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Introduction

My participation in this research project on “Popular economies and citizen expectations” centres on an investigation into so-called ‘pyramid schemes’ and their rise in popularity among African and Afrikaans communities in the greater Johannesburg region. My project proposal proposed investigating these schemes in relation to themes of welfarism, millenarianism and entrepreneurialism. These themes remain central to the questions I am seeking to answer. But as is often the case with ethnographic research, my field research during the past five months has taken some of my research questions into unexpected terrains and has thrown up new questions, ones I did not anticipate during the proposal writing phase. The first phase of my field research has been taken up by archival research on media reports on pyramid schemes in particular and financial fraud more broadly (newspaper reports and features in magazines and television shows). I have paid attention to the reporting histories of specific court cases involving fraudulent financial schemes as well as court judgements regarding these cases (from the 1980s “kubus culture” pyramid scheme to the more recent such as Masterbond, Miracle 2000, Fidentia and Krion). I still need to thoroughly familiarise myself with the relevant bureaucracies and legislation that define the regulative and legislative environment (in particular, the Lotteries Act, National Credit Act, the Companies Act, Harmful Business Act, Banks Act). I also still have to work through the numerous reports in my possession produced by bodies such as the Financial Services Board, The Reserve Bank, the Financial Intelligence Office, and the South African Police Services’ Commercial Crimes Unit.

In addition to the archival research I have been conducting, I have had to focus my field research on establishing relations of trust with potential informants who participated in pyramid schemes. Utilising contacts I made during my doctoral research in Soweto has been an important part of this process. But I also had to utilise the kin, neighbour and friend ‘networks’ of a few paid field assistants in order to get to interview ‘victims’ of pyramid scams. I mention ‘victims’ here because my field assistants and others kept telling me that only ‘victims’ would speak to me; I could forget about interviewing those who made money (or “benefited”) from such schemes, they agreed. As a rule this has been true of my own experience, as even relatives of friends who had recently “benefited” refused to grant me interviews. Some who had benefited were willing to be interviewed on condition that they were to be remunerated (in other words, if they could “benefit” again)
. This in itself suggests that those who “benefit” from these schemes are aware, at least after the fact, of their dubious legal nature and that the money they had ‘made’ (really the money of other investors) could be taken from them by the state. 

Victims’ discourses about their participation in these schemes were structured along other lines as well. Most important was the feelings of embarrassment they had to overcome, as participation in these schemes were regarded in the court of public opinion as “foolish” and “stupid” and “ignorant”. The first response offered by many informants to questions inquiring about their reasons for participating in pyramid or investment schemes inevitably elicited two responses: “we want money” and “we need money”. The former pointed to the constant need for cash to survive in an urban money economy, and the latter referred to a discourse on poverty most informants expressed, at least initially. Many of the people I interviewed - and so far they have been mainly elderly black women receiving monthly state pensions - changed the emphasis of their discourse as they got to know me better (sometimes during one interview or over the course of several visits). These had initially claimed that they had invested monies in these schemes, hoping for a quick return, because they were poor (“we need money; we are poor”, many had cried). Only later to admit that they were really just gambling. Some realised the claims about their own poverty they were making were perhaps not that convincing, as they soon grasped that I could tell the difference between township households that are regarded as impoverished and those regarded as middle class. 

There is another reason why I use the word ‘victim’ here. I used the word during interviews when I had to explain the reasons for conducting this research. As was the case with my doctoral the people I spoke to operated with the assumption that my intention for conducting research on the popular economies of Soweto was to learn how it works so as to start my own gambling game or credit line. In order to convince potential informants that mine was not commercial research, such as those conducted by marketing companies, I stressed the fact that this research may be useful to potential future victims of pyramid schemes. I often made the point that we need to understand how these schemes operate in order to assist the state in developing a more effective message in their educational campaigns. However, this was never just an argument I used to convince potential informants, and as my research proceeded, and as I got to hear the sad stories of more and more victims, the more I came to feel the need to actively engage in consumer activism
. 

As my fieldwork progressed, the word ‘network’ I used above has also taken on a deeper meaning, over and above its use to describe the research methodology of snowballing. In this current fieldwork project, I have had to enter and exploit the existing networks of at least one assistant in order to meet potential informants, more so than was necessitated by my doctoral research. In one instance, for example, one assistant and I entered one of his networks by interviewing a cousin of his, whom he knew had lost monies a few years ago in a pyramid scheme. While she could not recall in great detail the said scheme, she did furnish us with the names and addresses of two other women who had fallen victim to schemes, including the name and address of the woman - let us call her Amy - who had recruited her and a few other women into another pyramid scheme 
. Amy had gotten to know all of these women not through the church, or the neighbourhood, or some savings society, but through the same bus they all used to board every workday from Soweto to get to work in the northern and eastern suburbs of Johannesburg (I discuss some of the dynamics of recruitment later)
. 

The idea of ‘network’ was also prominent in the voices of many of my informants, together with oft-repeated statements of the power and effectiveness of passing on information by “word of mouth”. And, of course, the legal cousin of pyramid schemes, multilevel marketing (MLM), is a marketing strategy based on the recruitment of members through utilising informal and formal networks of relations (see the graphic depictions and various forms of networks). In fact, for a number of reasons, multilevel network marketing (as pioneered by pyramid schemes is a perfect strategy to tap into the unfamiliar yet considerable pools of money that are circulating among black, township communities (reported about often in the media through the Finscope or black diamond studies). 

In short, multilevel network marketing employs the power of “word of mouth” recruitment in communities characterised by the following: low levels of financial literacy and consumer activism, the existence of cultural agreements that make it very difficult to question kin when they are recruiting you into a network (whether this is social or commercial), existing if not favourable attitudes toward hierarchy and meritocracy, the growing prominence of ‘get-rich-quick’ discourse in the public culture, and a lack of trust of formal financial institutions. Together these create the conditions under which multilevel network marketing do indeed flourish; in the way that pyramid schemes did a decade ago before the highly publicised case of Miracle 2000. No wonder then that we find a massive growth in multilevel marketing companies in contemporary South Africa - these MLM companies have learnt that there are huge ‘profits’ to be made by exploiting the informal networks that exist among black communities. In this second wave of MLM, they have surpassed the illegal pyramid scheme of a decade ago, but retained the same networks of agents and marketing strategies. 

In fact, and evidence for this argument still need to be coherently put together, it seems that a third wave is currently emerging, and that is the utilisation of the discourses and concepts used by MLM by banks, secondary financial services providers, food outlets and cellular companies. What is evident is that pyramid schemes such as Miracle 2000 have been more successful than the major financial institutions at harvesting the savings of black communities. I am sure that financial institutions at the time of the arrest of Miracle 2000 ‘mastermind’ Sibusiso Radebe in July 2000 were asking themselves how a single man could have mobilised millions of rands in black communities without the army of experts and researchers and marketers that are at the disposal of formal financial institutions. May of these companies had evidently learnt their lesson and now they are utilising the very same discourses and strategies of pyramid schemes such as Miracle 2000 in order to tap into these networks. More of that later, once we have familiarised ourselves better with the story of Sibusiso “Master” Radebe. 

The story of Miracle 2000 and its ‘mastermind’ Sibusiso Radebe presented here is not a life story in the traditional sense. As it stands, it is based on my reading of several newspaper reports regarding Mr Radebe, spiced up with details I had learnt from people I had interviewed. What I want to achieve here is to write the beginnings of a descriptive and analytic account of one of the most publicised pyramid schemes in South Africa (I am in the process of writing similar accounts of the history of Krion Financial Services and the role of Marietjie Pinsloo, the “Angel of Vanderbijlpark as well as Kobus Niewoudt’s “kubus” culture scheme of the 1980s). I hope in the process to start formulating some of the main analytical themes of my research project. 

Sibusiso Radebe and Miracle 2000: The raid and the eleven leather jackets

One winter Wednesday morning in July 2000, half a year after the turn of the millennium, three different groups of detectives, policemen and auditors pounced on three separate addresses in Johannesburg and the East Rand. Their target: the charismatic Mr Sibusiso "Master” Radebe, an enigmatic and opportunistic character who would become known as black South Africa’s Mr Charles Ponzi
. Sibusiso Radebe has had an interesting if not chequered life history. Born in Soweto, he left South Africa for exile in his teens in order to join Umkhonto weSizwe.
 After the apartheid security police caught him in South Africa, he turned askari before becoming a policeman attached to the notorious Vlakplaas from where Eugene de Kock operated
. At the time of his arrest Radebe, then in his late thirties, had been under investigation for some weeks, after members of a Christian church in Johannesburg contacted the police, fearing that Radebe was exploiting their congregation in order to sign fellow members up to what they thought was a dubious and possibly illegal business venture. The team that raided the three premises associated with Radebe's venture - representing various arms of the South African government, including the South African Police Special Crimes Unit, the elite crime-fighting unit the Scorpions of the National Prosecutions Authority, as well a a team of auditors from PricewaterhouseCoopers on order from the Reserve Bank - made an astonishing find: more than R30 million, R17,5 of which was cash
.

