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Preamble 

In 1987 – 1989, I served as an expert witness in my capacity as a clinical psychologist working 

with a team of human rights lawyers who were defending young anti-apartheid activists charged 

with treason. One of these cases was a retrial of six young men who were on death row after 

they were found collectively guilty of “necklace murder” on the grounds of “common purpose.” 

Working with a social psychologist, our role was to explain, from a psychological perspective, 

both the circumstances that led the accused individually and collectively to commit the crime, 

and the complex dynamics of crowd violence in the context of “necklace murder.” In 

preparation for my report on the case, I conducted in-depth interviews with each of the accused 

in prison. In addition to these interviews, I spent four weeks in the Eastern Cape township 

where the “necklace” incident happened speaking to members of street committees and those 

who had witnessed the specific “necklace” killing committed by the accused and other similar 

incidents, parents, community leaders, and family members whose loved ones perished after they 

were accused of being police spies.  

I would like briefly to describe what happened during a typical “necklace” murder in the 1980s. 

Once a person was identified as a spy, she or he was rounded up by a group of accusers, who 

were usually young members of street committees or “marshals” – leaders of activists in a 

particular area. The accused person was then “interrogated,” which was a kind of “warm up” 

before the actual killing took place. This pre-murder phase of interrogation included verbal 

abuse, flogging and other kinds of dehumanising acts. The victim was then driven to the death 

site, where the “necklace” burning was to take place, a tire put around her/his neck, doused with 

petrol and set alight. During the actual burning of the victim, and as the flames went up, the 

crowd usually circled around the victim’s burning body, singing humiliating and degrading songs 

that associated the victim with the hated apartheid government and dancing around the body. 

These “necklace” incidents usually happened during the day, and sometimes with the police and 

army trucks hovering within shouting distance from the scene of the crime. 

Three years after my work on the “necklace” case mentioned above, I interviewed the former 

accused, who had returned to their community after their death sentences were commuted to 22 

months. This time the interviews were for my doctoral research in psychology (University of 
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Cape Town) on extreme forms of violent behaviour in political context. The thesis was entitled 

“An In-depth Analysis of Two Case Studies: Interviews with Perpetrators of a ‘Necklace’ Murder 

and with Eugene de Kock.” By bringing these two case studies together in my doctoral thesis, 

the intention was not to equate them as representing the same psychological phenomenon. 

Rather, the goal was to illuminate the complex psychological dynamics at work underlying both 

crowd violence – i.e., violence committed by a group against an individual – and violence 

committed by an individual against members of an out-group. Findings from my doctoral 

research are at the heart of my critically acclaimed and award-winning book, A Human Being Died 

that Night, which has been published six times, including translations in German, Dutch and 

Italian. The research also led me to study strategies used by individuals and societies to break the 

intergenerational cycles of violence that so often repeat themselves in the aftermath of mass 

atrocity and historical trauma. In addition to articles published in peer reviewed journals on this 

theme, my other books include Narrating our Healing: Perspectives on Healing Trauma, as co-author; 

as co-editor of Memory, Narrative and Forgiveness: Perspectives on the Unfinished Journeys of the Past, and 

as editor of the forthcoming volume, Breaking Intergenerational Cycles of Repetition: A Global Dialogue 

on Historical Trauma and Memory. 

To return to the subject of the current report, the incidents of vigilantism and “Bundu Court 

justice” witnessed in Khayelitsha share some features with crowd violence in general as this 

phenomenon has been studied in social psychology, and some of the incidents have similarities 

more specifically with “necklace” crowd violence that dominated news reports in South Africa 

during the 1980s.  

In this report, I would like to shift the lens slightly and look beyond the specific policing 

problems that have been highlighted to deeper psychological and institutional processes that I 

think require consideration. By doing so, I hope to raise some important issues that while not 

directly concerned with police inefficiency and related problems as such, are nonetheless relevant 

to the inquiry. The approach I wish to take in this report, addressing simultaneously vigilantism 

and policing problems on the one hand, and the deeper psychological and institutional processes 

associated with vigilantism on the other, will not only expand our understanding of the pattern 

of vigilantism in Khayelitsha. It will also deepen our appreciation of what living in Khayelitsha 

means for the women, men and children who witness these acts of vigilantism almost daily. 

