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This book, which examines rural resistance in South Africa with specific
focus on the Mpondo revolt of 1960, comprises 13 chapters and is divided
into two parts. The first six chapters, forming Part 1, focus on inter alia
analysis of the causes of the Mpondo revolt, the course of the revolt,
individuals involved in the revolt and their connection to broader political
movements of the time, the role of urban political influences through labour
migration in the revolt, why revolt-related activities were more prevalent in
Eastern Mpondoland than elsewhere, and how popular and academic
commentary have dealt with issues related to this revolt. Part 2 of the book
addresses the impact of the Mpondo revolt on the political landscape of
South Africa, especially on labour unions, from the 1960s.

 In particular, chapters seven to ten analyse the manner in which individuals
used their experience of this rural resistance in the urban political setting,
for example how the rural experiences in the revolt were reconstructed in an
urban political setting through Mpondo migrant labourers to towns and
cities in the 1960s. Although the rural and urban settings were different, they
and those that inhabited them shared common political sentiments, fighting
against the onslaught of the apartheid system that left black people landless
in the rural areas and developed the black urban exploited underclass.

In chapters eleven, twelve and thirteen Steinberg, Kepe and de Wet
respectively examine the significance of the Mpondo revolt in post-apartheid
South Africa. The new South Africa has produced new economic and
political forces, and challenges, that inform people’s responses to post-
apartheid policies and shape their memory of the 1960 Mpondo revolt. The



108

Nokuthula Cele

issue is how ordinary South Africans link their encounters with current
leadership to the Mpondo revolt of 1960s. In chapter ten Liana Muller gives
an interesting analysis of the revolt by examining the role of physical
environment in connecting people’s memories to the past, analysing the
deeper meaning of the Ngquza Hill as a natural landscape and as a site of the
Mpondo revolt. Muller’s chapter could be a good starting point within
memory studies. The chapter appreciates the natural landscapes as reminders
of the past experiences of those people who were involved in the revolt and
those who were affected by it, and their descendants; a history that could
be reconstructed through understanding the landscapes as heritage sites.

Generally speaking, the book is well written in simple easy-to-read
English. Undergraduate students who come from non-English speaking
backgrounds, or any interested reader from a different disciplinary
background, can read the book and follow the discussion without any
difficulties. Repetition in some cases, eg the causes of the revolt in some
chapters, especially in Part 1, helps to remind the reader what the book is
about, and gives good guidance in a manner that helps the reader connect
the arguments made in each chapter to other chapters and to the main theme
of the book, the theme being the Mpondo revolt. In Part 1, there is a bit of
divergence in chapter three, with Pieterse’s chapter giving an analysis of
how the Mpondo revolt has been represented in different strands of South
African historiography (revisionist, liberal; and by social historians and
newspapers). However, chapters in this section (Part 1) mostly follow the
same thread throughout the book. For example, Ntsebeza’s chapter two
gives a good historical background to the revolt, with his analysis starting
from the 1913 Land Act.

Although the book focuses mostly on Eastern Mpondoland, Fred
Hendricks and Jeff Peires in chapter six give further context to the book by
giving Western Mpondoland a voice in the study.  They argue that although
throughout the revolt Western Mpondoland was relatively quiet, this does
not mean that nothing happened there at all. Hendricks and Peires give a
historical background to the differences, and separation, between the
Western and Eastern Mpondoland to explain the differences in response to
government imposed schemes. At the core of their argument is the point that
Western Mpondoland was not completely different from Eastern Mpondoland
in its nature, and not completely isolated in its political experience with the
apartheid government. There were sentiments against, for example, cattle
culling and traditional leaders in places like Libode and Ngqeleni, some of
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which were accompanied by unrest in Western Mpondoland. They then
explain what inhibited the rebellious spirit in Western Mpondoland. For
example, some African leaders such as Victor Poto, the paramount chief of
Western Mpondoland,  supported the government systems, although the
death of individuals such as Aaron Majali still suggests anger that Africans
in Western Mpondoland had against the apartheid schemes and those who
supported it. Nevertheless, political activities in Western Mpondoland were
not up to the scale of Eastern Mpondoland. The situation was exacerbated
by, among other things, Western Mpondoland’s lack of strong political
activists to challenge Victor Poto and his supporters.  Hendricks’ and Peires’
analysis of Western Mpondoland in the book has given a balanced view
which is necessary to understand the general political positioning of the rest
of Mpondoland during the time under discussion.

