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BIOGRAPHY OF MME MAKWENA MATLALA 

 

Mme Makwena Matlala’s unyielding opposition to betterment made her a marked woman 

by the apartheid government. She was hated by the government because she refused to 

betray her people adopting betterment. As  Siphamandla Zondi note on his article, ‘Peasant 

Struggles in GaMatlala and Zeerust’, in book “The Road to Democracy in South Africa”, 

Volume 1, (1960-1970), pp.147-155 “Makwena refused to take decisions on her own and 

insisted on consulting her subjects which made her unpopular with the authorities.” In other 

words she refused to be manipulated by the government to implement its unpopular 

policies. Consequently, the government complained of the ‘attitude of the Acting 

Chieftainess’ as ‘much difficulty was and is still experienced’. 

 

When the government decided to bring betterment to 

GaMatlala in 1949, Makwena Matlala refused to 

cooperate with the state. As a result in 1949, she was 

deposed as the Chieftainess by the Native Affairs 

Department (NAD) and instructed to go back to her 

father’s kraal.  In the early 1950s Percy Carmichael 

Tweedie the Chief Native Commissioner began pushing 

for Makwena Matlala’s banishment. 

 

Amongst the reasons cited by the government was her 

refusal to cooperate with the NAD in implementing the betterment scheme in the Matlala 

location. She was also accused of refusing to call meetings when requested by the NAD 

officials and sabotaging any programme initiated by the government.  As a result, she was 

summoned to Pietersburg (Polokwane) and informed of her banishment to Temba in 

Hamanskraal near Pretoria. In his book The Forgotten People: Political Banishment under 

Apartheid, Saleem Bedat states that Makwena was “…among the first, and certainly the 

first woman, to be banished by the new apartheid state.” 

 

 Upon being banished she stubbornly refused and stated: “I, Makwena, will not go and stay 

in a house that I did not build, a house that I did not labour on… and I will not leave my own 

house. Above all I do not intend to move from my home, as I have never been out of 

Matlala’s Reserve before.” Instead she hired a lawyer to represent her in challenging her 

removal from the chieftaincy, and to delay the execution of her banishment order.  Mme 

Matlala left her area on 3 October 1950 and went to live in Attredgeville in Pretoria instead 

of Temba in Hamanskraal.  She received support from several of her supporters who 

worked as migrant workers at ISCOR, a steel producing company. 
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Meanwhile in GaMatlala, Joel Matlala became Acting chief. However, after he was killed, 

the police arrested Makwena Matlala in Pretoria on suspicion of her involvement in his 

murder. She was detained and assaulted. The police ripped off her clothes as a way of 

humiliating her. She was then transported back to Pietersburg where was charged with 

incitement and fined £100 which her supporters raised and paid. The Chief Native 

Commissioner sent her back to banishment in Pelindaba Township.   

 

Still fearing her presence and influence, the apartheid government banished her to 

Zwelitsha Native Reserve in the district of King Williamstown in the Cape Province in 1951. 

She was given an empty house with little food, and for twelve days had no support from the 

government. She received assistance from people working on the roads, some of whom 

came from GaMatlala.  As part of her campaign to highlight the plight of people banished 

by the apartheid government, Helen Joseph visited Makwena Matlala in 1962. She 

described Mme Matlala as a woman who bore herself with dignity and a Chieftainess 

despite her life of ‘poverty’ in a ‘scantily furnished…tiny room…”   

 

In 1965 Makwena Matlala and her son were allowed to return to GaMatlala, however her 

banishment order was withdrawn only on 9 February 1966. Mme Matlala’s contribution to 

the struggle against apartheid rule and land dispossession makes her an important icon of 

resistance and struggle for justice and democracy.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


