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ABSTRACT

Clare McKay
‘A history of the National Union of South African Students (NUSAS), 1956-1970’,
DLitt et Phil, History, University of South Africa, August 2015

The aim of the National Union of South African Students (NUSAS) was to represent the
interests of all South African students nationally and internationally. The challenge then to
the liberal NUSAS leadership was how to meet the demands of black students for a
politically relevant policy while simultaneously retaining the loyalty of its white middle class
and often conservative membership. In 1957, the black University College of Fort Hare
returned to NUSAS to participate in the national union’s campaign against the imposition of
apartheid on the universities. Consequently, NUSAS adopted the United Nations Universal
Declaration of Human Rights as the foundation of its policy. Sharpeville and the increasing
number of black students associated with NUSAS contributed to the further politicisation and

leftward movement of the national union.

The emergence of two new exclusively African student organisations together with the
decision of a student seminar in Dar es Salaam that NUSAS be barred from all international
student forums as its demographics precluded it from representing the aspirations of the
black majority was the pretext for a far-reaching interrogation of NUSAS’s structure and
functioning. Henceforward NUSAS would play a ‘radical role’ in society. This played into the
hands of the government and its proxies, the new conservative students associations which
sought to slice away NUSAS’s moderate to conservative white membership. The arrest of
current and former NUSAS officers implicated in sabotage provided more grist to the right
wing mill. In an attempt to manage this most serious crisis, as well as to continue functioning
in the increasingly authoritarian and almost wholly segregated milieu of the mid-1960s,
NUSAS abandoned its ‘radical role’ and increasingly focussed on university and educational

matters.

Nonetheless, the state intensified its campaign to weaken NUSAS. By means of legislation,
the utilisation of conservative student structures and the intimidation of university authorities,
the government attempted to ensure that segregation was applied at all NUSAS-affiliated
universities. It was the application of segregation by cowed university authorities that
precipitated the New Left-inspired student protests at NUSAS-affiliated campuses in the late
1960s as well as the establishment of the separate black South African Students

Organisation, the latter leading to the exodus of all black students from NUSAS.
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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

‘| also salute the Black Sash and the National Union of South African Students.

We note with pride that you have acted as the conscience of white South

Africans. Even during the darkest days in the history of our struggle you held the

flag of liberty high.” Nelson Mandela, Cape Town, 11 February 1990.*
During his first public speech delivered from the balcony of the Cape Town City Hall on 11
February 1990 after his release from twenty seven years in prison, Nelson Mandela greeted,
thanked, saluted and paid tribute to a host of organisations and individuals for their
ceaseless struggle against apartheid and racial domination and their commitment to the
establishment of a non-racial democracy in a unitary South Africa. Included amongst these
were two liberal and almost exclusively white structures, the Black Sash and the National
Union of South African Students (NUSAS),? the latter the object of this study. This
dissertation will investigate some of the possible reasons why NUSAS was singled out for

such honour.

By 1990 NUSAS had aligned itself with the liberation movement. In so doing it threatened
the privileged racial and class position of the white middle class students at the English-
medium universities where it operated. At its foundation in 1924, NUSAS aimed to represent
students nationally and internationally and defend and champion their interests. The
challenge then to the liberal NUSAS leadership in the period 1956 to 1970 (my earlier
Master’s dissertation addresses the period 1945-1955%) was how to pursue a progressive
political programme based on the defence of fundamental human rights while at the same
time remaining true to its rationale for existence and retaining the loyalty of its white student

base, much of which upheld the political status quo.

That NUSAS was not always a wholly white body is attested to by the withdrawal of its entire
black membership by 1972 following the establishment of the exclusively black South African
Students Organisation (SASO) in 1968. Incorporating into one structure both conservative
white students and radical, mainly black students, placed additional strains on the integrity

and cohesion of the national union.

! ‘Nelson Mandela’s address to a rally in Cape Town on his release from prison, 11 February 1990’
Qttp://www.anc.orq.za/show.DhD?id:4520 accessed 25.6.2014.

ibid.
3 C. Larkin, ‘Becoming liberal —a history of the National Union of South African Students, 1945-1955’, MA
dissertation, University of Cape Town, 2001.
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Altbach has argued that significant differences existed between student activism in the
industrialised nations of the (former) First World and those of the (former) Third World
regarding their degree of radicalism, the issues which this activism addressed and the extent
to which student activism was regarded as legitimate by the societies of which these
students formed a part.? It could be argued that NUSAS, composed of both black and white
students was an uneasy amalgamation of both a First and Third World student union. For
many white South Africans opposed to the National Party (NP) government, South Africa
was a demaocracy, albeit an imperfect one.® Thus for some anti-NP whites, the measures
taken by the government after 1948 represented the dismantling of the democratic state.
Thus, their protests, if any, were couched in preserving the status quo or harked back to a
mythically better past. Many white students thus believed that NUSAS should have a very
limited political role, if one at all, and that it should simply act as a student trade union and
benefit society, adopting a ‘students-as-such’ orientation. For the majority of South Africans,
denied civil rights and citizenship, South Africa was hardly democratic. Many black students
believed then that NUSAS ought to pursue an overtly political agenda, a ‘students-in-society’
approach and like student organisations in the colonial world, play a leading role in the

national liberation movement.

Divergence of opinion regarding the nature of a student union became more acute with the
proscription of the African National Congress (ANC) and the Pan African Congress (PAC)
following the Sharpeville massacre of March 1960. Though two new African student
organisations aligned to the banned liberation movements did emerge in 1961, they all but
collapsed at the universities in the face of the national security crackdown of 1963-4. Thus,
with few legal alternatives, black students and some radical white ones came increasingly to
view NUSAS as a potential vehicle for national liberation. This, together with the realisation
that there was an inclination for black separatism led NUSAS to interrogate both its future
political role in society and student affairs as well as grapple with the almost insoluble
problem of how as a colour-blind body it could racially transform its leadership and
membership to reflect the demographic realities of South African society without
simultaneously compromising its commitment to non-racialism. The fallout from this attempt
to recast itself within a more activist mould was used to great effect by the state in its efforts

to fatally weaken NUSAS — by then one of the most radical organisations still legally

* p. Altbach, ‘Perspectives on student political activism’, P. Altbach (ed), Student political activism: an
international reference handbook, Greenwood Press, New York, Westport and London, 1989, pp. 4, 11, 13-15; T.
Luescher-Mamashela, ‘Theorising student activism in and beyond the 20" century: the contribution of Philip G.
Altbach’, http://nasdevsa.files.wordpress.com/2014/05/theorising-student-activism-abstract-luescher-
mamashela.pdf accessed 1.1.2015, p. 6.

D. Everatt, The origins of non-racialism: white opposition to apartheid in the 1950s, Witwatersrand University
Press, Johannesburg, 2009, p. 160.



http://nasdevsa.files.wordpress.com/2014/05/theorising-student-activism-abstract-luescher-mamashela.pdf
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operating — by slicing away its moderate and conservative and often apathetic mass

membership.

Henceforward NUSAS charted a course dictated by the practical realities of an authoritarian
political system and an almost fully segregated society by focussing on educational issues. It
re-affirmed its commitment to working towards the restoration of academic freedom lost after
the passage of university apartheid legislation in 1959, legislation against which NUSAS had
fought a decade long, increasingly sophisticated national and international campaign.
Protests against further encroachments into academic freedom were couched in terms of
defending Western civilisation, a defence utilised by the white opposition in its rejection
(often half-hearted) of apartheid measures and also by the government in its justification for
its actions. NUSAS's policy during the latter half of the 1960s served only to further distance
it from black students, the vast majority of whom were involuntarily cloistered in the isolated,
authoritarian, ethnic universities which followed the implementation of university apartheid
and the prohibition of further black student enrolment at the racially ‘open’ Universities of the
Witwatersrand and Cape Town and the semi-‘open’ Natal. Students at the ethnic universities
were denied basic human rights including freedom of movement and association — they
faced drastic sanctions merely for associating with NUSAS — and had no experience of
academic freedom. Like NUSAS they adapted to their environment and concluded that their
guest for national student contact could only take place outside the bounds of NUSAS.