Problems of policing cannot fully account for the development of a culture of vigilantism in 

Khayelitsha; it is necessary to examine the broader social and political context within which 

vigilantism occurs.  It seems clear, from the evidence and testimonies that have been presented 
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that policing, as a service to a community that is in desperate need of safety and security, falls far 

below what can reasonably be expected from an institution responsible for law enforcement, 

crime prevention and protection of communities. Reports in the media about the levels of crime 

in Khayelitsha also attest to this point. In order to capture the wider significance of what seems 

to be a collapse of cultural values – the values of a competent and caring police service and the 

cultural values of a community – it is necessary to shine the spotlight much wider than the 

problems of inadequate police service.    

The Khayelitsha Vigilante Killings 

Following a briefing meeting with Michael Bishop at the Legal Resources Centre in Cape Town, 

I agreed to join the team of expert witnesses and to prepare a report on vigilante killings in 

Khayelitsha to assist the Commission of Inquiry in its work. This report is based mainly on three 

sources of information about the Khayelitsha vigilante killings: 

 A document on the “Bundu Courts” in Khayelitsha between April 2011 and June 2012. 

 Interviews conducted at the Social Justice Coalition offices in Khayelitsha with people 

who have witnessed some of the vigilante killings on 6 May, and a telephonic interview 

on 8 May. 

 A selection of transcripts from the Commission’s hearings.  

In addition to these sources of information, I will draw on a variety of psychological literature, 

and to a certain extent relevant literature on social and political philosophy to try to offer an 

explanatory framework – albeit tentative – for examining and commenting on the phenomenon 

of vigilante killings in Khayelitsha.  

The Crowd Violence Perspective 

Earlier in this report, I remarked on the similarities between the Khayelitsha vigilante killings 

(henceforth KVKs) and the phenomenon of “crowd violence” in general, and “necklace” 

murders more specifically concerning incidents in which victims are burnt alive with tires. The 

differences amongst these incidents should not be overlooked in view of the diversity of 

methods and causal factors at play, however, in the next section I would like to spell out the 

features that KVKs share with crowd violence and with “necklace” murders. But first I would 

like to present an extract from an interview I had yesterday with a resident in Khayelitsha who 

had witnessed a vigilante killing earlier on the same day as people were preparing to go to work: 
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Let me give you an example of what happed in my neighbourhood just this morning 
– at 5:00 a.m.! We heard a woman screaming “I-bag yam! I-bag yam! Nal’isela! (“My 
bag! My bag! Here is a thief!”) In no time, I mean, in no time, everybody was coming 
out, slamming doors behind them. I mean, it was like a split second – and they were all 
dressed in their clothes, not pyjamas. It was as if they were waiting, ready all night 
for exactly this kind of thing to happen. Then they descended upon this man – they 
came with all sorts of weapons to assault him. Rocks on the street were thrown at 
him. In no time, the man was gone – in no time – they had finished him. Think about 
it, in a matter of a few minutes, perhaps seconds, a man is dead, killed by a group of 
people in my community for snatching a woman’s handbag on her way to work. 
Glancing at his body lying on the side of the street as I went to work, I saw that a 
large concrete slab – you know those slabs used to divide freeway roads. A concrete 
slab had been thrown on the back of his head to finish him off.  (From interview 
with resident in Khayelitsha, Section RR, Site B).    

 

 

Here below are some of the similarities with other acts of violence committed collectively by 

groups of people, from small crowds to groups of a larger size: 

 

 There is often a trigger event or a call that mobilises the crowd into action.  

 Crowd action of a violent nature is often spontaneous with little evidence of “planning.”  

 The violence seems irrational, and out of proportion with the nature of the “crime” for 

which the victim is punished.  

 There is no clear evidence of a leader, although some actors are more prominent than 

others are.  

 The harm inflicted on the victim is a result of the collective action of the group rather 

than individuals. Some people are actively involved in inflicting injury on the victim, 

while others are spectators who cheer on the perpetrators. 

 Very rarely does anyone try to stop the escalation of crowd action into killing; to the 

onlooker, the crowd appears to have “one mind” in executing punishment.   

