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President Cyril Ramaphosa

Krish Naidoo’s book – Krish Struggle Lawyer – is about how 

during the struggle the law was used to good effect to achieve 

justice in an unjust country where justice was a swear word.

Since the 1950s, liberation movements have used the law as a 

platform and theatre of struggle. The law was also utilised as an 

instrument of fi ghting the oppressive and exploitative system of 

colonialism and apartheid. The trials of combatants and political 

activists, who happened to fall foul of the law by being arrested 

and charged, were turned into opportunities to demonstrate and 

spread the message that the struggle for freedom in South Africa 

was a just struggle by an oppressed people. 

In the early 1980s the wide-ranging legal challenge by human 

rights lawyers to push back the efforts by the State to criminalise 
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the people’s struggle evolved as a central pillar of resistance. 

Many lawyers, both black and white, chose to stand up and 

fi ght against oppression and apartheid at great personal sacrifi ce 

and to contribute towards the creation of a just and democratic 

order in which all South Africans could participate and reap the 

rewards of a better quality of life. One of those lawyers was Krish 

Naidoo.

I met Krish in 1983 when the United Democratic Front was 

formed. Over the past 36 years our paths have crossed on 

a number of occasions. When I was General Secretary of the 

National Union of Mineworkers, the union used Krish’s legal 

services. In fact we had offi ces in the same building in Wanderers 

Street in downtown Johannesburg. I interacted with Krish again 

as a member of the Mandela United Crisis Committee when 

he represented Mama Winnie Madikizela-Mandela. When I 

was part of the Mass Democratic Movement leadership, Krish 

provided us with reports on his activities in sport, culture and 

the democratic lawyers’ movement. During the phase of political 

negotiations, we worked together at the multi-party talks at the 

Convention for a Democratic South Africa in Kempton Park 

in 1991 and again in 1993 when he was a member of the Law 

and Order sub-council in the Transitional Executive Council. 

All these legal interventions and  initiatives, in and out of court, 

prepared lawyers like Krish Naidoo and many others as well the 

people of our country for the fi rst democratic elections in 1994. 

Krish has been a consultant to the African National Congress 

since 2013 and in that time we worked together in reviewing the 



ix

Foreword

ANC Constitution and dealing with matters of discipline in the 

organisation when I chaired the ANC’s National Disciplinary 

Committee of Appeal.

When Krish invited me in December last year to write the 

foreword to his book, I agreed with pleasure because I had worked 

with him for more than three decades and could comment on his 

contribution to the liberation struggle.

The book documents Krish’s experiences since the 1980s 

and provides background commentary on the struggle - from 

political trials in 1981, to the call to unban the ANC in 1987 

and to the reason to have hope in the future under an ANC-led 

government. Every chapter has a gem of information which is 

being made public for the fi rst time. The style of writing brings 

out the emotional bond that struggle lawyers had with the cause 

of liberation. Krish’s experiences provide a common thread that 

passes through some of the defi ning moments in our struggle. 

Struggle lawyers were brave and courageous. There were times 

when I thought about some of them as legal daredevils because 

in many ways they defi ed all odds that were stacked against 

our people. Some struggle lawyers like Durban-based Griffi ths 

Mxenge and his wife, Victoria; advocate Anton Lubowski of 

Windhoek and Johannesburg attorney, Bheki Mlangeni, paid the 

ultimate price for their commitment and courage. Others like 

Mathews Phosa had to fl ee the country. Former Constitutional 

Court judge, Albie Sachs, narrowly escaped death and had 

his arm blown off when the security establishment sent him a 



x

Krish Struggle Lawyer

parcel bomb in Maputo. Many struggle lawyers were detained 

and imprisoned for their political beliefs. Krish’s call for the 

unbanning of the ANC at the height of repression under the 

PW Botha regime and during a State of Emergency in January 

1987 took great courage. In many ways this type of courage was 

in defi ance of not only the oppressive apartheid regime but of 

death itself.

Moreover, struggle lawyers provided emotional comfort and 

support to keep alive the fi ghting spirit of their clients and 

valuable information on what was happening in the outside 

world. Struggle lawyers in many ways were often the only source 

of support that their clients and families had. It was for this 

reason that they were called “Legal Eagles”.

Coming from humble beginnings, Krish overcame adversity and 

went on to qualify as a lawyer. The lessons Krish learnt in his early 

years focused his attention to work for the betterment of society 

as a whole and not just for his personal benefi t. It embodied in 

him the qualities of humility and perseverance which he wears as 

a badge of honour to this day.

The documentation of political trials brought out the emotions 

that struggle lawyers went through in the defence of cadres. Krish 

interrupted the seriousness of political trials with moments of 

hilarity. Light humour was one of the ways of retaining one’s 

sanity in the struggle. Krish successfully used his narrative 

to demonstrate the high level of discipline of Umkhonto we 

Sizwe combatants and cadres of other liberation movements 
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he represented, their commitment to create a just society for 

all South Africans, black and white, and the reasons for their 

decision to take up arms against an oppressive regime.

The critical role of former President Thabo Mbeki in bridging 

the divide in sport, reviewing the cultural boycott and laying the 

foundation for a South African nation is well documented in 

the book. The guidance provided by former President Kgalema 

Motlanthe in the unifi cation of soccer and the initiative of 

former President Jacob Zuma in the formation of the National 

Association of Democratic Lawyers adds a fresh dimension 

when viewing the contribution of these three leaders. 

The chapter on Krish’s military studies in the United Kingdom 

and the linkage he draws with political negotiations since 1984 

underscores the role, purpose and end objective of guerrilla 

warfare in a people’s struggle for liberation. 

The chapters on sport and culture, the Sisulu family and the 

South African Tamil Federation make the point that the role 

of struggle lawyers went beyond the usual attorney-client 

relationship. 

Krish’s thoughts on matters such as illicit fi nancial fl ows, how to 

bring hoarded money back into the economy and South Africa’s 

position on the International Criminal Court merit further 

attention.  

In sharing his optimism and hope for the future, Krish defers to the 

wisdom of Madiba who so eloquently reminded us that ‘part of being 
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optimistic is keeping one’s head pointed towards the sun, one’s feet 

moving forward. There were many dark moments when my faith in 

humanity was sorely tested, but I would not and could not give myself 

up to despair. That way lays defeat and death’. 

It has been a privilege to have been a client of a “Legal Eagle” 

called Krish Naidoo.

The Honourable 

Cyril Ramaphosa

President of the Republic of South Africa

April 2019
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