Significance of the study

A history of NUSAS reads like a ‘who’s who' of South Africa and elsewhere. It could be
contended that participation in student structures provides an apprenticeship in leadership. A
study of student organisations then can shed light on the earlier formative influences of
those who in later life achieve prominence in public and private life - in academia, the arts,
trade unions, business and politics. Historically, students have played an important role in
politics and society. This is particularly the case with regards to nationalism. German and
Italian students, for example, were leading protagonists in the nationalist revolutions of 1848
in their respective countries, while during the 1920s and 30s student unions were some of
the first groups in Germany and Italy to embrace the integral nationalism of Hitler and
Mussolini.° In South Africa, Afrikaans-speaking students played a prominent role in the

Afrikaans Language Movement (which resulted in the replacement of Dutch with Afrikaans

5p. Altbach, op. cit., pp. 2, 3; G. Giles, Students and National Socialism in Germany, Princeton University Press,
Princeton and Guildford, 1985.
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as South Africa’s co-official language in 1924)” while they and their publications were at the
forefront of developing and disseminating the new exclusive Afrikaner nationalism of the
1930s.2 It was black students (using a broader definition of ‘students’ to include school
children) who rejected Afrikaans as a co-medium of instruction in 1976, precipitating the
Soweto Uprising, a turning point in South Africa’s history which marked the rejection of the
entire system of apartheid and the claims of Afrikaner nationalism. During the 1960s
students brought down governments in places as diverse as South Korea, South Vietnam,
Japan, Turkey, Indonesia, Bolivia and Sudan® while General De Gaulle fled France in the

wake of the 1968 student revolts in Paris.°

Provided that their actions were grounded in and informed by Scientific Socialism, Lenin
recognised the revolutionary potential of students in Tsarist Russia, even those from the
middle class.!* Herbert Marcuse, a leading neo-Marxist philosopher of the 1960s New Left
(the New Left rejected Soviet-style Marxism, embraced the humanist writings of the early
Marx, challenged traditional power structures and championed participatory democracy and
new forms of consciousness) and ‘guru’ of the student left argued that in the face of the
deradicalisation of the working class, students and other marginalised groups were the new
revolutionary class.'? The worldwide student revolts of the late 1960s, which had an impact

on student activism in South Africa seemed to bear this out.

Altbach argues that perhaps the most lastingly important impact of student activism,
particularly in the Western industrialised states, has been in the cultural sphere and the
influence that student activism has had on ‘broader societal norms’. The claims of the rights
of minorities such as African-Americans, women and homosexuals, together with lifestyle
choices such as abortion and birth control generally deemed permissive and immoral, were
accepted and endorsed by students and through them, percolated into the rest of society,
eventually gaining acceptance there too.'* The American Civil Rights and Anti-War
Movements would perhaps less speedily have achieved the desegregation of the American
South and the enfranchisement of African-Americans and the withdrawal of US troops from

Vietnam had it not been for the leading role played by students. It was African students in

" J. Fick, ‘Afrikaner student politics — past and present’, H. van der Merwe and D. Welsh (eds), Student
Eerspectives on South Africa, David Philip, Cape Town, 1972, pp. 58-63.

D. O’ Meara, Volkskapitalisme: class, capital and ideology in the development of Afrikaner nationalism, 1934-
1948, Ravan, Johannesburg, 1983, p. 70.
° D. Emmerson, ‘Conclusion’, D. Emmerson (ed), Students and politics in developing nations, Frederick Praeger,
New York, Washington and London, 1968, p. 390.
19p_Altbach, op. cit., p. 11.
1 v.1. Lenin, ‘The tasks of the revolutionary youth, first letter, published in September 1903 in “Student”, no. 2-3,
signed N. Lenin’, http://www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1003/sep/30b.htm accessed 3.1.2015.
12°A, Heywood, Politics (third edition), Palgrave MacMillan, Basingstoke and New York, 2007, pp. 58, 59, 79, 308.
13 p. Altbach, op. cit., pp. 11-12.
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the United Kingdom-based Committee of African Organisations who initiated the first
economic boycott of South African goods in Britain in June 1959, this boycott being one of

the forerunners of the all-embracing global Anti-Apartheid Movement (AAM).*

NUSAS was a liberal organisation and committed to democracy. The strains of liberalism it
espoused and the degree to which it embraced democracy changed over time. Liberalism is
concerned with individual freedom and human rights, reason, tolerance and progress, the
rule of law and constitutionalism.* In the South African context it is intimately connected to
race relations. Liberalism is universalist and disregards differences of race, ethnicity, culture
and creed. Though South African liberalism is derived from classical Western liberalism, it is
not an exclusively white phenomenon — there are and were black liberals. Cape liberalism -
the form that classical liberalism took when transplanted in a racist society argued
Friedman® - was instrumental in the adoption of a non-racial franchise for all ‘civilised’ men
in the nineteenth and twentieth century Cape Colony and Province respectively who met

stringent educational and property criteria.

Cape liberalism existed side by side and often at odds with what Friedman refers to as a
‘developmental liberalism’, a social democratic strain.'’ Developmental liberals were ‘those
who sought to build a liberalism rooted in the black majority’ and who attempted ‘to
demonstrate that liberalism [was] consistent with majority aspirations’ rather than the classic
liberal assumption that ‘majority aspirations ought to tailor themselves to liberal values’.*® In
the context of liberal universalism, some liberals rejected Black Consciousness as black
racism while others ‘sanctioned’ it.*® In 1994 South Africa became a liberal democracy.
Though this had little to do with the influence and legacy of liberal organisations like NUSAS
— a post-Cold War global and national liberal consensus pertained — literature relating to
‘Third Wave’ democratisation suggests that a democratic heritage improves the prognosis

for the consolidation of democracy.”

1 A. Lissoni, ‘The South African liberation movements in exile, ¢. 1945-1970’, PhD thesis, School of Oriental and
African Studies, University of London, 2008, pp. 58-62, 66, 67.

5 A Heywood, op. cit., pp. 45-47.

'® 3. Friedman, ‘The ambiguous legacy of liberalism: less a theory of society, more a state of mind?’, P. Vale, L.
Hamilton and E. Prinsloo (eds), Intellectual traditions in South Africa: ideas, individuals and institutions, University
of KwaZulu Natal Press, Scottsville, Pietermaritzburg, 2014, pp. 32, 33, 42.
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Review of literature

To date, the history of NUSAS has yet to be written. In an examination of the foundation and
early history of NUSAS, Linda Chisholm? argues that though the all-white national union
was ‘non-political’ and committed to nurturing a broad white South African nationalism, it
contradictorily engaged with deeply divisive national political issues in its annual student
parliaments and in its segregation-based “Bantu Studies Department’. However, she
contends that it was the staging of the Student Christian Association’s ‘Multi-racial student
conference’ at the black South African Native College, Fort Hare in 1930 that had the
potential to shatter the national union’s fragile white unity. My MA dissertation®? argues that
NUSAS effectively abandoned segregation and white South Africanism in 1945 when it
resolved to admit to membership students at Fort Hare and other black higher educational
institutions. Henceforward NUSAS charted a distinctly liberal and even radical course in
pursuit of ‘democracy in education’. Against the background of mass political mobilisation
and Cold War partisanship, the radical (mainly black) and liberal left parted company over
the degree to which the still ostensibly non-political national union could oppose the
apartheid measures of the new NP government. Consequently, by the end of 1955 most
black affiliates had seceded, the radical left had been routed, leaving an avowedly liberal

faction closely associated with the Liberal Party at the helm of the organisation.

In his 1985, six page case-study on NUSAS and ‘the plight of liberalism’, derived from
secondary sources,? Benjamin Kline argues that NUSAS made the tactical compromise that
South African liberalism has always accepted, namely: in order to win wide white support for
its opposition to university apartheid in the 1950s, NUSAS ‘side-stepped’ segregation and
focussed on the autonomy of the universities.?* Nonetheless, its activism against university
apartheid led to its much wider political and social engagement during the late 1950s and
early 1960s. This alienated much of its white membership and led to the ‘moderation’ of
NUSAS’s more ‘extreme’ policies. A black backlash followed.? Kline concludes then that
‘the incorporation of either moderate or radical ideals in a liberal framework has consistently

alienated those left out and their failure to compromise has debilitated liberal activities’.?®

2L | Chisholm, ‘The early history of NUSAS: Leo Marquard’s presidency, 1924-1930’, BA (Honours) dissertation,
University of Cape Town, 1976.
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In 1974, the South African Outlook published a series of articles on NUSAS to mark the
national union’s fiftieth anniversary. Former NUSAS president, John Daniel's, ‘A history of
NUSAS in action’ is a skeletal account of the organisation from its foundation to 1974,%
while his ‘NUSAS 1963-73: ten years of conflict’ is an incisive analysis of government
strategy intended to weaken and ultimately silence NUSAS.?® However, Martin Legassick’s
seminal monograph on the history of NUSAS from its inception until the mid-1960s remains
the most significant and substantial study of the national union to date, even though it was
penned almost half a century ago.?® This argues that the structural reforms undertaken by
NUSAS in the early 1950s brought together the politically diverse student bodies of the
English-medium and black universities but only at the end of the decade were these reforms
given ‘ideological expression’ thus enabling NUSAS to engage in political action and
facilitating the return of its former black affiliates.*® This doctoral thesis and the earlier
Master’s dissertation owe much to Legassick’s insights. ‘South Africa’,®" co-authored by
Legassick and 1960 NUSAS president, John Shingler, covers similar ground to Legassick’s
slightly earlier study, though in much abbreviated form as this book chapter also chronicles
the history of white Afrikaans-speaking student organisations as well as developments within
black student politics. Though written prior to the formation of SASO, Legassick and Shingler
predicted that a new separate black student body would emerge - though probably abroad -
as black students felt that NUSAS could not represent them.** Moreover, given the complete
rupture with black politics of the 1940s and 50s signalled by the security clampdown of the
early 1960s, the ‘attitudes, perspectives and policies’ formulated by students at the ethnic
universities (and schools) would, they prophetically believed, ‘shape the strategy of the

freedom struggle...for the next generation’.*®

Neville Curtis, Clive Keegan and Geoffrey Budlender, all leading members of NUSAS during
some of the periods which they address in their respective brief histories of NUSAS believed
that the inflexible, intolerant and ideological liberalism on which NUSAS based its actions
during the latter half of the 1960s was alienating to NUSAS'’s black membership and was

one of the reasons precipitating fissure.®* In her pioneering study, Mabel Maimela contends

