A tribute to Andrew Lukele
I am many miles away from you, you who have gathered in New York to say farewell to Andrew. But, believe me, in spirit I am with you at this moment. 
I have known Andrew since the early 50s when he was a student at the University of the Witwatersrand and I was a high school student. We both lived in Alexandra, a black township in Johannesburg. The early 50s in South Africa is when the apartheid government began restricting leaders of liberation movements through house detentions and banning orders evoking militant resistance in both rural and urban areas.  It was only natural that under those circumstances some of us as students were attracted to one or other of the national liberation movements and that much political debate about what to do to overcome an oppressive regime took place amongst us.
At this time and well into the late 60s, Andrew was one of the leading members of the Unity Movement of South Africa. In its day, the Unity Movement laid the greatest stress on an ideological struggle in much the same way as the black consciousness movement did when it emerged in the 70s. It taught that in order to liberate ourselves we must understand the process by which we were oppressed and rid ourselves of a slave mentality and an inferiority complex. It believed that ideas were a weapon of struggle. To this end, the Unity Movement was prolific in the production of a literature of struggle and liberation. It published the first ever book in South Africa to relate history from the point of view of oppressed black people rather than, as was commonplace, history from the racist point of view of a white ruling class. That book was the The Role of the Missionaries In Conquest.
So similar were some elements of black consciousness to the views of the Unity Movement that when the black consciousness movement broke out in the 70s, Andrew embraced it by actively associating himself with those of its members who found political asylum in the United States. Together with others scattered by circumstances of political exile in all the continents they came together in London in 1981 to form the Black Consciousness Movement of Azania and Andrew was elected to the Interim Executive Committee that was established then.

In associating himself with the Black Consciousness Movement Andrew was making a distinct break with the Unity Movement. Some similarities there were in the two movements – such as in both their rejection of powerless institutions like Bantustans set up by the apartheid government in which the regime sought to involve our people rather than in a central parliament democratically elected by all the people of South Africa on the basis of a universal franchise.

But that is where the similarities ended. The Unity Movement never put into practice, in terms of actual mass mobilisation, its views of boycott of the regime’s inferior and undemocratic institutions and non-collaboration with the regime. As a result the Unity Movement was derogated by its critics as being arm-chair theoreticians. In contrast, the Black Consciousness Movement in all its variations as it penetrated other organisations, whether they be the trade unions, United Democratic Front, African National Congress or Azanian People’s Organisation, went beyond the tactic of boycott and principle of non-collaboration as mere ideas transforming them into active instruments of mass mobilisation. The one preached the idea, the other acted upon the idea. It was in the attainment of mass action that Andrew associated himself with the Black Consciousness Movement and made a break with the Unity Movement.
In addition to a very sharp intellect, Andrew was a very eloquent speaker with a beautifully creative turn of phrase in most of the spoken languages of South Africa. It is a gift which in those days he actively deployed in the ideological struggle by the Unity Movement to contest the racist and oppressive ideology of the white ruling class.
At university Andrew studied economics as his major subject in his first degree. He followed the BA degree with studies towards a qualification to practise law as a professional. This required serving a period of articles under a practising lawyer. He was fortunate to have served his articles under Basner a very colourful attorney who was himself a committed fighter for freedom and ended his days under Nkwame Nkrumah soon after the liberation of Ghana.
On completion of his legal studies, Andrew was awarded the Law Society’s Prize for being the best candidate of that year for the Attorney’s Admission Diploma. In those days, when there were only a handful of black legal practitioners and when they struggled against sometimes insurmountable odds to qualify under racist institutions, the achievement of this award by a black person was a very remarkable distinction, in fact unheard of until then.
He set up a legal practice as an attorney in Johannesburg. His gift of oratory enhanced his skills of advocacy in the courts of law. But he soon gave up making appearances in open court and settled for a highly successful chamber practice. He specialised in third party insurance law in which he sued insurance companies for damages resulting from personal injuries suffered by his clients. He largely represented people who were in very low paid employment. Thereafter these people were in many cases disabled from working and earning a livelihood. 
At a time when under apartheid there were no social welfare benefits for black people, it meant that he legally represented people who could not pay his fees until after he had successfully concluded their claims. So poor were his clients that many could not afford the bus and train fares to travel to his office when he needed to consult with them. Andrew paid their fares and he would provide transport to ferry those amongst them whose injuries resulted in leg amputations or were unable to walk because of their injuries.
To represent clients who had suffered injuries in motor car accidents meant pitting yourself against insurance companies which in many societies are among the financial giants and in a position to wield their considerable resources to defeat any claims against them. It was at great financial risk to him that Andrew undertook this form of legal practice. High costs were incurred in initiating any claim against an insurance company, costs which indigent clients were not able to pay in advance. Loss of any claim meant that the lawyer would not recover costs from the client. And so it was that insurance companies fought tooth and nail to defeat claims. 
Many a novice lawyer in this field of practice lost against the expertise and experience of the lawyers engaged by the insurance companies. So burnt their fingers got in the fight against insurance companies that they soon abandoned working in this area of the law. But Andrew became so good that other lawyers referred their cases to him to handle on their behalf. He became a lawyers’ lawyer and a nemesis of the insurance companies.
During this time, in the late 50s and early 60s, the apartheid regime was increasing its armoury of repressive legislation. A very significant affiliate of the Unity Movement was the Cape African Teachers Association. Through them the Unity Movement took its struggle into the school class rooms to counter ruling class ideologies designed to foster racial inferiority and a slave mentality. With the book on The Role of the Missionaries in Conquest the teacher members of the Unity Movement were subverting the official history that was being taught in the schools, a history that ascribed the reason for all the wars against our people not to colonial and imperialist expansion but to what was officially termed the “the thieving propensities of the natives”. How ironic that the settlers brought no cattle to Africa and yet in the official history taught in schools at the time they accused our people of stealing cattle!
With the introduction of Bantu Education, the Unity Movement believed that in its affiliate, the Cape African Teachers Association, it was in a strong position to subvert the purpose of Bantu Education from within the class room as in fact it had already been doing in the stress it had historically laid on ideological struggle. As such, the Unity Movement resolved not to boycott the schools of Bantu Education as its member teachers were all along, long before racist ideology was codified into law by means of the Bantu Education Act, using their positions as teachers to undermine from within the schools the curricula designed to inculcate feelings of inferiority and thus a lack of will to resist oppression on the part of the oppressed. In the battle of ideas, the Unity Movement had good reason and the track record to believe that there was no better location to fight Bantu Education than at the chalk board itself.
The regime was quick to recognise the threat the Unity Movement through its teacher members in the Cape African Teachers Association posed to Bantu Education, a system of education designed so the black child should not look at the green pastures of the whites but should know its place in society as an underdog. So it was then that one after another, members of the Cape African Teachers Association incurred banning orders under the Suppression of Communism Act, had their movements severely proscribed and were sacked from the teaching profession.
Andrew in his capacity as a lawyer was among a group of lawyer members of the Unity Movement who challenged the banning orders and dismissals in the courts of law. At that time that meant unavoidably bringing himself to the attention of the apartheid security forces known as the Special Branch. What also exposed him further to the Special Branch was that he together with two other black lawyers, Godfrey Pitje and Douglas Lukele (a cousin of Andrew), volunteered to attend to the completion of the unfinished cases left by Oliver Tambo went he into exile and Nelson Mandela when he went to Robben Island. It was work they undertook without taking fees.  

