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JF Also within the Udf you were saying ••• . 
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ANS tw , I'm sayine its not just UDF that is immune fror.1 that particu­

lar Lrovlem . It clearly is a problem that needs to be addressed . 

UDF itself within its v~rious forms , Ia t ionRl General Councils, 

AGM s and at _ . · .regional level , has passed these motions 

indicating its belief in the leading role of the working class in 

the str uggle'p.nd the need to increasingly develop wor ring clflSS 

leadership , wo r king class ~articipation within our affiliates and 

within our sort of leadership ranks . And if you look a t leadership 

in vuF you will see in fact, I ~e n if class oririn is to mean any­

thing , obviO''sly it doesn ' t entirely , workers ~ re ca~able of betray)ng 

their own class i n terests but there ' s a s·bstantial n .ber of people 

of working clcss origin in the leadership of LDF . 

If you look at the riestern Cape the president of the \.'estern Cape 

Ldf is .reside~t Zale Ulindi who until very recently worked as a 

gar~ge attendant, who ' s now retired from there but worked ~11 his 

l"fe as garage attendant and various other jobs . Our Vice President 

is a worker, a clothing worker who has lost two jobs because of his 

political activities , was unerrployed but urn , that ' s Wolf Rodes . 

':'he other Vice .l: resident is a J erson called Christm~ ,..,i nto "''ho 

started life as a mine worker on the compounds in Jo'berg , was 

thrown out in the late ' 40s for strike activity and then came to 

Cape Town where ~e worked as an ordinary worker and then bec~·e a 

SACTU trade union or~aniser and organised the railway workshops in 

the Cape Town. 3o t rat's his background and you co1ld go on. Clear-

ly you ..... . . -. 
' people like myself who a re intellectuals rather 

than working class people but the major leading positions are occu­

pied by people from workin ·class bcckgrounds and \ho have been 

workers , w· o are workers . 

Someone like ~u~la Hho we \vere talk ing about who is a cleaner in a 

clot.1ine- factory . f' o a t that level I think DF in the \,es tern Cape 

has a s good a record as the unions and bearing in myJJe are only 

22nonths or Hhatever old . ~he ability to develop working calss 

leader ship , people from workin~ class background has been auick and 

you know , reasonabley im~ressive which is not to say that, that 

~rocess is comple t e . 2eople like myself need to be increasingly 

peripheralised or phased out , I mean to an extent at least . 

Clearly others have skills and the ability an knowledge which makes 

them so much better equipped to play leadi.,g roles . 
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JF ~ased out to the point that , now do you reeme r ge when the 

str uggle succeeds , 1 mean •• can you say something about that in 

ter~s of defining the role of whites and non racialism , you know now 

and 1lti ately the goal . I ne n I ' m interested in you pointing 

these things out to me . 

ANS Yes . I thi nk maybe usinP the word phased out is not the r ight one . 

I think it applies to blacks and Hhites equally but um •••• (I th i nk 

~ee froM a larger standin• that ••••.• non racialism- where do whites 

fit in then and then there ' s this rhasing you , now , but whPt does 

that say about whi t es role in a futur e S . A. or how do you envision 

it?) \•ell , I mean over the longer te r m I see no special r ole f or 

whites in the fut~re S . A. I think whites will be ordinary citizens 

hopefully of a sociali st S . A. and m, they wo ld have the same 

r ights and above all the same dJties as all others living in the 

country . 

Do one talks of special roles and special problems of whites in the 

current si t uation beca use that r eflects a var iety o f concrete things 

about S.A . pr esent , but one's workin@' fo r a situation where t he spec 

ial character o f whites will. . not exis t at all . (Just this ••• ) 

We do have to watch the time , maybe fi ve minutes1 

JF JA . The one area which um , seems to be coming out of the closet and 
if 

if ~nyone can answer it you can althoughAyo\ can ' t you can say : 

Do you think at a certain point urn "~ lot of the deb'lte about the 

UDF and LeGran~'s ideas not withstanding , I r.ean ( ja) disregar ded , 

but that 1here's a sense of what ., popular democr atic organisation ... 

what a k i nd ofJEBR~e~fforces;~~tngs in diffe r ent racial+class 

gr oups ~s about that had been~Bodies in the A~C and then ther~s 
a front of the LDF; I . ean do you some of the •• do you thi nk any 

of the c r itique of the UDF or any the general criticism of 

move~ents i n S . A. rerresents c r iticism of the ANC , ~nd why do you 

think the r e are c r itics of the L C. I mean there ' s probably out­

right cr iticisms , ~ell I ~ean yo~ can just do without , I mean how 

do you assess that kind of criticism. 

