:	Does it also deal with the - I mean the '80s before we were sort of ...


AD:	Ja, it starts in 1888 and it finishes in 2003.


MC:	Okay, so it's also dealing with us being like during years of apartheid when South Africa couldn't participate in ...?


AD:	Absolutely, it goes through all that, so it's a book that gave me the greatest pleasure.


MC:	Does it say anything about people like - I mean about scandals like the one that we experienced a few years ago about Hansie Cronje?


AD:	Ja, it does talk about that, it talks about the scandal, it talks about the beauty of cricketers who went overseas and made good.  It talks about the divisions within Black cricket itself, that there were divisions amongst religious groups, amongst Indians, that amongst Coloureds, people saying that some teams - only if you had straight hair, very fair you were allowed in those teams.  How African people played cricket say between 1927 till about 1946 at Adams College in Umhlanga and they were called mamma's boys, you know, because people felt this was a game that wasn't masculine.  So it tells all those anecdotal stories about - I mean it covered that history.


MC:	So in this book you are trying to tell us, I mean using sports about ...?


AD:	About South Africa, ja.


MC:	Okay, but amongst all your books, whenever I mean I mention your name the book that people always remember is the "Poors of Chatsworth".  Can you sort of ...?


AD:	I also enjoyed writing it, it's got no theory, it's got no footnotes, it's just a story of people arriving there in 63, 64, 1965.  The hopes and dreams they had, where they came from, how they were uprooted, and I followed the story of Mrs Anamuthu, who arrived in the early '60s, she's still alive, she's in her 80's.  What happened to her, how they struggled, what happened during apartheid, the hopes she had for her children.  She worked in the factory, how that was a form of oppression and a form of liberation and as an Indian women leaving the house, but how does a form of oppression, the kind of things they laboured under, and what does she feel now, in the new South Africa, how does she relate the changing circumstances.  I tried to tell it as the Poors of Chatsworth, it's only certain areas of Chatsworth.  So it's a story trying to give voice to people who don't normally have a voice and I tell a story of Shoba, who was married at the age of 13, 14, beaten by her husband, tried to separate, goes to the court for interdicts, get the interdicts, by the time the cops arrive the ex-husband always arrives from time to time, and beats her up, tries to stab her but stabs her friend by mistake.  He's still around the area and she lives under those conditions, working in a sweat shop in Chatsworth for seven days of the week earning R80 a week.  So I try to tell those stories that this is happening, this South Africa, this is the real lives, never mind there's a constitution gender commission and so on, these are real lives.  So ja, you know, I'm trying to tell those stories and maybe people liked it because it was written in that fashion, I was living it, I was working in Chatsworth as a community worker and so that's the difference, I must say, between what I've learned as politics.  Forget political parties, the ballot box, you know, all this kind of thing that even movements to the left get involved in.  You know, is GEAR really good or bad and you know, all that kind of stuff, or what Thabo is doing next and who he's sleeping with next and you know, whether Peter Mokabo died of Aids and I'm not interested in that.  I'm interested in being part of community organisations that build and defend people's interests in the immediate - those community organisations will rise up as a challenge to the South African government, at some stage.  That's another story people must get involved in those big things, you know, the big bang theory of evolution. What I'm interested in is integrating myself in communities and learning and be part of those movements, that people are very embracing and they're very hospitable, and they dictate the agendas of many things but I think people are organising in this new South Africa.  So I pour scorn and heap abuse on those who are still members of political parties and carry their little membership cards and say the ANC said this and the PAC said that, I'm fuck all interested in that crap of hierarchies and obsession of the ballot box and so on.  I'm really interested in how people are receiving GEAR neo-liberalism, like on a woman who has the child maintenance grant cut or she only gets a maintenance grant for a child up to the age of seven but you actually need the maintenance grant when the child is after seven so they can go to school.  How does that woman plan her life, because then she can't work?  What does she do, and then try and give that voice and those contradictions, life. Instead of saying, like in Chatsworth at the moment, they're saying the new Community-Policing Form, we're going to get rid of all prostitutes.  Zero tolerance of prostitutes.  But that lady, when she stops being a prostitute, and she gets evicted from her house, people say, why isn't she paying rent?  You know that, how do we follow the lives of those people through?  We can make moral judgments, but we don't like to follow the consequences of our moral judgments around people and so on.  So I'm learning all that anew, I didn't know that.  I didn't know how people end up.  Why thirteen year olds, when I was working around in Unit 13, I see very young girls carrying babies.  I started to wonder about this, thinking it was somebody else's babies.  Of course, the prostitutes are getting younger and younger and the men from Chatsworth, middle class, they come and pick them up and they want younger and younger women, and that's the only commodity that these people have in their lives, that they can give, so that they can pay for water, lights and electricity and so on.  So I'm learning my politics from that way, I can't learn it any other way.


