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Contentious Politics and Contentious Scholarship: Challenges Researching Social 

Movements in South Africa 

Abstract 

This article explores challenges associated with conducting research on social movements in 

South Africa (and beyond). Scholarship and commentary on South African social movements 

is a contentious and contested field. This article reflects particularly on carrying out research 

relating to land and housing rights and on the relationships between scholars, activists and 

activist-scholars working in this area. There is a particular difficulty with regard to 

identifying and analysing the political biases present within various opposing accounts of the 

social movements taking action on land and housing issues and their relationships to other 

actors. The article argues that there are three main pitfalls which researchers should attempt 

to avoid. First there is the danger of taking the claims made by social movements and by their 

academic advocates at face value. The second pitfall, on the other hand, relates to the danger 

of dismissing the praxis of these social movements altogether. The third danger surrounds the 

risk of the debates and disagreements between academics and commentators overshadowing 

discussion of the issues upon which movements work. The article suggests that it is necessary 

to apply a critical lens to all knowledge produced about social movements taking action on 

land and housing issues in South Africa and, consequently, a number of questions remain 

unresolved when attempting to put together an accurate picture of the relationships between 

and praxis of groups and organisations working in this area. 
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Introduction 

Scholarship and commentary on South African social movements is a contentious and 

contested field.1 This article grows out of a wider project exploring the approaches of, and 

relationships between, social movements, nongovernmental organisations (NGOs) and trade 

unions taking action in the area of land and housing rights in South Africa. In relation to this 

research, there is a particular difficulty with regard to identifying and analysing the political 

biases present within various opposing accounts of the social movements taking action on 

land and housing issues and their relationships to other actors. It is necessary to apply a 

critical lens to all knowledge produced about these movements and, consequently, a number 

of questions remain unresolved when attempting to put together an accurate picture of the 

relationships between and praxis of groups and organisations working on land and housing 

issues. These issues, furthermore, resonate with and have implications for understanding 

activism (and its relation to scholarship) on issues beyond land and housing rights, and in 

contexts other than South Africa. Fundamentally, this article seeks to problematise and 

provide a critique of overly simplistic assumptions regarding the alignment between social 

movement activists and scholar advocates of social movements. In so doing, the article seeks 

to identify and begin to think through the ethical and political implications of activist-

scholarship in South Africa and beyond. 

 This article first sets out background information on land and housing rights activism 

in South Africa and the positioning of key actors in this area. Following this, the article 

outlines some of the challenges researching social movements in South Africa as manifested 

in the divergent positions of key activists and scholars, particularly in regard to the shack 

dwellers’ movement Abahlali baseMjondolo. The article then builds on this with discussion 

of the controversy which emerged following the publication of a critical paper by former 
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Abahlali baseMjondolo general secretary Bandile Mdlalose in the journal Politikon.2 

Implications for research and practice are then discussed. Finally, the article concludes by 

reflecting on the potential pitfalls associated with research in this area.  

These potential pitfalls are, first, the danger of taking the claims made by social 

movements and by their academic advocates at face value. Key implications of this are that 

ignoring, or remaining unaware of, the fact social movements and their advocates might seek 

to present a positive image (with regard to movements’ size, influence and efficacy, for 

instance) for the purposes of advocacy, propaganda or (in a sense) marketing,3 leads to the 

danger that the value of scholarship in this area will be reduced.4 

The second pitfall is the danger of dismissing the praxis of these social movements 

altogether. There is no doubt, for example, that social movements (including those focused 

upon in this article) can and do contribute to human rights.5 Much like big international 

NGOs but differently manifested, social movements contribute to the defining and 

understanding of what rights are and how they ought to be pursued. This has both potentially 

positive and more negative implications.6 

The third pitfall is the risk of the debates and disagreements between academics and 

commentators overshadowing discussion of the issues upon which movements work. 

Reflecting on these, the article calls for critical engagement with the claims of both 

movement advocates and critics, noting that the nature of the intellectual and political terrain 

in this area necessarily leaves some questions unanswered. 

The article, in a sense, begins from and builds upon a position similar to that of 

Charles Hale, who argues based on reflection on the difficulties and contradictions of activist-

scholarship with (as it happens, land rights-oriented) movements he has engaged with, that 
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‘movements are both inspiring and compromised; movement activists are courageous 

advocates of local and global justice yet partly implicated in the very systems of oppression 

they set out to oppose’.7 Reflection upon this is particularly important in relation to social 

movement research as opposed to research on other areas related to human rights (such as 

that concerned with elite legal and political institutions or the abstract theorisation of first 

principles). This is due to the degree to which social movement actions and their relationships 

with scholars (including in relation to differential power dynamics) can have an impact in 

practice, the immediacy of this impact, and the potential for these actions, relationships and 

their consequences to lead to further dilemmas and implications which (either positively or 

negatively) affect the lived experience of social movement participants (as well as of 

scholars, or activist-scholars). 

