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Abstract

This paper examines |essons from South Africa’s cultural boycott under apartheid
asatool for social change. The boycott is often held up asamodel for non-violent
pressure to bring about change, including by the Palestinian Boycott, Divestment
and Sanctions (BDS) campaign. In particular, the paper examines a shift initiated
by theliberation movementsfrom ablanket boycott —whereno artistswereallowed
into or out of South Africa—to a selective boycott, where artists could travel with
the express permission of the liberation movement. This paper explores a less
savoury aspect of thisshift in boycott tactics, wherethe African National Congress
(ANC) and United Democratic Front (UDF) introduced political tests for which
artists or artworks were allowed to travel, that these organisations then used to
pursue a form of sectarian politics that undermined the unity of the oppressed.
Underpinning these tests was an approach towards art and its relationship to
politics that promoted art with propagandistic intent. The paper concludes by
problematising argumentsthat South Africa’ sboycott should beused asamodel for
cultural boycotts elsewhere.

Introduction: cultural boycotts from South Africa to Palestinet

Boycotts, divestments and sanctions are important tools for change in
intractably repressive situations; they isolate oppressive governments,
prevent them from normalising relations with the outside world and cut off
important avenues of global support for their continued practices. Cultural
and academic boycotts communicate the message that there can be no
normal cultural and intellectual exchangesin an abnormal society, and that
the government concernedisconsidered apariah. Theliberation movement
inside South Africa, bolstered by the anti-apartheid movement outside the
country, pursued acultural boycott aspart of abroader package of sanctions
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against the apartheid regime. Morerecently, pro-Pal estinian activists have
launched a boycott, divestment and sanctions campaign to isolate Israel,
including acultural boycott, and which hasfound organisational expression
inthe Palestinian Campaign for the Academic and Cultural Boycott of |srael
(PACBI).

PACBI considersthe cultural boycott campaign against apartheid South
Africa to be a major source of inspiration. It has argued that people of
conscience in the international community played arolein bringing down
apartheid through theisolation of apartheid South Africa, and that asimilar
approach canbeadoptedinrelationto I srael (PACBI 2005, Barghouti 2008).
In view of how well-regarded South Africa’s experience with the cultural
boycott experienceis, this paper assesses the strengths and weaknesses of
South Africa’s cultural boycott as atool for social change. It focusses on
a particular moment in the boycott’'s history, when the South African
liberation movements and their international supporters moved away from
ablanket boycott to a selective boycott. In doing so, it also moves beyond
an analysisof theboycott as such and exploresthe broader realm of cultural
politics, and thecompl ex rel ationshipsbetween art and politicsin liberation
movement strategies and tactics.

Art, politics, boycotts

Cultural boycottsinvolve organised campaigns to abstain from exchanges
of cultural goodsbetween different institutions, or even countries. They can
extend to arange of different artforms, such astheatrical performancesand
music, thevisual artsand crafts, filmsand literature, and can al so extend to
sporting activities, too. Cultural boycottsassumethat art can play apositive
role in shaping social and political formations, especially those that are
authoritarian or repressive in nature. However, there are many possible
relationships between art and politics; and proponents and opponents of
cultural boycottsall too often basetheir argumentson unarticul ated normative
assumptions about these relationships. One possible relationship is that
there should be no relationship; in other, words, art should stand above
politicsif itisto play abroader socio-cultural roleof reflecting society back
toitself. Thisview underpinsthe arguments of human rights organisations
such asPEN America, which hasopposed cultural boycottson thebasisthat
they violate freedom of expression, and further that boycotts subject art to
political dictatesrather than allowing art to transcend politicsand even heal
divides (PEN 2007). Theseargumentstend to be underpinned by aparticular
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theory of art, the transcendent theory, which derived its inspiration from
Emmanuel Kant, and which found more contemporary expression in the
critical writings of Modernists like Clement Greenberg. It assumes that
artistsareindividual swho stand above the muddy world of social relations
andwho producearttorealisetheir great talent (Barrett 1979); theseviews,
in turn, assume that there is such a phenomenon as an individual, whose
essential character pre-dates the formation of society.

The transcendent theory of art rests on questionable assumptions, as it
bases itself on a blinkered formalism that fails to recognise the situated
nature of art production. It also rests on idealism, which assumes that
thought can be separated from material activity (Wolff 1981:51). Materialists
have argued that aesthetics are a product of broader society, and that art
does not have an essential nature that stands outside of social processes
(Wolff 1981, Barrett 1979). In other words, and to paraphrase Karl Marx,
artists make art, but not in conditions of their own making. Creativity is
situated withinthe broader structural frameworksof artinstitutions, cultural
and symbolic conventions, social relationsand economic systems. Thefact
that art has assumed acommaodity form in capitalist societies, for instance,
or that accessto the meansof art production and distribution, isoften spread
unevenly across society, show that artists operate within, and not above,
social structures. Repressiveand exploitative societiesareevenmorelikely
to evolve unevenly developed art institutions than more democratic,
egalitarian ones. In repressive countries, artists can misuse arguments for
the transcendent nature of art to avoid accountability for benefiting from
abnormal social relations. Far fromviolating freedom of expression, boycotts
can prepare the ground for more substantial freedom of expression to be
enjoyed on a universal basis, and not just by those who wield power.

Thiscritique of thetranscendent view of art, and its misuseto justify the
impossibility of free cultural exchangein unfree societies, should not deny
thepossibilitiesof agency withinthesocial structure, though. Such arguments
wouldlapseinto determinism; that is, they will condemn artiststobeing mere
products of a society’s economic ‘base’, with no ability to develop their
critical faculties outside of the social relations they have the fortune (or
misfortune) to be borninto. Artisnot amere‘reflection’ of existing social
relations; and if thisisrecognised, then the possible contributions of art to
social changearelikely tobecomplex, too. However, art may makethe most
positive contributions to social change during periods of rupture, when
existing institutions and social relations are being unmade and reimagined
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afresh. In contrast, more controlled societies may offer little scope for
imaginative ideas, including those expressed through art.