The coherent discussion seen in Part 1 is also realised in Part 2. Here, the
authors examine the political influence that the revolt has had on the political
landscape of South Africa from the 1960s to the post- 1994 South Africa. Dina
Wylie in chapter nine looks at the government’s response to the revolt,
including the government’s declaration of the State of Emergency, detention
of activists, the ANC’s involvement in the revolt, and the destruction of
Africans’ trust in the government.

Part 2 follows and closely analyses personal stories and political
experiences of certain individuals concerning events leading up to, and
following, the revolts. Urban political experiences brought by the Mpondo
migrant workers back home from cities and towns, and the influence of the
ANC, direct and indirect, had a powerful influence on the Mpondo revolt
which started as a rural struggle against the minority/apartheid rule in South
Africa. Again, there is an interesting view on how the revolt in turn
influenced individuals’ responses to, and involvement in, the labour
movements in cities following the revolt. Individuals such as Hoyce Phundulu
in Dunbar Moodie’s chapter seven and Themba Qabula and other individuals
in Ari Sitas’s chapter eight used their experiences and leadership skills
gained from the Mpondo rural revolt to join urban political movements that
took the form of labour unions in urban areas, for example in the mines in
Johannesburg and other industries in Durban.  Steinberg’s chapter eleven
goes a step further by analysing the meaning of the Mpondo revolt in the
post-apartheid South Africa.

This is a timely book. Rural revolts are understudied in South African
historiography because the analysis of the modern political movements has
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often focused on urban areas. It provides a good starting point in giving a
rural context to the political struggle for freedom in South Africa. Based on
empirical evidence, scholars generally agree that although the ANC was
involved, the rural Mpondo people were the main actors in their revolt. The
rural people as an agency are given well deserved credit as actors in their own
right in this book. The analysis is African-centred, based on the experiences
of individuals, and stories being told by individuals themselves, which
makes the stories around the revolt authentic. The stories of the Mpondo
are relevant and, as Steinberg’s chapter eleven suggests, have applicability
in particular contexts in the new South Africa. For example, the defeat of the
revolt activists by the government of the time in the early 1960s produced
the present inequalities in South Africa, the legacy which the new government
is struggling to overcome. As Kepe’s chapter twelve and de Wet’s chapter
thirteen suggest, the post-apartheid period in South Africa has produced
new economic and political forces that inform people’s responses to post-
apartheid policies and shape their memories of the 1960 revolts. People in the
twenty-first century South Africa can still link their encounters with current
leadership, and in turn its response to challenges, to the Mpondo revolt of
early 1960s. Therefore, this is a well researched, balanced, and informative
book to read.

However, a few shortcomings have been identified. I believe that more
context is required. For example, the decades following the dawn of apartheid
in South Africa are very crucial. Allison Drew touches on this in chapter four
when she refers to the political influences of the All African Convention
(AAC) in the 1940s, the Defiance Campaign of 1952, and the Sharpeville
Massacre of 1960, the very same year of the Mpondo revolt. A further
elaboration on the political events prior to, and following, the revolt would
have given a better framework for a reader upon which to contextualise the
revolt because, as the author themselves rightly argue, this was not a purely
rural revolt, and that there were external/urban influences supporting it.

Secondly, the authenticity of the events relies on stories provided by
individuals. More background information on these interviewees and their
extended communities would have been helpful. Readers would like to know
who else was interviewed, who the target audience was/is and why, and what
the role of the communities in general was in the revolt. For example, how did
the revolt leaders circumvent the government in order to reach other
community residents from whom to gather strength and support?  In the
validation of the interviews, voices of the ordinary citizens/community
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members who were directly and indirectly affected by the revolt should be
interrogated in order to get that sense of divergence in the views and to
balance the arguments. In the second part of the book, although this
technically falls outside the scope of the book, it would also be useful to
know how the revolt affected and influenced neighboring rural communities
outside Mpondoland, such as Harding and the surrounding districts. These
points aside, this book is a major contribution to the study of rural revolts
in Africa.