 

In the vigilante violence, such as the one captured in the excerpt from my interviews above, 

everyone seems to participate willingly. One of the people I interviewed described “the highly 

charged” atmosphere of a vigilante incident. There is excitement that a thief has been caught, 

and “most people think about one thing: they want you to go [to die], and they want you to go 

now” (interview with Khayelitsha resident). This distinguishes the KVKs from other violent 

crowd incidents. With other incidents of crowd violence, there is usually a “build-up” and a 

steady escalation from mild to more extreme forms of violence, an observation made by most 
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scholars in the field of crowd violence. Stephen Reicher and his colleagues, for instance, have 

pointed out that the most violent and dramatic moments of a crowd “almost always occur after a 

prolonged period of ‘hanging around’ during which crowd members seek to make sense of what 

is happening” (Reicher, 1996; Stott & Reicher, 1998). In contradistinction to this view, most 

incidents reported in the press and/or recounted by witnesses suggest that in KVKs, from the 

very onset, when a crowd of community members descends upon a person identified as a culprit, 

the intention is to inflict maximum harm. How can we understand the brutality of the pattern of 

vigilante violence? How is it that a group of community members, who do not usually do things 

together, can come together without any prior planning and act in such a unified way, albeit in a 

violent manner? Why do acts of vigilantism persist, forming a pattern of explosive acts of 

community killings that happen in a flash, leaving a murderous trail that often leads to no arrests, 

or to arrests without convictions?  

 

Explaining the Dynamics of Vigilantism in Khayelitsha 

 

In the next section, I will present and/or discuss three perspectives that explain the crowd action 

of vigilantism in Khayelitsha, the Khayelitsha vigilante killings (KVKs). On their own, each of 

these perspectives does not have the explanatory power to explain the problem of vigilantism. 

Taken together, however, they become reference points for a more comprehensive and complex 

perspective on crowd violence in Khayelitsha. 

 

The first perspective is drawn from interviews I conducted in Khayelitsha and based on 

responses to questions about acts of vigilantism witnessed in Khayelitsha.  

 

The second discussion of perspectives on KVKs is based on scholarly debates on crowd 

violence. This second part of the discussion will draw mostly from psychological perspectives. 

Bearing in mind, as I pointed out earlier in the report, that acts of vigilantism cannot be 

explained through the lens of only one perspective – vigilantism is not only about crowd 

psychology – the third section on discussion of perspectives will deal with how the psychological 

issues are connected to the structural issues.  

 

 

 

 



6 
 

Perspectives from Community Members in Khayelitsha  

 

The outline below is taken from statements made by individuals interviewed in Khayelitsha. 

Each of the points was expressed in response to questions about vigilante killings: how people in 

Khayelitsha understood KVKs, and what purpose they served in Khayelitsha:   

 

  “Everyone” in Khayelitsha has experienced crime, either directly or as a member of a 

family who has experienced crime. No matter how often incidents are reported, police 

never take action, and criminals go free. 

  People take the law into their hands in order to get peace of mind and to sleep better at 

night without the threat of these criminals who roam the streets. 

 Although some people do not agree with the killings, “most people” understand the 

frustration that leads to the vigilante killings.  

 Police are useless. “Their presence is useless, and our faith in them is gone.”  

 Some of the police are corrupt.  

 People are “fed up.”  

 People want things to change, and they are taking matters into their hands because the 

police are not helping to control crime.  

 

These are strong sentiments. They help explain some of the social context of vigilantism in 

Khayelitsha. The brutality of KVKs is difficult to understand; yet few can deny that the 

grievances shared by the people of Khayelitsha regarding crime and its lack of control by the 

police contribute significantly to the complex set of factors that lead people to engage in angry, 

and sometimes violent, demonstrations. To the outside observer, the vigilante actions of 

community members are unfathomable at best, and inherently savage at worst. For the people of 

Khayelitsha however, their actions are justified in the face of a weak and even invisible police 

service.  The outrage provoked by incidents of crime, including what some might refer to as 

“petty” crime, and the collective action mobilised as a result of a single act of crime is a 

reflection of the power of shared social context among residents.  

 

A young person interviewed explained the shared solidarity about the vigilante killings among 

community members as follows: “We struggle to find jobs, and when we do, we work so hard to 

own the little things that give us a sense of dignity, and then someone breaks into your house 

and steals it. It is like someone has stolen your dignity!”  
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The respected political historian and scholar on crowd action, Edward Thompson has argued 

that crowd violence by members of a community or society should not be seen as senseless 

eruptions. In every act of crowd violence that is “supported by the wider consensus of the 

community,” it is possible to discover a “legitimising notion” informed by the collectively held 

belief that the community action is right and justified (Thompson, 2001). A “legitimising notion 

of right is to be found” (p. 68) in crowd actions, even violent ones, because they are expressions 

of wounding shared by a community.  

