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Chapter 6

Local Resistance

“[PJolitical action refers to the wtality of cultural representations (deeds, symbols,
aesthetic forms, religious or cosmological values, and so _forth) and of the historical
traces that provide them with significance and consistency. All these elements taken
together form the dramatic texture of history, although power and forms of resistance to
its exercise are not always located exactly wheve the observer seeks them”

- Bayart 1986b: 267,

“If Idon’t take 1t, someone else will”
- A harvester at Lake Sibaya on why she harvests immature reeds.

“Look at her, she thinks she is Mrs. Mandela”
- A remark at the Ubumbano craft market about a politically ambitious woman.
When I was doing my research, the number of politically and economically marginalised
people in Maputaland expanded rapidly. Paradoxically, this came about as more actors
entered the region to help in the socio-economic development of its people. These
developers introduced gender- ‘sensitive’ development projects that reinforced separate
domains for different sectors of this society. Developers clearly treated the women's
spheres as less important than those of men, and Tribal Authorities had more direct
access to political decision making and money than groups of women crafters managed
by men. Women's voices remained largely muted in the development projects that
targeted them.

On a larger scale, the LSDI's emphasis on the development of an eco-tourism
industry and the declaration of a World Heritage Site in the region meant that successful
land claimants could not move back onto their land. It also meant that land trusts, often

just another name for Tribal Authorities, legally managed communal property and
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development incomes. This tied regular people to the trusts (hoping that they would get
their promised share of the development income) and ultimately to the developers’ plans.

Most human relationships are based on non-verbal arrangements of power, rnights
and permitted actions. De Boeck (1996: 91-99) used the concept " l'arrangement" to refer
to a specific mode of negotiation and compromise between the Zambian state and the
traditional authorities it aimed to encapsulate. In this arrangement, the Zambian state
sought to counteract its decay by incorporating ancient, traditional symbolism and local
power structures on terms that legitimated its own domination. On the other hand,
traditional authorities utilised their "currency” to aim beyond local encapsulation to
regional and national integration. This situation was highly flexible and individualistic
and no explicit rules of conduct were laid down. Both parties benefited from the
anonymous informal negotiations and temporary agreements. In Maputaland, land use
strategies and neo-liberal development plans muted dissent and enforced a specific
arrangement upon developers, tourists, Tribal Authorities and other local people.

For instance, the Tribal Authorities who sat on the LSDI and other developers’
committees knew that their presence at development planning sessions was often just
window-dressing. Although they privately complained about their inability to influence
development plans, they subscribed to the arrangement in which they showed up for
meetings, had their pictures taken with the developers, and appeared at public
ceremonies.

Likewise, women at the Ubumbano market subscribed to the patronising
management of their domain, to the demands of developers who wanted them to produce

more Zulu-looking crafts, and to the tourists’ condescension. Within the Sodwana Bay
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National Park, these women even kept to an arrangement whereby tourists were separated
from locals. On the beachfront, tourists occupied the main beach while the locals took up
a piece of beach on the other side of the lagoon. Local children and young women selling
crafts were "allowed" onto the main beach as long as they did not use the space for
leisurely pursuits. I once witnessed how a conservation official asked a group of young
women swimming in their (conservative) underwear to clear off the main beach because
their apparel shocked the tourists. On a beach where some white female tourists tanned
topless, the double standard was obvious.

Similar arrangements exi‘sted between commoners and the Tribal Authorities that
“represented” them, between crafters and nature conservation officials and between
women and businesses in the service industry that employed them. In no instance of an
arrangement were there any explicit rules as to conduct. For instance, no explicit rules
prohibited women at Sodwana Bay from going onto the main beach to relax. Nor were
commoners compelled to subscribe to the decisions of Tribal Authorities. Most of the
time, these arrangements just represented the way of least conflict. They "worked"
insofar as they allowed people to get on with their daily lives without having to negotiate
procedures of power, authority and rights afresh each time they encountered a new
person.

In this chapter, I will show how these arrangements sometimes slipped into
hidden resistance, or where the arrangement totally broke down, into overt resistance.
Men 1n Tribal Authority positions would often opt to openly resist those that threatened
their positions of power and autonomy. Since these men “owned’ the land on which the

conservation projects were centred, a total breakdown in arrangements left them with a
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powerful negotiation card. Their strategic importance to development plans enabled
Tribal Authorities to negotiate new arrangements. The breakdown of an arrangement
allowed Tribal Authorities to build up political capital and to remind the developers of
their importance as ‘community’ liaisons. However, the Tribal Authorities could only
risk engaging in open resistance once they were sure that "the community" would support
them. Otherwise a breakdown in the arrangement would expose the Tribal Authorities as
illegitimate. They would thus leave the door open for those men who "worked politics"
on the margins of the Tribal Authorities” sphere to take their places. Breaking an
arrangement to build political capital was thus a strategy wrought with danger. For this
reason, open resistance in the Maputaland region to development projects or any other
intrusions on local people’s autonomy was rare.