Y et, arguably, the very need to think af resh about societies and how they
are organised, challenges socially conscious artists to be both historically
aware and politically independent. They need to be historically aware in
order to understand, as fully as possible, the challenges that a particular
society faces; but they need to be independent to reimagine a new society
without being encumbered by narrow party political loyalties. Infact, even
if parties are emancipatory, at times, allegiances to parties may act as
obstacles to creative thinking as they may require artists to adhere to a
particular political line. Tendency literatureor art, asit hascometo beknown,
has a propagandistic intent (Wolff 1981:87), which risks diminishing the
creative and even transformative potential of art. Such art is based on
reflection theory, which requires art to declare its political commitment
through its modes of expression (Barrett 1981:88-89). Art inspired by such
theory risks adopting a reductive approach to aesthetics, where audiences
judge its value according to how overt its political statements are. While
artistsand politiciansmay gainintheshort termfromart becoming subservient
topolitics, intimeto come, both art and politics can beimpoverished by such
an approach, as it closes off spaces for exploring the richness of life,
questioning existing modes of existence, and envisioning alternatives.

Joseph Stalin’s administration in the Soviet Union evolved one of the
most extreme examples of tendency art, socialist realism: an art movement
that depicted theideal Communist society as part of its commitment to the
system, and all while critical voices that were warning against Stalin’s
excesses were being silenced, even killed. In spite of it having fallen into
disreputeshortly after Stalin’ sbloody term of office ended, many liberation
movementsinspired by the Soviet model persisted with socialist realism as
their preferred aesthetic model, including sectionsof South Africa sliberation
movement.

Art and politics in South Africa’s liberation struggle

In apartheid South Africa, all the major liberation movements endorsed the
cultural boycott asastrategy toisolatetheapartheid regime, including those
that identified with the Freedom Charter asaguiding document (such asthe
ANCinexileandthe UDFinternally), aswell asthose sympatheticto black
consciousness (such asthe Azanian Peoples’ Organisation, or Azapo), Pan-
Africanism, communism and independent socialism. These political
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formationshavebeen ascendant at different periodsin history, withthe ANC
and PA C dominating the political landscapeinthe early years of apartheid,
until their banning after the Sharpeville massacre in 1960, and the black
consciousness movement assuming prominenceinthenext decade. However,
itwaseclipsedinthe 1980sby those supporting the Freedom Charter. These
movementsdevel oped very different interpretationsof the nature of apartheid
and, consequently, the political tasks the liberation movement needed to
undertake to defeat it.

However, theseliberation tendenciesdid not agree on therel ationship(s)
of art to politics, and these disagreements shaped how they approached the
cultural boycott. Thefirst tendency claimedthat thestrugglein South Africa
was agai nst an apartheid system maintained by the Nationalist government
in order to secure the privileges of awhite minority. The Freedom Charter,
adopted at the* Congressof the People’ meeting at Kliptownin 1955, wasits
founding document and the ANC, formed asfar back as1912, wasthedriving
force behind the meeting. In 1983, at the launch of the UDF, the Congress
traditionwasclaimed astheFront’ spolitical inspiration. For the‘ Charterists’,
as they became known, the South African struggle was projected as a
national democratic struggle, which must engage democratically-minded
people, irrespective of classor ‘race’.

However, a socialist stream did exist in the ‘Charterist’ movement,
especially in unions that were affiliated to the Congress of South African
TradeUnions(Cosatu). Theexiled South African Communist Party (SACP),
a party that was aligned to the Soviet model of socialism, embodied this
stream of politics. The ANC, SACP and Cosatu formed an alliance on the
basisthat the ANC wouldlead thefirst stage of the South Africanrevolution,
knownasthe‘ National Democratic Revolution’ (NDR), whichwould befirst
and foremost astrugglefor national democracy, whichwould be established
ona‘non-racial basis': that is, those social groupsthat the apartheid regime
had defined, controversially, as distinct ‘races’, would form the South
African nation (Anonymous 1988:10-12). Thiscurrent of political thought
was not South African born and bred, though. In the 1920s the Soviet bloc,
throughthe Third Communist I nternational (Comintern) developedtheNDR
as anational liberation programme for countries in the then colonies, and
transmitted it to all communist parties around the world as a one-size-fits-
all approachto struggle. They argued that these countrieshad not devel oped
productive forces and working classes that were sizeable enough to win
socialismimmediately, andthat theliberation movementsmust formalliances
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with the broadest range of forces across classes to win the NDR, and then
move onto the second stage of the revolution, namely socialism. By that
stage the Comintern had become aconveyer belt for Stalinist politics, with
liberation programmes of communist parties around the world being set in
Moscow, including the SACP's.

ThePACand AZAPO, likethe ANC, werelargely nationalistin character,
although socialist tendencies have existed both inside and outside all these
major movements. Nationalistsfrom other tendencies, aswell associalists,
criticised the Charterists’ approachto struggle, albeit on different grounds;
but acommon thread of their criticismswasthat apopular front may achieve
only partial liberation (M otlhabi 1984, L eatt, Kneifel and Nurnberger 1986,
Murray 1987). As a result, they established what they maintained was a
United Front, inthe form of the National Forum (NF), launched inthe same
year asthe UDF. According to thistendency, racial oppressionishistorically
inseparable from class oppression, and that it would not be possible to
eradicate the one without eradicating the other (Alexander 1985). The
responsibility of destroying the system and of building the new socialist
nation devolved on the black working class because only they — as the
largest and most oppressed group in South Africa— had the least to lose if
the status quo were to change.