 

Psychology of Crowds 

 

Two main perspectives have dominated debates on crowd violence in psychology. The first of 

these perspectives, the theory of “deindividuation,” suggests that when people participate in an 

act of collective violence, they lose their sense of individuality, because they become 

“anonymous” in the midst of collective violence. The tenants of theories based on 

deindividuation are the following:  

 An individual’s personal identity is based on standards that create the condition for 

rational and controlled behaviour.  

 Any loss of access to these standards will lead to disinhibited or at least uncontrolled 

behaviour.  

 Being part of a group or crowd leads to the occlusion of personal standards and hence to 

anti-social or asocial behaviour. 

 

According to the theory of deindividuation, participation in collective violence leads to the 

following outcomes:  

 A feeling of anonymity, leading to failure to confront individual responsibility for one’s 

actions in a crowd. 

 Decreased capacity for self-evaluation/decreased self-reflexive capacity. 

 Usual social controls are diminished, i.e. disinhibited behaviour. 

 Loss of self-awareness. 

 Behaviour that is impulsive, irrational, aggressive, and violent. 
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“Social identity theory,” the second psychological theory that has dominated debates on crowd 

violence stands at a critical distance from “deindividuation.” Proponents of the social identity 

theory of crowds, most notably Stephen Reicher and his colleagues (Reicher, 1996; Stott & 

Reicher, 1998), have advanced the view that far from losing identity, as suggested by 

deindividuation, people in violent crowds assume a new identity, that provided by the crowd by 

virtue of their membership of the particular collective and social group action. There is a change 

from personal identity to shared social identity as a member of the group involved in a particular 

violent act. The following are principles that underscore the social identity theory of crowds:  

 

 Individual group members come together in crowd action for a purpose. 

 Social identity of the group promotes self-perception of each group member as a 

member of the group participating in a particular crowd action. 

 Identifying with the action of one’s group is made more salient when the group is in 

confrontation with a perceived enemy.  

 The group’s social identity defines the group’s actions and provides limits for crowd 

behaviour. 

 Violence emerges as a norm; the actions of the group or crowd are guided by certain 

behavioural norms that emerge in the deliberative process of the crowd and as the 

collective behaviour of the crowd escalate.  

 

Collective Humiliation, Transgenerational Transmission of Violence 

At first blush, the concept of deindividuation appears to offer a useful theoretical context for 

understanding crowd violence. The notion that people “lose” themselves in the context of 

violent crowd action captures the idea of the unspeakability of the crimes committed by violent 

crowds such as the vigilantism witnessed in Khayelitsha. For a group of community members to 

participate in the collective assault of an individual identified as a thief, with intention to inflict 

maximum harm in any way possible in order to kill the person seems callous and devoid of any 

consideration of the human qualities of the other person, or of the group’s own human qualities 

for that matter. Therefore, attributing community members’ actions to lack of self-awareness, 

loss of reflexive capacity and to feelings of anonymity seems to explain this callousness. At the 

same time, however, the unintended consequence of this theoretical explanation is to reduce 
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community action to mere mental failure. This shifts the focus away from the legitimate 

grievances of the community.  

Scholars of social identity have criticised deindividualtion theory because it is “desocialised” 

(Stephen Reicher, 1996) and too narrowly focused on an individualistic analysis that pathologises 

crowd behaviour aimed at putting pressure on government agents to rectify a community’s 

grievances.  In support of Edward Thompson’s (2001) model that crowd violence is driven by a 

purpose, they argue that when a community engages in crowd violence, their actions are an 

expression of a deep need for social justice. Therefore, the actions should be seen as a political 

statement (Clifford Stott & John Drury, 2000) rather than the actions of a senseless crowd of 

deindividuated individuals.  

Yet the field of social identity has left unexplored some of the most critical questions concerning 

individual dimensions of collective behaviour. Consequently, the theory does not accommodate 

for the narratives that individuals bring to a crowd, whatever their role is in the violence that 

unfolds.  

For instance, when I conducted my research on “necklace” murders in Mlungisi Township in 

Queenstown, some of the experiences that gave impetus to the violence were collectively shared, 

while others were individually unique experiences that some of the participants brought to the 

“necklacing” crowd. For the sake of context, below is an illustration of this point.  