It was likely however that the beginning of the end of this particular scheme was heralded by a page-3 report in the Sunday World of 9 July 2000
. The report described the hundreds of people who go to a house in Spruitview on the East Rand to either invest money in Miracle 2000 or to retrieve their investments (Spruitview is a middle class black freehold suburb with “bond houses” built in the late 1980s, located next to several township communities on the East Rand and the formerly white Alberton). One woman was quoted by the newspaper as saying that it takes at least two days of queuing before one could get inside the offices. In an interview with a pensioner from Alexandra, who claimed to have been an agent, she told me that she was at the Miracle 2000 offices the morning of Radebe’s arrest. This was to be her fifth day in the queue, she told me, but she was right in front when the Scorpions arrived and took Radebe away (without cuffing him and with Radebe smiling). The previous night she had seen aeroplanes flying over the East Rand and this had worried her. 

She told me how large the queues had become, and of the investors who were coming from the Eastern Cape, Lesotho, Mafikeng, Mpumalanga. It was so busy that neighbours of Radebe had turned their houses into B&Bs. They were offering people a seat (not a bed) in a house for the duration of the night, plus a cop of coffee and two sliced of bread in the morning, for R80. Taxi owners were parking their empty taxis around his offices at night, and charging investors R15 for a seat for the night.  Newspaper reports made mention of people who could not afford the B&Bs who were sleeping in the open spaces next to the premises
. Informants explained to me that there were two queues, each, of which lead up to a rondavel which stood inside the premises of 1181 Gama Street, Spruitview. The one queue was for people wanting to invest monies, and the other one for people retrieving their investments (after the obligatory 6-week waiting period). Many people apparently moved from the retrieving queue to the investment queue, wanting to re-invest their matured investments. 

Another informant, who was also an agent and had worked for a regional office of the Johannesburg Metropole, heard the news of Radebe’s arrest over the radio the following morning, while at work. She had recruited several people at her offices to invest their monies with Radebe. Hearing the news of his arrest, she had immediately organised a taxi for her and her co-workers who she had recruited to go to Spruitview. They were shocked to find out that it was true: he had been arrested. That night, millions of South Africans saw the footage on television: Radebe being arrested by the Scorpions and footage of ‘his’ cash piling from drawers and “stacked like sardines in apple boxes”, as one informant told me. People were both amazed at the sort of cash that Radebe had been ‘managing’ and that he had been arrested. 

Newspapers reported the following morning that Radebe's 'business venture', called Miracle 2000, was a "multimillion-rand pyramid scheme” which been operating Spruitview
 According to these reports, the raids produced indisputable evidence of an enormous pyramid scheme that Radebe had been running, first from a house in township of Spruitview and then also from offices in the post-industrial edge city of Midrand. Somehow, in the midst of the neglected, predominantly black township communities on the East Rand falling under the Erkhululeni Metropole Municipality, one man was able to elicit enough support from fellow East Rand residents and people from as far as Lesotho for them to wager their wages, savings, pension funds, retrenchment monies and social grants into this project called Miracle 2000.

One newspaper report in the Afrikaans daily Beeld described some of the findings of the raid in great detail.
 At Radebe's luxury house in Vorna Valley Midrand, situated between Pretoria and Johannesburg, it was reported that police had found R2.5 million cash stashed in a carton box, hidden in a build-in locker in his bedroom. R100 and R200 notes were stashed in the drawers of Radebe's drawing board, some of which peeled out as Radebe searched for his identity book in the presence of detectives. In the cupboard, fifteen leather jackets, each estimated to be worth around R11 000, were found. The report noted that the house was furnished with very expensive furniture, imported Italian furniture to be precise. Even the outside braai area, next to the koi dam, was furnished with leather couches, despite Radebe having bought the house for R650 000 a mere two weeks prior to the raid. In the garage was parked three brand new motor vehicles. A newspaper report filed the previous afternoon also made mention of the more than R100 000 which was found in a jacket of Radebe's hanging behind a door in his house.
 Then there was the R1 500 - the average monthly income in South Africa - detectives found in a pair of jeans in the laundry basket. 

The second team had raided a house in a townhouse complex also in Midrand, where the "accountant” or "financial manager” of Miracle 2000, Mr Derick Hlongwane, was residing. There they discovered R16 000 worth of cash in Hlongwane's moon bag, together with cash to the tune of R15 million tucked away in a filing cabinet in the bedroom. Investigators also raided the supposed heartland of the scheme – a house in the township of Spruitview, on the East Rand. It is from here that Radebe launched his investment scheme, and where his earliest and biggest supporters resided. According to one report, detectives uncovered (a mere) R250 000 at his Spruitview offices
. Needless to say, Sibusiso "Master” Radebe was arrested in the course of that Wednesday, apparently with good timing, as he had planned to leave South Africa for a visit to the USA the very next day.
 Clearly the investigators had been keeping tabs on his plans and expenses. Subsequent to his arrest, the police was reported in newspapers as confirming that Radebe was expected to appear in the Germiston Magistrates' Court the following day on charges of fraud, theft and contravening the Banking Act. Mr Hlongwane had in the mean time agreed to become a witness in the case against Mr Radebe. 

The initial newspaper reports that appeared in the two days following the raids and arrest of Radebe, prompted no doubt by the statements made by investigators and spokespersons, focused their attention on the arrest and the alleged luxurious lifestyle of the mastermind of the scheme, regaling readers with details of the enormous amounts of cash discovered in the raid, with details of Radebe's lifestyle vying for first place. These recounted the details of his expensively furnished house, his luxury vehicles and taste for expensive leather jackets. The unstated yet hinted at subtext to these reports were of course the fact that Mr Radebe was not your typical white, rich financier or a member of the new black elite. It is interesting that the policemen at the raid - who we know favour wearing leather jackets when not in their uniforms - could not put a value to the Italian furniture found in Radebe's house, but could state with great confidence the price of the leather jackets. The fact that a former policeman, and a black one to boot, could afford eleven (!) such leather jackets, clearly left an impression with some of the investigators. A subsequent newspaper report quoted National Director of Public Prosecutions spokesperson Sipho Ngwema as saying, drawing on a conversation between Ngwema and Radebe's wife Phindile, that Radebe "was spending big, paying for overseas holidays for friends and buying cars...His cupboards were full of Italian designer gear that he had not yet worn - they still had their price tags on. He only spent in cash, and he even paid cash for his house."
 

The reports soon shifted gear and started focusing their investigations on understanding how the scheme operated and why Miracle 2000 "investors” were clearly so supportive of Radebe. The support Radebe evidently had among his Spruitview "investors”, from the day of his arrested and throughout his court appearances, was mentioned in the first reports, but became a major theme in the reporting about Miracle 2000 (and in the subsequent court judgment and sentencing). At the time of Radebe's arrest, for example, more than 300 "investors” or "supporters” were gathered outside his Spruitview offices, wanting to invest money or claim their returns. Some of these "investors”, many of whom were pensioners and women, had apparently slept outside the high steel gates of his Spruitview offices so as to be among the first in line the following morning. One report noted the "heart wrenching” scenes when Radebe was arrested, with some of the "investors” accusing the Scorpions of wanting to destroy "black entrepreneurialism”.
 When, after his arrest in Midrand, detectives brought Radebe to his Spruitview offices to be present at the counting of invested money, reports noted how "investors” loudly cheered him on. 

Maximum support: The “Biblical Moses” of Black Entrepreneurialism

Before we explore the "investor” support he clearly enjoyed in more detail, let us have a look at how the newspapers reported on the functioning of Miracle 2000. One of the first reports that covered the arrest of Radebe explained that "investors” were promised returns on their invested monies of 200 percent after a period of 42 days
. These "investors” were required to pay a R50 registration or joining fee for which they would receive a certificate in return. As members of Miracle 2000
 they could then "invest” any amount of money over R300 and after a 42-day period (or six weeks) they could reclaim their initial investment plus a 200 percent "profit”. In other words, an "investor” could invest an initial R300 and collect a total of R900 after a 42-day period.
 As the scheme continued to grow, Radebe enlisted a number of agents to recruit, for a commission, new members to the scheme.

At the time of the clampdown on Radebe's operations, NPA spokesperson Sipho Ngwema was quoted as saying that the scheme had attracted about 300 new investors every day from all over the country, raking in an estimated R3 million a day
. Reports also noted that some of "investors” had been investing amounts of up to R10 000 at a time, waiting to collect a sum of R30 000
. Early newspaper reports - based on statements from the investigators and interviews with "investors” and detectives - provided contradictory information on the size of the scheme and the length of time in had been in operation. One report quoted an "investor” who had said that the scheme had been in operation for more than 18 months, while he had first invested monies only three months prior to Radebe's arrest.
 Another report quoted NPA spokesperson Sipho Ngwema as saying Miracle 2000 had started in January 2000
 while another report reported that Miracle 2000 was a four-and-a-half-year-old scheme. The auditors from PWC had not had enough time to establish the extent of the scheme, but the amount of money confiscated during the raids - anywhere from R10 to R30 million according to various reports - suggested that Radebe had been operating a massive investment scheme.
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Radebe appearing outside the Germiston Magistrate Court 

On Friday the 14th of July Mr Sibusiso Radebe appeared in the Germiston Magistrate Court and was asked not to plead. According to newspaper reports Radebe received the most extraordinary support from his "investors” at his court hearing. The day before the dailies had reported on the crowds that had gathered outside his Spruitview offices at the time of his arrest. Apparently the crowd got angry and at some point had to be calmed by "public-order police”. One report had this to day:

On Thursday morning people began assembling at Radebe's Spruitview home, and by noon the group had grown to about 1 000. The irate group included people who had travelled from as far as the North West and Mpumalanga provinces. Many carried placards expressing outrage at Radebe's arrest and demanded his release. Others claimed he was their saviour and that he was doing more to alleviate poverty than government. They dismissed claims he was a criminal, and demanded a return of their investment so that they could support their families.