MC:	And do you have a certain religion that you sort of follow?


AD:	No, no, no, I tried to learn lessons from religion and I must share this with you so it's probably a - you know, it's - I was reading Mahabaratha, which is a Hindu book and it says that - and that's why I’d  like this interview to air it, because maybe the other people you interview can listen to this.  It says that you're living through a time of "kaliyuga", it's a time of crises.  Families fight, there's violence, there's corruption, it's a time of crisis.  It's a book written thousands of years ago and it's the time of Shiva.  Shiva’s in power, shit's happening everywhere, and what does the good God Vishnu do?  What does he do through all this?  And the book says he sleeps, he spends a lot of time sleeping, this guy and says that the lesson is that in order for - what do we do then because the usual talk is everybody is stealing, let's steal.  You know, everybody is on the gravy train, let's get on the gravy train.  It says in the Mahabaratha you must keep your dharma, you must keep your integrity and your morality, because Hindus believe that time is like a circle, it's a cycle, it's not a start point, end point, that when Vishnu sleeps he needs to dream beautiful things so that when he awakes he can recreate the world beautifully and that nobody keeps their dharma, their morality and integrity, then he has nothing good to dream about, and therefore can't recreate the world beautifully, and that is an injunction that even if everybody is doing the shit, because it's actually middle class people, we can accumulate capital in the new South Africa, we can "sell out".  We need to keep our dharma, simply because out of this crisis that we're living through, we don't have morality and integrity.  If there's a model of that how will we build a new South Africa?  So I take those lessons, just like I like the idea of people changing, that's what the Bible is saying, that it's saying that Saul became Paul, it's saying that in one life you can change.  Unfortunately, in South Africa people are changing from Paul to Saul.  So they were liberators in the '80s.  Paul, good people, they've now become the devil incarnates as Saul, they're turning even the Bible on it's head.


MC:	And before we end can you tell me what do you think of certain writers who have been classified as controversial writers, people like Ngungu Wa Thiong’o, Salman Rashdie, Noam Chomsky and Wole Soyinka, all those writers?


AD:	You know, this is the strange thing about, you know, being controversial.  You know, those who turn a blind eye to detention without trial, to the new forms of global imperialism, to the bombing of ordinary people in Palestine, are not regarded as controversial.  Those who speak to issues of human rights, are regarded as controversial.  I don't know who defines that, you know?  For me those who don't talk against the non-provision of HIV drugs, who don't talk about this common cause of the IMF and World Bank, who don't talk about the fact that there should be free education in South Africa, and so on.  Those are the controversial people, you know, but they are regarded as somehow not controversial, so I mean those labels are ridiculous, these are, you know, the - ja, the mainstream people are the controversial ones.


MC:	What do you think about socialism and capitalism.


AD:	I care a fuck for those labels, I don't like them both.  I think they both have - they've been so bastardised and so imbricated with authoritarism and centralism.  So capitalism, I mean, the critique of that is easy and sinful and the form it's taken in South Africa it's easy to see why.  But certainly, socialism has all these five year plans and big men, you know, like Stalin or something implementing it and they are the repository of all knowledge and truth and some are like Jehovah's Witnesses, which people scorn.  Every time they grab a problem they have a look at what Marx really said, you know, but I'm more beholden to the creativity of those people who really suffer, and they are creative.  You know, I'll give you the Chatsworth example, people were evicted, water was being cut off and so on, and then we were fighting, and people said we want to have Divali.  So I thought what the fuck do people want Divali for. I mean, they want to eat and make merry, you know, during a time of crisis and then they had Divali in Unit 3, and there was a big ban outside, they called it the Festival of No Lights, which, because the City Council was cutting the lights, and the guy’s now asking the lady, Orlene Naidoo.  She says then who is Ravana, the bad guy?  And they said Vidhu Vedalanka, because she's cutting our lights and so they reinterpreted Divali in Africa, where it became the Festival of No Lights, where all people, you didn't have to be Hindu to participate in it.  So people are beholden, not completely, there is collaboration, but I don't like these isms from the top, I like the idea of creativity from the bottom and people really know, they know what they desire and they have a lot of knowledge that they can contribute so I'm against centralism.