Background: land and housing rights-related activism in post-apartheid South Africa 

South Africa’s post-apartheid transition is sometimes heralded as an archetypal human rights 

success story. The human rights provisions of the new constitution – which include 

justiciable economic and social rights (including a right to housing) – are also frequently 

praised.8 Nevertheless, profound inequalities persist. These include profound (and highly 

racialised) inequity in access to land and housing, which has its roots in apartheid and 

colonialism.9 Since the early 2000s especially, social movements seeking to address these 

issues have emerged and risen to prominence. Repressive and violent responses from the state 

(and other actors) have also not been uncommon.10 Few of these movements primarily frame 

their activities as human rights based. Nevertheless, many of these, including the movements 

discussed in most detail throughout this article, make use of legal human rights protections 

and the language of human rights at times and can, regardless of how their activities are 
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overtly framed, be analysed from the perspective of their contribution to the realisation of 

human rights as understood broadly.11 

In relation to the movements discussed in this article (as well as more generally), it is 

worth noting that human rights are not just about law, or about a single, authoritative, narrow, 

interpretation of norms.12 They are not just about negative freedoms which historically 

dominated (Western) human rights NGOs’ campaigns. Human rights are also about social 

justice.13 Moreover, human rights discourse and practice ought to also be about opposition to 

economic and political paradigms which negate their realisation and in favour of those which 

promote their realisation. In order for human rights to be consistent, effective and 

progressive, this means neoliberalism must be opposed on human rights grounds.14 

 The research out of which this article grew focussed particularly on land and housing 

rights-related activism in urban areas of the Western Cape and Gauteng provinces of South 

Africa, particularly in the cities of Cape Town (Western Cape) and Johannesburg (Gauteng). 

This research involved mapping the relationships (including national and international 

relationships) between NGOs, trade unions and social movement organisations taking action 

on land and housing rights related issues in these areas. In mapping this network, three main 

clusters of actors were evident, which warrant brief introduction here in order to provide 

context for the discussion which follows in the rest of the article. 

The Poor People’s Alliance is a grouping of social movement organisations (based in 

different parts of South Africa) containing the Landless People’s Movement, the Rural 

Network, Abahlali baseMjondolo and the Western Cape Anti-Eviction Campaign.15 As much 

of the rest of this article concerns issues which emerge from activist-scholar discussion of 

Abahlali baseMjondolo it is worth highlighting that, since the movement’s inception 
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(following a 2005 road blockade protest in Durban’s Kennedy Road informal settlement) the 

movement has, in Shannon Walsh’s words, 

been the source of a great deal of academic and activist writing… cropping up in the 

New York Times, the Mail and Guardian, the Economist, Isolezwe (isiZulu paper), and 

almost all of the other South African papers including most radio and television 

stations in the country.16 

Moreover, this coverage ‘quickly turned [Abahlali baseMjondolo] into a cause célèbre within 

the South African Left, gaining the movement significant notice by city officials’.17 

The second cluster identified in the research upon which this article draws is the 

Housing Assembly, based in Cape Town. This brings together a number of social movements 

and community based organisations with the International Labour Research and Information 

Group (an NGO specialising in education and research work for trade unions and social 

movements) and the Cape Town branch of the South African Municipal Workers’ Union.18  

Finally, there are the groups closely associated with Shack/Slum Dwellers 

International (SDI), which comprises federations of affiliated shack dwellers and slum 

dwellers, an NGO secretariat and local affiliate NGO across a large number of countries in 

the global South, including South Africa.19 There are a number of overlaps and links between 

each of these clusters – particularly between the Poor People’s Alliance and the Housing 

Assembly – but there is also, at times, a degree of competition and antipathy between these 

clusters and the groups (and individuals) which participate in them.20 

Opposing commentaries of Richard Pithouse and Heinrich Böhmke 

Activist-scholarship (and scholar-activism) exists on a spectrum. At one extreme of the 

spectrum one might think of university based academics who conduct research and write with 
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a view to effecting change (in attitudes or material conditions) through the impact of their 

scholarship (scholarship as activism, perhaps).21 At the other extreme, one might think of 

social movements’ organic intellectuals, fully embedded within activism but learning from 

and theorising this through lived experience from the ground up (activism as scholarship, 

perhaps).22 Between these two extremes lie a range of positions and approaches which cover 

much of what tends to be put forward as activist-scholarship, including much of that 

discussed in this article.23 The overlap between scholarship and activism in the study of social 

movements presents a number of dilemmas for researchers.24 

The contrasting positions of, and disagreements between, Richard Pithouse and 

Heinrich Böhmke are indicative of the dilemmas associated with research in the specific area 

this article covers.25 Both Böhmke and Pithouse have been involved in South African social 

movements as activist-scholars, particularly in relation to the shack dwellers’ movement 

Abahlali baseMjondolo.26 Pithouse is a university based academic who has published widely 

on social movements (especially Abahlali baseMjondolo) in scholarly and popular outlets.27 

Böhmke is not an academic (he is a lawyer, consultant and writer) but can nevertheless 

reasonably be considered to be an activist-scholar due to his frequent commentary on social 

movements in both journalistic and more scholarly forms.28 He has, for instance, distributed 

detailed (if polemical) research papers via his personal websites and has contributed to 

scholarly publications such as Ashwin Desai’s influential 2002 book We Are the Poors, in 

which he co-authored a chapter.29 

Whilst Pithouse remains closely associated with Abahlali baseMjondolo,30 Böhmke 

has moved to more of an outsider position and has been highly critical of the practices of 

social movements including Abahlali baseMjondolo and, particularly, their relationships with 

intellectuals such as Pithouse.31 The specific impact of Pithouse and Böhmke’s (opposing) 

commentaries on understanding social movements in South Africa is discussed below.  
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On the one hand Böhmke has accused Pithouse of misrepresenting social movements, 

particularly Abahlali baseMjondolo.32 For instance, Böhmke makes the claim that views 

attributed to Abahlali baseMjondolo are merely reproductions of Pithouse’s position and that 

Pithouse and others have exaggerated the membership and influence of Abahlali 

baseMjondolo.33 On the other hand, Böhmke is accused of racism and of promoting 

conspiracy theories about the allegedly malevolent influence of (mostly) white intellectuals 

(such as Pithouse) on poor people’s social movement struggles.34 Indeed, much of Pithouse’s 

work has (often persuasively) advanced the argument that the capacity of poor people (and 

the social movements in which they mobilise) to think and act politically (including outside 

the dominant structures of established institutions) ought to be taken seriously.35 Further 

muddying the intellectual quagmire, Pithouse has accused scholars such as Adam Habib and 

Kumi Naidoo of taking part in ‘imperialist’ projects and of contributing to the ‘literature of 

co-option’.36 

On the face of it neither Böhmke’s nor Pithouse’s position can be easily disproved. 

