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An extraordinary life of 
richness and meaning

By Ivan Turok

Professor Ivan Turok is Executive Director at the HSrC and Honorary Professor at the 
Universities of glasgow and Cape Town. He is Editor-in-Chief of Regional Studies and 
Chairperson of the City Planning Commission for Durban. He is an expert adviser to the 
United Nations, OECD, European Commission and several governments.

Ben Turok was getting old and 
had been ill before, but he had 
always bounced back, his son, 
Professor Ivan Turok, told the 
gathering at Ben’s memorial 
service. He said it was 
therefore a shock to the family, 
and to many South Africans, 
when on this occasion ‘he 
didn’t bounce back’. As much 
as this was a sad event, the 
younger Turok made the point 
that it was also affirming 
for the family and for all the 
guests. He said the fact that 
so many prominent and busy 
people were there, alongside an 
extraordinary range of citizens 
of all ages and backgrounds, 
reflected the respect that was 
held for Ben and showed a 
shared concern for the issues 
that bothered him most 

about the state of our country, 
politics and governance. 

First phAse oF his liFe
Ben Turok was born in Latvia in 

Eastern Europe to Jewish parents, both 
of whom had fascinating lives of their 

own. His father was a leather worker 
and his mother worked in a pharmacy. 
It was an upright and disciplined family 
with strong moral and cultural values. 
They weren’t religious; it was much 
more about the culture of being Jewish 
and of ethical principles that governed 
how they lived their lives. They came 

Thanks to Karina Turok who supplied all the photos
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to South Africa after fleeing the rise 
of fascism and economic hardship in 
Eastern Europe. They were originally 
from Byelorussia before fleeing to 
Latvia, but then they had to leave Latvia 
too because life became very dangerous 
for Jews.

They were very poor when they 
arrived here and my grandfather 
started out trying to sell oranges from 
a handcart, before graduating to a 
fish-and-chip shop and then a factory 
job. They had to start from scratch and 
lived a pretty precarious existence, but 
if you were white and worked hard in 
South Africa at that time there were 
opportunities for upward mobility. 
Even though this was the 1930s and 
the 1940s, the great Depression and the 
Second World War, good education and 

employment opportunities were being 
generated. 

Dad was only seven when he arrived 
in Cape Town and he adapted well. He 
enjoyed a conventional, middle class, 
white childhood. He played rugby, 
enjoyed body building, mountaineering, 
rock climbing and general adventure. He 
hitchhiked around the country and was 
very active and energetic in his teenage 
years. It culminated in him going to 
the University of Cape Town to study 
land surveying, but rather than that 
being a spring board to a conventional 
life, which it is for most people, for Ben 
going to university had a profoundly 
transforming effect and it radicalised 
his outlook significantly. It wasn’t the 
only influence, but it was important and 
he became very political. This was the 

They were very 
poor when they 
arrived here and 
my grandfather 
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to sell oranges from 
a handcart, before 
graduating to a fish-
and-chip shop and 
then a factory job. 
They had to start 
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lived a pretty 
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time of the rise of nationalism; in 1948 
the National Party came to power and 
apartheid was soon in full swing. you 
had to make a decision on which side of 
the fence you were on. 

the Next phAse oF his liFe
Political activism dominated his 

life from then on, and he was threw 
himself into trying to raise awareness 
and joining various organisations that 
were trying to resist the burgeoning 
of apartheid. He was the secretary 
of the Congress of Democrats in the 
Western Cape, and later joined the 
Cape Provincial Council to represent 
African interests – he told stories of 

how unpopular he was among the other 
councillors, who basically ostracised 
him because he was representing the 
other group. He became an organiser for 
the Congress of the People, which led 
to him getting involved in the Freedom 
Charter, and for various reasons he was 
entrusted with writing the economic 
clause of the Freedom Charter at the 
tender age of 28. 

During the fifties he became 
increasingly immersed in the struggle 
against apartheid. For example, 
he became a founding member of 
Umkhonto we Sizwe during this period. 
This was very dangerous work of 
course, against a very brutal regime, so 
it required enormous courage on his 
part. During the fifties, incredibly, he 
and my mother Mary managed to start 
and support a family of three children 
through this tumultuous period of 
danger, threat and intense political 
activity. Somehow they pulled it off 
and for that, of course, we are eternally 
grateful. 