The issue of public toilets in Mlungisi Township was the battleground upon which political struggle 

was launched. The act of being public about a function that is essentially private, in toilets with 

broken doors that were often not working, never clean and often surrounded by pools of sewage, 

was considered a lifelong insult. The residents of Mlungisi Township experienced this as 

dehumanising and humiliating. This shared public shame was typical of what the Salvadorian social 

psychologist Ignacio Martin-Baró and his colleagues (Martin-Baró, Aron, & Corne, 1994) described 

as an on-going psychosocial traumatic process.  

At the same time, within this collective narrative of shame and humiliation as a major factor and 

impetus for violence, there were people who either participated or did not participate in “necklace” 

crowds for a range of personal circumstances that were not part of the shared social goals of the 

larger community. These included personal grudge against the victim, a close relationship with the 

victim, seeking some “excitement” and a sense of belonging, etc. In one case, a young man was 

overwhelmed by the smell of petrol, because the “necklace” incident evoked a childhood trauma 

when his mother burnt to death after she doused herself with paraffin before setting herself alight.  
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Similar dynamics operate in the Khayelitsha vigilante killings, and some of the people interviewed 

appeared not to share the motivation to assault and kill criminals, although they stayed with the 

vigilante crowd as bystanders.  Yet even the bystanders who did not take part in the vigilantism felt 

that the actions of the crowd were inevitable given the level of frustration with uncontrollable crime 

and the lack of action by the police. This means that although some people may share in the social 

goals of a community’s actions, they may not agree with the violent methods of achieving those 

goals.  

Richard Jenkins (1996) summarises the relationship between the personal and the collective as 

follows:  

[T]he individually unique and the collectively shared can be understood as similar … in 
important respects; that each is routinely related to – or, better perhaps, entangled 
with – the other; that the processes by which they are produced, reproduced and 
changed are analogous; and that both are intrinsically social (Jenkins, 1992, p. 19).   

 

An important question to ask is whether we should continue applying established psychological 

theories of crowd violence to situations of intractable violence within communities. There is no 

question that the theories have made significant contribution to scholarly debates on crowd 

violence. Their limitations in addressing the complexities of crowd violence, however, such as 

the Khayelitsha vigilante killings (KVKs), compels us to explore new avenues of inquiry in order 

to understand the vigilante violence that pervades the Khayelitsha informal settlement areas.  

There seems to be parallels between past violence of the apartheid era, and the current vigilante 

violence in Khayelitsha. The issue of transgenerational transmission of trauma and violence 

cannot be glossed over in discussion of community violence in Khayelitsha in which both young 

and older community members participate. One of the tragic aspects of the scenes of violence 

that seem to have spiralled out of control in Khayelitsha is that violence transforms people and 

redefines their sense of identity. As one of the people I interviewed explained,  

I was brought up by my grandmother, she was gentle and she never beat me. As a young 
boy, she taught me strong values, respect and compassion for others. But moving here and 
growing up in Khayelitsha changed me. How could it not change me, death was no longer 
something in a coffin at a funeral. It was right here on my doorstep when I went to school, 
and later when I was an adult, the smell of death was everywhere, not so much because of 
dead bodies, but because you see people being killed in the most violent manner (Interview 
in Khayelitsha).  

Not only does violence transform individuals in a community, it is passed on intergenerationally 

and it becomes a touchstone of the collective memory of the community, and of the 

community’s current reality. In his book, The Anthropology of Anger: Civil Society and Democracy in 
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Africa, Céléstin Monga (1998) writes about the explosive cycles of violence in post-colonial 

Africa and in countries going through democratic transition as a form of continuing protest and 

a reflection of what he terms the “grassroots disenchantment.”  

I want to suggest that the expression of disenchantment in Khayelitsha is symbolic of the revolt 

by civil society against repression. I say “symbolic” because one cannot speak of “state 

repression” in post-apartheid South Africa. Yet the daily experiences of people in Khayelitsha are 

as if the community is “Other,” rather than fellow citizens with equal rights as the rest of 

Capetonians for whom the notion of change and transformation has concrete meaning. It seems 

to me that the culture of violence has been transmitted from the past, and continues to 

transform identities and to play out both as cultural memory and collectively shared traumatic 

memory. To extend the idea of the symbolic to the problem of vigilante violence in Khayelitsha, 

the feeling of exclusion, of being discarded members of society evokes the “memory” of 

repression under apartheid – little or nothing has changed. The clarion call made whenever a 

thief is caught in action – “Nal’isela!” (“Here is a thief!”) – is reminiscent of the days when 

fingering a person as a police informer (impimpi) gave a community the mandate to “necklace” 

the culprit and totally to extinguish their existence from the community. Like impimpis who were 

seen as betrayers of the fight for freedom, thieves and other criminals who disrupt the normality 

and security that the people of Khayelitsha yearn for have to be removed from society; the ends 

justify the means.   