ANS Urn , ja its um ••• just sort of trying to get a point of entry. lm , 

there ' s alot to be said about i t. I think that you ' re right urn , 

a posFi bl e point of entry of mine would be soF.ething l"ke this: 

that a l ot of • ...ones within the white left c r r ently tl">ere are a 
J 

nu~ber~ort" of I call) which is a term that ' s used but its an 

79 



Interview with Jeremy Cronin 79 Page 3 

ANS appropriate term so critical intellectuals around urn, often opera­

ting larxist terms,te r minology and often invoking the s peaktives 

Zimbabwe and Lancaster House and those kinds of things and imposing 

that , that sort of code onto the c 1rrent situation i n S.A . and 

saying the greatest danger in S.A . to a socialist future or what­

ever is a Lancaster !ouse urn , is a eort of petty bourgeois betrayal 

of the struggle and so ~rth . 

Urn , now there are a whole lot of things that one can actually say 

that if one looks •• I mean the r e are many lessons to be learnt for 

sure from the Zimbabwean instance one of them I would draw is 

that larxist rhetoric and Iarxist Leninist progr~mmes anJ so on are 

not necessarily a 5 uar ante e ~ a consequential socialism, scientific 

socialism and its it seems to me too often the critical intellectuals 

th<J.t . one~ talking about a re precisely the people that 

insist that something like UDF should co~e up with with a scientific 

socialist programme and the-re is not enough l'.:. rxist Leninism in the 

discourses of DF. 

And then they invoke a question of ZANU and Lancaster House and 

Zimbabwe - well , I would draw almost exactly the opposite conclu­

sions from that situation but urn , the use of Mar xist Leninist rheto­

ric and>lmnot opposed to ' rxism or LeninsimJbut the kind of rhetor i­

cal use of ~hrases and conce1 ts and so on um , is often a peculiarly 

sort of petty bourgeois intellectual;so i n the name of the working 

class working wi~h leadership and so· ~n , things which are often 

peculiarly ah , petty bourgeois intectuallistic get invok ed . And 

I think a lot of this talk is that kind. 

I t h ink that a sort of scientific understanding of the struggle is 

an important one and an important one to achieve at the level of 

mass education but to begin to do that you've acttally got to organ­

ise and mobilise millions of people and if you went onto the Cape 

Flats or Crossroads or whatever here in Cape ~own with a Varxist 

Leninist programme urn you wouldn ' t act1ally •• people wouldn ' t under­

stand what you vere talking about . I know that •• I mean I've been 

involved in quite a lot of mass education since I got out and urn , 

sort of very basic thines. people don't like •• what is socialism 

or what is capitalism, whatever . rot u nderstood by people even by 

people who ' ve been relatively active in the struggle for the last 

several years . 

Urn , no , I mean ith not a cause of smugness , I mean it shows that 

very basic things have to be learnt and worked through . But that ' s 
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ANS the point , that ' s what we ' re here to do , whcit we need to do ; we ' re 

not going to guarantee a soci~list outcome in the S . A. s t ruggle by 

this stage writing urn or talking in a particular rhetoric . 

Urn , you ' ve ac t '1ally got to organsie working clase peopl e and their 

allies and begin to edJcate them and one edtcates not just by sitting 

down at seminar sessions and tal king or whatever . Bu t above all 

in and thr ough struggle itself . I ~ean that ' s the great school 

no t on its own but urn ja. (Just in ••• ) Ok , one last question , ja. 