27, Daniel, ‘A history of NUSAS in action’, South African Outlook, January 1974, pp. 3-9.
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that a co-operative, supportive and mutually dependent relationship existed between key
figures within the Black Consciousness Movement and various liberal organisations. In so
doing, she challenges the prevailing orthodoxy that the relationship between NUSAS and
SASO was hostile and that Steve Biko, the founder of SASO, was anti-liberal and anti-
white.®* lan Macqueen similarly argues that NUSAS and SASO activists ‘maintained a
dialogue’ even after black students broke with the national union.*® In their detailed history of
the establishment and development of SASO and the Black Consciousness Movement,
Mzamane, Maaba and Biko argue that relations between key NUSAS and SASO figures
were cordial and co-operative. SASO was initially envisaged as a black pressure group
within NUSAS and it was only the reaction of NUSAS which precipitated complete fissure.®’
This view seems to be implicitly supported by Legassick and Saunders, who, in their very
brief account of NUSAS in the 1960s,® transcribe a letter from Steve Biko, one of the
founders of SASO, to Duncan Innes, the 1968/9 NUSAS president in which Biko justifies the

formation of the new black organisation.*

Salim Badat asserts that SASO and its non-racial successor, the South African National
Students’ Congress were ‘revolutionary national student organisations that constituted black
students as an organised social force within the national liberation movement’.*® He
contends that SASO'’s initial recognition of NUSAS as South Africa’s sole legitimate national
student union was for strategic reasons as SASO did not have the support of all black

students, many of whom were uncomfortable with the idea of a separate black body.*

Helen Lunn’s study on identity, socialisation, education, student politics and the counter-
culture, particularly music, concludes that the impact of a cosmopolitan counter-culture and
the New Left was quite considerable on students at Wits and at Durban during the decade of
the mid-1960s to 1970s.%* The title of N.L Combrink’s Master’s dissertation suggests that it
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would cover similar ground to that of Lunn’s.*® However, the bulk of this study is concerned
with the chronicling of international student protest, the early history of NUSAS and the
Afrikaans student movement and NUSAS’s campaign of 1956-9 against the enactment of
university apartheid legislation.** Combrink argues that a small group of dedicated activists
constructed a powerful, tightly knit organisation which, with its creation and co-option of the
‘Standing Committee of SRC Presidents’, embarked on well-co-ordinated, centrally directed

"% against, for example, the 1962 General Law Amendment Act*® and the new

‘agitation
apartheid university authorities at Fort Hare in 1960.*” Though Curtis and Keegan aver that
NUSAS was arguably the most powerful student union globally during the early 1960s,
Combrink overstates its power and monolithic character. Students at Rhodes and the two
white Natal centres were notoriously conservative and guarded their autonomy jealously.
Hence they were often hesitant or were unambiguously opposed to the employment of, or
any association with, ‘unorthodox methods of manipulation’, ‘uproar’ and ‘agitation’, attested

to by their complete absence from the events at Fort Hare discussed by Combrink.

Based on in-depth interviews, Daniel Massey paints a vivid picture of student affairs at Fort
Hare prior to and after the state expropriation of the college in 1960. He charts the
emergence of the ‘student resistance’, an ANC grouping actively opposed to the
transformation of Fort Hare into an apartheid ‘tribal’ institution and engaged too in political
work outside the college.* Donovan Williams’s history of Fort Hare to 1960 also devotes
considerable attention to student activities.>® Bruce Murray’s scholarly and detailed history of
the University of the Witwatersrand from 1939 until the imposition of university apartheid in
1959°! was an invaluable source of information for this study both in terms of the information
it uncovered and the insights it offered. Various university, college and seminary institutional
histories consider the activities of their respective student bodies, including their relationship

to NUSAS.* Particularly useful was Sean Greyling’s Master’s dissertation,> which threw
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new light on the fateful decision of the Rhodes University Council to impose social
segregation on NUSAS’s 1967 national congress. A number of studies of student politics at
the various individual campuses affiliated or not to NUSAS provide a rich source of
information®* though they are not always readily accessible. Jonty Driver very generously
sent me a chapter of his unpublished memoir relating to his critical NUSAS presidency.*
Glenn Moss’s ‘generational memoir’ of the 1970s examines the re-structuring of NUSAS

during the early 1970s and the changing nature of Wits student politics.®

For many white students at NUSAS's affiliated campuses, contact with their counterparts at
the Afrikaans-medium universities was of great importance. Accordingly, NUSAS devoted
much time and effort to this controversial issue, even publishing a history of its relations with
the Afrikaans-medium centres and their student organisations written by 1958-9 NUSAS
president, Neville Rubin.>” Few studies exist of white Afrikaans-speaking university students.
Joanne Duffy takes a ‘town and gown’ approach in her study of Afrikaner unity, the NP and
the ‘radical right’ at Stellenbosch between 1934 and 1948. She highlights the role played by
‘political professors’ in championing various radical right Afrikaans organisations and
discusses the rise and fall of the Afrikaanse Nasionale Studentebond (ANS) at Stellenbosch,
an extreme Afrikaner nationalist student union founded soon after the three northern
Afrikaans-medium universities seceded from NUSAS in 1933.°® In his study of the
Afrikaanse Studentebond (ASB) in the period between 1948 and 1980, C. Heymans
engages with the oft-asserted allegation that the ASB was the student front of the NP.
Through an examination of this Afrikaner nationalist student organisation’s establishment, its

Christian National ideology, its concern with Afrikaner identity and unity, its commitment to
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apartheid and its attitudes towards other white and black South Africans, he concludes that

the ASB largely mirrored NP policy even though it had no formal connections to the party.*

Enjoying both a close relationship and an overlapping membership with NUSAS was the
liberal, anti-apartheid-inclined National Catholic Federation of Students (NCFS), the subject
of Anthony Egan’s monograph. Like NUSAS, the NCFS experienced a conservative
backlash in the mid-1960s against both its growing activism and, following disclosures that
some of NUSAS'’s past officers were implicated in sabotage, its association with NUSAS.
Much of this opposition was driven by students and clergy at Pretoria, where, unlike NUSAS,
the NCFS enjoyed official recognition. With the rise of the Black Consciousness Movement,
the NCFS, like NUSAS, was confronted with the exodus of its black membership.®°

Sources and method

The sources for this study are drawn largely from the NUSAS Archive, housed in the
Manuscripts and Archives division of the Jagger Library at the University of Cape Town.
During the last decade, selected items from the NUSAS Archive, mainly congress minutes
and sources relating to key events in South African history, have been digitized and can be
accessed at ‘Aluka’, the online library of resources from and concerned with Africa. The
NUSAS Archive is extensive. It is composed of annual reports to and minutes of NUSAS'’s
annual congresses and executive meetings, executive circulars and correspondence
between the members of the NUSAS executive and members of affiliated SRCs. Other files
are devoted to the activities of the NUSAS-affiliated and non-affiliated student bodies, civil
society bodies and individuals connected with these as well as the various campaigns
mounted by NUSAS. For the period spanning the mid-1950s and the first half of the 1960s,
the challenge to the researcher is how to make sense of too much information, rather than
too little. After 1965, the volume of material, particularly in terms of the correspondence,
dwindles significantly; an indication perhaps of both the crisis and decline faced by NUSAS
during the latter half of the 1960s as well a growing concern for security. NUSAS’s mail was
opened from as early as 1955. The number of spies on SRCs and even in NUSAS increased
incrementally during the 1960s. By 1963, NUSAS's telephone was tapped and its office
bugged. In the post-apartheid period, Jonty Driver (NUSAS president from 1963-4) was
presented with typed copies of his originally handwritten letters as well as transcripts of
conversations occurring in the NUSAS head office in Cape Town discovered by a researcher
in no less than the personal files of John Vorster, then Minister of Justice and later prime-
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minister®® — an indication of the degree to which Vorster believed NUSAS posed a threat to
state interests. During the early 1960s, correspondence relating to the new ethnic
universities was conducted in code.® Horst Kleinschmidt, NUSAS vice-president in 1969,
relates that during his period of association with NUSAS, information was conveyed through