In the following section, I will consider the final point on the structural processes specific to 

Khayelitsha that bear relevance to the vigilante killings in the area.  

 

Relevance of Structural Issues 

In my research on “necklace” murders, I concluded that the collective violence of the “necklace” 

murders seemed to bestow on actors a capacity to be in control in the face of helplessness, 

frustration and a feeling of dehumanisation and humiliation. I suggest that a similar dynamic 

operates with at least some of the vigilantism witnessed in Khayelitsha.  

Furthermore, the act of killing another person with the kind of brutality recounted in testimonies 

and presented in visual images cannot be interpreted simply as “vigilantism.” It is necessary to 

understand that before people engage in these violent acts, there is a kind of “boarder” to be 

crossed, individually and collectively. The words of the young man I interviewed, “Khayelitsha 

changed me ....” are an uncanny reminder of how violence, including its generational chain, 
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forcefully transforms lives and how it continues to redefine community public spaces and the 

inhabitants of these public spaces.  

When one visits Khayelitsha, particularly the areas of informal settlement, one has a sinking 

feeling that nothing has changed. Every person has a right to dignity; if people wake up daily to a 

yawning void of emptiness, and the conditions under which they live and the daily experiences of 

humiliation make them feel unworthy, how can they be expected to bestow a sense of worth on 

others?  To the extent that violence redefines and reconstructs identity, violence destroys the 

human capacity for empathy and compassion.   

I grew up in Langa Township, a child in the 1950s and 1960, and occasionally I return to Lange 

and drive through the street where I grew up. Equally, during visits to Khayelitsha, and especially 

when I was preparing for this report, witnessing and listening to the tragic stories of people in 

Khayelitsha makes me wonder how people in Khayelitsha could ever feel like citizens in their 

own country. It seems to me that vigilante collective violence might be a way for community 

members to assert their strength. This allows them to replace weakness and helplessness with 

power and control over an “Other” seen as an enemy who is trying to rupture their hopes of a 

life of dignity, respect and secure and stable environments.  

Not only are these feelings of helplessness reflected in the apparent lack of recognition of their 

needs by, among others, the police. They are also in evidence in the dire circumstances under 

which people live, and the high rate of unemployment that is in plain sight when young and old 

people are found in their homes or milling around the community during working hours of the 

day.  

The graph and table in Appendix A at the end of this report, which is based on the “Bundu 

Courts Report” is instructive. The  first thing that one notices in the graph labelled Fig. 1 is that 

most of the vigilante crimes are committed during the day, beginning from the early hours of the 

morning when people are going to work, until the late hours of the day, when, presumably they 

are returning to work. This would seem to suggest that both the victims – those who rob and 

break into houses – and perpetrators, are “at home” when the crimes are committed, which is to 

say they are unemployed.  

It has been suggested by some that people commit violence “because” of poverty and 

unemployment. While violence is often conceptualised as a tool of protest to voice the 
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grievances of the voiceless, to suggest a causal chain between these conditions and violence 

glosses over the complexity of the problem.   

The problem of social anomie (Ruohui Zhao & Liqun Cao, 2010), which often emerges in the 

aftermath of mass political violence and in societies going through democratic transition, has 

been identified by some scholars to be at the heart of uncontrollable increases in community 

violence. Anomie refers to a breakdown of social and cultural norms. The erosion of moral 

codes that often support a society’s stability and moral framework, the lack of rules or absence 

of a clear structure on how rules are enforced, means that no common principles of values 

govern behaviour. Ralf Dahrendorf (2007) explains the emergence of the chaos that unfolds in 

the context of social anomie as follows: “People have no stake in society and therefore do not 

feel bound by its rules,” (p. 158). The other side of this picture, Dahrendorf argues, is that “rules 

are not enforced.” This lack of enforcement of rules is at the heart of many testimonies 

presented to the Khayelitsha Commission: police are never there, even when they are within 

visible distance of a crime, they rarely take immediate action, and when they do take action, the 

criminals are released or the case struck off the roll. The report submitted on the “Bundu 

Courts” also attests to this problem of inconsistency in the way that the judiciary system works 

in Khayelitsha, and often its total ineffectiveness.  