Before long, however, he was 
charged with betraying the country as 
part of the Treason Trial. He was up to 

all sorts of activities that the authorities 
didn’t approve of. To be charged with 
treason was no trivial matter. Those 
involved must all have worried intently 
about what was in store for them. The 
trial lasted five years – can you imagine 
what it was like living with the constant 
uncertainty and anxiety. Shortly after 
that he was convicted of sabotage for 
planting a bomb. He was one of the first 
in the movement to go to prison. Of 
course he denied the offence, but he was 
sentenced to three years. Lawyers were 
sure he would get off. The evidence was 
circumstantial, but he served the full 
term, including solitary confinement. 
It was tough on the family, particularly 
when Mary also got locked up for six 
months. We were ridiculed at school: 
“your parents are jail birds”. 

Prison must have been very difficult 
for him, but he said he came out 
stronger and more resilient. He didn’t 
regret the experience. But my parents 
soon heard of plans for both of them 
to be locked up again, for much longer 
they expected. The authorities said he 
got off lightly for planting a bomb. They 
wanted to put him away for good as they 

... with many others,
he was charged with
treason, which was
no trivial matter.
They must all have
wondered what was
in store for them.
The trial lasted five
years – Can you
imagine what that
was like living with
all the uncertainty
and the anxiety.
Shortly after that
he was convicted
of sabotage for
planting a bomb. He
was one of the first
in the movement to
go to prison.
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considered him a real trouble-maker. 
The prospect of spending a lifetime 
in jail was too much to contemplate 
and he left the country, albeit very 
reluctantly. Despite being under house 
arrest, he embarked on a daring escape 
from Joburg to Botswana. He crossed 
the border on foot in a remote area 
north of Lephalale, now in Limpopo, on 
a journey of 60 or 70 miles through the 
rough bush without much more than 
a compass. A few anxious weeks later 
he sent Mary a cursory telegram from 
Lusaka: “Still moving. Everything fine. 
Missing you. Love Ben.” That was life in 
those days. We joined him a few months 
later in Nairobi. 

the Next phAse – tANzANiA
Tanzania was a fantastic experience 

for us. Nyerere was the President and 
it was just after independence. We 
learned Swahili and made many friends 
in a very hospitable society. Many ANC 

members in exile were also settling 
in Dar es Salaam. Tanzania was a very 
exciting time, with visionary leadership 
from Nyerere who had a clear vision and 
philosophy for the country - Ujamaa, or 
pull together. Dad was heavily involved 
in land surveying, which was his trade. 
And he was doing a good job, resettling 
people from flood-prone areas. It was 
a very inspiring experience for all of 
us and we remember it fondly. But 
schooling was a challenge. Only 2% 
of children went to secondary school 
because of the shortage of places, so 
my folks made a decision, based on our 
futures, to give up this great experience 
and go to UK. 

We lived in the UK for 20 years. 
The UK in those days was welcoming. 
There wasn’t the xenophobia that there 

there is today. Brexit was a long way in 
the distant future. The UK was pretty 
supportive to refugees like us. I had 
eight years of free higher education, 
as did my brother Neil. That wouldn’t 
happen today. Dad was editing the 
ANC journal, Sechaba. He got a job 
with the Open University and was 
doing pioneering work on telephone 
technology and distance learning. He 
also started doing a lot of teaching 
and writing about South Africa and 
development in Africa generally. He was 
active in the ANC, but not uncritical. 
He published a critical commentary 
on the state of the movement in exile 
which got him into hot water with the 
ANC because he was raising awkward 
questions about where it was going. 
He visited the USSr and began to have 

He was active in 
the ANC, but not 
uncritical. He 
published a critical 
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the state of the 
movement in exile 
which got him into 
hot water with 
the ANC because 
he was raising 
awkward questions 
about where the 
movement was 
going.
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doubts about the centralised Soviet 
system on the basis of that visit and the 
people he spoke to.