hand-delivered messages and was often not recorded.®

The monthly, fortnightly, and in the case of Wits and UCT, weekly campus newspapers
provide a rich and varied source of information on NUSAS, student politics and campus life.
Campus newspapers reflect the characteristics and concerns of the different student bodies,
in the process offering a unique perspective on how NUSAS, student and sometimes even
national politics were perceived by individual student bodies. With the establishment of a
NUSAS-aligned student press union in the 1960s, the unigue factor declined as reports on
campus and NUSAS activity became syndicated. However, this was made up for by the
increase in volume of NUSAS and national campus news disseminated which mitigated too
the thinning out of the NUSAS Archive. The student publications of the Afrikaans-medium
universities were also consulted though not as extensively as those at the English-medium
centres. They (particularly Die Matie at Stellenbosch and Die Wapad at Potchefstroom) offer
a fascinating insight into the conflict and divisions within the Nationalist world which was one
of the factors which propelled both English- and Afrikaans-speaking students at their
respective campuses to seek co-operation with one another, a frequent phenomenon which
posed a challenge to NUSAS’s hegemony. However essential student newspapers and
periodicals were to this study, their numbering systems often posed problems when
referencing. With a rapid turnover of student editors, numbering systems changed and often
became confused or were omitted altogether. Accordingly, when citing some student
periodicals, the volume and/or issue numbers have been omitted entirely. Those for Varsity,
the Witwatersrand Student and Rhodeo are usually cited in full designations, though there
are some omissions too. National newspapers were also a valuable source of information

and were helpful in locating NUSAS in the wider social and political milieu.

Universities were the object of government attention during the 1950s and 1960s and so
official publications in the form of reports of commissions of inquiry as well as records of

parliamentary debates have also been consulted.
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Oral information was collected late in the study. Though the timing for this was unorthodox in
the sense that the thesis was nearing completion, such an approach allowed for the
identification of issues and events requiring further clarification and elaboration as well as
confirmation that they were indeed of sufficient importance to merit discussion. Those
selected to be interviewed were chosen on the basis of their involvement in NUSAS and/or
membership of their SRC, their attendance at an annual congress or the leading role they
played in an important event discussed in this study. Most importantly, they needed to be
locatable and contactable. The latter consideration proved to be a significant hurdle as most
candidates were retired people whose contact details were generally not publicly available.
Letters or emails were sent to seventeen prospective interviewees. Eight replied, seven
agreeing to participate while another initiated contact himself. Of those who did not reply, |
subsequently discovered that three were critically ill or incapacitated. Personalised questions
were drawn up for each interviewee and were either answered via email or telephonically.
Given that this study focuses on events that occurred half a century or more ago, it was not
surprising to discover that most protagonists had rather hazy recollections of their student
days and often had little to add to the minutiae of events in which they were participants.
Nonetheless, some surprising new information did surface particularly when interviewees
volunteered information, which they believed was of importance and which was not directly
related to any of the specific questions posed. Unfortunately, as the deadline for the
submission of the thesis loomed, the responses of two key informants were still outstanding.

Chapter breakdown

Much of the material for the first section of chapter two is drawn from my Master's
dissertation, discussed earlier.®* The first part of this introductory chapter will locate NUSAS
within the social and university milieu in which it operated. It will examine the composition
and ideological orientation of the different student bodies represented in the national union

as well as the changes wrought in student life during the 1940s, 50s and 60s.

The second section will trace the early history of NUSAS from its establishment in 1924 until
the starting point of the current study in 1956. It will examine the challenges posed to the
‘non-political’ NUSAS by the rise of an exclusive Afrikaner nationalism on the one hand and
a more inclusive liberalism on the other. It will argue that the efforts to build a united student
front to fight the imposition of apartheid on the universities, the declared policy of the NP

after its 1948 electoral victory, were hampered by conflict between the liberal and radical left

84 . Larkin, op. cit.
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over the degree to which NUSAS could engage in political action as well as its alignment in
the Cold War.

Chapter three will evaluate how successful NUSAS was in crafting a united front against the
legislation of university apartheid during the period of 1956-7. It will also examine the
implications for the future direction of NUSAS policy following the re-affiliation of Fort Hare to
NUSAS in 1957, the adoption of the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights
as the basis of NUSAS policy and the decision taken to defy the provisions of the ‘church
clause’ of the 1957 Native Laws Amendment Act which proscribed multi-racial gatherings in

white urban areas.

Chapter four will be concerned with the relationship between NUSAS and its affiliated SRCs
on the one hand and the ASB and its respective affiliates on the other. White student co-
operation posed a challenge to NUSAS because while its primary reason for existence was
to foster and facilitate student contact, contact outside its structures threatened its
hegemony.

Chapter five will argue that though NUSAS continued to base its opposition to university
apartheid on the defence of university autonomy, it came to the realisation that this was
morally untenable because in so doing, it upheld the right to racially discriminate. Equally
contradictory was the commitment to defending a colour-blind academic programme and
admissions policy while simultaneously upholding a social colour bar. This was brought
sharply into focus when the United Party’s opposition to the passage of the Extension of
University Education and Fort Hare Transfer Bills were based on the defence of university
autonomy. Further, this chapter will attempt to demonstrate that the claim by the government
that its university apartheid policy was motivated by altruistic developmentalism, had only a
thin veneer of sincerity, the majority of NP members of parliament employing overtly racist,
white supremacist and even Eugenecist arguments in justification for the removal of black
students from the predominantly white universities and the establishment of separate black

higher education institutions.

Chapter six will point to the growing distance developing between NUSAS and much of its
mass membership in the wake of Sharpeville, the former pursuing an ever more radical
policy, the latter becoming more conservative and attempting to effect white student co-

operation.
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The relationship of NUSAS to the new black ethnic universities will be the subject of chapter
seven. This chapter will evaluate how successful NUSAS was in endeavouring to render
university apartheid unworkable. It will be argued that NUSAS was radicalised by its
increased association with the banned or semi-restricted Congresses at Fort Hare and the
black section of Natal University (UNNE), the latter the springboard into the new ethnic
university colleges in Natal. On the other hand, the emergence of two new exclusively
African student organisations aligned to the banned liberation movements threatened

NUSAS with the loss of its African membership.

Chapter eight will examine the smear campaign against NUSAS launched by John Vorster in
1963. It will be argued that this campaign was aimed at fatally weakening NUSAS by slicing
away its moderate to conservative student base. Moreover, it will be contended that the
newly established conservative student societies were closely associated with the state and
were intended to absorb all of those expected to resign from NUSAS in the wake of the

Smear campaign.

Chapter nine will address the core problem for NUSAS and radical white activists in general,
namely: how to play a meaningful role in the struggle against apartheid. At the Botha’'s Hill
Leadership Seminar in April 1964, NUSAS activists grappled with this central problem as
well as the equally pressing issue of how NUSAS as a white-led but colour-blind body could
effect Africanisation without compromising its commitment to non-racialism. Some former
NUSAS leaders came to the conclusion that the resolution of the central problem lay in
abandoning the liberal commitment to non-violence and embracing the extra-legal African

Resistance Movement.

Chapter ten will examine the attempts by the government to impose social segregation on
the universities. It will be argued that this had a dual function: firstly to bring the universities
into line with government policy and secondly to deliver the mortal blow to both the anti-
apartheid student governments and NUSAS. Both the campus conservative societies and
the government-intimidated university authorities were the vehicles for achieving these
goals. It was the application of campus social segregation which precipitated both the

formation of SASO and the New Left-inspired student protests.

This thesis will generally follow a chronological approach. The exceptions to this will be the
thematic chapters four, seven, eight and nine. One of the drawbacks associated with a
thematic approach in an historical study is the danger of repetition. This will be largely

avoided in the first two instances but much less so in the last two. Incorporating chapter nine
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into chapter eight was seriously considered. However, the impact of chapter nine, arguably
the core of the thesis as it engages with NUSAS'’s attempts to resolve the central problem
faced by a predominantly white anti-apartheid organisation in white apartheid South Africa,
would be seriously compromised in so doing. Thus, in order to understand how the state and
the conservative student associations exploited the revelations and disclosures arising from
Botha’s Hill and the ARM, it will be necessary to provide a skeletal synopsis of these in

chapter eight.