An outside researcher exploring this area must therefore tread particularly carefully in order 

to avoid falling into the trap of accepting either Böhmke’s or Pithouse’s view without 

sufficient cause. Accusations of unethical conduct and misrepresentations levelled against 

both Pithouse and Böhmke (and their supporters, plus other activists and scholars in South 

Africa) have flown back and forth for some years and frequently make for troubling 

reading.37 Marcelle Dawson and Luke Sinwell, for instance, note that, following the 

emergence of post-apartheid social movements, writing about them was largely done by (both 

university-based and independent) activist-scholars (‘many of whom are white’) who 

were directly involved in shaping the character of the movements as far as ideology 

and tactics were concerned. It was not long before this group of authors became the 

target for vitriolic attacks from within and outside the academy, but especially by 
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activists who criticised some of the movements for having a colonial mentality and 

who accused the white, educated leaders of trying to dominate and control the poor 

black followers in their pursuit of academic interests.38 

They argue that ‘[m]uch of this critique was exaggerated and some of it was unfounded, but it 

had an impact on the practice of social movement scholarship in South Africa’.39 The debates 

and dilemmas this article is concerned with (and the very production of the article) reflect 

this, ongoing, impact. 

It is, perhaps, worth noting at this point, that this article and the research upon which 

it draws is written from the perspective of someone largely outside of the events and 

organisations discussed (and, to boot, a white foreigner, resident in South Africa for only 

some parts of the research process), but peripherally and indirectly connected to some of the 

actors involved (as colleagues or research participants, for instance).40 The research project 

upon which this article reflects was not primarily concerned with Abahlali baseMjondolo for 

instance, and neither Pithouse nor Böhmke (nor Mdlalose) were directly encountered during 

this research. Nevertheless, the issues and events highlighted in this article had implications 

for the conduct and analysis of this research and, it is argued, have implications for research 

on (and with) social movements more broadly. 

To some extent Böhmke’s work has highlighted the tendency amongst some 

researchers to accept uncritically social movements’ own narratives of themselves, including 

those narratives which are mediated or shaped by intellectuals such as Pithouse.41 It is 

certainly the case that, for instance, claims made by social movements (and by some 

researchers) about the democratic, horizontally organised and participatory nature of their 

decision-making can be questioned by those willing to seek out alternative evidence.42 

Indeed, even Martin Legassick, another activist-scholar (particularly involved with the 

Western Cape Anti-Eviction Campaign) who has at times presented a very supportive view of 
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social movement practices,43 has begun to claim (in line with Böhmke on this issue) that 

social movements he has been involved with have tended to end up with a small group of 

individuals dominating decision-making in a leadership clique.44 

Data collected for this research supports the view that, in at least some circumstances, 

democracy and participation does not always function within movements in the ways their 

least critical advocates claim.45 Several interviewees referred to difficulties emerging in social 

movements as a result of narrow cliques assuming control of movement resources and 

decision-making power. It was, for example, claimed that the Western Cape Anti-Eviction 

Campaign (which works with Abahlali baseMjondolo in the Poor People’s Alliance) has split 

into several factions, significantly declined or possibly ceased to functionally exist as a result 

of wrangling over internal power structures.46 Similarly, despite the claim that Abahlali 

baseMjondolo collectively and democratically vet access by researchers,47 during the early 

stages of data collection for the research project which this article contributes towards (in 

2010), having failed to receive a response requesting interviews with the Western Cape 

branch of Abahlali baseMjondolo via the contact information on the movement’s website, an 

interview with the then chairperson was quickly arranged by calling him directly by phone.48 

By mid-2012 this activist had been removed as chair following complaints and an 

intervention from the (longer established) Durban branch of the movement. The exact 

circumstances surrounding accusations of misconduct and their veracity remain somewhat 

opaque to outsiders, and Abahlali baseMjondolo was not successfully contacted for this 

research following this.49 

In other areas, however, Böhmke’s claims are more difficult to verify. For instance, 

Böhmke has claimed that Abahlali baseMjondolo is an affiliate of the Informal Settlements 

Network (ISN).50 ISN is part of the SDI alliance in South Africa. SDI promotes a particular 

methodology, focusing on savings schemes and micro-credit, in order to promote housing 
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provision for the urban poor.51 SDI’s approach largely discourages contentious political 

action, and prioritises gradualist, market-accepting (if not outright pro-market) approaches, 

with government buy-in as a key strategic aim.52 Due to ISN’s participation in the structures 

of SDI, Böhmke suggests Abahlali baseMjondolo is guilty of contradictory praxis.53 On the 

one hand Abahlali baseMjondolo put forward a ‘revolutionary discourse’, with its leadership 

calling for a ‘living communism’.54 On the other hand, participation in ISN is seen as 

capitulation to incremental change through profit-driven and marketised approaches.55  