MC:	Do you have poem that you like, and can you recite it for us or one ...?


AD:	I know nothing about poetry.


MC:	Okay.


AD:	Unfortunately, I'm just in the horrible part of life.


MC:	Okay, no problem.  Do you have a motto?  What's your motto in life?


AD:	I don't know, I make up one every morning when I get up because every morning, you know, there's a saying that -you know they used to say, that there was like a Hindu saying that you never enter the same river twice, meaning that the river flows and changes, and there's a Buddhist saying that went along like the same person never enters the river, meaning that we all change, you know, so it's not about the river but it's about us changing.  So I'm beholden to the capacity of people to grow and change and I'm beholden to the idea that we should challenge each other the level of ideas and I think that we mustn't put labels on people which I tend to do too, that we can convince people about the immorality of their axe, especially when they're in power.  So I'm for the free flow of absolute debate, so even something like - I won't say I priori incest is bad, because I really think for example that after the age of consent, whatever that might be and I don't think it should be eighteen, I think it’s much too old for that, that people should love even as freely and openly, if they consent with each other.  I don't like the State legislation, legislating about people's, you know, kind of carnal activities, and so on.


MC:	In your book, this may be my last question, in your book the fourth book "We are the Poors" and in the first pages you talk about unemployed single mother, community defender, neighbour, factory worker, popular criminal, rap artist and good human being.  I mean in your struggle, I mean are you trying to struggle on behalf of all these people?


AD:	I'm trying to show that that's why when you said  socialism I wanted to laugh, because socialism always talk about the working class, shall arise, comrade, and build socialism?  I'm saying that the identity that exists in communities are diverse but they all will build a new society, the rap artist, the unemployed, the single mother who might not have seen the inside of the factory, and so on.  These are the real people in communities, and they all desire a new life.  So ja, I'm talking about, not the working class marching in formation, you know, I'm talking about the diversities that are part of the lowest stratum of society, economically.  Ya, being part of community struggles.


MC:	You also talk about the Robben Islanders, the exile, the ethnic entrepreneurs?


AD:	Ja, well I'm trying to, you know, say that often the dangers in the communities are these guys who are from Robben Island, meaning it as a euphemism.  "We who have a long history of struggle, we spent eleven years in jail" - I'm always wary of those people, because they think they can impose.  I always wonder why they got caught then, if they were so clever.  You know, they can impose their methods of struggle and their way of seeing the world simply by their series of struggle in the past and I think one of the mottos I have is "what are you doing in the present, comrade?" is important.  I don't care what the fuck you did in the past because it doesn't matter, it doesn't matter that you were the head of the ANC's gender commission, if you are fucking, you know, raping somebody in the community. "Let me rape this woman, ek sê, because I spent eleven years in the - it doesn't fucking matter, you know, that if you are evicting somebody now who happens to be poor you must be judged by that act and that act alone and that's why you are an enemy of the people and that is why Mbeki or City Councillors here, in the ANC or Ramashala, who excludes people and stuff, and enemies of the people no matter what they did, that doesn't matter.  That doesn't give you the right to now press young people, for example and destroy other people's lives and take it away because you want to get a bit of Telkom that is privatizing, so people will never be able to have access to a telephone or you're getting a chunk of the new water board so people's water gets cut off and they die.  So if there is a motto, I want to know what you're doing in the present, what you are doing now?  How all those lessons you have learnt from the past impose themselves on you now.


MC:	And ethnic entrepreneurs?