Another article from Beeld quoted "investors” as saying that it was not a pyramid scheme but "pure black economic empowerment”. "This is what the government has been encouraging us to do all along”, a spokesperson of the protestors Mr Stanley Nkosi was quoted as saying, "and now they are taking our money”.
 On the Friday, according to an article in The Star, more than a 1000 "supporters” of Radebe held hands outside the Germiston magistrate's court and prayed for his release. Journalists who spoke to "investors” again mentioned the support they expressed for Radebe and the arguments his "supporters” were presenting in his defence while accusing the government of "promoting poverty in black communities”. Peta Prost and Khanysile Nkosi captured some of this support in the following words: 

He has changed a lot of people's lives. He is a kind man who does not want to see black people suffer," said one man." Miracle 2000 is not a pyramid scheme. What Sibusiso has done is what we call black empowerment. None of the investors have complained about not getting their money back. The government failed to come up with a better way to fight poverty. Instead they are treating the man who has made a difference to so many people's lives as a criminal," another investor, who refused to be named, said.

While "a thousand supporters” were praying outside, Radebe, looking relaxed and confident, greeted family members, friends and "investors” present inside the court. He was not charged and was remanded until July 27 for further investigations and was to be kept in the Silverton police cells. The article carried by Beeld newspaper reporting on the Friday court appearance was more sober than The Star journalists, reporting that around 200 "investors” were present at the courthouse. But it also carried quotes from "investors” referring to Miracle 2000 as "black entrepreneurialism” and "investors” describing it as an innocent "giant stokvel”.

From the very first newspaper report it was clear that Radebe had enjoyed massive support among the people who had "invested” in his scheme. Reports suggested that "investors” came from Gauteng, Mpumalanga, North West and even Lesotho. But as is the case with all "Peter-pays-Paul” schemes, those who invest money first stands to benefit most as first investors are paid their 200% returns with the monies invested by subsequent investors.
 The reports do suggest that residents from Spruitview living close to his offices benefited from the scheme. Some neighbours opened their homes as guest houses to the hundreds of investors who were streaming from all over the country to his offices, some having to wait up to three days before they could hand over their money to Radebe.
 Others started food outlets to provide meals for waiting investors while street traders became a frequent sight outside the Spruitview offices. According to reports the Spruitview premises functioned as the head office, storing incoming money from new investors and handing out money to claimants. NPA spokesperson Sipho Ngwema allegedly was amazed that despite the millions of Rands flowing through the house, Radebe "had no security at all".

On Monday the 17th of July a newspaper reported on an interview with an upset Veli Mpungose, referred to in the report as a community spokesperson. Referring to Radebe as their "administrator", Mpungose repeated the sentiment that Miracle 2000 was "a community upliftment and black empowerment scheme".  Mpungose was quoted as saying that "If he should stay in jail then we must all be arrested. He was chosen by the community to administrate the scheme," suggesting that there was no way the scheme would have succeeded if there had been no support for it. The report also noted the anxiety felt by some of his neighbours, who benefited from the scheme, especially those how had opened guest houses and food outlets catering for the out of town “investors”.

Facing charges and setting a record-high bail

On Thursday 27 July, two weeks after his arrest, Radebe again appeared in the Germiston Magistrate's Court. Thousands
 of his “supporters” congregated outside the courts to wish him well, while about 300 of them crammed the courtroom. Newspaper accounts of the court proceedings revealed more juicy details of Radebe's lifestyle:

· Radebe had spent more than R2-million - in cash - on 16 cars in the past 12 months. These included a luxurious Mercedes-Benz for his pastor, a BMW sports car for his wife, a Pajero he later sold, a Toyota Land Cruiser, two late-model Fords, an Opel Astra 1.6, a Toyota RAV4, and a VW Golf. 

· For two of his agents, as awards for being “agents of the month”, be had bought a Mazda Sting each.

· Radebe had paid cash for two of his houses, putting him back R650 000 and R115 000 respectively. 

· Radebe had spend R11 800 cash on cobbled paving and R11 820 on having a thatch lapa erected on the R650 000 property where he lived.

· Radebe had spend R15 - 20 000 on clothing at Desch Clothing in Eastgate over a period of six months. 

· During the raid investigators found a receipt in his house which indicated a cash purchase by Radebe for clothing worth R22 000 from Bon Ami in Sandton.

· During the raid investigators laid claim to R11,69 million in cash.

A list of expenses amounting R6 million was presented to the court while the Investigating Officer informed the court that the police had frozen Radebe's back accounts - with the R17,1 million in them - and had confiscated his assets, together with “three truckloads of documentation”. The details of Radebe's alleged lavish lifestyle was revealed by Investigating Officer Superintendent Dawie Venter who was worried that the accused would intimidate witnesses if he were released on bail. Newspaper reports suggested that Radebe countered the accusations of a lavish lifestyle directed against him by stating, in an affidavit, that such allegations were meant to discredit him. He begged the court to release him as he posed no danger to the community and intend to prove his innocence in court. Advocate André Bezuidenhout, appearing for Radebe, also questioned the allegations that Miracle 2000 was a pyramid scheme. Bezuidenhout made note of the support Radebe entertained in the community and presented the scheme to the court as a “mechanism to bring about black economic empowerment”.

In support of his case for the state not granting bail Venter referred the magistrate to complaints they had received from some of Radebe's fellow church members, who were worried about Radebe exploiting the church for profit. Radebe had allegedly donated R1 million to the Foundation of Life Bible Church soon after he befriended the pastor, well-known 'Apostle' Ben Ndobe. Magistrate Deon Snyman evidently believed Radebe posed no threat to society, and was most likely swayed into granting bail by the faces of Radebe's staunch supporters inside and outside his court. But bail did not come cheap: Radebe was granted bail of R1-million, the highest amount ever pronounced in a South African court. Radebe was instructed to appear in court on August 31 and to report to the Midrand police station twice a day. His movements were restricted to Midrand, Sandton and Spruitview. 

The payment of the bail money presented quite a problem to the court. One article quoted Radebe's legal representative, AT Bezuidenhout, as saying that Radebe's bail would be paid by the coming Friday.
 Another article described how friends and relatives, including Radebe's smartly dressed wife Phindile, walked into the Germiston Magistrate's Court that said Friday with briefcases and bags containing the one million Rands required for Radebe's record R1 million bail. The article noted however that “there was no large gathering to welcome him on Friday” and Radebe managed to sneak out through a back exit of the court so as to avoid the media. The newspaper journalist quoted a court official who had witnessed the Radebe entourage with their briefcases filled with banknotes:

I thought it would take them the whole day to count all that money. I have never seen anything like that before. Recently we had someone paying bail of R100 000, and it took more than four hours to count it.

Who is this man who, operating from a house in the neglected townships of the East Rand, affected the highest ever bail in the history of South African legal system? And whose relatives could post bail of R1 million in cash for their “master”, “administrator”, and “saviour”?

As far as I can tell, journalist Barbara Harrison from Beeld newspaper was the first to report that Radebe was a former ANC freedom fighter who later turned and became an askari.
 But it was an article on the 17th of August that revealed more about the charismatic Radebe. According to that report, Sibusiso Radebe had a shady past: it alleged that he had already changed his name three times. Born Mandla Gregory Radebe in Mofolo, Soweto, it was reported that he had joined the ANC in Swaziland in 1977 after completing Standard 8 (Grade 10), becoming a member of the ANC's armed wing Umkhonto weSizwe. At some point he was turned by the Vlakplaas-based apartheid security police to become an askari: that is, a former MK fighter turned and employed by the security police to hunt down and eliminate anti-apartheid activists and other MK fighters. According to the report, Radebe worked at the detective branch in Pretoria between 1988 and 1993.
 After his work as a policeman he worked as a distributor for marketing companies. The report quoted the high-level National Director of Public Prosecutions, Bulelani Ngcuka, suggesting Ngcuka as source for these allegations.
  Bulelani Ngcuka himself would face similar accusations in 2005 when he was accused by and a commission was appointed by then President Thabo Mbeki to investigate {Radebe is mentioned in reports from the Truth and Reconciliation Commission}.

The Spruitview community were most likely unaware of Radebe's past and his return to Spruitview (on the Monday 31 July) after having been granted bail (on the Friday) suggested the allegations of conspicuous living that were aired against him in court did little to diminish support among “investors” and neighbours. According to one report Radebe “received a hero's welcome from about 5 000 of his scheme's investors at his Spruitview home on the East Rand on Monday”:

The chanting and ululating investors carried Radebe shoulder-high and described him as a biblical Moses who had delivered the downtrodden Israelites to God's promised land. All roads leading to Radebe's home were barricaded, and security was tight around the man often called "Messiah" by his many supporters... Radebe addressed thousands of the investors at his home and thanked them for their relentless support and determination during his two-week incarceration.