Although he had a strong political 
ideology, he was also open-minded. 
He set up an NgO, the Institute for 
African Alternatives in the 1970s and 
helped to create a network of these 
centres across Africa. It proved to be a 
very important initiative in fostering 
connections between disparate African 
thinkers and activists. We would meet 
these impressive intellectuals when 
they visited London. They were very rich 
engagements. Ben travelled frequently 
to Africa. He got bored with the Open 
University after about seven years and 
had a three-year stint at the University 
of zambia, where he did research, wrote 
a couple of books and got involved 
in development in zambia. This was 
another uplifting episode in his life. 

returN to south AFricA
Ben and Mary were among the first 

ANC exiles to come back to South Africa 
in 1990 after De Klerk’s famous speech 
in Parliament. They turned up at the 
airport without any authorisation. We 
all had UK passports by that time, and 
as they entered passport control, red 
lights flashed on the computer screen 
and officials sent them off to a dirty, 
dark room in the depths of the airport 
and kept them there for four hours 
while they worked out what to do. They 
hadn’t expected people to come home 
so soon. Anyway, to cut a long story 
short, he met up with old friends, Walter 
Sisulu and others, and were delighted 
to be back home after a long absence. 
Within a few months they moved back 
permanently and moved IFAA to Joburg. 

After the 1994 elections he was 
appointed to the gauteng provincial 
government as the MEC for the 
reconstruction and Development 
Programme. He was committed to 
getting on with practical action and 
development. When the RDP office was 
relocated or year or so later, he moved 
to parliament to be with Mary and he 

spent 20 memorable years as an MP. 
He tried to be a diligent constituency 
MP by constantly raising pressing local 
concerns with government officials 
and ministers. He was active in the 
Finance Committee and the Trade and 
Industry Committee in trying to press 
for progressive economic policies, and 
he later chaired the Ethics Committee. 
He kept up his writing and produced a 
string of provocative books. He was in 
the ruling party, but he was also able 
to stand aside from it, to prod it and 
to criticise it, and to use that difficult 
space of being in but also challenging 
it. It wasn’t easy and it was unusual 
among parliamentarians. We all know 
how difficult that is, to maintain your 
credibility within your party, but also 
to be independent and objective. He 
started New Agenda to stimulate debate 
about policy and where the country 
was going. He was adamant about not 
taking things for granted, going beyond 
ideology and rhetoric, and getting very 
real and serious about the problems 
facing the country. He was also 
passionate about political education 
and the struggle for ideas in order for 
ruling party politicians to retain a clear 
sense of perspective and direction, and 
not get diverted by material distractions 
and factionalism. 

three overridiNg 
coNcerNs

He had three overriding concerns 
throughout his working life. The 
economy was his top priority and 
passion. He was determined to make 
sure that the real economy was more 
productive and transformed from a 
narrow minerals-energy complex and 
a financialised, extractive system to 
a broader-based economy with fully-
shared prosperity. He talked a lot about 
the productive potential of South Africa, 
the incredible natural resources we have, 
the infrastructure, the human capital, 
the know-how – and the tremendous 
possibilities for economic progress.

Inequality was his second big 

concern of course. He was deeply 
offended by South Africa’s conspicuous 
inequality of income and wealth, 
and the exclusion of the mass of 
the population from the country’s 
resources and relative affluence. He 
couldn’t understand how ANC-run 
municipalities, provinces and national 
departments could tolerate squalid 
informal settlements, homelessness and 
destitution. He knew that the country’s 
stark social divides are not sustainable 
politically or in any other way, and he 
campaigned to improve the evidence 
base and quality of public debate about 
the gap between rich and poor. 

And he was passionate about 
progressive politics. He was fearful of 
populist politics, captured politics, 
and elitist politics; always maintaining 
that it was vital to deepen democracy 
and encourage mass participation in 
decision-making. These three elements 
of the economy, social inequality and 
the character of politics are intimately 
connected. Unlike many observers and 
experts who specialise by focusing 
on particular dimensions, he tried to 
understand the relationships between 
these things. He said we have got to 
understand how one thing leads to 
another. It’s an interrelated and complex 
system that shouldn’t be put into 
separate compartments. It is systemic 
inequality we have, and its not going 
to be tackled by palliative measures 
and piecemeal initiatives. It requires 
structural changes to tackle the root 
causes, not cosmetic schemes and 
vanity projects. 