Importantly, however, it is very unclear whether the relationship between Abahlali 

baseMjondolo and ISN actually exists. Böhmke appears to be the main – perhaps even the 

only – source alleging such a link and he does not cite where his information came from.56 In 

the research carried out for this project no evidence of this link apart from Böhmke’s claim 

was found.57 An interviewee from SDI, for instance, suggested that Abahlali baseMjondolo 

and SDI sometimes attend the same meetings and have been in contact, but that there is not a 

close, strong, regular or formal relationship.58 Moreover, Mandisi Majavu posits that Abahlali 

baseMjondolo deny having ever joined ISN.59 Pithouse has also claimed that Abahlali 

members have been subject to arrest and torture as a result of refusing to affiliate to SDI’s 

structures.60 He suggests the government had insisted upon SDI-affiliation as a precondition 

for considering Abahlali legitimate and a repressive response followed refusal to comply.61 

As Böhmke has first-hand experience of working closely with Abahlali baseMjondolo in the 

past, it may be the case that he has personal knowledge of the alleged relationship with SDI 

which is denied by others.62 It is nevertheless difficult to ascertain if this is the case and, if it 

is, whether such a relationship continues. Indeed, despite contradicting each other in their 

claims about whether Abahlali baseMjondolo has a relationship with SDI, both Pithouse and 

Böhmke appear to share the view that SDI-affiliation would be a bad thing.63 
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Politikon controversy 

Many of the issues raised above came to something of a head (in academic circles at least) 

with the 2014 publication of ‘The Rise and Fall of Abahlali baseMjondolo, a South African 

Social Movement’ by Bandile Mdlalose (former general secretary of Abahlali baseMjondolo) 

in one of South Africa’s leading academic social science journals, Politikon: South African 

Journal of Political Studies. This nine page article prompted the inclusion of over thirty 

pages of responses in a ‘Debates and Comments’ section added into the next issue of the 

journal,64 as well as further subsequent responses.65 

The core of Mdlalose’s critique of the movement she had previously been a leading 

member of is summed up in her statement that: 

the thing that made AbM [Abahlali baseMjondolo] so amazing was our website and 

press statements. Journalists and academics could always raid this website for juicy 

quotes. ‘Speak to us, Not about us’, ‘No Land, No House, No Vote’, ‘A Living 

Politics’. For the journalist and foreign student, AbM was a useful thing to exist 

because it said things relevant to the budget, Marikana, the Occupy movement, 

Mandela, neoliberalism, xenophobia, World Cup, Zuma, or even the Comrades 

Marathon. But there were real problems eating away at the inside of AbM.66 

Indeed, Mdlalose argues that Abahlali baseMjondolo’s website was key in making the 

movement ‘the darling of academics, many journalists, documentary makers and Ph.D. 

students’.67 From experience, much of this rings true. For example, Abahlali baseMjondolo’s 

website is cited frequently in the work which has emerged from this research project.68 

Moreover, a significant rethinking of assumptions and reorientation of attitude and 

perspective was necessary in shifting from the earliest stages of the first part of this research 
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project (around early 2010, based predominantly on desk research reviewing scholarly 

publications and – largely online – accounts by activists and practitioners), to the completion 

of the first period of fieldwork and empirical data collection (in mid-2010). It is around this 

period, whilst visiting the University of the Western Cape’s Institute for Poverty, Land and 

Agrarian Studies, that complexities and counternarratives (from scholars, activists and 

activist-scholars) contesting the straightforward view of Abahlali baseMjondolo and related 

social movements as consistently and impressively democratic, grassroots-oriented, ethical 

and inclusive were first encountered. 

Mdlalose points to the contrast between the rhetoric of the movement and its actual 

practices as she experienced them (indeed, this reflects some of the issues raised by Böhmke, 

discussed above). Abahlali baseMjondolo was ‘supposed to be more democratic than the 

ANC [African National Congress] or trade unions or anything else that existed in SA’,69 

‘academics and left activists coming from the suburbs found shack-dwellers who could be 

made to look like their dreams and assumptions’ and ‘AbM was declared to have a 

philosophy which is the same as all sorts of writers and to have a politics like other sorts of 

poor peoples’ movements’.70 In his book Fanonian Practices in South Africa, Nigel Gibson 

argues, for example, that Abahlali represent a form of politics consistent with Frantz Fanon’s 

theoretical approach.71 Meanwhile, S’bu Zikode (AbM president), notes in the foreword to 

Gibson’s book that ‘Richard Pithouse initially told us about Frantz Fanon’ and that ‘we did 

not know about Paulo Friere or Frantz Fanon when we began our struggle’.72 This is not to 

say that a thesis such as Gibson’s is disproved by a movement having been introduced to 

particular theories or approaches by academics. However, it does suggest that some caution 

ought to be applied before assuming that movements genuinely reflect the values or 

approaches of scholars’ favoured theorists or that any such resemblance is a result of 
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movements’ organic, unmediated bottom-up development. This is also indicative of the fact 

that the relationship dynamic between some academics (such as Pithouse) and social 

movements (including Abahlali baseMjondolo) is not one based on passive observation, but 

includes active participation and deliberate attempts to influence the thinking and practice of 

the movement (indeed, Pithouse has been described as a member of AbM).73 This may not be 

inherently problematic.74 It does, however, raise questions regarding the ways in which this 

participation and influence takes place and is reported (if it is reported at all) in scholarly (and 

activist) publications.75 

According to Mdlalose, despite the rhetoric of democracy and participation, Abahlali 

was ‘a top-down organization’ in which the ‘founding clique’ became increasingly 

authoritarian.76 Ultimately, the movement supported the Democratic Alliance (DA) – South 