At the return of their “Biblical Moses”, the “executive committee of Miracle 2000” through “spokesperson” Veli Mpungose told the crowd that had gathered that the committee was disgusted at the hefty bail imposed on Radebe and that the committee would meet investors the coming Wednesday to discuss how they would get back the money and computers the government had confiscated. The committee,  Mpungose reportedly said, had resolved that the scheme should continue: "The investors do not want to pocket their money, but want the scheme to continue. So, when the government gives us back our money, we will invest it in the scheme ... We have absolute trust and faith in Radebe and will support him every step of the way".
 

Storming the Union Buildings: “No Miracle No Vote”

Two weeks after Radebe's reappearance in Spruitview, his “supporters” went into overdrive. The dailies reported that on Thursday 10 August between 400 and 500 Miracle 2000 “investors” had organised a protest at the Union Buildings in Pretoria, carrying posters proclaiming ““No Miracle No Vote” and “Pres. Mbeki, change laws to accommodate alternative financing system of Miracle 2000”. According to one report, dozens of these supporters forced their way into the upper level of the Union Buildings were an “unpleasant situation” was avoided by the quick thinking of foreign affairs department spokesperson Ronnie Mamoepa. The protestors, wearing white caps and T-shirts with the words "Miracle 2000" printed in the colours of the rainbow, demanding the return of their money and Miracle 2000 assets, held discussions with senior government officials and Mbeki's legal adviser, Advocate Mojanku Gumbi, after a few of their “supporters” were sprayed by the police with pepper sprays.

One woman, stripped to the waist in what has become a popular way of expressing protest, shouted, "The Scorpions are working for the whites who own the banks".
 Veli Mpungose, the group's reported leader, said later that night that they would launch an urgent application in the Johannesburg High Court today. He was quoted as saying, "Our children have been chased away from school because we cannot pay their fees and some of us cannot feed our families".
 He also reportedly denied that Miracle 2000 was a pyramid scheme, claiming it had 152,000 members all over South Africa. He was quoted saying "We are empowering the poor. We are helping to eradicate the poverty which Thabo Mbeki says causes Aids. That's why Sibusiso must be released - to help the poor and the hungry people of South Africa."
 He told another journalist that Advocate Gumbi signed a letter requesting Finance Minister Trevor Manuel to reconsider the regulation of Miracle 2000, denouncing the “apartheid legislation” responsible for Radebe's R1 million bail.
 {The week before Radebe's supporters stormed the closest seat of state power to Spruitview, the Miracle 2000 scheme made it to the Economist}.

Newspaper reports during August suggest that Radebe's “investors” were becoming nervous. Most likely Radebe had put payments to “investors” on hold, using the R1 million in bail he had to pay and the confiscated investments as excuse not to pay “investors”. The one strategy of his “executive committee”, under Veli Mpungose, was obviously to petition the government. Another was to petition the auditors. As “investors” were protesting at the Union Buildings, other “investors” were petitioning at the Pretoria office of PricewaterhouseCoopers, the company that was appointed by the Reserve Bank to investigate Miracle 2000. The third strategy was to find a way to resume taking investments from eager “investors” who, it is likely, found the court and media revelations of Radebe's wealth and lifestyle encouraging rather off-putting. 

On the same day that the article of Radebe's shady past appeared, in mid August, an article appeared in The Star newspaper that signalled that Radebe had seemingly resumed taking investments:

It's business as usual for pyramid-scheme investors in Spruitview on the East Rand, Gauteng, where people are still going in droves to put their savings in a new scheme that has sprung up ... [it] is jealously guarded by locals who view outsiders querying the new operation with intense suspicion. Miracle 2000 scheme mastermind Sibusiso Radebe appears to be as popular as ever, with enough people waiting outside his Gama Crescent home on Thursday to warrant hawkers selling food in a stretch of veld opposite his house.

Despite all the offensives Radebe's supporters launched during August, which indicated their anxiety, his “investors” still rallied behind him when Radebe appeared in court in late August. When state prosecutor Frikkie Botha told the court that the State intended to return to Miracle 2000 “investors” the more than R20 million the State had confiscated, they showed their support for Radebe. It was reported that on 31 August “investors” rejected an offer to have their invested monies returned to them, unless the State withdrew charges against their Sibusiso.
 The court was also told that “investors” wanting to reclaim their investments would have to register their names with accounting firm PricewaterhouseCoopers, the curators. At the hearing Radebe's R1-million bail was extended and he was instructed to appear again before the court on September 15.

Miracle 2000 enter party politics

A week after Radebe's court appearance, he initiated another strategy in his bid to safe the riches that Miracle 2000 had given him a taste of: entering party politics. On the 5th of September SAPA carried a report that Sibusiso Radebe had “called on about 1 500 investors in the scheme to give him a mandate to start a political party to promote the cause of black economic empowerment”.
 The report suggested that Radebe had made this call from his Spruitview offices, suggesting to “investors” that the newly formed party should start a bank so that his recently launched Inala Investment Scheme could be legally registered:

With Nala operating ... they would be able to swallow up all the other banks," said Radebe." Investors will then also be allowed to buy shares and the mission will then be accomplished - meaning that there will be real economic empowerment for blacks."
 

The following week, Radebe again appeared in the Germiston Magistrate's Court. On Friday the 15th of September the court instructed “investors” wanting to reclaim their “investments” to register with the auditing firm PricewaterhouseCoopers – at their Alberton offices.
 Radebe was instructed to re-appear on the 19th of January 2001. The following Sunday, September 24, 2000 Miracle 2000's spokesperson, Veli Mpungose, made an address to around 500 residents from Brakpan  - we assume their were “investors” - about their intention to explore the political route further. Mpungose reportedly told the 500 investors at the Tsakane stadium on the East Rand that the scheme would join a local political party, the Simunye Civic Organisation, early in 2001. It was reported that  Mpongose had not yet finalised a name for the party, but had said that more rallies would take place in all nine provinces. The same journalist reported that Radebe was present at the Tsakane rally, but, on the advice of his attorneys, did not address the crowd. Mpungose was quoted as having said the following:

Residents from these surrounding areas have faith in Miracle 2000 because they have seen how we are able to deliver on all the promises we make. People are sick and tired of empty promises and see us as a pillar of strength ... We are concerned about the welfare of our people and want to make sure that our party contributes to the upliftment of all those who were economically disadvantaged in the past.

Mpungose said he was certain such a party would have huge support as people believed in Miracle 2000 and because Miracle 2000 listened to people's needs. Mpungose furthermore said that he would not be voting in the upcoming local government elections. The reporter, Gaynor Kast, made mention in her story about the reluctance of many “investors” who attended the rally to talk to her because “they believed that reports in the newspaper [The Star] about Miracle 2000 were not a true reflection of what the scheme or its organisers were all about”. One man was quoted as saying: "How can people say Miracle 2000 is a bad thing when it made sure that people had food on their plates and a roof over their heads, and children were able to go to school because their parents could afford it? Now all that has changed ...The Scorpions (who are investigating the scheme) don't know what they are doing. Instead of helping communities they are destroying them."

Prior to Radebe's court appearance in January of 2001, Johannesburg newspapers reported on a number of other pyramid schemes targeting African communities in Gauteng. The most widely reported scheme at the time was named Africa Club Investment. The scheme made headlines when in December 2000 anxious members brought traffic to a standstill in central Johannesburg, laying siege in the process to the head office of Africa Club Investment, demanding their monies. But “mastermind” Thembinkosi Vidima and his three directors, Busi Mnguni, Sibusiso Mthembu and another man known only as Pastor Sandile, had all allegedly ran off to Durban. The Star reported that more than 100 000 people across Gauteng invested as much as R30-million in the scheme, which only started operating in October. Investors were promised returns on investments of 300 percent within a month.
 Investors told Star journalist Motshidisi Mokwena that they learnt of the scheme through pamphlets which circulated in most of the townships and through word-of-mouth. She also reported “investors” as saying that Africa Club Investment had branches in the West Rand, Rustenburg, Comfimvaba in the Eastern Cape and Durban, and was linked to other schemes that were running nationally, such as Message of Hope, Global Marketing, Ramrod and Masicedisane. The minimum amount an investor could put in was R100 plus a R50 administration or joining fee.
 

In January 2001, more than three months since his previous court appearance, Sibusiso Radebe finally heard when he would be charged in a trial. Together with his wife Phindile and two bodyguards, he addressed some of his “investors” - he called them “millionaires” - outside the court, saying “Viva millionaires, viva! Viva Miracle 2000, viva! Your support means a lot to me. Thank you for respecting the police, I have been told that you were well behaved”. He reportedly urged his "investors" to meet him at his offices in Spruitview for a report-back after the hearing. During his hearing Senior Prosecutor Frikkie Botha told the court that Radebe would stand trial on June 25, a year after his initial arrest. Botha also noted that the state had charged him with one count of contravention of the Banks Act, three counts of contravention of the Harmful Business Act for allegedly running a pyramid scheme, and 28 counts of fraud or alternatively theft. Magistrate Deon Snyman forwarded his trial to the Edenvale Regional Court and extended his bail of R1-million.