For the purposes of this paper, though, what needs to be noted is that
political diversity hasalwaysbeen an essential element of the South African
liberation movement; while some streams have dominated in particular
periodsin history, it would be a perversion of history to argue that at any
stage, one stream constituted the sole and authentic representative of the
oppressed.

However, in the early 1980s, the ANC enjoyed a popular resurgence as
thousands of youthsjoined itsarmed wing in the wake of the 1976 uprising
and subsequent repression. The UDF's emphasis on the broadest possible
front of opposition to apartheid, paid political dividends, although its
growth was constrai ned by two successive States of Emergency declaredin
1985 and 1986. Theseemergency powersallowed theapartheid regimeto ban
organisations, prohibit meetings, detain peoplewithout trial for long periods,
and ban media coverage of these measures on national security grounds.
These measures made open organising extremely difficult. As the UDF
expanded its influence, relations between these different streams became
strained. In 1985, tensions between the UDF and Azapo spilled over into
bloody violence, with membersattacking and murdering membersof opposing
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organisations (Murray 1987:294), and the emergency regulations made it
difficult for both organisationsto contain their own members. Cosatu al so
became split by these fights; in fact, the Cosatu affiliate, the Commercial,
Catering and Allied Workers' Union (Ccawusa) becoming a battleground
between UDF supporters who wanted to see the union adopt the Freedom
Charter, and unionistswho did not want to see the working class movement
divided along ideological lines. Many of these unionists were branded
‘counter-revolutionary’, marginalised, and somewererouted violently from
theunion movement. Whilethese conflictsweremanipul ated by theapartheid
state, in its report, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission — set up to
pursue restorative justice after apartheid — laid the blame for ‘necklace
killings' of Azapo membersand political dissidentsthroughout the Eastern
Cape at the door of the UDF (Truth and Reconciliation Commission 1998:
111). In other words, sectarianism was a less savory feature of Congress
Alliance politics, which was accentuated by the Stalinist politics infused
into the Congress movement through the SACP.

These competing political tendenciesadopted very different approaches
to art. The Charterist organisations favoured tendency art, especially
socialist realism, although there was debate about its appropriateness. In
fact, in 1990, asthetransition to democracy picked up speed, ANC member
Albie Sachs argued that ANC members should be banned from saying that
culture is a weapon of the struggle, as this attitude had impoverished art.
Instead, Sachs argued, the revolutionary duty of an artist isto ‘write better
poems and make better films and compose better music, and let us get the
voluntary adherence of the people to our banner’ (Sachs 1990:19-28).
However, by that stage, reflection theory, and even socialist realism, had
becomefirmly rooted inthe Charterists’ approachtowardsart, which led to
thistendency expecting artiststoalignthemsel vestothispolitical movement.
This view was expressed at the Culture in Another South Africa (CASA)
conference held in Amsterdam at the end of 1987, where a resolution was
adopted stating that,

...cultural activity and the arts are partisan and cannot be separated
from politics. Consequently, a great responsibility devolves on artists
and cultural workers to consciously align themselves with forces of
democracy and national liberationin thelife and death struggleto free
our country fromracist bondage. (Campschreur and Divendal 1989:215)

However, therel ationship between artistsderiving their inspirationfrom
theideologies more broadly aligned to the NF, and the political movement
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itself, wasnot nearly so simple. Playwright Mai she Maponya, who described
himself as‘an adherent of the Black Consciousness philosophy’,? stated in
an interview in 1988 that he *...will not hold aflag for anybody, not even
AZAPQO'’ 2Thehead of AZAPO, OupaNgwenya, responded at thetime: ‘We
do not expect him to. All we can expect of artistsisto recognise that they
are members of the community before they are artists'.* Indeed, the
‘independent but situated’ position was favoured by many artists of Black
Consciousness, Africanist and socialist sympathies. This relationship of
artist and political movement could be traced back to the 1970s, when,
according to poet Farouk Asvat, writers were at the forefront of liberation
thinking (Sole1988a:75). Infact, Black Consciousnesswasnot just apolitical
movement; it wasal so acultural movement devoted to the self-emancipation
of black people, by black people. As a result, many artists found their
ideol ogical homeinthe movement, although the movement did not attempt
to control artists. In other words, whileit recognised the need for artiststo
be conscious of theiniquity of apartheid, the movement did not subordinate
art to politics.

A brief history of the cultural boycott in South Africa

Apartheid became official South African policy in 1948, and by the next
decade, boycotts and sanctions had become an increasingly important tool
to mobilise international solidarity against apartheid and to isolate the
increasingly intransigent regime. In 1958, the ANC predicted at itsconference
that boycotts of various forms were going to become a major political
weapon to bring about change. In 1960, the leaders of a ‘Boycott South
African Goods' campaign, launched theyear before, transformeditinto the
Anti-Apartheid Movement (AAM) and began to lobby for political support
(Lodge1989).