AD:	Well those are the people, who and we all know this, in a country that is so divided racially, that people for example, the Indian Community feel so threatened, feel so marginalised that it's easy to sell ethnicity. We can all make wonderful speeches.  I know I can go to a community and say we, the Indian people, we've been here for 142 years, we have spilled our blood, we have dug these fields, we have built those buildings and now they threaten us, we must join together, vote for me and I will save you because these Blacks and Whites have always oppressed us.  Remember Idi Amin and then people vote for me and therefore I then become a big guy and the ANC wants to be in alliance with me.  But, I mean, I instilled an ethnic consciousness and narrow racial way of understanding events for the votes a la Rajbansi, for example, we think it's legitimated by the ANC.  It's harder to go to areas and say I am for non-racialism, I am for us building an alliance and relationship with people in Umlazi. It's hard because people then, they shout and they scream because they don't like that.  I understand that, but we have to.  It's not a popular way, you never win in a ballot box that way but you will win.  How else will you build a new South Africa, you know?  So these are the challenges that we face and that's one against ethnic entrepreneurs because it's so fucking easy and the tragedy of South Africa is that the ANC is legitimated this by going into an alliance with this guy, Rajbansi.  Thirty percent of the people living in unit two and unit three happen to be African.  How must they feel that the ANC has got into alliance with this guy?  How do people feel if - I don't mind if people, if you're party is open and mainly Indian supportive.  We can't do anything about that, for mainly Zulu people, but how would we like it if somebody came and said we've got a Chinese only party, or we've got a Zulu only party?  Do you know what I mean?  People will be up in arms.  Why do we - we can have his party but why do we legitimate it?  You know and then the ANC says it's building non-racialism, it's a fucking strange way of building non-racialism.


MC:	And what do you think of people like Mbongeni Ngema?


AD:	I think that - yes, he's another, he's just a cultural entrepreneur, a businessman and I think he's a scar on the map of South Africa in the sense that he homogenises people.  All I know unintentially, he has given, you know, Rajbansi another 50 000 votes because it has that affect on the Indian community, which lives in fear but their fear has translated into a siege mentality. The siege mentality will translate either into fleeing, an apathy or vote for Rajbansi, that's what it would mean and that makes it difficult for us.  When we want him to work in a way that starts to go very hard because of course there are prejudices, of courses there's exploitation, of course there's been ethnic chauvinism, of course there's been pain and hurt, you know, but how do we stitch things together?  It's not our fault that the TRC we always said was a narrowly based thing that looked at certain kinds of collective things, we should have opened this thing up, the racism in South Africa, about domestic workers and so on.  The government went for a quick fix.  So when Mbongeni raises it in that fashion, anything that starts to happen which would be in a normal order of things, gets translated and labelled as African and Indian thing, like three guys dying in Chatsworth, immediately get labelled in a particular way as a racial attack and so on.  So I think that - I don't think he deliberately set out to do that but I think unconsciously he has lent himself, rather than of a reproachment, he has lent itself to an exacerbation, deepening of division. More importantly, I think, the cowardly response of many of the politicians to that, for me has been very sobering and very scary.  But I think if we continue with this kind of economic policy of GEAR, of NEPAD, we're going to find increasingly racial tension, because people explain, they worsen economic circumstance, not by NEPAD or GEAR, they'll explain by relative deprivation by looking at a racial group next to them and explaining their degeneration, through that and so I think we have to guard against and work very hard to kind of stitch things together.  We don't have race education at universities, at schools, at churches, nowhere.  It's almost like we have an amnesia, after 300 years we're going to have amnesia and think that as I said earlier about Mandela putting on Francois Pienaar's number six jersey, all will be well.  It's a mythology and that's what I try to paint in ‘Arise’, that the rainbow nation is a source before the division because it entrenches racial blocks rather than wanting to build a nation.  That's one of Mandela's ways, you know, he sees the world in racial groups, essentialised, racial groups. That's the kind of sixties mentality he comes out of and he set in trend, something that is now difficult to break down.


MC:	And among all, I mean amongst all your articles that were written for different newspapers, which one do you think is the best or is like giving us a clear message?  I mean which one do you like, do sometimes find yourself reading again, you know?