Africa’s largest opposition party – in the 2014 national elections. The DA has its roots in a 

merger between the Democratic Party, which was a (white) liberal parliamentary opposition 

party in the apartheid era, and the New National Party (NNP), which was a successor to the 

National Party which governed during apartheid (though the NNP later left the DA, joined 

the ANC and dissolved).77 The DA is frequently perceived as disproportionately (if not 

predominantly) white and is characterised by its opponents as defending the interests of a 

(mostly white) economic elite against those of the majority.78 Mdlalose characterises the DA 

as ‘pro-capitalist’ and Abahlali baseMjondolo’s support for it as undermining both the 

movement’s claimed anti-capitalist politics and its previous rhetorical opposition to all 

electoral politics.79 Abahlali baseMjondolo has defended support for the DA as a tactical 

move in opposition to the ANC and argued that it should not be viewed as endorsement of the 

DA’s overall programme.80 Mdlalose notes, though, that electoral support for the DA 

especially ‘is not what made AbM a darling of academics and left activists since 2005’.81  
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Similarly, Michael Blake, who was a key figure in organising the Housing 

Assembly,82 commented when interviewed in 2015 on what he termed the ‘limited horizon of 

Abahlali politics’, arguing that that the professed radicalism of Abahlali baseMjondolo 

‘evaporates into nothing’ as militancy is not sufficiently linked up with the necessary work of 

organising. In his view, Abahlali is overly involved in the ‘politics of gesture’ and the making 

of superficial anti-neoliberal statements rather than engaging seriously with the ‘class politics 

of housing’.83 He further suggested that endorsing the DA in 2014 led to some Abahlali 

members and supporters moving away from the group and becoming more willing to engage 

with the Housing Assembly.84 

Prior to 2013 (when, according to Mdlalose, the movement became much more ‘quiet 

on the ground’ and began to shed both members and leaders), academics and suburban 

activists ‘found [in Abahlali baseMjondolo] people who would prove their theories about the 

revolt of the poor coming any day’.85 Indeed, the language of an imminent or actually existing 

revolt or ‘rebellion of the poor’ in South Africa has been popular amongst social movement 

scholars (and advocates) since the early-2010s.86 However, more recently, several of the key 

architects of this narrative have backed away from some of their more optimistic claims, their 

enthusiasm apparently tempered by a more sober reflection upon the gap between empirical 

evidence and normative aspirations. For instance, in 2010 Peter Alexander concluded that 

South Africa’s ‘massive movement of militant local political protests’ (which he termed a 

‘rebellion of the poor’) could be explained in part by the fact that ‘neoliberalism has 

sustained massive inequality, which, linked in particular to policies associated with black 

economic empowerment, has added to feelings of injustice’.87 In contrast, by 2016 Alexander 

and his colleagues concluded that whilst protests ‘are a direct response to the ANC’s failure 

to advance economic policies benefitting the majority of the population’, from protest 
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participants’ comments there is, nevertheless, ‘no suggestion that material deprivation is 

linked to the ANC’s neo-liberal policies, or to capitalism more broadly… [T]he language of 

anti-capitalism does not prevail in South Africa’s rebellion of the poor’.88 

Abahlali baseMjondolo’s public statements and website frequently link the 

movement’s activities to wider narratives critical of the ANC, neoliberalism and capitalism 

more broadly. Mdlalose, however, argues that the influence of Abahlali’s website, and 

control over this, led to misleading and inaccurate information being propagated about the 

movement. This is worth considering in relation to Böhmke’s critique (set out above) of the 

branding of Abahlali baseMjondolo (and other social movements) and the alleged role of 

Pithouse (and other academics) in this. In Mdlalose’s account: 

Outsider academics controlled the website. We did not even know the password. This 

was important because it gave a few people power to control what was there and what 

was not there. Anything critical that warned of AbM weakness was excluded.89 

Furthermore, ‘[t]he movement and the website became two separate things, as if we were in 

two universes. Other outsiders quoted things that are not accurate, not written by shack-

dwellers’.90 Mdlalose focuses especially on the role and influence of a particular ‘white 

academic’ (unnamed, though identifiable to those in scholarly or activist circles familiar with 

Abahlali) in shaping this inaccurate narrative.91 According to Mdlalose, this academic 

‘drafted our statements. Everything had to go via him. Some of our press statements he wrote 

word for word without us giving any input’.92 

The shift of concern in the public profile of the movement from that of its shack 

dweller members to those of its academic advocates is described by Mdlalose as ‘strangest of 

all’.93 She argues that ‘AbM was used to fight battles in academic areas that shack-dwellers 
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had no knowledge in and I feel I must add, no interest in’.94 This raises serious questions with 

regard to both the ethics of the ways in which academics engage with social movements and 

the ways in which scholars (and others who form the audience of movements’ public 

pronouncements) respond to claims made by social movements. Mdlalose gives the example 

that, following the announcement that ‘the department of a good friend of the academic who 

wrote AbM statements’ was to be closed at Middlesex University (in London, UK), ‘[n]ext 

thing, a letter in AbM’s name, drafted by the academic, went to the university rectors saying 

that the department closing was “an attack on one part of the struggle to humanise the 

world”’.95 

Perhaps more troublingly from the perspective of ethical relationships between 

researchers and activists, Mdlalose states that: 

in doing his doctoral degree, as general secretary, I did not see any communication 

from the academic writing our press statements seeking permission from the 

organization and individuals within it to research AbM or us as individuals. At all 

times during our dealings with him, we thought that he was an actual supporter of the 

movement. I, and others, opened up only to him and shared information with him on 

this basis. The academic seems to have left out of his thesis the depth of his own role 

in AbM. People reading his thesis would not know that he was in daily contact with 