The trial of Mr Radebe

On Monday 25 June 2001 the trial of pyramid scheme mastermind Radebe was to start at the Edenvale Regional Court and in front of a new magistrate, James van Wyk. Radebe's lawyers were clearly in a difficult position and were eager to delay proceedings as much as possible. On the day Radebe's trial was to start, Radebe's lawyers requested the recusal of presiding Edenvale magistrate J van Wyk. The request was made by Dean Rees and André Bezuidenhout, accusing magistrate van Wyk of possible bias after being seen in constant communication with the state prosecutors, and allegedly discussing the charge sheet behind closed doors with the prosecutors. Scorpions Advocate Botha retorted to the allegations by telling the court that the charge sheet in question was brought to court by a secretary from his office and that he never held any discussions with Van Wyk.
 It was reported in that Wednesday's Beeld newspaper that Radebe's lawyers and the State Prosecutors spent Tuesday in discussions, after the trial was postponed to Wednesday for discussions to take place.
 Neither the State Prosecutors nor Radebe's defence team would speak to the media on Tuesday, after the trial was postponed in the presence of about 60 Miracle 2000 “investors”. 

At Wednesday's start of the trial it was clear that some deal had been struck between Radebe's lawyers and the State Prosecutors. Magistrate van Wyk did not recuse himself from the proceedings and at the beginning of the trial, the twenty-four charges of fraud against Radebe were dropped by the state. Radebe then pleaded guilty to contravening the Banks Act and conducting a harmful business practice. Newspaper reports quoted Senior prosecutor Frikkie Botha of the Scorpions as saying that “charges were dropped partly because by pleading guilty, Radebe has assisted to speed up the process of liquidation and that of paying out to the investors of the scheme their shares”. 
 The guilty plead was also make known to the “investors” who had gathered outside of the court room, with Radebe admitting in a statement that "during 1 June 1999 to July at Boksburg and Spruitview I wrongfully and unlawfully accepted deposits from the general public. I was aware that my conduct was unlawful as I was not registered as a public company or a bank in terms of the Banks Act". 

Radebe further admitted that "I wrongfully and unlawfully conducted a harmful business practice in that I accepted investments from at least 13 324 people, amounting to R36 352 400, and offered them effective rates above commercially accepted returns by financial institutions."
 Radebe also admitted that the money invested in his scheme had never been invested in legal, income-earning assets: "Therefore it could not yield returns to cover the interest owed to the investors and to ensure sufficient profit for the promoters of Miracle 2000. The interest rate offered by the scheme was in excess of 1 700 percent per annum and therefore it was not economically viable," 

After Radebe pleaded guilty, Trevor Hills of PricewaterhouseCoopers, the appointed liquidators of the scheme, was reported as saying that they will only know after selling all of Radebe's attached assets whether investors will get all of their money back. He was reported as saying "We are now going to auction the assets and start paying the investors back, hopefully within six weeks". Not all ot Radebe's “investors” were happy with the outcome as “scores of investors were protesting outside the court in support of Radebe” and wanted him to continue with the scheme: “we [want] the interest he promised us - he is the only person who can make that happen".

On Friday, August 3, 2001, Magistrate James van Wyk found Radebe guilty as charged. He sentenced Radebe with a fine of R150 000 or three years imprisonment, while a further three years imprisonment was conditionally suspended. He was sentenced to R50 000 or a year in jail for the first account (Banks Act) and a fine of R100 000 and two years in jail for the second (Harmful Business Act). These were suspended for five years, in effect giving Radebe the chance to avoid a prison term. Magistrate Van Wyk was quoted in a SAPA report as saying that Miracle 2000 was an apt name for the scheme as "nothing short of a miracle would have eventually stopped people from losing ...Throughout the years, people have become bewitched and fascinated by promises of instant wealth and it has become the duty of the court to protect people against their irresponsibility".

Radebe's “supporters” were, of course, jubilant. Newspaper reports suggest the near contradictory views the dramatic personae held about Mr Radebe. His lawyer, Mr Dean Rees was happy with the sentence and was quoted as saying: “We believe it was fair. Mr Radebe thought he was busy working to the advantage of the community. It [Miracle 2000] was unlike other pyramid schemes where the agents end up stealing all the monies”. Advocate André Bezuidenhout, Radebe's defence leader, defended Radebe's scheme by saying that while his dream of black empowerment may have appeared naïve, he was “financially advanced” and that the incredibly high support he received from his “investors” should be taken into account: “Die accused is evidently not a typical criminal mastermind sitting behind a pyramid scheme, purely for selfish benefit”, Bezuidenhout was quoted as saying.
 The State Prosecutor, on the other hand, pointed out that around R5.3 million were still missing and Radebe has squandered this money. He also cast aspersions on the character of Radebe who became an askari after the army captured him while he was a MK soldier. Maddy Nkosi, one of Radebe's “supporters” at the court was quoted as saying that “he is a good man”, while Diana Malope noted that “we are terribly happy that he wont be going to jail”.

Auction, Albania and State Appeal 

On Wednesday, August 15, 2001, some of the confiscated assets of Radebe came under the hammer. After his sentence, the liquidators appointed Kopano Auctioneers from Pretoria to auction off some of the items, including a brand new leather jacket valued at R12 000, a new dinner table bought for R35 000 and four leather couches, together with his motor vehicles and electronic appliances, including a DVD system and large TCV screen. Reports from Beeld newspaper quoted Mr Xen Dippenaar, managing director of Kopano as saying that there was great interest in the auction and that 400 catalogues have been distributed.
 Later reports suggested that R6 million was raised at this auction.
 

At the end of 2001 a curious newspaper report appeared in The Star newspaper. Journalist Khatu Mamaila penned an article about a leaked National Intelligence Agency report in which the NIA advised the government on the possible threat that growing pyramid schemes could have on national security. In the report the NIA suggested that a “former member of the ANC and an opposition political party”, coupled with the growing popularity of pyramid schemes, could result in an uprising similar to the one the preceded the collapse of the Albanian government in 1997. Mamaila wrote that the confidential report drew comparisons between the role of pyramid schemes in the fall of the Albanian government in 1997 and pyramid schemes operating in South Africa, particularly Miracle 2000. 

As mentioned, Radebe had the sort of shady past that would go down well in any conspiracy take.  As a former askari and policeman, who allegedly still had links with the former National Intelligence Service, it was not a far-fetched idea for a spook theory. Add to this brew the fact that the Revered Kenneth Meshoe, leader of the tiny African Christian Democratic Party, made a appearance at Radebe's court appearance and apparently had defended Miracle 2000 as a legitimate stokvel, and the dots become lines in the eyes of any intelligence operative. Making reference to the “supporters” who stormed the Union Buildings and discussions about forming a new political party, the report noted that "Investors and organisers of Miracle 2000 have engaged in various demonstrations and have issued overtly political challenges since the closure of Miracle 2000". While the report admitted that there were no conclusive evidence of a conspiracy, certain "facts and allegations create a sense of unease".

Five weeks after the leaked NIA report, and perhaps influenced by it, the state applied to the Pretoria High Court in order to appeal against what they considered to have been a too lenient sentence in the Radebe case. This application was heard in front of a full bench of the Pretoria High Court on the 29th of January 2002 and despite Radebe opposing the application, the bench granted it.
 The state argued that the magistrate had not, by awarding such a light sentence, considered in enough detail the seriousness of the crime. It was further reported that during the application for appeal Judge President Bernard Ngoepe asked the question whether jail time would not be more suitable a punishment. Agreeing to the appeal, Ngoepe said that the state had presented several grounds for why another court should reconsider the sentence, saying, “the perception exists that certain white collar crimes are not being taken serious. If someone collects R36 million from people, some of which were their last cents, and do with that what he wants, then you know why this sentence can be considered as too light”. Such a light sentence would not prevent others from trying the same. 

More than a hundred of Radebe's “supporters” had congregated before and after the appeal hearings outside the Pretoria High Court. They were taken aback at the decision by the judges. Parallel to the criminal trial and appeal of his sentence another civil case was in process. Radebe was trying to halt the payout of dividends to “investors”, arguing that all those who need to get money were not registered and that the inspectors appointed by the Registrar of Banks should stop with repayments. This come after a court order from 2001 gave the go-ahead for the repayment of invested monies.
During March 2002 the brother of Radebe, Mr Ben Radebe, made it to the news when Empowerment Investment Trust, of which Ben Radebe was a trustee, was finally liquidated
. Apparently Ben Radebe had been running a scheme in Mamelodi township outside Pretoria and was now being sued in court. 
 February 2002 saw local government elections taking place. In protest against the way in which the state had proceeded against their “saviour” Radebe, Miracle 2000 “investors” held a party in Vosloorus on the East Rand on polling day. Veli Mpongose had earlier threatened to boycott the elections at according to one newspaper report they did that by throwing a party, arguing that “the contesting parties had done little to improve the lives of South Africans”.
 At the time ANC spokesperson Nat Serache warned its members against pyramid schemes saying that the ANC's sympathies lay with the with victims of such schemes.
 Radebe's talk of entering politics was revived and lead to the creation, a few months after the local government elections, of the formation of the Movement for the Economic Transformation of South Africa (Metsa). On the 18th of June 2002 METSA was launched and according to reports its manifesto was to change tax laws and to create more jobs for South Africans. Radebe lamented the lack of jobs for South Africans and criticised the government for having plans on paper but not executing them. Radebe apparently said that the party would welcome people of all race groups and would campaign for free health care and education. Apparently he was still waiting for a certificate of registration from the Independent Electoral Commission.
 