AD:	Well I - look, the political things are there. I think there are two, three articles - the one I wrote after a long and beautiful relationship ended, and it's a story about love and I expect saying that you can only have love and understand that if there's tragedy, that goes through it, and that's a long story, I won't bore you with that, and the other I wrote about my mother and then my father because I think my mother was a housewife, she hardly went to school, my father dominated the house, not in a bad way, but he dominated the house, he paid the accounts, she never knew what banking accounts.  Suddenly my father got ill, very ill and my mother went to the banks, wrote letters, emerged as human being.  It's very sad that my father's illness allowed my mother to have a life, but ironically, in a world where men still dominate, she wouldn't have had that and so I wrote that about - you have to struggle, look at your own mind and see backwards through the things, the sacrifices, the pain and the joy of the stories.  Everybody says oh, you took over your father, my father was a teacher but I think my mother was - my father ‘didn't care’ - I'm sure he cared but he had no time, he had his career but she taught us the value of words and beauty and reading and so on, my sister and I, and so that article gave me a lot of joy.  It was painful, and I wrote an article, you know, about my father on father's day recently, which was an appreciation of a man who wanted to live within the rules of the system because he felt that's how he provided for his family.  The Afrikaaner told him to put on a jacket, he put on a jacket but who never, ever, ever said a word to chastise me for my own political activities that hurt him often, in his quest for promotion and building his career and so - I think sometimes, when we're on the left, we're good at communities and we're good at macro critiques, but we're horrible at our own lives, of families, our relationships, and we make excuses for it.  I think the new left is saying that to be a revolutionary you've got to be a whole person.  If you don't have beauty in your own life, if you don't have quality relationships with people, you don't have warmth, then how can you want to take that somewhere else and build a new society? I know we have contradictions and we have fights and we have duplicity, we have anger and so on.  Of course, these are part of one's relationships, but overall you can't create a warmth there.  So I'm starting to understand that, and so that's why those articles are important because to write critiques it's so easy, it's anger, it's like fucking, you know, giving a good shit after having Patel's vegetarian bunny, you know, it's kind of a shit, you know?  It's like cathartic in a way, but I think when you have to confront your own person, who you are, what you believe, what you think, inside you, how do you relate to your parents, who might think differently, then you have to really write and it drains you, and so that's why those are the three kind of articles about my personal love and the tragedy of that, and a bond with my parents that has developed in the last few years, I'd never understood them.  My mother, especially, she always worried and she would tell stories to people which was embarrassing to me sometimes.  I like her, she went to standard three or four or whatever and I can bring somebody home from - PhD from Cambridge and she doesn't care, she argues then because she knows, and I like that, that taking on and the way she still treats me as a child which I like, I must say.


MC:	Will you say a pen is your sword?


AD:	Ja, I think a pen is a good thing, hey?  A pen is a beautiful thing but, I'm sober of the fact that you can have a pen but you know, if the ANC government is coming after me and I had a choice, Essop Pahad is running down the road and I had a choice between a pen and a sword, I'll fucking take the sword, that's for sure.  I've a great respect also with the fact that if you don't have power in it's form you get run over.  You know, so I think there's a place for the sword too, I think the pen is more beautiful, the blood that flows, that you can extract from the prick of a pen is more beautiful, really.  I've seen them really, you know, blood flow from people of power because they like this idea of having a public image, really and it's nice to prick and to prod and to expose and to leave naked those who have power because we have so many clothes.  I'll be dead otherwise.


MC:	Okay. Can you just - do you have a message that you would like me to tell people who see this interview, I mean future generations of South Africa and of the world?  A message, I mean a message that goes with your favourite quotation?


AD:	Okay. One of my favourite quotations is "all biography is lies", that we tell our stories and we hear stories on these tapes that are dressed up as romantic versions of what happened in the '80s and '90s and what is happening now, because we all like to excise the bad parts of our stories, our shortcomings, our betrayals, our fears, the times when we hid away from things that we should we confronted and that is why biography is lies and that one of the things that ruling classes like to do all over the world is control history and tell history in a way that reinforces their image and that's why in South Africa, for a long time, the history from '48 was the history of the National Party, and from 1994 the way the ANC is trying to tell the history as if it's the history of the ANC, and a few people in the ANC.  I hope that when people study the history of this country they know that it was a history of many people and that maybe in 1994 the people of South Africa defeated apartheid despite the ANC.  Thanks.


MC:	Thank you very much.


END OF INTERVIEW
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