JF Well , ok. Urn , one important thing i s just you coming ou t of pri son 

what you decided t~na0\·Thether you \-.rere worr ied about your •• keepi ng 

your ' clean and 3..11 that but maybe most important what I \..ra nted 

to say was I heard someone say that I'"" not a good conspirator and 

I ' m professional and I ' m just gonna do y own thing and you know 

that ' s that ; there ' s nothing you can do ••• were you a good conspirat~ 

is that what the str 'ggle ' s Lade up of a few 
under gr ound peopl e who feel like thay ' ve go t top t lents ana cnoose tha t route 

or •• I ' m just interes ted in that abdication of a role , because you 

took up that role . 

ANS Ja I think that fi r st of all , the options are not in a good conspi­

rator and not in do i ng too much and incr easingly as we ' ve been 

seeing earlier that ' s increasingly less t he cas e . I mean , I think 

that urn perhaps I sh01.lldn ' t say this but I think its •• certainly 

there are a lot of •• clear ly there are a lot of good conspirat ors 

s£n a round judging by events that go off around us . I~m certainly 

no longer involved in such conspirat0rial action because urn ••••• 

as •• it would be foolhPrdy for myself per sonally to be involved in 

that having dangers to others I might implic · te and urn , ~ou know , 

I ' m too Hell known but I think that ther e are other roles as \..rell 

which can be , \..rhich are at the level of mass organisational work. 

And legal 't/Ork; I mean the bounds of legality ~ ·are ah1ays tenuous 

and \·that one imagines might be legal .~:-roves:~~ be the next day or 

whctever , but clearly when I was \'Jorking in ' 73 , '74 , ' 75 sary ' 74 

' 5 , ' 6 I was very aware that I was \·JOrking illegally urn a nd 

ado pted a l l the techniques of t nderground covert work. Currently 

I ' m not involved in that sort of work at all . ~ut •• Imean that ' s - wha: 

I.~ould like to be involved in , in the broad national democ natic 

struggle of S . A. 

was 
JF You didn ' t h ink when you got out you l now~there ' s a new era , did you 

feel like ok , I ' m workinc;~n1!egally, there ' s more space for l"ie or 
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better JF did you think after what you'd been through ,~Just get back to 

academia, poetry or •••• 

ANS Urn , no not really, but you ' re right in a sense , but I mean the 

situation has changed ~ lot so there are more possibilities for 

the kind of work I'm doing. Ok. 

JF You didn ' t say anything about poetry, you know. 

ANS Let r e , ok , give me five minutes , I 'd like to ••• (I ' m sorry) ( k, 

perhaps we cot..ld talk about that beca se urn , when I was in prison 

writing the poems I had a very tenuous, in fact 

didn ' t really think I would •• maybe I ' d get some readers for the 

poems eventually. \oJh ts been incredibly exciting gettinr out has been 

the cort of growth of mass organisation of all kinds, urn has also 

created the space and facilitated the possibility of reaching 

audiences in rr.y poetry . I ' ve been in a lot of performances a round 

in townsh~ s like Lange and Soweto , in Natal in the townships there 

as well . Also at political rallies, funerals, for matyrs of the 

struggle but also in the white areas as well , so that I 've been 

read on campus ; I've most recently read some poems to Smuts Hall 

which is a sort of white residence at UCT , where the sort of rugger 

buggers are concentrated and they were very interested in inviting 

me because they ' d heard that I ' d been a political prisoner and were 

very interested to hear about the ANC and of course not that I 

could speak on behalf of the ANC but I told them about my experiences 

and also read them soje of the prison poems . And although I felt 

the persuading was there , necessity was there , trying to call off 

the New Zealand tour, urn they at least began to think about some 

of the assumptions that they •• were too cosy abou t but the major 

experience and most exciting one with regard to the poetry was 

performing to black working class , largely working class type 

audiences . 

And that ' s had everything to do with this flourishing of mass 

organisation becavse its •• they provide •• sort of the pos~ibilities 

of doing that . Learnt a lot about the poetry as poems themselves , 

poems which work performed aloud and others which don't so much . 