Auditing and the winding down of the Miracle

October 2002 was of great importance to many of the 18 000 “impoverished township people” who had invested money in the Miracle 2000 scheme two years ago. Those “investors” who had handed their monies over to Radebe or his agents and who had registered their names with the curator firm PricewaterhouseCoopers, had in two years time received nothing from the curators. As Thuli Nhlapo noted at the time: 

Ironically it's not Radebe whom some investors are railing at, but the government, which closed down the scheme. Zungu's white Miracle 2000 hat and white T-shirt sent a clear message to the government: "Mbeki, bring back Miracle 2000, our money." "We were supposed to come up with a plan of how to make the government pay (back) our money that they took from Sibusiso," Zungu said, explaining why a meeting had been organised for Sunday. She was one of only two investors to turn up.

On Wednesday, October 16, 2002 the Pretoria High Court approved payments to thousands of “investors” who had lost their money. Mrs Petrus Scholtz, Louis Strydom en Trevor Hills, fund managers from PWC were eventually given the green light by Judge Frank Kirk-Cohen after payouts were stalled since April 20021 by several applications and counter applications in the High Court.
 

Newspapers reported on a statement made by PWC that once all the claims have been registered, they would determine a dividend to be paid to each claimant based on the available monies. They were still uncertain exactly when the payouts would commence. In a civil suit which delayed the court order, Radebe had claimed that there were an outstanding 25 000 names to the list of 13 000 which PwC had registered. The fund managers took the additional names into account but it was a long and time-consuming process to register every claim. Moreover, there were fears that investment certificates of R50 apiece were being fraudulently sold long after the registration process had closed. According to the statement the fund managers had done much to inform “investors” of the registration process, having advertised in the media and having dropped 30 000 pamphlets from a helicopter over the area where most of the “investors” lived. The cost of having registered the more than 13 000 “investors” cost the Reserve Bank R2 million. The fund managers were critical of how Radebe went about registering late “investors” but allowed these. As a consequence, the number of “investors” had grown to nearly 55 000 with a total claim of R126 million. According to the statement, this list must still be verified for duplications or claims.
 

Soon after the court order, PwC started with the validation process of checking on the details of “investors”. A newspaper story from November 1 described the long queue of “investors” - wanting to  “re-register” - that “stretched to the other side of the street” at the temporary offices hired by PwC in Alberton. “Some were sitting, others stood with babies on their backs as they all waited to be cleared and receive their money. These people had registered claims with PwC after they invested in Sibusiso Radebe's Miracle 2000 pyramid scheme”. PwC senior manager Trevor Hills was quoted as saying that they were first capturing all the claimant’s information on their database after which they will verify it and then “issue the people with bank cards and the payment process will start ...We don't promise that we are going to pay back the exact amount paid by the investors in the scheme. We might find that we have too many people and limited money. But we promise to give money to everyone who is eligible".

On the 12th of December of that year, just after the payments have been verified, Mr Radebe heard in the Johannesburg High Court that his earlier sentence was overturned and that he was sentenced to six years in prison, effectively to two years. Advocate Frikkie Botha, who appeared for the state and was the prosecutor who participated in the alleged deal struck between the state and Radebe's defence in 2001, appealed against the light sentence. Radebe was given three years for each of the counts.
 In their judgment, the three judges said that this crime was so serious that, even after taking all his personal circumstances into consideration, they were bound to send him to jail for a custodial sentence. They also found that Radebe had from the very beginning known that the scheme would at some point come crashing down. The fact that Radebe pleaded guilty also did not mean that he had any remorse.
 The judges noted that Radebe was clearly an intelligent person who was aware that the prospect of earning the required return was impossible: “It is highly unlikely that he would have been able to present credible evidence that he believed that Miracle 2000 would succeed”.
  Referring to the sentence of magistrate James van Wyk, the judges noted that he had "underemphasised" the interest of society: "Society, in particular the future investors who would inevitably have lost their investments if the scheme were not stopped in time, requires protection from persons who embark upon schemes such as Miracle 2000 ...What weighs against Radebe is that Miracle 2000 enabled him to live a luxurious life".
  

A newspaper report quoted an investor, Mr Martin Dindi, as saying that the entire hearing was “politically motivated” and that the ANC was scared of the 2004 elections: “The ANC is scared that Radebe's face would appear on the voting role. He has a great number of supporters”.
 Radebe was also quoted as saying: "This is not about Miracle 2000. It's politics."
 In April of 2003 the President of the Reserve Bank made mention of the growth in pyramid schemes in general and Miracle 2000 in particular in a speech made in Midrand to the Reserve Bank's Monetary Policy Forum. Tito Mboweni was quoted as saying that the Reserve Bank had spent around R13 million the past year on closing down illegal pyramid schemes. Mboweni pointed out the lack of reach the formal banking system has as one of the reasons.
 Mboweni also took a swipe at leader of the ACDP, Reverend Kenneth Meshoe, who had admitted to having invested in Miracle 2000 and had justified it, saying that Meshoe should inform people about the dangers of pyramid schemes
. 

By then it had become clear that the allure of making a quick buck through pyramid schemes had become not only feasible to many people but also to companies, welfare projects and local government offices and municipalities. The Mail & Guardian reported in 2002 that the Gauteng Department of Social Services and Welfare has had to close down “almost all of its poverty relief projects, citing corruption, fraud and mismanagement of funds”.
 The report named one beneficiary of the Gauteng government’s poverty relief projects, the Iketseng baking venture, as having been allocated about R50 000 between 1998 and 2002. This project had to be stopped because the funding had apparently been invested in Miracle 2000, and disappeared. Several other schemes were reported at the time as having nearly bankrupted a number of municipalities. 

Return of the Radebe

A full year after the “investors” queued in Alberton to “re-register” with PwC, they received the shocking news that they were getting paid only 52% - a little more than half of what they had invested.
 The Sowetan newspaper report ended with the line that Radebe was released from Boksburg jail the previous week - Friday, December 12, 2003 - and that he had received a “hero's welcome”. Later reports suggested that Radebe operated another scheme, Club 2000, in Tembisa during 2004. Before the 2004 general elections, Radebe allegedly exploited civic organisation Tembisa Concerned Residents' Association (Tecra) to lure investors to his scheme.
  Tecra's then spokesperson Moloki Mokonyana said that Tecra knew him as the president of the United Front, a party that had stood for elections in various provinces: "We believed he was genuine this time and would help the community. He asked us to invite the community to Sam Hlalele Hall, where the scheme was launched in May [2004”. But speaking in 2006, Mokonyana said that Radebe vanished with their money: “We understand the scheme was as big in other areas around the province and in Limpopo ... This man must go back to prison, otherwise he'll get away with it again."

More concrete evidence that Radebe was back to his old ways surfaced a mere two years after his release from Boksburg prison. Botho Molosankwe reported in the Star on 17 October 2005 that Radebe had launched a new scheme: Miujiza Sababu (Swahili for Miracle Solutions). The article reported on a Miujiza Sababu pamphlet with a heading that read "This is not a pyramid scheme", promising people R1 million in returns after only four to six months.
 Another caption read "Only determined individuals wanting to become millionaires need to apply!". Operating from an inner city building this time, Radebe was talking at presentations while his assistants were selling for R2 a five-page document containing information on what Miujiza Sababu is all about (see DVD). According to Star, Radebe said “black people were poor because of laziness”.
 Railing against Christians who ask God not to make them rich because they fear worshipping material things, and those how believe that poverty is godly, he retorted by claiming: "I hate poverty. It is wonderful to be rich and I know, because I am rich ... I know how to make money and I will be teaching you." Using the same term he had used to refer to Miracle 2000 “investors”, he addressed people as “millionaires” and told the audience that Miujiza Sababu was part of his vision to help alleviate poverty.

According to the documents, the joining fee was R2 400 but one could pay only R1 000 and then settle the remaining R1 400 with one's profits. Every member would receive 750 pamphlets - containing his or her reference number - to distribute. Each distributor would receive R200 for every other person they recruit through the pamphlets, half of which would go to the original distributor/recruiter on the level above. As fourth-, fifth- and sixth-tier recruitments are made, the first recruiter is paid, the amount halving for each new tier. Radebe also offered prizes of fully furnished houses in exclusive suburbs or BMW cars: "We're going to build you houses, millionaires - not RDP houses - and they will even have food and cutlery when you move in. The only thing you would have to do is cook for us". In 2006 another newspaper report made headlines when it was reported in the Pretoria News that Radebe had duped people in Tembisa into handing over their money.
 According to the report, Radebe is alleged to have taken R750 from many investors in Tembisa, having promised “investors” he would grow the R750s to R50 000 in 12 months. It was reported that he had made about R250 000 in Tembisa alone.

Since 2006 Radebe have been able to stay out of the newspapers. According to some of my informants he got shot in Kine Centre, Johannesburg, in 2003, but recovered. He was also at one point in time a pastor at a Pentecostal church in Midrand, called Christ Embassy. The Nigerian Pastor at this church then kicked Radebe out of the ministry after some money had disappeared. Radebe then accused the Nigerian pastor of paying people to arrive in wheel chairs at his sermons and to then get healed. Some people told me Radebe is studying at Wits University, and there in indeed a Sibusiso Radebe from Wits University who is marketing himself on the internet as a forex trader. He apparently still lives in Midrand. 