South Africa’s racial categorisation system from the apartheid era still pertains. This study of
necessity will employ these racial terms, namely ‘African’, ‘coloured’, ‘Indian’ and ‘white’.
‘Black’, unless otherwise specified, will refer to all those (African, coloured and Indian)
oppressed and discriminated against because they were not classified ‘white’. Offensive and
derogatory racial terms for South Africa’s population, employed extensively in the period

covered by this study, will only be used if a contemporary source is quoted directly.
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CHAPTER TWO

A history of NUSAS to 1955
Introduction

By 1956, the starting point of this study, the National Union of South African Students had
been in existence for more than thirty years. It grew substantially in terms of the scope of
its activities, reflecting changes in South African society, and developed a composition and
political orientation very different to that envisaged by its founders and its early
membership. This chapter will chart the establishment and early development of NUSAS
and its response in the 1930s and 1940s to the dual challenges of Afrikaner nationalism
and the desire for a more racially inclusive organisation. The accession to power of the
ethnically exclusive National Party on a platform of extreme racial separation in 1948
presented NUSAS with new, ultimately insoluble problems. The attempt to build a united
student front against the implementation of apartheid at the universities was hindered by
disagreement over the degree to which NUSAS could adopt an overtly political programme
and, in the context of the Cold War, the alignment of its international policy. This chapter
will conclude by chronicling how this conflict was temporarily resolved in 1955 at the
expense of NUSAS's black and radical left membership when power shifted decisively to a

faction closely associated with the South African Liberal Party.

The foundation of NUSAS

NUSAS was founded in 1924 as a forum for white English- and Afrikaans-speaking
students, who, despite their disparate backgrounds and bitter history of conflict, were
believed to have, as students, common interests, needs and concerns.® The inspiration for
the creation of a national union came from Leo Marquard, a graduate of Grey University
College, Bloemfontein, who, while a Rhodes scholar at Oxford, had witnessed and
participated in the formation of both the international student body, the Confederation
Internationale des Etudiants (CIE) and the British National Union of Students (NUS).
Informed by the liberal nationalism which underpinned the newly established League of
Nations, the student founders of the CIE, many of whom had experienced the horrors of
the First World War, hoped that an international forum fostering tolerance and

understanding between students of different nations would defuse conflict and so avert

! Objects of NUSAS

‘To represent the students of this country nationally and internationally and to maintain their co-operation with
students of other countries. To promote the education and social interests of the students in entire
independence of all religious and political propaganda. To co-operate with any organisation having kindred
aims.” NUSAS Handbook 1932. An earlier source is unavailable; Cited in L. Chisholm, ‘The early history of
NUSAS: Leo Marquard’s presidency, 1924-1930’, BA (Honours) dissertation, University of Cape Town, 1976, p.
95.
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another world conflagration. NUS and NUSAS were both established for the purpose of

participating in the CIE.

NUSAS was modelled on NUS and thus absorbed the former’'s ideological orientation.
Thus, like NUS, NUSAS styled itself ‘non-political’.? In South Africa, the meaning of the
term ‘non-political’ shifted and was re-interpreted over time. This generated much conflict
within the national union and is a major theme of this study. When NUSAS was formed in
1924, a ‘non-political’ organisation eschewed ‘party politics’ and specifically refrained from
aggravating the ‘racial issue’, the fragile relationship between English- and Afrikaans-
speaking whites shattered by the South African War and again ruptured during the First
World War. Marquard, an Afrikaner impatient with narrow patriotism and nationalism,?
desired a student organisation which championed student internationalism, and within
South Africa looked beyond the differences of ethnicity to the common interests of all white
students. This objective - the need to foster a broad white South African national feeling -
accorded well with the political sentiments of a significant portion of the white electorate.
Based on a policy of reconciliation between the two white ‘races’, the South African Party
(SAP) government took both the former Boer republics and British colonies into the Union
of South Africa in 1910. The National Party (NP), which ruled (initially in an electoral pact
with the English-orientated white working class Labour Party) from 1924 to 1933, though a
vehicle of Afrikaner nationalism, was also committed to a broad white South African
nationalism within the framework of a two streamed policy of equality between the two
white language groups. Nearly all whites shared a common fear of ‘swamping’ by the
majority black African population. Thus a broad white South African nationalism and white
reconciliation were founded on a ‘common native policy’, namely, segregation. Segregation
envisaged the creation of ‘separate worlds’ for black and white and thus eventual spatial,
political, economic and social separation. Segregation and the pursuit of a common white
studenthood were the reasons for the exclusion of the black South African Native College
(Fort Hare) from NUSAS in 1924. As Marquard, no segregationist himself, put it later: ‘at
that time most [white] people ... would have thought such a step “premature” and | do not

believe the inaugural conference would ever have been held if | had invited Fort Hare’.*

South African inter-war liberalism

Marquard, like a significant minority of active members of NUSAS in the 1920s and 1930s,

Zg, Ashby and M. Anderson, The rise of the student estate in Britain, MacMillan, London, 1970, p. 61; M.
Shaw, ‘Great Britain’, P. Altbach (ed), Student political activism: an international reference handbook,
Greenwood Press, New York, Westport and London, 1989, p. 238.

% L. Chisholm, op. cit., p. viii.

4L Marquard, ‘A national union of students’, South African Outlook, January 1974, p. 2.
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was a liberal. South African liberalism is difficult to define because it is composed of a
number of diverse strands and in the context of the black-white racial order has a
peculiarity of its own which sets it apart from Western liberalism from which it is derived. A
South African liberal could be described as a ‘friend of the native’ — someone who
advanced a ‘more generous’ policy towards the black population than other whites.® This
somewhat unflattering description erroneously implies that liberalism is an exclusively white
phenomenon, which it is not. Leading members of, for example, the African National
Congress, were, and are liberals. South African liberals uphold and defend vigorously
individual rights, freedoms, justice and the rule of law. Liberals believe in the possibility of
human progress and thus many South African liberals of the inter-war years were ‘welfare
liberals’ championing black education, health care and the improvement of living
conditions. The major providers of black welfare were mission Christians, who preached a
social gospel rooted in the ‘brotherhood of man’® which implied a belief in a common
society and political equality. However, for mission and welfare liberals, a common society

and black political and social equality were distant goals to be achieved incrementally.

Many white liberals of the interwar period paternalistically believed that they knew what
was good for Africans and what they should be protected from and thus either supported
segregation or operated within such a framework. Liberals believed in the power of
persuasion. They thus lobbied influential liberal public figures and worked within
government departments to achieve their goals. The ‘non-political” South African Institute of
Race Relations (SAIRR), to which NUSAS was affiliated, was as the former’s name
suggests, the premier liberal research think tank on black—white relations, providing welfare
liberals with scientifically derived data on which to base their campaigns for the
amelioration of black living conditions. Liberals believe in the efficacy of contact, co-
operation and dialogue. Liberal bodies such as the Joint Councils of Europeans and
Africans provided a forum for liberal, moderate black and white opinion and acted as a
political safety valve for the black population, most of who were excluded from political
participation. On a political level, the crowning achievement of South African liberalism was
the nineteenth century non-racial Cape constitution, which granted the franchise to all
‘civilised’ men in the Colony. This qualified franchise was enshrined in the Union
constitution of 1910 though liberals failed to extend it to the rest of the country. Extending
the Cape’s non-racial franchise and increasingly, in the hostile segregationist racist milieu

after 1910, preserving it, became the major political project of South African liberalism.

°R. Elphick, ‘Mission Christianity and inter-war liberalism’, J. Butler, R. Elphick and D. Welsh (eds),
Democratic liberalism in South Africa: its history and prospect, Wesleyan University Press and David Philip,
Middletown, Cape Town and Johannesburg, 1987, p. 66.

® R. Elphick, op. cit., pp. 74-75.
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From the mid-1930s, the inclusion of Fort Hare in NUSAS on the basis of a common
studenthood was the major aim of NUSAS liberals and was one of the primary reasons for
splitting the fledgling organisation straight down the middle. In order to discuss this, it is
necessary briefly to examine the nature of the universities whose student bodies comprised
NUSAS.

The characteristics and composition of South African universities

In 1918 the South African College (founded in 1829) and Victoria College (founded in
1866) were transformed by an Act of Parliament into fully autonomous institutions of higher
education and became the Universities of Cape Town and Stellenbosch respectively. At
the same time, the Transvaal University College (TUC) with branches in Johannesburg
(founded as the South African School of the Mines and Technology in 1904) and Pretoria
(founded in 1908), Grey University College (GUC), Bloemfontein (founded in 1904), the
Natal University College (NUC), in Pietermaritzburg (founded in 1909), Rhodes University
College, Grahamstown (founded in 1904) and Huguenot University College (HUC),
Wellington (founded in 1874) became constituent university colleges of the federal
examining body, the University of South Africa, formerly the University of the Cape of Good
Hope. To these were added at a later stage, Potchefstroom University College for Christian
Higher Education (PUCCHE), established in 1919 and the Durban branch of Natal
University in 1923, which had evolved from the Durban Technical College.” In 1922, TUC
Johannesburg became the independent University of the Witwatersrand (Wits) and in
1930, TUC Pretoria became the University of Pretoria. In 1949, Natal, Potchefstroom, the
Orange Free State and Rhodes became independent universities with Fort Hare falling
under Rhodes. Over time, each institution developed a distinctive character and ethos of its

own.