A more common strategy was for people to slip from the complicity of an
arrangement to non-confrontational forms of everyday resistance. These everyday forms
of resistance did not break the arrangement but subtly informed the other party that
something was amiss. This created an anonymous space in which the arrangement could
be altered without explicit negotiations between the parties concerned. In this situation,
both parties were also spared "losing face", making the continued flow of daily
interactions possible. I will argue that local people who were politically and economically
marginalised by the development process were more likely to turn to hidden forms of
resistance. Women, men outside of the Tribal Authority structures and youth resisted
intrusions on their autonomy by turning to what Scott (1990) called the "weapons of the

weak".
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This chapter will be organised as follows. First, I will devote a section to the
theoretical background of my investigation and examine resistance as an analytical
construct. Hereafter, I will brieflv describe a few instances of open resistance in
Maputaland, the situations that prompted these, and the consequences of this form of
action. This will be followed by a discussion of different forms of covert resistance,
including over-harvesting, poaching, feigned ignorance and theft. Each of these forms of
resistance will be examined and analysed separately. This does not mean to imply that

they are unconnected or isolated.

Resistance as theoretical construct

The anthropological concept of resistance emerged largely from research in societies
subjected to colonial rule or other forms of domination. In most part, these ethnographies
concentrated on how dominated people used cultural resources such as "tradition",
"religion", "kinship" or ethnicity" to resist their oppressors (Mayer 1980; Cohen 1981;
Comaroff 1985; Lan 1985; MacGaffey 1994).

One of the most influential 1deas to emerge from this discussion is Scott's (1985,
1990) concept of "hidden" or "everyday" resistance. Scott (1990) asserts that peasants
often deny or mitigate the ruling zlasses’ claims on them by turning to underhand
activities such as false-compliance, pilfering, feigned ignorance, slander, arson and
sabotage. These forms of resistance require little or no co-ordination and planning; often
present a form of anonymous individual self-help; use implicit understandings and

informal networks; and avoid openly confronting authorities. Such techniques are well
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suited to the characteristics of the peasantry: a diverse social class often lacking the
discipline and leadership required by resistance of a more organised sort. According to
Scott (1990), these individual acts of resistance, often reinforced by a venerable popular
culture of resistance, can have a considerable collective impact.

Isaacman (1990: 3, 31-33) criticised Scott for the imprecise nature of the concept
"everyday forms of resistance". He pointed out that activities such as sabotage were not
everyday occnrrences and that the intent of many of these activitics was difficult to
determine. Another critique on Scott 1s that he did not investigate the limits to everyday
forms of resistance, failing to show the contexts in which weapons of the weak are weak
weapons. Nevertheless, Scott's concept has been found to be indispensable to a broader
understanding of domination, subordination and conflict, also among social classes other
than the peasantry (Sluka 1995: 82-83).

During the 1980s and early 1990s, Africanist scholars such as Bayart (1986a and
b) and Chabal (1992) drew attention to the corrupt nature of postcolonial states in Africa
and to the civil societies that opposed them. They looked at "politics from below", in an
attempt to correct the interpretative simplifications of development and dependency
theories, with their excessive institutional focus. "Politics from below" brought a
welcome shift of analysis to the hitherto neglected political processes within society at
large.

However, this literature often posits a rather simplistic dichotomy between "civil
soclety" and "the state". For example, Bayart (1986a: 111) defines civil society “...in so
far as 1t 1s in confrontation with the state”. Likewise, Chabal (1992:83, 85) defined civil

society as a vast ensemble of constantly changing groups and individuals whose only