Emerging themes

Some of the themes I want to analyse further

· the discourses that Radebe employed in Miracle 2000 and Miujiza Sababu (especially the critique of ‘black laziness’ and consumer culture; aspects of prosperity gospel; celebration of wealth, calling his investors ‘my millionaires”

· how the legal system makes it possible for the lawyers and auditors to scam victims another time

One of the overriding themes emerging from my research is how pervasive and omnipresent the prominence of “chance” has become in the lives of South Africans. While there were built-in contradictions and tensions within the system of apartheid, not to mention its brutality, it did produce in urban areas some levels of stability and order.  Controlled urbanisation through the influx control, the pass system which linked residence in an urban area with formal employment, visible and violent policing, and limited rights to social mobility and movement, well-controlled borders, coupled with international isolation, resulted in a relatively stable system under apartheid. There was employment and there was even a functioning welfare system within urban townships, not to mention service delivery such as spraying of poisons for rats, free medicine, etc. By stable I refer to how it was experienced by Sowetans. This is not to deny the brutality of the system or the fact that it was unjust and cruel. But from interviews conducted with older people it emerged that life under apartheid was more predictable than today. And this is not just because the informants are older now and that these views express some longing for a past that was never as romantic. It seems too widespread a sentiment to ignore or to make of as a romantic longing for a terrible past.

I believe this is expressed in the sentiment often expressed by black, working class South Africans when they are quoted in newspapers as saying they long for apartheid (“At least with apartheid there was...”). Despite achieving a greater level of political freedom, through the ability to vote in democratic elections, Sowetans have witnessed greater levels of unemployment, feelings of being overrun by migrants from rural areas and the shock of suddenly participating in transnational flows of media, culture and forms of fraud. 

The legislation of gambling has also effected a change in people’s orientation towards chance. We find expression of this ‘less tangible ways of generating value’ by looking at how attitudes and policies toward gambling has changed. Under apartheid and its Protestant-saturated ethic, gambling was not only illegal but also immoral. In the words of the Comaroffs, “living off gambling was the epitome of immoral accumulation” and the practice of gambling was clearly located “outside the domain of work and earning”, between virtue and transgression
. The changing fortune of gambling also permeates the workings of government as a neoliberal government is not interest in raising taxes so instead “lotteries and gambling levies have become a favoured means of filling national coffers”; the welfare state is bankrolled by the “wheels of fortune”. The growth in Pentecostal and Charismatic churches over the past decade, especially those that have aggressively preached a version of the prosperity gospels, has the paved the way for speculation becoming an ever greater part of every day life. 

In addition, the media in South Africa is awash with marketing campaigns that utilise SMS lotteries in order to advertise and market their products. Advertisements mimic the discourses of pyramid schemes and leads to the confusion of categories (gambling, savings, and investment). Multilevel marketing strategies are now deployed by mainstream business, effectively turning clients into marketing employees, or outsourcing marketing to clients.

In their work on millennial capitalism, the Comaroffs’ try to bring together into a coherent argument or framework a number of disparate empirical findings from research conducted in may different places (often the postcolony) and the theorisation of these findings (rampant liberalization and the growth in civil strife, war and criminal phantom states). The concept of neoliberal capitalism functions in their writings as the overarching framework into which the various findings and theorisations are ‘slotted’. As such, theirs is an attempt to explain various contemporary contradictory processes - forms of legalism with libertarian ideas, constitutionality with deregulation and ‘hyperrationalisation’ walking hand in hand with occult practices, pyramid schemes and prosperity gospels (2001) - with reference to contemporary capitalism. 

They do not however suggest that capitalism is mechanical or unchanging in its organisation and effects; they are also making arguments about how capitalism has changed and how, at the time, it seem to be linked to the millennium: "the distinctly pragmatic qualities of the messianic millennial capitalism of the moment: a capitalism that presents itself as a gospel of salvation; a capitalism that, if rightly harnessed, is invested with the capacity wholly to transform the universe of the marginalized and disempowered" (2001:2).

Looking back, it is perhaps possible to say that the Comaroffs themselves were perhaps more aware of the millennium moment than capital. Or that they gave the turn of the century too much credit for what was happening to capitalism and the culture and subjectivities it was engendering. Prevalent in their work is of course the familiar tension between wanting to develop an overarching explanatory framework or conceptual hook and linking that to the particularities of how capitalism works itself out in particular locales, or how it is experienced in communities - a tension that pervades much of anthropological thinking (Erikson). Be that as it may, one way in which to evaluate the claims the Comaroffs were making about the necessary connections between neoliberalism capitalism and certain forms of subjectivities is to investigate such subjectivities ethnographically and historically. In other words, to the relationship between ‘concrete’ subjectivities and the changes that are taking place in the relationships of production to consumption and labour to capital, including the increasingly important role of consumption in shaping subjectivities, society, identity and even ‘reality’ (Comaroff & Comaroff 2001:4). For example, they claim that one of the characteristic features of neoliberal capitalism is the feelings it produces in subjects, in particular experiences of loss, erasure, alienation and uncertainty. 

I focus here on these feelings of uncertainty, loss and alienation because they feature prominently in the voices of those victims of pyramid schemes and other forms of financial fraud that I have been speaking to the past few months. Many of my informants explicitly mentioned uncertainty as a prominent feature of their experience of the emerging popular economy. They often talked about uncertainty with a large dose of fatalism, using the English term ‘luck’, but which often took on the meaning of English word ‘chance’ (for example, when asked about the possibility of improving one’s luck, many informants felt that even that seems nigh impossible). 

Of course, feelings of a fatalistic nature and an increase in feelings of helplessness and a recognition of the limits of agency are likely to engender appeals to specialised forms of knowledge (technical or religious), knowledge that could bolster one’s chances of taming chance. This may be one of the sources for the turn towards growing forms of spirituality (Pentecostal/Charismatic). The Comaroffs explicitly linked these feelings of insecurity and alienation to the development to occult economies, which they regarded as an attempt by ordinary people to come to terms with the mystical forms of power/knowledge used to create wealth under the conditions of neoliberal capitalism
. However, what they fail to make explicit are the reasons for why ordinary people are experiencing the finalisation of the economy (and the creation of wealth) as “mystical”. They seem determined to link that mysticism to the moment of the millennium.

While I agree with that argument in part, what the Comaroffs fail to mention is that the technologies and methods for making profit under neoliberal capitalism, in particular under the conditions of increased financialisation of the economy, has become increasingly complex, so much so that very few people today actually understand the complex financial instruments that operate in the international money markets (and trading in futures and commodities and international currencies). This global financial system – which some commentators have described as a massive pyramid or ponzi sceme – has in part relied on this mysticism (or lack of knowledge of how it works) to employ millions of experts who have to act as brokers and translators between the complexities of finance capitalism and the monies of ordinary people (pension funds, savings) who don’t understand how the system works. 

The Comaroffs fail to mention a large part of the story about the growth of occult economies in South Africa: the fact that many ordinary South Africans are not financially literate. In trying not to sound paternalistic or judgmental, they shift the explanatory blame of the growth in occult economies to the millennial moment, thus absolving having to deal with the uncomfortable question of ordinary South Africans’ low levels of financial literacy and competency. This is a theme that I cannot neglect, as it is one that emerges strongly from my own research and those of others (Finscope 2009). 

There are a number of ways in which to explain this: one is surely to point to the history of apartheid in South Africa, which denied the majority of black South Africans (and the majority of South Africans) access to formal finance. The contemporary forms of mysticism could then be explained as a mere hangover from apartheid’s strictures on giving black South Africans access to the formal financial system. It would follow then that, under apartheid, low levels of financial literacy could have resulted in black South Africans resorting to forms of mysticism in order to either explain or access the formal financial system. In other words, we should be able to find evidence that the coupling of occult explanations or mystic invocations and the formal economy is not new, but existed under apartheid as well. There is some evidence to support this argument. The one is the old game of speculation called fafhee. The other is rumours and stories that served to explain aspects of the financial system, such as the origins of money, in particular the rumour that circulated during apartheid that those individuals who were sent to the gallows by the apartheid state was in fact not killed but ended up working at the Mint, making money. 

There are reasons for why this argument was not made by the Comaroffs. They may have been reluctant to point to low levels of financial competency among South Africans as it could suggest they were labelling certain categories of citizens as ‘backwards; such as explanation would have inevitably conjured up accusations of racism. But it is very difficult to argue that low level of financial literacy has nothing to do with the growth in pyramid schemes. So, one of the arguments I am presenting is that the flourishing of pyramid schemes and other forms of financial fraud is not only the consequences of the millennial moment; it is itself a form of arbitrage in which the high priests of finance prey on the ignorance of the masses (or the continuation of class war, in financial terms or by monetary means). In other words, we have those with expert knowledge of the world of finance capitalism who prey on those who do not possess that knowledge (here I have in mind the middle class Sibusiso Radebe who stole millions from black South Africans over the past decade). The result is the massive transfer of money from poor or stressed or marginalised communities to financial experts, or people claiming to be financial experts (those who can best emulate or mimic the machinations of formal finance).

This brings us back to an argument that points to how specific individuals are taking advantage of a structural consequence of history: the low levels of financial literacy among black working class South Africans. But this argument does not hold all the way. For one, my research and numerous newspaper reports indicate that it is not only the poor and uneducated who invest their monies in pyramid schemes. There are several reports of public servants, doctors and lawyers investing monies in either pyramid schemes or (fraudulent, as it tuned out) investment companies and property syndicates. And of course some of the largest pyramid schemes and invest frauds occurred among working and middle-class white, Afrikaans people, thus severely limiting the reach of the above argument. The desire for ‘fast money’ through ‘get rich quick schemes’, then, traverses class and race boundaries; it has become part of a more general culture of South Africa.  