The reasons that the British actors union, Equity, gave for their ban on
cultural exchange with South Africa from 1965 onwards were directed
specifically at the cultural arena, in that they rejected the normalisation of
apartheid in South African cultural institutions. The apartheid regime had
gradually clamped down on mixed audiencesand ‘ multiracial’ productions
through aseriesof proclamationsandlaws, resultinginthe 1963 Publications
and Entertainment Act. In 1965, alaw enforced the segregation of ‘ any place
of entertainment’, and Equity responded withaboycott call. Moreplaywrights
in Europeand Americaal so prevented their work from being producedinthe
country (Kavanagh 1985:57).
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In 1968, the United Nations (UN) General Assembly adopted resolution
2396, calling on ‘...all states and organisations to suspend cultural,
educational, sporting and other exchanges with the racist regime and with
other organisationsor institutionsin South Africawhich practiceapartheid’
(Anonymous 1987:19). In the 1970s various cultural institutions, aided by
the state, attempted to outmanoeuvre the boycott by presenting aveneer of
racial integration. Soon, many black artists were touring South Africa,
playing either to all-black audiences or in venues especially desegregated
for theoccasion (Kavanagh 1985:29). Alarmed by theinflux of thesemusicians,
AZAPO embarked on an ‘Isolate South Africacampaign’ in 1977 (theyear
of AZAPQO’ sformation). The arrogant attitude of several starstouring the
country had, in part, prompted AZAPO to act, aswasthefact that |ocal acts
played ‘second fiddle’ to the overseas acts when they toured. Their efforts
represented an attempt to ground theisol ation campai gn within the country,
rather than having decisions being controlled by outside organisations,
however well-meaning. AZAPO also recognised that the boycott was not
purely apunitivetool; it could also be used to create space for aburgeoning
local culture (Anonymous 1988b:32).

In 1980, the UN again passed a resolution calling for South Africa’'s
isolation. In 1983, the UN Special Committeeagainst Apartheid wasformed
and aregister listing thenamesof artistswho had performed in South Africa
was compiled, and was updated regularly: this meant that the boycott was
both individual and institutional. Attempts to implement the boycott and
other sanctions were undermined by the Ronald Reagan conservative
administration’s policy of ‘constructive engagement’, which sought to
promote ties with South Africato promote an incremental approach to the
resolution of the country’ sinternal problems. The US Congress eventually
replaced this policy with an Act that imposed sanctions against South
Africa, whichincreased pressureontheregime. The ANC becameparticularly
active in lobbying for a cultural boycott in the early 1980s, and other
overseas pressure groups adopted a total boycott position. By 1983, both
theUDF and AZA PO had begun to recognisetheneed for asel ectivecultural
boycott, where progressive work was allowed in and out of the country,
while work supportive of apartheid would fall foul of the boycott. Both
organisations came to recognise that not doing so was self-defeating, asit
prevented information about the real state of life under apartheid from
reaching aninternational audience (AZAPO 1983:23).

However, implementing thisnew approach involved not only identifying
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which cultural work was progressive, but which culture was supportive of
the state: a task that was fraught with difficulty, as it meant developing
political testsfor art. Thesetests could encouragetendency art that rejected
the autonomy of the aesthetic by tying itself to the apron strings of political
organisations, and offering crude, propagandistic representations of
struggles for liberation. Artists could be tempted to produce art that was
pleasingto political partiesinorder to havetheirwork * cleared’ for exhibition
outside South Africa, which in turn could impoverish art, and ultimately,
politics too.

The impact of the UDF on South African cultural politics
Theliberation movementshad important i ntentionsin embracing theselective
boycott, namely to shift decision-making about its application out of the
hands of overseas solidarity groups and into the hands of progressive
groups inside the country. Yet, soon, different organisations began to
squabblefor control over who madethedecisions, and how. The squabbling
was most pronounced among the political organisations, as they had
assumed a leading role in the boycott campaign from the start.

Inorder to see why thesetensionsemerged, it ishecessary to understand
the tensions that developed in the cultural arenamore generally in the late
1980s. Kelwyn Soletraced ideol ogical differencesinthecultural arenaback
to 1981 when black writers — many of them with Black Consciousness
sympathies—brokeaway fromthenon-racial PEN writer’ sorganisationand
formedthe African WritersAssociation (AWA) (Sole1988b). Thenwhenthe
UDF became more ascendant, organisations such asthe Medu Arts Centre
in Botswana, consisting mainly of South African exiles were established,
heralding amore Charterist-aligned initiative in culture. In 1986, the UDF
established an interim committee to boost itswork in culture; at that stage,
the UDF had no cultural organisation affiliated to it. Then in 1987, at a
National Working Committee meeting, a resolution was passed on the
academic and cultural boycott, which suggested an internal discussion had
taken place on the efficacy of aselective boycott (United Democratic Front
1987a). Once the resolution was passed, the UDF and Cosatu took upon
themselves the task of taking decisions on who would be allowed accessto
the country, or not, and this work was co-ordinated by the UDF’ s cultural
desk. Thisrolewasmeant to betemporary, at |east until cultural organisations
were established for each discipline. The UDF set about forming cultural
organisations, including the South African M usicians' Association (SAMA),
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which consisted of a nine-member executive, including stars like Johnny
Clegg and Mara Louw. However, the organisation had no solid grassroots
constituency to speak of, and most of itsmemberswerehigh-profilemusicians
(Gordon 1987:21). Weak grassroots membership wasone of thefactorsthat
led to the collapse of SAMA in 1988.5

The UDF also encouraged the establishment of new organisations in
theatreand inwriting, and it wasin relation to these areasthat sectarianism
became particularly apparent. The Congress of South African Writers
(Cosaw) wasformed in 1987, aswasthe Theatre Alliance, but by mid-1988
it still consisted of only a steering committee with no clear identity. Y et,
established theatre groups and cultural centres that focussed on theatre
already existed at thetime, asdid other writers’ collectives; soit could not
be argued that artists were not organised. However, the ideological
complexion of these exi sting organisationsdid not appear to betothe UDF' s
liking. Benjy Francis, Director the AfrikaCultural Centre, claimed that they
were never brought in on the initial formation of policy on the boycott:
something that would have occurred had the process of consultation on the
part of the UDF cultural desk beentruly democratic.® The Centreclaimedto
be politically independent, although many in the UDF viewed it as being
sympathetic to the Black Consciousness and Africanist movements. While
it could be argued that organisations within the broad liberation movement
were subjected to high levels of repression, and that proper consultation
wasanimpossibility, therewereopportunitiesfor consultation within these
constraints that were not optimised.

