
SELF-DEFENCE 

If-d e seir-aerence 
violence spira 
The sharp increase in criminal and political violence is making South 

Africans from all walks of life feel unsafe and insecure. The parameters of 

self-defence was discussed at a recent Idasa seminar in Pretoria. 

By Bea Roberts 

Idasa to train 
for democracy 

I n 1992 the Johannesburg office of Idasa 
will become a Training Centre for 
Democracy. After five years of working 

for democracy in South Africa, Idasa 
wants to ensure that its work is multi
plied throughout urban and rural com
munities in the country and it is hoped 
that the new centre will contribute to this. 

Central to the Training Centre will be 
the concept of citizenship. Creating and 
sustaining democracy in South Africa will 
require ihe exercise of responsible citizen
ship at all levels of society 

From the community activist establish
ing a civic or single-issue campaign 
through to the executive struggling to 
establish a new culture of democracy 
within the workplace, essential require
ments are personal and organisational 
skills, the values and the tools for creating 
democracy and an experience of a grow
ing network of colleagues. 

The Training Centre will use non-for
mal and continuing education strategies 
to foster and strengthen a culture of 
democracy* Special attention will be paid 
to the development and evaluation of 
courses so that the cenlre can become a 
testing ground for new approaches to 
education for democracy 

Initially, three course levels will be 
offered. The first will be a longer course 
for community based "democracy anima
tors" - emergent community leaders who 
can take skills back into their organisa
tions, whether in civics, political organi
sations or other voluntary associations. 

The second will focus on young people 
and students - who will become commit
ted to democracy and learn ways of 
developing it. 

The third will be for those who must 
come to lerms with the emerging democ
racy in South Africa - in the civil service, 
business and other institutions where 
coping with the democratic culture of 
community-based organisations and their 
demands requires special insight and 
skill 

Idasa staff, with their experience of 
working for democracy, will join invited 
resource people and internalional schol
ars in leading the training programmes. 
Although based in Johannesburg, stu
dents will come to the Centre from all 
over the country. International students 
will be welcomed, especially from other 
parts of Africa. 

(More information about courses will be 
available from the Johannesburg office in 
January.) 

When the Idasa staff in Pretoria sat 
down to plan a public seminar 
around the issues of gun control 

and self-defence in October, they found 
themselves confronted by a range of related 
issues. 

These issues had started appearing in the 
press more and more frequently in the form 
of feature articles, editorials, news reports, 
and readers' letters. It is clear that South 
Africans of all walks of life feel unsafe and 
ins«ure - on the streets, in their homes, and 
about their futures* The sharp increase in 
criminal and political violence has led to 
groups and individuals in all spheres work
ing out ways of protecting their property, 
iheir families and their communities. To this 
end arms sales have escalated and the num
ber of community-based defence units and 
neighbourhood watch organisations is con
tinually on the increase. 

However, the discussion around self-
defence extends further, to the issue of 
private armies and the fact that political 
groupings have established, or are in the 
process of establishing, military units or 
commandos to defend their political ideals. 
All these facts give rise to a host of ques
tions, some of which were used to brief the 
various speakers and to focus discussion. 

How far does the right to self-defence 
extend? What controls, if any, should there 
be on the possession and bearing of arms? 
What limits could or should be imposed on 
groups who form formal or informal associa
tions in order to protect their own? What 
role could or should the police force be play
ing in an attempt to create a safer, more 
secure society? At what point, if ever, is mili
tary defence of political ideals legitimate -
and how does the existence of private armies 
affect the present climate of negotiations? 
And, perhaps one of the most important 
questions: what will the long-term effects of 
the current emphasis on arms and defence 

be on this society? What kind of future envi
ronment are we creating? 

The keynote address of the seminar was 
given by Prof Fink Haysom of the Centre for 
Applied Legal Studies at Wits. He placed the 
question of self-defence firmly in a legal con
text, explaining that the law does not allow 
self-defence as such, but that a person will 
have exemption from prosecution if s/he can 
prove that a harmful action was taken in 
self-defence. Elements which constitute such 
an action include the following: il can only 
be used in defence of persons (personal 
integrity), and property; it cannot be pre
emptive; the means used must be necessary 
(i.e. other avenues must be considered); and 
the act of defence must be reasonable, not 
excessive. 

Haysom was particularly critical of the 
police force, pointing out that the general 
perception of the police was that they were 
ineffective in protecting citizens, and that 
this had led to black and white communities 
insisting on the right to defend themselves, 

He said white communities were gener
ally more concerned with the protection of 
their property, while one of the major con
cerns of black people was the ineffective 
policing of political violence and mass 
attacks* The spate of attacks on commuter 
trains was merely one case in point. There 
were also widespread claims and documen
tary evidence of police partiality and one
sided intervention. Haysom stressed that 
these perceptions created the conditions for 
violence and the formation of defence units. 