common ground is their exclusion from the state, their consciousness of this exclusion,
and their potential opposition to the state. These scholars emphasised that even though
civil society’s resistance to the state is not necessarily violent, it does take place on a
large scale. They noted that civil society takes its revenge on the state through
innumerable flexible and variable tactics including informal economic activities that
contribute to the state's decline (Bayart 1986 and MacGaffey 1994: 173-175). As Bayart
(1986b: 265-266) argues:
Revolts, the refusal of some kinds of work, slowdowns, strikes, electoral
abstentations, migrations, ... reference to transcendent religious alliances. ..
smuggling, the burgeoning informal economic sector, the intensive circulation of
information not controlled by the media, undermining authority by ironic humor,
conflictual participation in the structures of political control: There is a long list of
people’s actions which limit and reduce the field of state action, and which thus
assure a sort of revenge of civil society on state institutions.
By the 1990s, Africanist scholars such as Mbembe (1992), Werbner (1996) and
De Boeck (1996) questioned this dichotomy and point to the interpenetration and mutual
reinforcement of state and civil society. These authors asserted that the standard binary
categories such as domination and resistance, hegemony and counter-hegemony, were
inadequate to explain postcolonial relations of power. For Mbembe (1992), the emphasis
changed from resistance to connivance. According to him, there is an almost domestic
familiarity in the relationship between the state and civil society, which effectively
disarms both. This familiarity links the ruler with the ruled to such an extent that subjects
internalise the authoritarian epistemology to a point where they reproduce it themselves.
In this context, ordinary people cannot be in "opposition to the state"”, or "deconstruct

power" or "disengage" (p 25). Mbembe claims that domination and subjection is turned

into a "'magical song" at that point where the original arbitrariness produces terror,
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banality and hilarity (cited in Hoeller 2002: 6). Chabal and Daloz (1999) have
commented that all political actors seek to exploit the current disorder of the postcolonial
state for their own profit.

Contrary to Mbembe’s claim that everyone in the postcolonial state is complicit to
an empty show of power, L assert that people "on the ground" are fundamentally excluded
from the state. In my research area, only certain men had access to the privileged domain
of negotiation with the state by virtue of their claim to be traditionally sanctioned
mouthpieces of the local people. To a large measure, they used these negotiations to
further their own private political and economic interests. They were not just puppets of
the state. The large majority of regular people were excluded from these negotiations
with Tribal Authorities, developers or the state. The fact that they frequently resisted the
Tribal Authorities questions the supposed "domesticity" in the relationship between
people and the state or its accomplices. It 1s exactly because local people did not have
access to the negotiation tables of "their" leaders that they turned to everyday forms of
resistance. In Maputaland, many'men "worked politics" even though they were not part
of the state or of the Tribal Authority Structures. The confusion about who exactly
represented the state made it possible for con men to promise local people municipal
services such as the provision of water for a small fee.

A point of critique to many of these scholarly writings on resistance is that they
completely ignore gender and treat "civil society" as an undifferentiated mass. An
exception to this rule was Webster's (1991) study of a society in Northern KwaZulu-
Natal. Webster draws attention to the ways in which women at KwaDapha invoked a

traditional Thonga identity to resist male domination within the context of apartheid.
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Older women, in particular, called upon an imaginative reconstruction of Thonga kinship
relations and language to assert their interests in the domestic sphere (p. 256-260). By
contrast, men invoked a Zulu identity to accommodate themselves to the demands of
migrant labour. This study is exemplary in drawing our attention to the differential
interests of men and women n a single society, and to the strategies they used to protect
such interests. It is in this context that I found Scott’s concept of everyday forms of
resistance usefu) in describing forms of protest and resistance that were embedded in

gender relations as well as those which formed an integral part of class relations.
Capitalising on open resistance: Tribal Authorities in Maputaland

Open resistance often disrupts the flow of daily life. In Maputaland, there were just a few
instances in which local people openly resisted intrusions on their autonomy by
developers, Tribal Authorities and nature conservationists. Where open resistance
occurred, it was often préceded by a total breakdown in the arrangement between the
parties concerned. It usually toolg weeks 1f not months of protracted and costly
negotiations to restore calm.

In October 2001, the Mabaso Tribal Authority (in the corporate guise of Funjwa
Holdings) established a nature conservation area on communal land. In newspaper
reports, chief Nxumalo, claimed that he consulted widely with the local "community” and
asked that families inside the reserve relocate, pledging financial help for those who
could not afford to move (Ka’Nkosi1 2001: 4). However, local residents such as

Nonhlanhla Zwelithini said that no one received any money to relocate and that the chief



sent his men at night to intimidate the twelve households that still lived in the proposed
area.