One of the questions less s o now but •• one of the questions I used 

to ret addressed was when! read the poems was among mass black 

audiences, I think I was myinr yesterday was , Are you S . A. and they 

didn ' t really believe that white .3ot..th Africans go to jail for the 

struggle and so forth . ~h , which was fairly amusing . 3o the poems 
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ANS have been a way a ctually of urn , a vehicle say , talking about non 

racia l str':ggle ancl solidarity and s o forth and the ••• apart f r om 

John Ha thews poem v1hich people seem to like quite a lot per fo r med 

' ... he Dea th Row' poem v1here I ' m talking about three youn~ ~MC 

comr a des, sentenced to death and sit ting on death row ~nd their 

sort of tremendous courage a nd so forth in that situation. That ' s 

the kind I read a l ot a round a nd urn ••• 

JF Does tha t also say s omething are you S . A. or a re you African 

i s there a n Af r ica n South African c t lture that ' s not Luropean 

and just ••• ? 

ANS I think P'rOHingly there is . The ni cest thing that anyone ' s ever 

said to me about poetry performances , it happened in · ~aritzburg 

recently , when I was reading to a UDF type audience , and (mixed) 

ja , mainly black , and a black guy came up to me and said ' you 

read youl" poems just like an African ' a nd I 1 d been \'lai ting for 

some •• a long time f or someone to come and tell me •• I hope tha t ' s 

the case bec<('i~~;~l ' ve learnt a lot from that generation , the 1970 ' s 

generation of 11poets , who really pioneered again , I mean it was not 

yes , I suppo s e pioneer ed performance Engl ish l an.9uage poetry and 

sort of opened up these channels of mass mee tings , r allies and 

f tneral s and so on as pl a ces where poetry could be read and per­

formed . Urn , but at an aesthetic and stylistic level a lot of \'/hat 

t hey were doing was ver y interesting . rhey ' re pulling out from 

earlier oral traditions , prose poetry , j azry as well , also quite an 

i nformative kind of thing , the rythms and so on and often they ' d 

perform to •• with tovmshop type jazz bands a nd percus.!' i on going , whi le 

they incant their poetry. 

Al s o freedom songs and often they would come on as a r roup singing 

fieedoF songs and the ir ensemble would drop back humming the haha ••• 

harmony , one per son v1ould come forward and incant the poem . 

In the r oems t hems elves there \·TO"ld be a lot of oral devices which 

wo Jld •• a re found in most oral poetry: repet ition, parallelism and 

so forth and I studied very closely a lot of that and some of the 

poems , particula rly say , the ' De~th qow' poe~ and to a l esser extent 

the John Kathews poem , which involves quite a lot of parallelism , 

a nd repetition but working changes in a nd through re ~etition , urn I 

was learning that from the bl~ck poets , from what they were doing 

and the poems which use those sort of devices as opposed to other 

k inds of poetic devices like the metavhor and vi sual imagery and 
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ANS so forth which tend to look better on a page and less •• well, to a 

mass avdience . But one gets to see that those poetic devices are 

in fact f unctional devices which work in a noisy hall where people 

have just been si~nge a freedom song and kids a re ge tting up and 

mothe rs are sho~ting at their kids and so fo~th. You ' ve got to 

actually pitch into that and if poetry is coing to live and be 

alive in S. h . it can 't be the holy object before which a few sort 

of silent critics sort of whisper and genuflect. 

One has actually to have a poetry Hhich can r-o out into townshops 

which works there . Urn , when I went to Hhite audiences s ometimes 

to Jlack Sash or Hhatever someone gets a cough and there ' s a lot 

of e .. ~arrassment that this is disrupting the muse and ah , I 

have no~ written a poem says rore or less what I've been saying 

now \•hich is that poetry has to s• rvive in the re"'l world of 

str•ggle . And it can ' t be some sort of sacred object . 

So anyway that's been a very exciting experience for me. Again 

this is um, part and ~rcel , I think of , a small part and parcel 

of the emergent national culture which is developing e round which 

one sees in a variety of forms . I mean freedom songs are probably 

the key component for the moment of the emergent s tr lggling national 

culture . 

JF Which is a black and white mix in every bit o f Western Africa •• ? 

ANS Ja , mainly ~frican, a lot of the time but not only, ja. 

JF African, but not by West \frican standard, I mean. 

ANS Yes , it ' s S . A. JF Ja. 
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