Discussing civil defence units and other 
collective forms of self-defence, he pointed 
out the importance of good organisation and 
accountability. The Peace Accord, for 
instance, states that defence units should not 
fall under the control of one particular politi
cal party, and that such defence units and thf 
police force had an obligation to liaise with 
one another. A reciprocal engagement would 



• be beneficial - civilian defence units could 
provide the framework for greater commu
nity participation in policing, and promote 
the idea that all citizens have a right and a 
duty to security and self-protection. 

The first panel discussion was entitled 
"Arms Possession: The Implications". It was 
soon clear from audience response and par
ticipation that gun ownership and possible 
measures of control are extremely sensitive 

'Communities are desperate 
for protection and will do 
anything in their power to 

create a safer environment* 

The panellists took widely opposing 
views, jeanette Schmid from Nicro stating 
that guns are our substitute for communica
tion, and perpetuate the current cycle of vio
lence in our communities. She quoted 
Vivienne Stavros of Wits as suggesting that a 
gun is a cue for aggression, and that the visi
bility of a gun will heighten the negative ten
sion of a situation* Any potential violence 
becomes focused on the weapon. 

Schmid went on to discuss possible alter
natives to gun usage, ranging from changing 
legislation to individual and community 
action (for instance, training in mediation 
and conflict resolution). However, recognis
ing that the current violence and the trend of 
the pervasive usage of weapons must be 
attributed to political and socio-economic 
factors, she stated that the most urgent inter
vention needs to be on the macro level, 

"Political tensions must be resolved, 

employment opportunities and a better qual
ity of life must be provided. Only when all 
South Africans have a vested interest in their 
future will they refrain from committing acts 
of such violence. We need to be actively cre
ating a culture of human rights and of peace. 
Citizens need to have a sense that the soci
etal institutions are able to control crime and 
violence." 

John Welch, chairperson of the South 
African Gun Owners' Association, on the 
other hand, argued firmly that the right to 
keep and bear arms is a fundamental right of 
all citizens as a means of self-protection. He 
distinguished between self-defence and self-
protection, the former being the application 
of violence against an aggressor Self-protec
tion, however, is a state of physical and men* 
tal preparedness, which does not necessarily 
mean being armed-

Welch stated that denying citizens the 
right to keep and bear arms was to "take 
away the very last resort within a democratic 
system"-

rights of the middle class and the 
position of the armed forces should 
not be threatened. 

Picking up on the second point, 
Cilliers pointed out that private 
armies within a democracy were 
clearly a contradiction in terms. 
South Africans should ascribe to the 
principle that the military and police 
in a democracy can only have alle
giance to the state, not to political 
parties. "Our legacy is one of various 
armed and police forces serving the 
sectarian interests of particular 
groupings within our society.-. In the 
end a democratic South Africa can 
only have one police force and one 
military force". 

The final session of the day, 
"Protection of Community, Family, 
and Property", was addressed by a 
range of panellists form various self-
protection units. All the speakers reit

erated the concern of citizens over their 
safety and security, and then? was agreement 
that co-operation between members of vari
ous groups and communities was essential 
"Good neighbourliness" could also alleviate 
the problem. 

Elaine Barsotti from Sandton Sentry sug
gested that the collective protection of com
munities should rest with the state and the 
various municipalities. 

The culture of violence 
will be with us for 
a while to come1 

Mr B Bulunga of a Phola Park defence unit 
hit hard at the state, saying that the establish
ment of township defence units was entirely 
forced by circumstance; communities are 
desperate for protection which has not been 
forthcoming, and will do anything in their 
power to create a safer environment. 

The seminar was summarised and closed 
He argued strongly that mental prepared- . p a u , G r a h a m P m m e D i r e c l o r of 

Idasa, who made a few final comments: we 
are not yet a normal society; the culture of 
violence will be with us for a while to come. 

ness for gun possession was crucial, but that 
a competent and armed citizenry would play 
an effective and positive role towards the 
reduction of crime. 

The next session, entitled "Private Armies 
- Protecting Political Interests", was excel
lently chaired by Dr Jakkie Cilliers of the 
Institute for Defence Politics, In his introduc
tion to the session he briefly looked at mod-
els of transition, and suggested that the pro
cess of democratisation in South Africa was 

South Africans, black and white should have 
the right to security, but do not. It is the 
responsibility of the government of the day 
to provide its citizens with security and pro
tection. In this period of transition, however, 
whilst working towards a democratic society, 
people must be prepared to assume responsi
bility, become accountable, and to develop 

to an increasing degree occurring through creative codes of conduct. It is time that all 
pact formation, of which the Peace Accord is South Africans get a good night's sleep, 
one example. If this process is to continue, B e a R o b e r t s i s a regiona, c ( M ) r d j n a l o r m 

two essential rules must prevail: the property Idasa's Pretoria office. 

r> 