And so it was that he henceforth was under constant surveillance by the Special Branch. When he sensed that he too would soon incur a banning order that would restrict his movements and ability to practise law, he skipped the country in 1963 to assume exile in Swaziland. It was after he had left the country that the Special Branch sought him to serve on him a banning order under the Suppression of Communism Act and, failing to find him, pinned the order on the door of the house he had been living in in Alexandra.

In Swaziland, Andrew set up a legal practice anew, again in the field of damage claims for personal injuries.
This was at a time when Swaziland was surrounded by apartheid South Africa and Mozambique under Portuguese colonial rule. The two regimes worked hand in hand in suppressing movements of national liberation. To go from South Africa into political exile in Swaziland was at the time to hem one self in with very little chance of escaping the reach of the Special Branch. Andrew found this very stifling in the way it confined him to Swaziland. On acquiring Swazi nationality he secured a passport which he thought made it safe for him to travel beyond Swaziland, not through South Africa but through Mozambique. 
Travelling through Mozambique on his Swazi passport, he went to London on a brief holiday. He was testing the waters, finding out if he really could travel beyond Swaziland. But, alas, on his return travelling again via Mozambique, the Portuguese authorities had received instructions from the Special Branch in South Africa to hold him in detention. After a period of detention he was taken under Portuguese police escort to the border with Swaziland where he was dumped.
The experience confirmed Andrew that he has got to break free of what now was clearly to be permanent confinement to Swaziland with all the danger of being easily snatched and forcibly returned by the Special Branch to South Africa. He ultimately worked his way out of Swaziland and went to London first before coming to live in the United States where he undertook and completed studies towards a doctorate. 
He was forced to unceremoniously abandon his legal practice in Swaziland without an opportunity to hand it over to another legal practitioner. It was a practice, as mentioned earlier, representing the poor, so poor that they were without even a cent to pay the fare to attend the regular consultations with the lawyer which such claims demanded. When after two or three years of litigation their claims for damages were finally met, the compensation they received was calculated on the basis of what their wages were when they were employed, if employed at all they were. Wages of black workers under apartheid rule in South Africa or British colonial rule in Swaziland were a mere pittance. This translated itself into an equally mere pittance in terms of the compensation they got from insurance companies.
Not surprising that claimants would be without any money barely twelve months or so after their compensation had been paid, and without a job as well. In their desperation, many a client would believe that their lawyer had cheated them out of their compensation and bring a complaint before the Law Society. From time to time Andrew faced such claims from former clients. In every case he would be obliged to account to the Law Society by submitting his bill of costs and in every case he was exonerated by the Law Society.
However, the last claim made against him he was not able to oppose, simply because he was not there to defend himself. He was no longer in Swaziland, no longer had access to his legal files. He had at last broken for good from the isolation from the wider world and the fear of arrest by the Special Branch which he suffered in Swaziland. In his absence, the Law Society ruled against him and struck him off the roll of practising attorneys. Now that Andrew is no more with us, this episode had to be mentioned in order to finally clear his name.
When it came to his political beliefs, Andrew remained right up to the end of his days a man of very high principles. He brooked no political compromise at all. In the world as it is that, that is, standing firmly by one’s principles, makes life not easy at all. And life for Andrew was not easy. He lost many friends and remained with very few friends as a result. But by looking at the life of this man, there are lessons to be learnt by all of us in facing the present challenges of our new democracy in South Africa. Just where do we draw the line between conscience and self-interest, between principle and expediency?
Roseinnes Phahle
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