For a long time, Nonhlanhla and the other people living on the proposed nature
conservation site subscribed to the legal fiction that chief Nxumalo represented them and
was the legal trustee of their land. This arrangement did not greatly influence their
autonomy and they were allowed to go about their business as they had always done.
However, when chief Nxumalo announced the plans for a nature conservation area, their
lives were fundamentally altered. About six hundred people moved to other areas,
severing friendship ties and leaving their means of subsistence (agricultural plots) behind.
Others, like Nonhlanhla, stayed behind to be constantly harassed and to have their
freedom of movement restricted by the newly erected fences. The chief's men assaulted
people and made fearsome noises outside their homes. Nonhlanhla feared for her life but
did not want to move. “Everything is here! We are not living in apartheid anymore... We
cannot be moved like cattlel” Nonhlanhla also complained about the fence that Funjwa
Holdings erected around the proposed nature conservation area. The new fence
inconvenienced Nonhlanhla by cutting her off from the path she used to go to the
Ubumbano craft market and to her fields. She suddenly had to scale a three-metre high
fence at least twice a day. The intrusion on their autonomy was a violent breach of their
original arrangement with chief Nxumalo.

In November 2001, this group launched an action in the Constitutional Court to

stop Funjwa Holdings from establishing a nature conservation area on their land'.

' The newspapers reported widely on the establishment of and resistance to Funjwa Holdings’ community
nature conservation area (See Bishop 2001b: 3; Ka'Nkos1 2001 : 4; and Moore 2002a: 9).
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Amnesty Intemational paid all their legal fees”. The applicants claimed that they were
Zikhali, not Mabaso and that the land set aside for the nature conservation area
encroached on their "tribal" land. In their court application, the group stated that they had
launched this action to avoid a "bloodbath" in the renewed boundary conflicts between
the Mabaso and Zikhali chieftaincies. The more "technical” side of the application dealt
with the erection of the fence around the nature conservation area. The erection of this
fence allegedly broke the lease agreement with the Ingonyama Trust in terms of which
Funjwa Holdings could not “erect, repair, refurbish or construct any structure or
improvements on the premises” (Ka’Nkosi 2001: 4). In response to this court action,
chief Nxumalo pleaded his innocence. He claimed that he had followed all the correct
procedures and that he had consuited widely with members of "his community" who
were affected by the development. Chief Nxumalo described the tension as a conflict
between a people who wanted to prosper and those who were jealous of their success
(Ka’ Nkos12001: 4). Some of his councillors blamed the trouble on the ANC, and said
that the ANC wanted to stir up bad feelings so that they could replace the chief in
negotiating between developers and the community.

This court case illustrates the extent to which the arrangement between chief
Nxumalo and "his people" had broken down. The group of applicants did not ascribe to
the fiction that he represented them anymore and pledged their allegiance to chief
Zikhali. They emphasised this new allegiance by claiming that they had "always" been
Zikhali. Chief Nxumalo was placed in a difficult position. When Funjwa Holdings

applied for a lease on the land, they claimed that it was to establish a community

* Despite my repeated calls over seven months to Amnesty Intemational, I could not get more information
about their involvement.
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conservation area. The donors were all too happy to throw money at the traditional leader
of the "community" in question, believing that chief Nxumalo represented the interests of
"his people" However, in the court case the "community" affected by the "development
project” openly questioned chief Nxumalo as their Jegitimate traditional leader. This
statement threatened the arrangement between Funjwa Holdings (of which chief
Nxumalo was the director) and the donors. As such, this arrangement was premised on
the legitimacy of chief Nxumalo vis-d-vis "the community”. In order to save that
arrangement, chief Nxumalo found it expedient to ascribe the "tension” to a rogue group
within the "community”. This explanation underscored his continued legitimacy and
undermined the court applicants’ claims by accusing them of the blackest of trespasses,
jealousy. This accusation painted the applicants as an envious, grudging lot who wanted
others to be just as deprived as they were by trying to stop "development".

In the chaos surrounding the breakdown in the arrangement between chief
Nxumalo and "his people", chief Zikhali opportunistically entered the fray. He claimed to
be the legitimate leader of portions of the irate "community". This was an overt demand
to be included in the arrangement between chief Nxumalo and the donors. By claiming
that two distinct "communities” were actually involved in the development project, and
not just "Nxumalo’s people", chief Zikhali had legitimate reason to want to be on (the)
board. In this manner chief Zikhali augmented his political capital. In the court case, he
pictured chief Nxumalo as a greedy chief who forcefully evicted large numbers of people
from land that he and his councillors wanted to use for their own personal profit. Chief

Zikhali was depicted as the champion of beleaguered and trampled people.
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In terms of the rhetoric of KZN Wildlife and of developers, such behaviour was
anomalous. These authorities attributed resistance to nature conservation during the
apartheid era to the resentment that accompanied forced removals and the loss of natural
resources. But now that the "community” owned the land and stood to gain financially
from its effective management, it seemed that the poachers were eroding the source of
their future income.