The UDF adopted atop-down, centralised approach to organising artists,
and to consulting on the sel ective boycott, asopposed to all owing networks
to emerge organically and then working with those. The network method of
organising had strategic advantages over forming organisations, given the
high levels of repression at the time. Organisations could be banned,
whereas networks could survive, making them a more resilient method of
organising artists. In fact, Francis argued that mobilising artists and
community centres through networks allowed individuals and groups to
retain a‘dignity of intent’ asthey are not obliged to compromise their own
ideological programmes.” Thus, if consultations wereto take place on who
community groups would like to see visiting the country, groups and
individual sof diverseideol ogical persuasion could beconsulted: adifficult
task in acultural arenawracked by division. But largely thiswas not to be
an organising strategy favoured by the UDF and the ANC in exile. When
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asked about the factors that determined this organisational behaviour, a
member of the UDF cultural desk, who requested anonymity at the time,
replied:

You know, the situation in the cultural sphereis very different from

what it was like in 1986. There was a time when musicians were so

paralysed with fear — fear of being branded agitators — they couldn’t

even move, and so somebody had to do something. We couldn’t say,

OK, we'll wait for the cultural workers themselves to get organized

becausetherewasthisfear that if | stand up and challengethe promoters,

I might not be put on any bill...so we had to step in there.®

Y et artistswho were not aligned to the UDF proposed other approaches
to administering the sel ectiveboycott. For instance, poet Don Mattera, who
had also been associated with the Black Consciousness and Africanist
movements, argued that the boycott should be * made accessible to popul ar
consent’ (Koch 1988:15), and doing so required it being administered by a
non-aligned platform, such as an independent artists’ equity.®

Maponya and another artist associated with the Africanist tradition,
MatsemelaM anaka, al so argued that consulting with the UDF cultural desk
and itsstructureswastantamount to ‘ asking for permission’ to go overseas.
Both were clearly affronted by the UDF and COSATU deciding on who
should be allowed in and out of the country. However, they did not
experience problems with taking productions overseas, as they had
established networks through which their work travelled, which made
“asking for permission’ arather spuriousexercise.’® However, they and other
artistsnot aligned to the UDF feared asituation emerging whereartistswho
identified with the liberation movement, but who were not prepared to ‘ ask
for permission’, could havetheir passage bl ocked asthetouring productions
had not received clearance from the UDF cultural desk and associated
organisations.

Sectarianism in action: the Culture in Another South Africa
Festival

The UDF's approach to organising in the cultural arena broadly, and the
cultural boycott specifically, werereaffirmed at the CASA festival heldin
Amsterdam in December 1987. The purpose of the festival was to bring
artists, political organisationsand solidarity movementstogether to devel op
aprogrammefor thetransformation of culture once apartheid wasdefeated.
CASA wasajoint ANC/Dutch AAM venture, mediated by the newly-created
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CASA foundation. Thefestival absorbed much of thecultural desk’ senergy
until they created the CA SA committee and del egated thetask of organising
to them.™t

After discussionsin thevariousdisciplinary streams, the plenary passed
a series of resolutions, including a resolution reaffirming the need for a
selective cultural boycott, and the need for *...South African artists...who
seek totravel abroadto consult with the mass democratic movement and the
national liberationmovement’ (Campschreur and Divendal 1989). AtanANC
press conference held during the festival, an official reiterated the
organisation’s stand on the cultural boycott, namely that the boycott had
beenrefined, not relaxed. Theresolution on the boycott stated: ‘ No cultural
exchange would be possible in future without approval from the mass
national democratic structures within South Africa— namely the UDF and
itsaffiliates’ (Weekly Mail 1987-8:7).

However, these statements and resolutions, which suggested a
homogeneity of opinion, did not reflect someof CASA’smorecontroversial
aspects, such asthefact that it left out artistswho would not agree with the
UDFand ANC’ spolitics. AccordingtoaUDF cultural desk document at the
time, ‘ The UDF cultural desk accepted the responsibility for co-ordinating
the SA participation in this festival. This provided the opportunity
to...organize cultural workers under the auspices of the UDF, since only
thosewith UDF sanctionwill participate’ (United Democratic Front 1987b).

When Maponyaattended a UN seminar on the cultural boycott in Athens
ten months later, he was told by one of the CASA foundation organisers,
who also participated, that he had received atelegram from the organisers
inside the country informing him of their decision not to invite both
Maponyaand another playwright to CASA. It wasfelt that they both might
‘causetrouble’ atthefestival.’? Also, accordingtoamediareport at thetime,
oneof the Dutch organisershad said that thefestival *...excluded groups...like
Inkatha and Black Consciousness artists...” (Weekly Mail 1987), equating
theformer organisation, an apartheid front, with thelatter, alegitimate part
of theliberation movement.

The CASA festival showed that the Charteristswere preparedto practice
censorship in order to secure a homogenous position. Other problems al so
surfaced at the festival. Filmmaker Angus Gibson found that the ANC
delegatesdid not know much about theintricaciesof filmmaking; infact they
viewedfiction-filmmaking asa’‘right-wing’ activity. Rather, they endorsed
community-based documentary astheonly * acceptable’ form of filmmaking,
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underlining the fact that they subscribed to tendency art.™®

The CASA resolution on structureswas also telling, asit stated that the
national democratic movement wasdel egating thetask of co-ordinating the
formation and consolidation of local, regional and national structures; the
artists who attended the festival had a special role to play in this regard
(Campschreur and Divendal 1989: 214-24). Through thisresolution, CASA
consolidated organisational initiatives that — because of the nature of the
brief that underscored the festival — could only be understood as UDF
initiatives.