AbM during my tenure of three years and that he drafted press statements for us all 

the time. It was these press statements after all that contain our ‘own’ ideas. He gives 

the impression that his role in AbM was minor when it was not.96 

Given that, according to Mdlalose, this academic ‘wrote large passages of AbM’s many press 

statements and speeches’, ‘added lots of content’, ‘controlled [the] website and mailing list’ 

and ‘constantly interfered in... organizational debates’, she posits that ‘[i]t seems 
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academically problematic to then discover and portray AbM’s politics as coming out of us 

organically when he has in fact played such an influential role in creating this politics from 

above’.97 Whilst Mdlalose’s allegations in this regard are indicative of dubious academic 

practice, they also reflect wider questions of ethics with regard to research (whether in or out 

of the academy) on vulnerable or marginalised groups. Questions are raised regarding who 

has ownership and control over the stories of those who participate in such research, and 

regarding the degree to which genuine informed consent to participate in research is 

obtained.98 Indeed, as discussed further in the next section, there is a case to be made that 

much (possibly most) academic research in this area contributes to an exploitative, extractive 

industry.99 

Responses to Mdlalose’s article varied from the supportive to the denunciatory.100 

Some questioned whether the account ought to have been published in a scholarly journal 

(and the editors of the issue in which Mdlalose’s piece appeared responded to this claim).101 

Others called for further reflection by scholars (and activists) on the relationships between 

academia and social movements, with one proposing a code of conduct for social movement 

research in South Africa.102 In many ways, the responses to Mdlalose’s article further 

highlight the issues and dilemmas she raises, as well as those which emerge from the 

contrasting positions of Böhmke and Pithouse discussed above (and, some of which, this 

article seeks to think through). Ibrahim Steyn, for instance, notes in his reflection on the 

Politikon controversy:  

[w]hile the factual accuracy of all claims made in Mdlalose’s piece is open to 

dispute... instead of attempting to silence Mdlalose’s voice, left-wing academics and 

intellectuals should rather use the debate triggered by her piece to critically reflect on 

how our research and writings are representative of the empirical realities of 



Page 19 of 54 

 

movements. We also need to candidly reflect on the power dynamics in social 

movements.103 

Steyn argues that ‘the representation of social movements in intellectual spaces is embedded 

in unequal race, class and gender relations that shape the flow of power in movements. 

Intellectual representation can thus not be abstracted from the operation of power in social 

movements’.104 For activist-scholars (or scholars of activism) reflection on these power 

dynamics is necessary if there is any hope to avoid (or at least mitigate) the negative – 

harmful, even – effects unequal relationships in research and representation may produce.105 

Implications for research and practice 

The problems Mdlasose highlights present challenges for researchers and point to wider 

dilemmas about both the relationship between scholarship and activism, and the ethics and 

politics of academics’ involvement in social movements. Indeed, Mdlalose’s article and the 

responses it provoked reflect challenges and pitfalls associated with the study of social 

movements in general, and embody in microcosm issues which are relevant not only to 

Abahlali baseMjondolo but also other social movements in South Africa and beyond. 

The tendencies of minimising admissions of weakness, exaggerating strength and of 

outside academic advocates having (arguably) undue influence are not unique to one 

movement. Nor are concerns of the potential for cooption of poor people’s movements by 

better-off or privileged (and frequently white) activist professionals. Two of the most obvious 

implications of this kind of activity are the danger that relationships between academics (and 

other more privileged outsiders) and social movements become exploitative, and the danger 

that outsiders seeking to understand (or perhaps be influenced by) social movements are 

misled. 
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In conducting research, especially in relation to marginalised communities, there are 

good reasons for reflecting upon the possibility of research comprising an extractive process 

and seeking to avoid this.106 Often, however, this is easier said than done. The structures of 

professionalised research (in and outside of academia) are frequently not oriented around the 

needs and participation of communities being researched and the kinds of outputs which tend 

to (perhaps necessarily) be produced through this kind of research are not always of use or of 

interest to those who participated in the research.107 

There are further dilemmas evident in attempts to avoid (or at least mitigate the 

effects of) extractive research. There is a danger in overpromising what researchers can 

provide to those participating in their research in terms of benefits of participation, 

contributions researchers might make to participating communities or likely utility of the 

research itself.108 There is also a potential for research participation to be reduced to an 

instrumental (and possibly coercive), transactional activity – knowledge, experiences or 

access to communities traded in exchange for favourable presentation in researchers’ 

platforms or access to incentives and resources (material or otherwise).109 At its worst this 

could manifest itself in close to the opposite of the outcomes intended by those seeking to 

avoid extractive research: the (re)production of relationships between privileged researchers 

and disempowered Others who are treated as needing experts’ (charitable) interventions.110 

Again, these relationships are not certain to be problematic but no resolution to these issues is 

without its own complexities and (from various perspectives) potential drawbacks.111 