However, if one looked at the spheres of interaction that I identified, the poachers'
behaviour was perfectly reasonab'e. These men (and boys) did not have access to the
public political sphere in which decisions about nature conservation practices were made.
Neither were they likely to gain financially from the profits of eco-tourism that were
channelled into their "community" trusts These men had hoped that the land claims
process would give them access to the land and resources they had lost. Instead, the land
remained protected and became the spill around which an industry "for women" was
created. Many of these men had lost their jobs on the mines and were likely to remain
unemployed. Bukhala Nhlozi said, " at least during apartheid we could go work in eGoli
[Johannesburg]. Now we sit at heme”. Men who engaged in poaching were often
nostalgic about the days of apartheid and full employment. This nostalgia was a form of
resistance to the current situation; they were saying that the brutality of apartheid was
preferable to what they were experiencing in the present.

It was a sentiment that many women in the region shared. At the Ubumbano craft
market, older women complained that they were economically in the same position that

they had been in thirty years ago, if not worse off. Their experience of the craft industry

than on hiow they obtain their resources. It is when patrons fail to distribute their legal or ill-gotten gains to
their clients that their activities become eniminal {Chabal & Daloz 1999: 79-80).
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informed thetr distllusionment with the promises that developers made about the
profitability of the tourist industry. Despite the women's objections to the promises of
eco-tourism, male politicians pressed ahead and accepted the partnership-in-conservation
deal Publicly, the women accepted the deal and even went to the ceremony at Mbaswana
in large numbers. In private, the women at Ubumbano expressed their unhappiness with
this decision and remained cynical about the men's promises that they would be included
in a profit-sharing agreement.

It was on the edges where men's public political interests (nature conservation)
and women's interests (the crafts market) intersected that the women resisted the
interpenetration of the two domains. As part of the agreement between KwaZulu-Natal
Wildlife and the "communities” living next to conservation areas, women (with permits)
were legally allowed to harvest plants in the parks. In the sphere of legal harvesting,
where the interests of nature conservation and women intersected, women fiercely
defended their access to resources.

On several harvesting trips to Lake Sibaya, Dudu and 1 noticed large bundles of
reeds and sedges left to rot at the park entrance. There was nothing wrong with these
harvested bundles and someone could easily have used them in the production of sleeping
mats. We found the bundles in the rainy season when Lake Sibaya was very full. The
high water level forced harvesters to wade into the lake up to their waists in order to
reach the reeds. In this position, they were particularly vulnerable to the dangerous
hippopotami that lived in the lake. Reeds and sedges were thus hard to come by, and
would not have been carelessly forgotten at the gates. Furthermore, harvesters knew

exactly how many reeds or sedges they could utilise at any particular time and did not

* For writing on these policies, see Douglas (1998: 21); Harvey (1999: 37-39); Turner (2001:370).
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in the area did not serve as a reserve army for the heavily industrialised South African
economy any more. Maputaland was in danger of bemng ‘delinked” from the South
African economy.

As large numbers of jobless men returned to the region, the LSDI promised to
bring economic development and employment. The ‘fit’” however between the industry-
driven economy that the migrant labourers had been part of and the service-driven
economy that the LSDI was promoting in Maputaland, was not seamless. The eco-
tourism business was not labour-intensive, mainly employed women and generally
offered seasonal and temporary jobs. Klein (2000: 231-257) claims that these features
characterise a global economy in which; “[e]very corporation wants a fluid reserve of
part-timers, temps and freelancers to help it keep overheads down and ride the twists and
turns mn the market”. The upshot éf the LSDI’s emphasis on the development of an eco-
tourism industry in the region was that many people and especially men remained
unemployed.

Eco-tourism is the ultimate post-industrial enterprise’ and fitted neatly into the
government's neo-liberal macro-economic policy. As such, the emphasis on the
development of the eco-tourism industry made the market rather than the state or
developers responsible for the delivery of economic and political justice to impoverished
rural people (Turner 2001: 372). People in Maputaland laid claims to the nature
conservation areas from which thxey were forcefully evicted since 1913 in the hope that
political justice would be served through the land claims process. The land claims process

was central to the definition of the rights that had formerly been denied to black people

" An environmentally friendly service industry with no tangible "products’ (Anon 2001: 13-15).
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