Consultation and the Salman Rushdie affair

It was perhaps inevitabl e that this shoehorning of progressive culture into
thesamepolitical mouldwouldleadto consultations, and ultimately decisions,
that would reinforce the hegemony of the UDF. This is precisely what
happened with theinvitation of Salmon Rushdieto South Africa. COSAW
and (to alesser extent) the UDF cultural desk facilitated hisvisit. After the
1987 Weekly Mail Book Week in Cape Town (the Weekly Mail newspaper
was a forerunner of the still-existing Mail& Guardian), the organisers
decided to invite an overseas writer. Salmon Rushdie was chosen.**

The Book Week organisers then approached the UDF cultural desk in
orderto* get permission’ for thewriter to enter thecountry. COSAW —which
was delegated the task of facilitating Rushdie’' s visit to the country —then
approached the AAM to obtain permission for him to visit the country,
which involved them in two months of negotiation. When asked what
process of consultation took place with other organisations in the broad
liberation movement in order to sanction hisvisit, the COSAW spokesman
replied:

One must go back to the CASA festival in Amsterdam 1987 last year.
Oneof theresol utionswasthat organi sations should urgeartiststoform
their own structures — writers and musicians and so on —and COSAW
had constituted itself nationally. So we had mobilised progressive
writers in our ranks and as such, it was not necessary to consult with
any other organisation because we were given our mandate, or the task
from CASA and from our membership that we the executive would
approve or disapprove who would come into the country. It was
certainly discussed at our executive levels, but we couldn’t have mass
rallies of our membership for obvious reasons, and our executive was
mandated by our members to take such decisions.*®
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It was only after this process of consultation was complete that the
Weekly Mail officially announced Rushdi€’ sinvitation. However, hisnewly
published novel, The Satanic Verses, became hugely controversial. About
threeweeksbeforehewasdueto arrive, the Weekly Mail and COSAW heard
that aworld-wide ‘fatwa’ had been declared against Rushdie, because his
book was considered blasphemousto Islam. After numerous meetingswith
Muslim organisations, death threats against some of the organisers and a
bomb scare at the Weekly Mail, COSAW decided that they could not
guarantee Rushdie’'s safety and advised the Weekly Mail accordingly.
Rushdie was subsequently disinvited.

The process of consultation that took placein order to facilitate hisvisit
tothecountry showed just how sectarian decision-making had become. The
COSAW executive was mandated by CASA and its membership to make
decisionsabout which artistswoul d beallowed into South Africa. Although
the power to make such decisions was vested in the COSAW executive
through discussion at CASA, the festival itself was not representative of
South African progressive culture. The structures of decision-making were
self-referential: in other wordsthey referred only to eventsthat occurred on
the UDF cultural desk —CASA, ‘non-aligned’ organisationsaxis. COSAW
did not, for instance, consult with the African Writers’ Association (AWA)
—the other writer’ sbody constituted nationally since 1981 — about inviting
Rushdie since it was not in the logic of the decision-making process to do
so. For Es'kia Mphahlele, awriter that had long been associated with the
Africanist tradition:

The cultural boycott has been moving at cross-purposesfor sometime.
Wehere[in South Africa] haven’t even madeastatement of our position
as a united force, we haven’'t. We keep on and when we meet we say,
you know, we really should get together and make a statement that we
can send to the outside world, to let the lobbies and the political
movements in exile know exactly what is happening here.

Clearly, at that stage, and through Mphahlele's eyes, the process of
evolving a common national position had not even begun.

‘They cannot live our cultural history for us':* the cultural
boycott and the overseas anti-apartheid movement

TheUDF resol ution passed at the 1987 National Working Committeestated
that atour would not beaffectedif itwas* ...approved by overseassolidarity
groups’ (United Democratic Front 1987a). At times, these solidarity groups
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conducted themselvesin highly problematicways, arrogating to themselves
the right to decide which organisations were sole and authentic
representatives of the oppressed inside South Africa. By that stage, the
most significant organisations mobilising against apartheid from outside
South Africaincluded exiled South African groupslikethe ANC, PAC and
the Black ConsciousnessMovement of Azania, aswell asoverseaspressure
groupslikeArtistsunited against Apartheid and the UN Special Committee
against Apartheid.

By 1986, the ANC was campaigning overseasfor it to be accorded status
as decision-maker about artists' comings and goings from South Africa; in
the ANC’ s pronouncements at that stage, there was no mention of it being
controlled from inside the country, or ensuring consultation with other
exiled organisations. Itwasonly in 1987 that the efficacy of ablanket boycott
came under scrutiny. Theincident that really seemed to precipitateapolicy
change was the controversy surrounding Paul Simon’s ‘ Gracelands' tour,
and the ANC’ sfailed attempts to have the tour stopped: in fact when they
called for a picket of the Royal Albert Hall —where Simon was dueto play
—they wereignored. Soon after, inhisCanon CollinsMemorial Lecture, ANC
president Oliver Tambo announced that the ANC recognised an emerging
peoples’ cultureand that thisculture should not beboycotted (Tambo 1987).
By July, the UDF cultural desk had beenlaunched, together with progressive
cultural organisationsinside the country. By that stage, the ANC was able
to defer some of the responsibility of administering the boycott onto these
structures. It wasclear that, likethe UDF internally, the ANCinexiledecided
to ‘act alone’ on the crystallisation of policy on the selective boycott, not
including the PAC and the BCMA in its deliberations.

The Anti-apartheid Movement (AAM) proved to be extremely stubborn
initsinsistence on atotal boycott. When ‘Bijers Sunbird’, aplay by South
African playwright Robert Kirby, waspicketed by the AAM, national AAM
secretary Mike Terry stated that they recognised that certain plays were
‘genuinely anti-apartheid’, but were not in a position to run a boycott
campaignthat allowed exceptionsthrough (Perlman 1987:23). At that stage,
the AAM was still smarting over another South African play, ‘ Saturday
Night at thePalace’, which had runin London for sometime, and whichthey
discovered later had been sponsored by a notorious *‘ boycott-buster’, the
South Africannational airlinecarrier, South African Airways. Even after the
announcements made by Tambo, as well as announcements made by the
ANC and the CASA festival, the AAM proceeded to ignore messages from
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progressive organisations inside the country to let South African band
Savukaandfiveother bandsperformat theMandela70 Birthday concert held
inLondoninmid-1988 (Bauer 1988:10-11; New Nation 1987:12).