AdmirAble Attributes
There are four personal attributes of 

Ben that I particularly admired and want 
to leave you with. The first is courage. 
He always stood up for what he believed 
in, and he thought we should all have 
the courage of our convictions, whether 
it’s planting a bomb or speaking out 
about sensitive and controversial 
subjects. He wasn’t scared of rocking the 
boat or even turning it upside down if 
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necessary. He conceded that he didn’t 
have answers to many of our complex 
challenges, but he said we have to raise 
these thorny issues; we have get people 
thinking and talking about them in 
order to formulate shared solutions to 
intractable problems. 

His second attribute is taking 
initiatives. He didn’t just want to read, 
think and talk. He believed you had 
to do something to make the world a 
better place. He was a life-long activist 
in all sorts of ways – he just got on with 
doing things without prevaricating 
endlessly. He had tremendous inner 
confidence to challenge all forms 
of authority to try and bring about 
change. He was incredibly dynamic and 
resourceful. He could be exhausting 

for the people around him, but he 
was determined to make a difference 
and to encourage other people to do 
so too. IFAA was a vehicle for many 
of his initiatives, for example, he was 
trying to build a cohort of student 
activists and leaders. This was a really 
important initiative at a crucial time 
for universities and colleges when he 
felt that the students could play a more 
constructive role in the transformation 
of higher education.

Third, he had an inspiring 
commitment to profound social 
values, ethical principles and integrity 
– literally walking the talk. Through his 
progressive principles and commitment 
to doing what was right and just, he 
rallied others to join or support his 
cause. With his strong sense of purpose, 
he was a bit like a pied piper; he inspired 
many people to follow him, but by 
offering realistic hopes, not by false 
promises, fantasies and pipe dreams. He 
offered people a real prospect of social 

He was one of the 
first to come back 
to South Africa. He 
turned up at the 
airport without any 
authorisation. We 
all had UK passports 
by that time, and 
he entered with a 
UK passport, but 
there were red lights 
flashing on the 
computer screen and 
passport officials 
sent them off to a 
dirty, dark room in 
the depths of the 
airport.

change and meaningful transformation. 
Finally, he had astute instincts. He 

was able to quickly assess a situation 
and make a shrewd decision about what 
action was required. He had sound 
insight, perceptive intuition and wise 
judgement. He took a stand on the 
basis of savvy common sense. I really 
enjoyed asking for his advice on many 
occasions, although the answer often 
wasn’t what I really wanted to hear! He 
would listen attentively and then reason 
things through with you. This made 
him widely respected for his wisdom, 
humility and sharp advice. 

Each of these are formidable 
attributes in themselves, and certainly 
a powerful combination for a single 
person to possess. I think he would 
have been flattered to hear that the 
gauteng Legislature posthumously gave 
him an award that described him as a 
‘legend’. In my mind, I will always think 
of him as a legend. And I will miss him 
enormously.
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Ben Turok, with Nelson Mandela on the left and Kathrada on the right, enjoying a tea break during the protracted Treason Trial. He is looking into the 
tea leaves in his cup, probably wondering what was in store for him, for them all. 

––
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Pictures and captions provided by Prof Ivan Turok
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My mom has got these incredible press cuttings which tell of the media’s side of the story. Three months sent to jail and their kids sitting 
around, wondering what was in store for them. 
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Pictures and captions provided by Prof Ivan Turok
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This was the map he used for his escape on foot to Botswana. It was incredibly basic. Very bleak. There were very few features. There was a river, a 
couple of paths. He has got some distances in miles to decide “should I go that way. Or that way?” He hadn’t really planned his route. 
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Pictures and captions provided by Prof Ivan Turok



New Agenda - Issue 7618

The media was really on the ball in those days. ‘Turok seen and vanishes’, ‘Turok believed to be on his way to Zambia’, [like] the scarlet pimpernel, 
‘Turok suddenly appears in Nairobi.
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Pictures and captions provided by Prof Ivan Turok