Whence then this culture of ‘quick money’ we find in contemporary South Africa? Before I return to a discussion about this, and tentative arguments about it, let me make one more argument about the complexity of formal finance and the lack of citizen’s knowledge about it. It is clear that arguments that seek to link low levels of financial literacy to either race or class is doomed for failure. Unless, of course, lack of knowledge (and perhaps also confusion) has become so widespread among all citizens that it has become a much more general experience. What if the main mechanisms for generating profit in the financial world has become so complex that most of the population simply do not understand how it works? What would happen if the formal education system makes no provision for teaching children or university students the basics of financial literacy and the structure of the world financial system? What could be the possible consequences of large-scale ignorance among the citizenry regarding the instruments through which their savings and pension funds are pushed and pulled? And, what if the current financialisation of the economy thrives on large-scale ignorance among its customers? What if it is in the interests of financial, insurance and telecommunication companies not to address this large-scale ignorance? What if it is in the interests of financial, insurance and telecommunication companies to manufacture confusion about formal finance?

Asking questions regarding the interests of sectors of the economy may sounds terrible dated, un-anthropological or even akin to laying the foundations for constructing dubious conspiracy theories. But I do think these are questions worth asking. Especially if, for example, the mysticism the Comaroffs remarked upon is not such that it emerges naturally from the ordinary citizen under the conditions of neoliberalism capitalism, but is one that is produced by the very system. This is in fact one of the tentative findings of my research – that is, how companies’ strategies for marketing and advertising financial and telecommunications products have manufactured confusion among citizens rather than having alleviated low levels of financial literacy
. Banking and telecommunications corporations have preyed on a number of aspects regarding South Africa’s popular economies:

· The lack of knowledge regarding the formal financial system of a large number of older black people who were never taught the basics of financial literacy

· The lack of a tradition of consumer activism in South Africa (and the failures of campaigns such as the SACP’s Red October campaign)

· The emerging culture of ‘get rich quickly’ (underpinned by the teaching of prosperity gospel in mainstream churches, the legalisation of games of chance, the social mobility made possible by BEE and affirmative action, erasure of discourses on equality and ubuntu, increase in discourses regarding the power of money and corruption)

In addition, they have contributed to what I call the ‘manufacturing of confusion’ regarding the workings of finance capitalism. Instead of having invested in raising the low levels of financial literacy and activism among South African’s citizens, it has seen in it, and the emerging culture of ‘quick money’, an opportunity to profit. Tentative evidence of this ‘manufacturing of confusion’ comes from closely observing, albeit over a period of a few months only, the product advertisements commissioned by these companies which appeared in newspapers. Linked to this is the ubiquitous strategy employed by companies to utilise lotteries and games of chance as marketing strategies. 

What emerges from this is that many of these advertisements are targeted at lower-income South Africans who, surveys show, have lower levels of financial literacy (these advertisements do not appear in the Sunday Independent, Business Day or Mail & Guardian). What also emerges is that marketing companies are borrowing images, discourses and strategies utilised by pyramid schemes in order to tap into the ‘informal’ market. One example here is the way in which Vodacom has adopted and deployed the term ‘millionaire’ in its ‘marketing lotteries’, in a fashion that resembles the way in which Sibusiso Radebe used the term to refer to the people who had invested monies in his pyramid schemes (he called them “my millionaires”). 

Manufacturing confusion (show slides)

· Vodacom’s yebo millionaires sms lottery

· Shoprite’s Money Market

· UNISA, banking education (Capitec)and enrolment competition (Birnam win a bursary)

· Outsurance: are you gambling with your business insurance?

· Pick and Pay: get spotted shopping and win

· Join the revolution of low premiums: Outsurance & Obama’s time for change 

· Absa

· Miway

· Sowetan & Star & Sunday Times competitions

· FNB’s Million-a-Month Bank account (investing through a lottery)

· MTN’s new lottery 

� This is a consequence I believe of the growing marketing research business in Gauteng over the past few years. Citizens have become accustomed to the idea that they are regarded as an emerging market and as such has legitimate claims to remuneration when researchers are asking questions about their lifestyles and consumer choices. 


� This desire for my research to be of greater use in consumer protection also stems from my own tentative explanations of the proliferation of these schemes, as well as the perceptive comments made by the Comaroffs about millennial capitalism and the emergence of Civil Society; in this case, conducting meaningful research under the conditions of neoliberal capitalism. They had argued that under neo-liberal capitalism political sovereignty is replaced with the sovereignty of the market (2001:43). In the process, it reorders the relationship of production to consumption; it deconstructs the essence of labour, identity and subjectivity; there occurs a disarticulation between the nation and the state; there takes place the reduction of difference to sameness by recourse to the language of legality; government is considered more and more as imminently undesirable; and there is a growth in the view that equates freedom with choice, especially to consume, to fashion the self and one’s identities. In this context, the idea of Civil Society “appears important now for it promises to conjure up the most fundamental thing of all: a meaningful social existence” (2001:44).  


� She also organised other workers at the factory where she works to be interviewed, as many of them had also fallen victi to the same scam. See the section on Cathy. 


� I have visited Amy twice and consider her a great informant to do a life history about, but she has been very reluctant to talk to freely about her participation in pyramid schemes, despite admitting to being a compulsive gambler. Her parents were strict Christians who did not gamble, but she gambles on horses, sms marketing lotteries, fahfee, slot machines in casinos, spent thousands of Rands on winikhaya. The earliest proof of her gambling habit (and proof of an illegal pyramid scheme-type in operation in the middle 1980s) she provided to me during our second meeting. This scheme was being run by the Star Promotion Group and involved people sending R8 for every completed ticket mailed to an address in Durban. In order to complete a ticket one had to recruit several other people as well. See the scanned copy. We recently established that we have a mutual friend who lives in the same neighbourhood as her and I hope this coincidence will increase the likelihood of her agreeing to be interviewed for a life history.  


� An Italian immigrant to the USA, Charles Ponzi came up with an innovative idea to make a quick buck in the money-mad Boston of the 1920s. The Universal Postal Union, launched in 1874, created in 1906 a system of International Reply Coupons which was basically a system of international postal currency. This was meant to enable people to more easily send and receive self-addressed, paid-for mail across borders and postal services. This meant that an Italian immigrant in the USA could send his mother in Italy a letter which included an envelope with an International Reply Coupon, effectively paying for the return envelope. In order to make sure no one could profit from the purchase and redemption of their coupons, the postal services that agreed to the International Reply Coupon system created a set of regulations that fixed the rate of exchange between countries' currencies and postal reply coupons. This meant that coupons purchased for one American dollar in New York would yield the equivalent of one dollar's worth of Italian lire in Rome, minus a small processing fee. This worked fine until the First World War erupted as the unstable political situation resulted in the drastic devaluation of some countries' currencies. The result was an opportunity to profit because if one could purchase these International Reply Coupons in Italy in lira and redeem them in the USA, one could make a profit of 230%. Ponzi calculated that sixty-six coupons bought in Rome for $1 (of lira) would be worth $3.30 in Boston. Ponzi never actually traded in International Reply Coupons, but the possibility of churning out huge profits in this manner lay behind his public claims to be able to pay investors 200% returns on their monies. In actual fact, he was engaging in the classic Peter pays Paul scheme, using the money of increasingly large numbers of new investors to pay old investors. See Zuckoff, Mitchell. 2006. Ponzi's scheme: The true story of a financial legend. New York: Random House.


� One informant told me that Radebe had told a presentation that he walked to Botswana at the age of thirteen so as to join MK.


� The Scorpions released this information to the media only after Radebe’s arrest and in the midst of huge popular and public support for him from thousands of the investors in his schemes.


� Bothma, Peet. "Geld Peul Uit Laaie Skerpioene Lê Beslag Op Piramide-Skema Se Miljoene." Beeld, 2000/07/13. This report may have been a bit adventurous with the numbers as another newspaper report from the same day noted spokesperson for the Scorpions, Sipho Ngwema, as saying that the final amount confiscated during the raids could reach R20-million. Cf. SAPA. Group Demands Release of Pyramid-Scheme Boss 2000/07/13. Available from �HYPERLINK "http://www.iol.co.za/index.php?set_id=1&click_id=13&art_id=qw963495900872B265"�http://www.iol.co.za/index.php?set_id=1&click_id=13&art_id=qw963495900872B265� [accessed 2009/02/17]. Another report from the same day cited a figure of R10 million, cf. Warby, Selby Bokaba and Vivian. Fury as Cash 'Miracle' Turns to Dust 2000/07/13.  Available from �HYPERLINK "http://www.iol.co.za/index.php?set_id=1&click_id=13&art_id=ct20000713214017362L300819"�http://www.iol.co.za/index.php?set_id=1&click_id=13&art_id=ct20000713214017362L300819� [accessed 2009/02/17], whereas a report four days later cited R19 million, cf Mokwena, Motshidisi. Support Streams in for Pyramid-Scheme 'Boss' 2000/07/16, available from �HYPERLINK "http://www.iol.co.za/index.php?set_id=1&click_id=13&art_id=ct20000716214007493P653181"�http://www.iol.co.za/index.php?set_id=1&click_id=13&art_id=ct20000716214007493P653181� [accessed 2009/02/17].
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