In spite of this arrogance, when consultations did take place, the AAM,
particularly the British AAM, became known for favouring the ANC. At a
convention on sanctions held by the British AAM in June 1987, the ANC,
UDF and COSATU were portrayed as the sole representatives of the
liberation movement both inside and outside South Africa. In aNovember
1988 Meeting, the AAM resolved to accord the ANC sole representative
status (in exile) of the South African liberation movement, confirming
officially what wasunofficially thecasefor quite sometime (Sowetan 1988).
Y et there was internal dissent within the British AAM about its sectarian
approach to the South African liberation movement. A section of the AAM
called the City-group began to distanceitself from themain AAM in 1985,
and provided platforms for the exiled PAC and, from inside the country,
AZAPO (Work in Progress 1985). William Cobbett, commenting on the
conduct of the AAM at the time, argued:

Assupport organisations, solidarity movementsderivetheir legitimacy
from other organisations. They cannot become autonomous bodies
deciding strategy and tacticsindependently... If theAAM isasolidarity
movement for all South Africansfighting apartheid, then their support
must be carried out on a completely non-partisan manner, offering
concrete help to all strands of the progressive organisations within the
country. (Cobbett 1987:10)

However, onthewhole, the AAM did not heed thiswarning. Asaresult, the
British AAM become notoriousinside South Africafor their insistence on
cultural groups consulting with the ANC beforetheir work could be seenin
Britain. WhentheAfrikaCultural Centre’ sBenjy Francistoured the production
‘Burning Embers’ withthe Azanian National Theatrein 1986, the problem of
consultation cropped up. In Edinburgh, members of the cast decided to
distribute pamphlets advertising the production at an anti-apartheid rock
concert being held one night by a group known as the Red Wedge.
According to Francis, the group was associated with both the L abour Party
and the AAM, and the rock concert —which included ANC speakers —was
hosted by the AAM. The marshal s at the concert, who were members of the
AAM, told the members of the cast that no pamphlets could be distributed
until they had been cleared by ‘head office’. Francis was not sure whether
“head office’ referred to the ANC or the AAM executive, but the members

76



Cultural boycotts as tools for social change

of the cast told him that at some stage in the argument that ensued, they had
been asked whether their production ‘had ANC approval’.*®

Although at no stage during the three-and-a-half month tour did the
AAM actually picket ‘Burning Embers’, the production continually
experienced problemswith Labour Party-run councilsin varioustownsand
cities, whichwould not | et them performat venuesthat had not been‘ cleared’
by the AAM. In these instances, AAM officials were directly involved.
Francisreported veiled threats against histheatre group: venueswould not
be supplied and the tour would even be stopped. He described the play as
‘strongly anti-apartheid’, and even challenged the AAM to a television
debate if they had problems with the content of the play (which they still
declined to see). Francis characterised the treatment that he and histroupe
received from the AAM as ‘an affront to the fact of our struggle’, and he
considered them* petty andill-informed’. Staging hisproductionfor working
class audiences in makeshift venues in keeping with the group’s socialist
principles, they avoided the bigger, more commercial theatres.*®

Y et, Market Theatre® productionsbeing staged at the Edinburgh Festival
at the time, were allowed to run without incident. In an interview, the
Theatre’s co-founder, Barney Simon, stated that on sending productions
overseas, healwaysasked the UDF Cultural Desk for approval . However,
Francisdid not feel that his problemswith the AAM issued fromthe ANC:
he attributed them rather, to the myopic vision of the AAM itself.?

A welcome attempt to address confusion and sectarianism in the
administration of the boycott occurred at the end of September 1988, when
the UN Special Committee against Apartheid hosted aseminar on theissue
in Athens. According to the New York Anti-apartheid Movement, the
seminar was an attempt to place initiatives for the cultural boycott in the
hands of artists, instead of ideologues. South African participantsincluded
authorsNjabulo Ndebel e, Hein Willemseand Nadine Gordimer for COSAW,
Maponyaand Manaka and exiled poets Mongane Wally Serote and Dennis
Brutus, as well as Johnny Clegg. The conference resolved to endorse a
selective boycott after an appeal was drafted by delegates, stating: *...We
recognise that certain cultural contacts undermine apartheid and that, in
consultation with the national liberation movementsin South Africa, these
should be supported’ (United Nations 1988). The conference al so resolved
to set up a committee which would be under the auspices of the United
Nations, but would not include people attached to the UN or the non-
governmental organisations who sent observers — such as the AAM
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(Weekly Mail 1988). The conference also resolved to approach artists who
wereplanningtotravel to South Africatoinformthem of theexistenceof the
register (or the‘blacklist’ asit wascalled). Theresolution that was adopted
echoed theresol utionspassed by the UDF National Working Committeeand
the CASA conference. In spite of the original stated aim of the seminar —to
place the management of the boycott in the hands of artists, not ideologues
—the ideologues had, in fact, re-entered through the back door.