The Universities of Cape Town (UCT), the Witwatersrand (Wits), Natal and Rhodes were
regarded as English-speaking institutions. UCT, like its predecessor, the South African
College, adopted a ‘universalist’ approach to education and within the local context
embraced a policy of broad white South Africanism. South Africanism was not really put
into practice as the university failed to adopt bilingualism and moreover, maintained its
British character and orientation.® Wits owed its existence to the needs of the rapidly
industrialising and expanding Witwatersrand, and, like UCT, exuded an air of ‘minor British

provincialism’.® The British orientation of Wits and UCT occurred despite the presence at

"E. Brookes, A history of the University of Natal, University of Natal Press, Pietermaritzburg, 1966, p. 29.
8 H. Phillips, The University of Cape Town 1918-1948, UCT Press, Cape Town, 1993, pp. 114, 116-117.
°B. Murray, Wits - the early years: a history of the University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg and its
precursors (1896-1939), Witwatersrand University Press, Johannesburg, 1982, p. 327.
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both institutions of a significant minority of Afrikaans-speaking students. At Wits their
numbers declined from a quarter of the student body in 1939 to less than seven percent in
1964 while at UCT during the same period they dropped from a high of forty percent to just
over nine percent.'® Their numbers declined for cultural and political reasons** as well as
because more course offerings became available at the Afrikaans-medium universities in
the 1940s and 1950s. Faculties of Medicine and Engineering were opened at Pretoria in
1943 and 1956 respectively and at Stellenbosch in 1956 and 1943.'* NUC was located in a
province where strong ties to Britain and sporadic separatist tendencies characterised its
English—speaking inhabitants, the bulk of the white population. Thus NUC was an
overwhelmingly English-speaking institution, though its Durban branch (UND), with its
(white) part-time classes™ attracted an Afrikaans-speaking minority, as did
Pietermaritzburg’s Agricultural Faculty.’* In 1936 a separate black branch of NUC
(University of Natal Non-European — (UNNE) was opened at Sastri College in Durban. It
offered a limited number of degree courses to black students (initially mainly Indian) on a
part-time basis, staff from the white UND duplicating their lectures at the black campus
after hours.® Post-matric students at Adams College were regarded as internal students of
NUC too, until the mission institution’s closure in the 1950s.*° The establishment of Rhodes
in Grahamstown, as the university’'s name suggests, was intimately connected to the
British imperial project.!” As such it was composed of students almost solely of English-
speaking background and, like NUC (Pietermaritzburg), attracted a large number from
across the Limpopo.'® Nonetheless, Afrikaans-speakers played a prominent role in student
affairs at Rhodes during the 1950s and 60s. Although these universities were defined as
‘English’, English speakers were ethnically, culturally and even linguisticly heterogeneous,
being of English, Scottish, Afrikaans, Yiddish, East European, Mediterranean and North

European background. This was particularly true of Wits, where the student body, even in

10 Report of the Youth Worker at the University of the Witwatersrand of the Nederduits Hervormde or
Gereformeerde Church to the Synod of the Church cited in Spoorslag vol. 1 no. 3, June 1951; H. Phillips, op.
cit., p. 225; B. Murray, Wits the ‘open’ years: a history of the University of the Witwatersrand Johannesburg,
1939-1959, Witwatersrand University Press, Johannesburg, 1997, p. 166; G. Viljoen, ‘The Afrikaans
universities and particularism’, H. van der Merwe and D. Welsh (eds), The future of the university in Southern
Africa, St Martin's Press, New York, 1978, p. 175.

Y H. Phillips, op. cit., p. 368.

Zibid., p. 225; B. Murray, Wits the ‘open’ years, p. 173.

13 E. Brookes, op. cit., p. 51.

1n 1956 Afrikaans-speaking students comprised approximately 8% of the total Natal student body and 3.1%
in 1964. T.F Pettigrew, ‘Personality and socio-cultural factors in inter-group attitudes: a cross national
comparison’, Journal of Conflict Resolution vol. 2 no. 1, March 1958, p. 35; G. Viljoen, op. cit., p. 175.

!5 E. Brookes, op. cit., pp. 44-45; SA Student, October 1950.

1% E. Brookes, op. cit., p. 45.

R, Currey, Rhodes University 1904-1970 — a Chronicle, Rhodes University Library Press, Grahamstown,
1970, p. 12; R. Buckland and T. Neville, A story of Rhodes: Rhodes University 1904 to 2004, MacMillan,
Braamfontein, 2004, pp. 3-4.

8 R. Buckland and T. Neville, op. cit., p. 11.
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the early 1970s, reflected the cosmopolitan origins® of the founders of the Witwatersrand
mining towns. To the category of ‘English-speakers’ could be added some of the black
(coloured, Indian and African) students who enrolled in very small but increasing numbers
at UCT and Wits from the 1920s onwards. In 1949 black students comprised approximately
four percent of the student bodies of UCT and Wits.?® At UCT in 1956 they made up less
than eight percent, in 1959, over twelve percent and in 1966 just over six percent. In the
corresponding years at Wits these figures were under five percent, rising to six percent and

dropping to just two and a half percent.”

The South African Native College (SANC), or Fort Hare University College from 1952,
could also be considered an English-medium institution. Established on the old Eastern
frontier of the Cape Colony at Alice in 1916, by missionaries of the United Free Church of
Scotland, it was intended to provide higher secondary education and from 1923, university
tuition for Africans in Southern Africa.?” Fort Hare embodied the benevolent paternalism of
mission Christianity and conservative liberalism. Students were groomed into ‘Christian’,
‘English’, ‘gentlemen’ and ‘women’ and on this basis could expect to enter the ‘civilised’
white world, albeit on an unequal basis. This quasi-assimilationist missionary paternalism
was at odds with that of the white segregationist electorate and from the 1950s came to be
resented by many Fort Hare students too.?® This will be discussed later. Fort Hare was a
prestigious institution. It could count amongst its alumni many Africans prominent in public
life and Southern Africa’s liberation movements.?* The college attracted a significant
number of coloured and Indian students but to retain its African character, non-African
enrolment was kept below thirty percent.” For those who attended the college, Fort Hare

embodied, uniquely for South Africa, an embryonic non-racial society. Most students came

¥TF. Pettigrew, op. cit., p. 35; H. Lunn, ‘Hippies, radicals and the sounds of silence’: cultural dialectics at two
South African universities 1966-1976, PhD thesis, University of KwaZulu Natal, Durban, 2010, pp. 28-30.

20 Percentages derived from student enrolment in Union of South Africa (UG 64), Department of Education, Arts
and Science Annual Report 1950, Government Printer, Pretoria, 1950.

L At UCT the actual number of black students to the total was 1956: 339/4377; 1959: 633/5104; 1966:
401/6392. At Wits these were: 1956: 213/4656; 1959: 307/5120; 1966: 195/7650. M. Horrell, A Survey of Race
Relations 1956-7, 1961, 1966, South African Institute of Race Relations, Johannesburg, 1957, 1961, 1966. At
Natal these figures were 1949: 227/1869 (12%); 1956: 415/2604 (19%); 1959: 726/3405 (21%); 1966:
688/5242 (13%). Union of South Africa (UG 64), Department of Education, Arts and Science Annual Report
1950, Government Printer, Pretoria, 1950; Union of South Africa (No UG no), Report of the Commission of
Inquiry on separate training facilities for non-Europeans at universities, 1953-4 (Holloway Commission),
Government Printer, Pretoria, 1954, p. 33; M. Horrell, A Survey of Race Relations 1956-7, 1961, 1966, South
African Institute of Race Relations, Johannesburg,1957, 1961, 1966.

22 D, Williams, A history of the University College of Fort Hare, South Africa — the 1950s: the waiting years,
Edwin Mellen Press, Lewiston, Queenston and Lampeter, 2001, pp. 3-4.

3 BC 586 M1 (z45), ‘Minutes of mass meetings 1951-1956’, 28.3.1951; 23.5.1951; 17.3.1952; 21.5.1952;
24.3.1954; South African Native College Calendar, 1951, p. 63; 1952, p. 82.