Kamala Visweswaran points out that there is, for instance, a danger that ‘activist 

scholars who too quickly grant primacy to the community as a matter of principle may 

unwittingly cede crucial ground to ideologues’.112 Nick Crossley similarly notes that  
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[t]he activist, like anybody else, observes events from a particular vantage point 

which, like any other vantage point, has blind spots as well as advantages. And the 

very different views and experiences of activists in even the same movement suggest 

that there is, in any case, no single activist vantage point.113 

Likewise, simplistic accounts of the ethics of (activist-)scholarship on or with social 

movements and/or marginalised communities do not provide straightforward answers for how 

researchers might ethically contend with unequal power dynamics and gatekeeping within 

communities and movements or how they might engage with politics and behaviours to 

which they are opposed.114 Taking account of these kinds of tensions, Charles Hale, 

nevertheless, argues for the pursuit of activist-scholarship, in part on the grounds that ‘[f]ar 

from being deterrents, the tensions need to be understood as key sources of methodological 

sophistication and analytical insight’.115 

Mdlalose highlights unequal power dynamics in the ways in which the activities of 

Abahlali baseMjondolo were, in her view, shaped by priorities other than those of shack 

dwellers whose interests the movement is intended to promote. She highlights, for instance, 

an occasion when Abahlali members carried out ‘just-in-time’ research on healing for an 

academic who had ‘made some vague comment about funding’, only to stop once it became 

apparent that no funding would materialise.116 Similarly, she notes that whilst Abahlali 

baseMjondolo opposes evictions through both protests and legal action, ‘the key tactic was 

protest... known as the “Dunlop”, because old tyres were set alight on roads’.117 According to 

Mdlalose, the movement ‘appreciated being known for its “Dunlop” activity, as it slowly 

became a protest organization rather than a human rights or housing rights organization’.118 

Ultimately, however, ‘the protests we undertook were less about real anger or real resistance. 

They became more about impressing funders who could give their money if they wanted, to 
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many other organizations’.119 In this sense protest action is both performative and ‘displayed’ 

to particular audiences (funders especially).120 

Mdlalose also highlights the ways in which social movement activists may be 

complicit in the misrepresentation of the movements they are a part of.121 Social movement 

activists, and their advocates in academia, may not see anything wrong with representing 

movements in as positive a light as possible, or with pursuing whatever strategies seem to be 

most effective, including, for example, seeking to represent movements as fitting with 

whatever narrative might be most advantageous politically, or in terms of funding, at any 

given time. Indeed, the effective framing of issues in different terms, ‘venue shopping’, 

‘translation’ and ‘vernacularisation’ are widely accepted advocacy tactics in human rights 

(and other) campaigning.122 However, questions emerge regarding what, if any, limits ought 

to be placed on (mis)representation of social movements (and who gets to do the 

representing).123 These questions are at the core of the abovementioned disagreements 

between – and criticisms levelled at – Böhmke and Pithouse (and their supporters and critics). 

On the one hand, there exists a view – explained by one activist-scholar in an informal 

conversation as summing up the views of another (well-known) activist-scholar – that rather 

than social movements (and their academic advocates) performing the role of speaking truth 

to power, sometimes it is necessary to tell lies to power. On the other hand, there is the 

position which Mdlalose refers to as ‘the politics of truth’.124 Mdlalose sums up the appeal of 

the former position, and – perhaps – contributes to the latter, in explaining that ‘[w]e liked to 

know that we were read all over the world. Big professors would come and visit us from 

Harvard and their students would spend time with us. We learnt what to say that would 

interest them’.125 She argues, furthermore, that Abahlali baseMjondolo 



Page 23 of 54 

 

agreed to tell lies about our branches, our level of membership and our radicalism. 

This started by giving up control of our website and press statements. But this seemed 

to be a good idea at the time because we did not have those skills and what did it 

matter if students overseas wrote stuff about us in essays that were exaggerated. 

Maybe the ANC would treat us with more respect. So, often also we went along with 

lies about us in articles and newspapers because it made us seem powerful.126 

There are, clearly, tensions between these positions, and important ethical questions 

raised by this. Should, for instance, activists (and scholars for that matter) accept the view 

(sometimes attributed to Lenin) that anything which advances the political interests of the 

movement (truthful or otherwise) is ethical?127 Is there ever a legitimate place for deliberately 

lying to or misleading others in the tactical repertoire of social movements? What are the 

(ethical and political) implications of professional academics involving themselves in social 

movements deploying these tactics, or even of promoting these tactics for use by movements 

they have contact with?128 Encapsulating several of these dilemmas, Steyn posits that ‘it 

could be argued that our criticisms of racialised, gendered and classed practices within 

political spaces of oppressed collectivities may play into the hands of a neoliberal state’.129 

He asks, however, ‘how can we turn a blind eye to destructive and exclusionary practices and 

tendencies – i.e. racism and/or race denialism, sexism, tribalism and undemocratic behaviour 