Conclusion: the past in the present

There are disagreements about whether sanctions work as tools for social
change; on the one hand, Thompson and Beinart found that sanctions
exacerbated an already-dire economic situation in South Africa, hastening
negotiations (Thompson 2001:241-2; Beinart 2001: 260-75), while on the
other, Levy found that sanctions had limited effects, and the demise of
apartheid could be attributed to other factors, such as the collapse of
Communism, which meant that the apartheid regime could conceive of a
negotiated settlement withthe ANC. However, even scepticsadmit that the
psychological effectsof sanctionsonrecal citrant regimescannot be denied,
as they signal that a country isisolated from the international community
(Levy 1999:11). Cultural boycottsare particularly effectiveinthisregard as
they intensify feelingsof isolation from major international cultural trends.
The cultural boycott was part of an arsenal of weaponsthat drove homethe
message that apartheid policies were abhorrent and constituted crimes
against humanity. However, therewerefundamental problemswith how the
boycott was implemented, which became especially apparent when its
implementersinsideand outsidethe country changed from ablanket boycott
to aselective boycott. More fundamentally, the boycott exposed one of the
most seriousfaultlinesin liberation politics: the unwillingness of the major
actorsto seek unity of the oppressed. Even if complete political unity was
animpossibility, programmatic unity on specificissueswaspossible. Inthe
case of thecultural boycott, thiswas certainly possible, asall streamsof the
liberation movement agreed onitsnecessity, and further agreed on the need
to shift from a blanket to selective boycott. However, one current in the
movement, the Charterist current, arrogated to itself the title of sole and
authentic representative of the oppressed and, buoyed by powerful and
likeminded international organisations, saw no need to build a bottom-up
front that embraced political or cultural diversity. Sectarianism remained a
clear and present danger to unity right up until South Africa’ stransition to
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democracy. The Charteristsalso clungto ahighly problematic understanding
of theroleof art in the struggle, asbeing an appendageto political struggle,
rather than as being an independent but broadly sympathetic sphere of
activity, that could play animportant roleinitsown right in contributing to
social change. Artists continued to play second fiddle to political
organisations, even when those very organisations claimed they wished to
defer to artists' organisations. Inreality, they would only accept deferring
to organisationsthat were of their own creation, and that consequently knew
their placeinthe NDR.

Inview of theseflaws, itisironicthat the Pal estinian BDS movement has
derived such inspiration from South Africa. It does not help if solidarity
movementsinternationally adopt an uncritical approachto strugglesagainst
oppression and exploitation. Many of these struggles are highly complex
and rarely clear-cut, although these complexities do not detract from their
overall legitimacy or the justness of their causes. In South Africa’s case,
uncritical international solidarity ledtoatransitionthat remainsunsatisfactory
in many respects: to this extent, the country’s present remains very much
defined by its past. More could have been won. While South Africa has
achieved formal democracy, it remainsone of the most unequal countriesin
the world. Unemployment remains stubbornly high, and is structural in
nature. Theseproblemsthreatentoreversesomeof thecountry’ sconsiderable
democratic gains, especially for thecountry’ spoorest and most marginalised
inhabitants. While South Africa's democratic centre still remains largely
intact, state authoritarianism, even repression, has become a disturbing
feature of the socio-political landscape. Official attemptsto censor artists
and journalists have intensified. For instance, the Film and Publications
Board —agovernment entity falling under the Department of Home Affairs
— has attempted to censor several films and artworks, although thankfully,
the Board has an excellent appeal structure that has overturned some of the
Board’ smore problematic decisions. Asfar back asthe 1980s, and even the
1970s, many warned about the dangersinherent inthe political tragjectory the
liberation movement was taking. Some who did were routed from their
organisations, attacked, and even killed.

However, given South Africa’ smounting social problems, and especially
inthewake of theterrible massacre of mineworkersin Marikanain 2012, it
has become increasingly apparent that society needs to be reimagined
afresh. Already, there are clear signs that consciousness is shifting away
from the ruling hegemonic bloc. Once again, artists can play an important
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emancipatory rolein tracing these shiftsin consciousness and envisioning
alternatives, but only if they claimtheir intellectual independenceto do so.
Political movements that do not recognise the importance of such
independence, must have their emancipatory credentials questioned.

Notes

1. Thisarticle draws on unpublished research | undertook in 1988, at the time of
the shift from the blanket to the selective cultural boycott in South Africa. It
examined contending ideologies in the development and administration of the
selective cultural boycott in South Africa, and included interviews with many
political and cultural organisations at the time, aswell as artists. | also worked
inthe community art centre movement at the time, and so wasfamiliar with the
key tendencies and debatesin cultural politics. Down the years, and especially
since the establishment of the Palestinian BDS campaign, | have been asked to
maketheresearch avail ableso that the South African experience can beexamined
and the necessary lessons learnt. This article is a response to these requests.

Interview with Maishe Maponya, April 15, 1988.
Interview with Maishe Maponya, April 15, 1988.
Interview with Oupa Ngwenya, May 2, 1988.
Interview with Lloyd Ross, July 21, 1988.
Interview with Benjy Francis, August 8, 1988.
Interview with Benjy Francis, August 8, 1988.

Interview with UDF Cultural Desk member who requested anonymity, July 23,
1988.

9. Interview with Maishe Maponya, April 15, 1988.

10. Interview with Maishe Maponya, April 15, 1988; interview with Matsemela
Manaka, April 28, 1988.

11. Interview with UDF Cultural Desk member who requested anonymity, July 23,
1988.

12. Interview with Maishe Maponya, April 15, 1988.

13. Interview with Angus Gibson, July 21, 1988.

14. Interview with Gail Behrmann, December 1988.

15. Interview with COSAW spokesperson who requested anonymity.
16. Interview with Es'kia Mphahlele, June 4, 1988.

17. Interview with Benjy Francis, August 8, 1988.

18. Interview with Benjy Francis, August 8, 1988.

19. Interview with Benjy Francis, August 8, 1988.
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20. The Market Theatre is a theatre based in Newtown, Johannesburg, which
developed a reputation for giving platforms to anti-apartheid plays.

21. Interview with Barney Simon, August 10, 1988.
22. Interview with Benjy Francis, August 8, 1988.
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