Using this framework of social anomie then, another layer of theoretical understanding can be 

added to our efforts to understand vigilantism in Khayelitsha, with the following outline of 

contributory factors: 

 People take the law into their hands because they feel they can no longer rely on what 

they perceive as a weak and ineffective police system. 

 The community views their violent actions from the perspective of “self-defense” – in 

the absence of a meaningful and effective police service, it is better to rely on one’s 

community. 

 The security of black people living in informal settlements, and even in formal township 

communities, is still not as protected as it is for people living in well-healed suburbia – 

little has changed in this regard since apartheid. 

 The informal settlements are in constant flux, established in areas that are sometimes 

difficult to navigate. For the residents of informal settlements, there are very few 

resources to maintain one’s survival, and very minimum social supporting frameworks.  
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 The increasing size of informal settlements and their density often creates a sense of 

“anonymity.” The lack of visible police presence fosters a culture of impunity. 

 Another factor of anonymity is that the way people’s needs are disregarded and not given 

serious recognition dehumanises people and makes them feel faceless. This deepens the 

experience of the informal settlement as an anonymous environment.  

 The consequence of this is that young and old become socialised into a culture of 

violence, and violence emerges as a cultural norm.  

Conclusions and Recommendations 

 

The problems that communities like Khayelitsha are faced with require serious attention not only 

by a Commission of Inquiry. It is unsettling to consider that South Africa is a country lauded 

throughout the world for its Constitution and human rights laws, yet in the same city people live 

in two different worlds. I am not only talking about the chasm between rich and poor, and 

between suburbia on the one hand, and the townships and informal settlements on the other. Of 

crucial significance is the way politicians seem to pay less attention to the plight of the poor, until 

they have to mobilise them for votes. This lack of recognition and acknowledgement of the 

grievances of the poor was exemplified in the Police Minister’s challenging of the mandate of the 

Khayelitsha Commission. This should not be dismissed as a “political” statement on my part. It 

is within my role to provide expert testimony to map up the matrix of factors that contribute to 

people feeling that they do not count in the wider scheme of things, that their needs are less 

significant than others who seem to be treated with greater respect than they are.  

 

Admittedly, the problems are complex; however, these are people’s lives and generations of 

younger ones coming after them need to be assured of a better life for all. Here are some of the 

recommendations for redress in Khayelitsha: 

 

 The problem of vigilantism and other kinds of violence should be considered a pandemic 

and a public health issue in Khayelitsha.  

 “Community policing” should not be an inferior category of police service but built into 

the training of all police officers. 

 There should be an overhaul of the police service in Khayelitsha, and young people from 

the community should be trained in police service.  

 Besides erecting street lights throughout Khayelitsha, there should be programmes of 

community dialogue aimed at establishing a sense of pride within the community.  
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 Most importantly, political leaders at regional and national level should refrain from 

approaching the problems in Khayelitsha as a site for political point scoring and consider 

that it is people’s lives and the yuonger generation’s future that is at stake.   
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APPENDIX A 

Report Prepared for Khayelitsha Commission of Inquiry                                                  

Graphic Representation of Vigilante Incidents in Khayelitsha                                          

Based on the Report on Bundu Courts, April 2011 – June 2012 

 

 

Fig 1 – Vigilante Incidents and Time of Occurence  

 

Crime Incidents: Khayelitsha Vigilante Killings  

Perpetrators Time 
After 5h00 (Daytime): D  
After 19h00 (evening): E  

Number of  
incidents 

Percentage 

Group of community members 
(n = 65) 

D 41 52.6 

E 24 30.7 
Group of scholars 
(n = 1) 

D 1 1.3 

E 0 0 
Gang-related incidents 
(n = 2) 

D 1 1.3 

E 1 1.3 
Unknown 
(n = 9) 

D 5 6.4 

E 4 5.1 
One person 
(n = 1) 

D 0 0 

E 1 1.3 

Total number of incidents 78 100% 

Table 1 – Incidents (Summary) 
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Khayelitsha Vigilante Killings: Description of Perpetrators 

 

 

 

Fig. 2 – Pie Chart 
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