– that undermine the very struggles of poor people?’130 It is incumbent upon activists and 

scholars to respond to this challenge, which manifests not only in relation to South African 

housing rights movements or similar contexts but in any number of activist groups, formal 

and informal, in the global South and in the global North.131 In doing so, it is necessary for 

researchers to contend with the question of whose side they are on.132 This is not, however, a 

one-off question with a simple answer. The question must be repeatedly answered throughout 
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any research process and must also include reckoning with further questions, not just whose 

side researchers are on but what it means to be on that side in practice.133 This is especially 

important for human rights research and for research which is intended to contribute to or 

promote justice rather than affecting towards a (mythical) position of neutrality and 

dispassionate observation.134 It is more important still in relation to social movement research 

related to human rights, as opposed to other kinds of human rights research (such as the 

narrowly legal, abstractly theoretical, or empirical but elite-oriented). Shannon Speed, for 

instance, notes that ‘[c]oncerns about ethical conduct and the politics of knowledge 

production are perhaps even more salient and powerful in situations of rights violations in 

which the “subjects” are in perilous circumstances’.135 

This article concentrates mainly on the challenges faced by those researching social 

movements rather than those directly involved in shaping movements’ praxis. The conclusion 

sets out some of the pitfalls associated with scholars’ engagement with activism, including in 

relation to dangers of on the one hand uncritically believing any claims made by or on behalf 

of social movements and, on the other, of dismissing such claims out of hand as false. 

Nevertheless, those questions which are not addressed in detail by this article are also worthy 

of serious consideration by scholars and activists alike. It is, for example, critical that 

scholars (and activists, and activist-scholars) reflect upon the ethics and politics of – and the 

(gendered, raced and classed) power-dynamics produced through – engagement with social 

movements.136 Christopher Anthony Loperena, for example, notes that politically engaged or 

activist researchers ‘may strive to create egalitarian relationships with our interlocutors and to 

create neat alignments’ but ‘a commitment to politically engaged research does not eliminate 

power asymmetries, nor does it lead to moral clarity’.137 He argues, further, that researchers’ 

‘obligations to diverse communities, academic and nonacademic, each with their own set of 
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ethical concerns, will ensure we never achieve consensus on what constitutes ethical research 

practice’.138 This is an ongoing dialogue and this article is but one contribution to this 

necessary – and potentially difficult – conversation.139 

Conclusion 

By way of conclusion, here it is worthwhile highlighting the conceptual significance of 

conflicts and dilemmas such as those discussed above. It is necessary to maintain a degree of 

critical distance in attempting to research movements such as those involved in land and 

housing rights activism in South Africa (but also others). There are three main pitfalls which 

should be avoided (and which the research upon which this article is based attempts to avoid). 

First there is the danger of taking the claims made by social movements and by their 

academic advocates at face value. If one ignores the branding of social movements,140 or if 

one ignores the possibility that propaganda has a place in the knowledge produced by and 

about social movements, then there is a danger that new scholarship will be of less value.141 

Research seeking to understand and impact upon practice, through producing useful 

recommendations for instance, will be hampered by inaccurate views of the actual lived 

reality of this practice. For instance, in the case of research aiming to produce useful 

recommendations for social movements and other actors, for any recommendations made to 

be maximally useful it is necessary to have as accurate a view as possible of the actual nature 

and practice of these actors. Recommendations will not be useful (or have impact) if they 

cannot be implemented due to the limitations which come from a movement’s actual (rather 

than presented or perceived) circumstances.  It is of little use to recommend actions which are 

outside of the scope of possibilities for movements to take. Similarly, useful 

recommendations on improving practice cannot be made if existing shortcomings are 

obscured or denied. 
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The second pitfall relates to the danger of dismissing the praxis of these social 

movements altogether. There may be an imperative to question everything; that is not to say 

that there is an imperative to believe nothing claimed by or about social movements. One 

does not have to fully accept the characterisation of movements such as Abahlali 

baseMjondolo as put forward by Pithouse, Michael Neocosmos or Nigel Gibson to find at 

least some elements of their scholarship useful.142 Some of Böhmke’s claims about the 

misrepresentation of social movements (and the roles of academics in this) may be true 

without undermining the claim that these social movements can play an important role in 

contemporary political struggles.143 The importance of this role is perhaps most evident 

through movements’ provision of the opportunity for members of communities affected by 

human rights issues to mobilise and participate in voicing their concerns, potentially shaping 

the agendas of duty bearers and constituencies of support, and through (intermittent) 

successes in defending and extending the realisation of rights in a material and legal sense 

(through, for example, preventing evictions and challenging rights-violating laws).144 Indeed, 

even as she builds her criticism of the organisation, Mdlalose argues that ‘[t]here is no doubt 

that AbM at its best did good work’.145 It is fruitful to consider this position, and the roles of 

both academics and social movement activists, in comparison with the view of Bal Sokhi-

Bulley on the ways in which human rights are produced and practised. Sokhi-Bulley 

highlights the role of Human Rights Watch and other international NGOs in doing good on 

the one hand, but also doing other (‘dangerous’) things, on the other: producing ‘government 

through rights’, defining ‘what rights are, what rights matter and what rights situations are 

worth reporting’ as well as the ‘correct way of doing rights’.146 Social movement activists 

and academics (and those at the nexus of these categories) also contribute to defining what 

rights are and how (or whether) they ought to be pursued – for better and for worse. 
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The third danger surrounds the risk of the debates and disagreements between 

academics and commentators overshadowing discussion of the issues upon which movements 

work. When it comes to the questions of how land and housing rights might be promoted, it 

matters very little if specific allegations against and personal criticism of Richard Pithouse or 

of Heinrich Böhmke have veracity.147 As Mdlalose puts it, ‘while we are arguing, the people 

we [are] supposedly working with and struggling with, the vulnerable shack-dwellers, are 

lost’.148 This risk also applies to other movements, and, consequently, ought to be kept in 

mind by all researchers (and others) seeking to advance the causes of social movements or 

promote human rights as activist-scholars. 
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