% These included Nelson Mandela, Oliver Tambo, Govan Mbeki, Z.K. Matthews, Chris Hani of the African
National Congress, Robert Sobukwe and Anton Lembede of the Pan Africanist Congress, Robert Mugabe of
the Zimbabwe African National Union —Patriotic Front and Ntsu Mokhele of the Basutoland Congress Party.
By, Burrows, A. Kerr, Z. Matthews, A short pictorial history of the University College of Fort Hare 1916-1959,
Lovedale, Alice, 1961, p. 48. A quota was imposed on the enrolment of Indian students in 1944 when they
comprised fifteen percent of the student population. Fort Hare Calendar, 1945, p. 70.
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1% and

from the Eastern Cape but by the 1950s larger numbers hailed from the Transvaa
Natal. By 1958, half the student body came from the urban areas?’ accounting perhaps for
the growing militancy of the student body - urbanised youth being regarded as more
politicised than their counterparts from rural schools.? Most students (with the exception of
the small number of female students) came from modest to impoverished backgrounds,
even those from the increasingly pressurised traditional ruling elite, gentry and educated
middle class. Black students were generally older than their white counterparts, having
worked beforehand to earn the requisite tuition and residence fees, fees that were

nonetheless lower than those at any other South African university.*

With the exception of those at Fort Hare, the bulk of students at the English-medium
universities were middle class. In 1956 approximately twenty seven percent of white

students at the University of Natal categorised their fathers as ‘manual workers’*

while by
1959 it was estimated that few Wits students came from Johannesburg’s working class
southern suburbs. As the state subsidised university education by only sixty percent in
1959, tuition fees were high, those at Wits reputed to be the highest in the Commonwealth
in 1954.% Residential universities like Rhodes and Pietermaritzburg were out of reach to all
but the wealthy. A minority of students owned motorcars. From the mid-1950s there was an
acute shortage of parking on campuses like Wits and UCT, indicating that a significant
number of students were nonetheless privileged enough to have access to motor vehicles.
For those less affluent, the provincial education departments offered bursaries to
prospective teachers® while some students supplemented the cost of their education —
estimated at 300 pounds per annum in the mid-1950s* - through part-time and holiday
employment. NUSAS operated a vacation employment scheme and a loan fund both of
which were always over-subscribed. South African universities were dubbed the
‘playgrounds of the idle rich’.®* Thus it is safe to assume that the majority of students at the
Afrikaans-medium universities were also from middle-class backgrounds though perhaps

not as affluent.

The University of Stellenbosch, TUC, GUC and PUCCHE were all regarded as Afrikaans-

%6 D. Burchell, ‘The emergence and growth of student militancy at the University College of Fort Hare in the
1940s and 1950s’, Journal of the University of Durban- Westville, New Series 3, 1986, p. 151.

2"'H. Burrows et al., op. cit., pp. 24, 50.
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speaking institutions. PUCCHE was Dutch/Afrikaans-medium from its inception as was
Stellenbosch from 1918. TUC and GUC began as essentially English-style institutions, but
serving the needs primarily of Afrikaans-speaking students. Yet, beginning in the 1920s
both GUC and TUC underwent Afrikanerisation as proponents of the Afrikaans Language
Movement fought protracted battles at both institutions for Afrikaans to be used as a
medium of instruction. Bilingualism was formally adopted at Pretoria in 1930 and at GUC in
1938. Eventually, Afrikaans became the sole medium of instruction at Pretoria in 1932 and
at the University College of the Orange Free State (UCOFS - the former GUC) in 1943.%
Nonetheless, a small but significant number of English-speakers enrolled at Pretoria, the
Orange Free State and Stellenbosch — in 1964 they numbered less than nine percent at

Pretoria and just over six percent at the UOFS and Stellenbosch.*®

The Afrikaans universities could be classified as ‘volksuniversiteite’ (peoples/nation
universities), institutions with a strong link and commitment to the (Afrikaner) ethnic group
and thus Afrikaner nationalism (‘volksnasionalisme’).®” PUCCHE, which grew out of the
Gereformeerde Kerk seminary at Burgersdorp rooted the concept of the volksuniversiteit
not only in volksnasionalisme but also in Reformed Calvinism. God created nations and
thus the volksuniversiteit was commanded by God to serve and protect the identity and
unique character of the divinely ordained Afrikaner nation.*® This exclusive Christian
Nationalism of PUCCHE - the college had no real conscience clause even though it was
publicly funded - ensured that PUCCHE had a different ethos to the other Afrikaans
universities and its student body did not always act in concert with those on other Afrikaans
campuses. Students at Stellenbosch often behaved at variance to their northern
counterparts. Stellenbosch was the cradle of Afrikaner nationalism, but a nationalism
which, in the nineteenth century, could conceive of a broader more inclusive definition of

‘Afrikaner’ that could include English-speakers committed to South Africa.

The Afrikaans universities’ concept of the volksuniversiteit was diametrically at odds with
the generally accepted Western liberal understanding of a university adopted by the
English universities, namely: an ‘autonomous community of teachers and students
dedicated to the search for and service of truth’.* This had implications for university
autonomy and academic freedom. The volksuniversiteit was subordinate to the Afrikaner

nation and thus to the state whereas the English-medium universities asserted their

% H.B. Thom (ed.), Stellenbosch 1866-1966: Honderd jaar hoér onderwys, Nasionale Boekhandel, Cape
Town, 1966, p. 38; G. Viljoen, op. cit., pp. 172, 176-181.

% G. Viljoen, op. cit., p. 175.

3. Degenaar, ‘The concept of a volksuniversiteit’, H. van der Merwe and D. Welsh (eds), op. cit., pp. 148,
152.

% ibid., pp. 152, 158-160.

%9 ibid., p. 160.
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independence of both. English universities believed in academic freedom: the freedom to
choose who to teach, what to teach, how to teach and who would teach. H.B. Thom, the
principal of Stellenbosch believed that academic freedom was ‘possible only on condition
that the university [was] bound to the volk’.“° Being bound to the nation meant that the
university could not threaten it and thus there was no need for interference in its internal
affairs.* When the government adopted the volksuniversiteit as the national model of the
university after 1948, it came into conflict with the English universities, their student bodies
and NUSAS, regarding university autonomy and academic freedom — a major theme of this

study.

Afrikaner nationalism and Fort Hare’s membership

The rise of a more exclusive volksnasionalisme was a response to the dire socio-economic
situation Afrikaners found themselves in during the late 1920s and 30s as well as to a
realignment of Afrikaner Nationalist forces during the gold standard crisis which followed
the 1929 Wall Street Crash. In the ensuing economic depression, Hertzog’s ruling NP was
forced into a coalition and finally in 1934 a fusion with Smuts’s South African Party (SAP).
A small group of Nationalists led by Cape leader, D.F. Malan rejected Fusion and the
United Party (UP) which flowed from it, and formed the Gesuiwerde (Purified) National
Party (GNP). GNP intellectuals recast Afrikaner nationalism by infusing its earlier more
secular version with Potchefstroom’s Christian Nationalism and nineteenth century
‘Krugerism’ and the cultural, ‘volkisch’ integral nationalism which was giving rise to Nazism
in Europe.*® Thus it was held that a nation (‘volk’) could only fulfil its God-given calling in
complete independence from other nations, and that the individual could only achieve
his/her full potential by service to the volk and not apart from it.** This exclusive ethnic
nationalism became the driving force behind the emergence of the Afrikaans Economic
Movement and the creation of separate Afrikaans cultural and community organisations

and trade unions* including student unions.

However, it was NUSAS's relationship with black students which precipitated the rise of an
exclusive Afrikaans student movement and marked the failure of broad white South
Africanism in the student sphere. By the late 1920s the ‘native question’ had begun to take

precedence over inter-white relations. The promulgation of the segregatory Land Act of

“'H.B. Thom, ‘Taak en doel van die universiteit: universiteite en akademiese vryheid’, S.A. Akademie, Die taak
van die universiteit in Suidelike Afrika 3, pp. 39-49, cited in J. Degenaar, op. cit., p. 156.
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Press, Pretoria, nd. (originally published in German in 1998), pp. 123-228.
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1948, Ravan, Johannesburg, 1983, pp. 67-72.
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1913, which stripped Africans of the bulk of their land and by implication their limited
franchise in the Cape, led to the formation of the South African Native National Congress
(SANNC) in 1912. The respectable constitutional protests and lobbying by the largely
middle class SANNC for their inclusion in white society was eclipsed in the 1920s by the
militant struggles of the urban and rural working class championed by the Industrial and
Commercial Workers’ Union (ICU) and to a lesser extent the Communist Party of South
Africa (CPSA). The CPSA was founded in 1921 and in 1928 adopted a policy of a black
‘native republic’.”> The white electorate reacted in alarm. The 1929 ‘black peril election’
followed a raft of oppressive security and segregatory legislation and an unsuccessful
attempt at disenfranchising Cape Africans.*® To the consternation of some students in the
NUSAS constituency who believed that this marked the onset of imported liberal
missionary equality,*” a few prominent NUSAS leaders attended a life changing inter-racial
youth conference at Fort Hare in June 1930 hosted by the Student Christian Association
(SCA).” (The SCA was a multi-racial organisation of students and school children brought
to South Africa from the United States by the founder of the Huguenot University College
(HUC) in the nineteenth century.*®) In July 1933 it was suggested that Fort Hare be invited
to join NUSAS.*® A commission to investigate this found that the black college was
constitutionally ineligible for membership because it was affiliated to Rhodes and that
general student opinion made its inclusion impracticable,*® effectively an appeasement to

segregation and specifically Afrikaans-speaking students.

In August 1933 GUC seceded from NUSAS on the grounds that the national union was too
‘negrophilistic’ in that it followed ‘a negative native policy’ with regard to admitting Fort
Hare. It was also argued that NUSAS was ‘unafrikaans’, in that English-speaking members
wished to couple South Africa to Britain. Moreover, it had a ‘liberalistic tendency’ which was
the ‘result of the strong influence of socialistic, international-minded Jews ... who wish to
effect a general world citizenship, without founding it on genuine nationalism’.>> The

reasons for Potchefstroom’s secession later that year were similar but more explicitly anti-

ST, Lodge, Black politics in South Africa, Ravan, Johannesburg, 1983, pp. 1-9.

4 T R.H. Davenport, South Africa: a modern history, MacMillan, Houndsmill and London, 1991, pp. 265-270.
4"p. van der Schyff, Wonderdaad! die PUK tot 1951: wording, vestiging en selfstandigheid, Potchefstroom
University for Christian Higher Education, Potchefstroom, 2003, p. 536.

8. Chisholm, op. cit., pp. 63-66; H.B. Thom (ed), op. cit., p. 356; P. van de Schyff, op. cit., pp. 535-536.

49 Separate branches existed for different racial groups, but whites remained in one organisation in spite of
attempts by Afrikaans-speaking students to secede and form their own organisation between 1915 and 1917.
The SCA had 23 000 members at schools and institutions of higher education in 1940. J. de V. Heese, Die
Voortrekkers en ander Suid-Afrikaanse jeugverenigings, Nasionale Pers, Cape Town, 1940, pp. 123-132.

0 BC 586 B1 Council Minutes 1933, pp. 8-9; N. Rubin, History of the relations between NUSAS, the Afrikaanse
Studentebond and the Afrikaans university centres, NUSAS, Cape Town, 1960, p. 4.

*1 BC 586 S23, P. Tobias, ‘A history of the relations between NUSAS and the Afrikaans universities 1924-
1948’; N. Rubin, op. cit., p. 4.

*2 Die Volksblad, 22.8.1933 cited in N. Rubin, op. cit., p. 3.
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Semitic and overtly nationalistic.>® Pretoria left shortly after the others. In September 1933,
a month after GUC had left NUSAS, the Afrikaanse Nasionale Studentebond (ANS) was
‘hastily’ launched in Bloemfontein.>* Its founders were Piet Meyer, the chief protagonist of
GUC's disaffiliation from NUSAS®>® and Nico Diederichs, a former NUSAS executive
member.*® While studying abroad, both had assimilated the Neofichtean political
philosophy of Northern Europe® while in addition, Diederichs had cultivated strong ties
with the ultra-nationalist European student organisation, the Dietsche Orde,*® the
inspiration for the ANS.*® The ANS was an extreme nationalist organisation based on
Christian National principles® which became increasingly pro-Nazi, even accepting an
invitation to attend the congress of the German Nazi Party in 1938.° The ANS was later
absorbed into the Ossewabrandwag (OB), a para-military organisation established in 1937
which also had ties to the Third Reich and was intent on setting-up a republican, national-
socialist Afrikaans state.®” The ANS newspaper, Die Wapenskou, was at the forefront of
developing and disseminating Christian Nationalism.®® The student bodies of the three
northern Afrikaans universities as well as those from the Afrikaans teacher training colleges
(Normal Colleges) joined this student union® and by 1938 had the support of forty eight

percent of all Afrikaans-speaking students.®®

Stellenbosch remained in NUSAS and called on the disaffiliated centres to return to the
national union and discuss their grievances - grievances with which Stellenbosch identified
too. Accordingly, in late 1933 Stellenbosch negotiated on behalf of the northern universities
that NUSAS would inter alia become fully bilingual and that ANS would be recognised as a
cultural and religious organisation complementing the work done by NUSAS. No unanimity

could be reached however, on the requirement that no black students would be admitted to

°3 N. Rubin, op. cit., pp. 5-7.

*p. Furlong, The crown and the swastika: the impact of the radical right on the Afrikaner Nationalist movement
in the fascist era, Witwatersrand University Press, Johannesburg, 1991, p. 79; P. van der Schyff, op. cit., p.
538.

°% J. Fick, ‘Afrikaner student politics — past and present’, H. van der Merwe and D. Welsh (eds), Student
Eerspectives on South Africa, David Philip, Cape Town, 1972, pp. 65-66.

® L. Chisholm, op. cit., p. 30; Die Banier, September 1932.

" p. Furlong, op. cit., p. 80.

%8 Die Banier vol. 1 no. 2, April 1933.

% Die Wapenskou vol. 1 no. 9, November 1934.

% The constitution of the ANS stated that the organisation was based on Protestant Christian and national
cultural principles and recognised the leadership of God in the area of culture and all aspects of life. It aimed to
develop an Afrikaans student spirit and character for the service of the nation. Further, it intended to cultivate
ties between South African students and their overseas counterparts who had the same national and cultural
aims and interests. Constitution of the ANS in Die Wapenskou vol. 1 no. 1, 28.3.1934.

®1. ¢, Marx, op. cit., pp. 170-172.

®2 |t had a membership of 170 000 in 1940. B.J. Vorster (later prime minister), Nico Diederichs (later state
president), Hendrik van den Bergh (later head of the Bureau of State Security), Piet Meyer (later chairman of
the Broederbond and the South African Broadcasting Corporation (SABC) and Koot Vorster (later Moderator of
the Dutch Reformed Church) were all prominent members of the OB. P. Furlong, op. cit., pp. 169, 247-248.

3 D. 0" Meara, op. cit., p. 70.

® p_Furlong, op. cit., p. 170.

% C. Marx, op. cit., p. 171.
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membership.®® These, and attempted negotiations by NUSAS with ANS regarding dual
membership, failed®” and in 1936 Stellenbosch disaffiliated from NUSAS and joined ANS.®®

By 1936 then, two distinct student organisations had emerged, one stridently Afrikaner
nationalist, the other, still clinging to its inclusiveness and goal of cultivating a broad white
South Africanism, but consisting by default only of students enrolled at English-speaking
universities. Within NUSAS tensions existed between those advocating rapprochement
with the Afrikaans centres, and those liberals and radicals - particularly at Wits - who felt
that NUSAS should abandon segregation, become truly inclusive and admit Fort Hare and

other black students to membership.®®

The divisive issue of Fort Hare’s affiliation was shelved during the Second World War.™
The UP’s decision to enter the War on the side of Great Britain and the Allies and the
subsequent departure of J.B.M. Hertzog from the party, dealt a blow to the ideal of a broad
white South Africanism symbolised by Fusion. It posed a dilemma for NUSAS. By
supporting the Allied struggle for democracy and freedom, ideals that were also enshrined
in the NUSAS constitution, NUSAS would both jeopardise its non-political position as well
as destroy all hopes of a re-united white national student union. In 1940 NUSAS made its
first foray into ‘party politics’ and adopted, far from unanimously,”* an anti-fascist ‘War
motion’ which endorsed all UP War policy, including controversially, black mobilisation and
the neutralisation of pro-Nazi groupings within South Africa.”> The War contributed to the
political polarisation of student affairs at the linguistically mixed Wits and UCT. This had
consequences for NUSAS too: both the pro-War UC Tattle and the anti-War/pro-Axis Die
Spantou were suppressed by the UCT authorities and SRC for jeopardising the War effort
and generating ‘racial hatred’.”® The enlistment of a sizeable number of mainly English-
speaking UCT students” - presumably UP supporters - led to a shift in the balance of
power in campus politics. Arguing that NUSAS was 'unafrikaans' and ‘political' in

supporting the War, the substantially augmented NP and ANS contingent on the UCT SRC

% BC 586 B1 ‘Minutes of Council Meeting held at Stellenbosch University, Stellenbosch, 15 December 1933’,
EP 4-6; N. Rubin, op. cit., p. 8; H.B. Thom (ed), op. cit., p. 357.

BC 586 B1 ‘President se Verslag aan die Elfde Jaarlikse Raadsveradering 1935’, pp. 1-2; Council Minutes
1935, p. 6; Die Wapenskou vol. 2 no. 8, October 1935; B. Murray, Wits — the early years, p. 342.
%8 3. Duffy, The politics of ethnic nationalism: Afrikaner unity, the National Party, and the radical right in
Stellenbosch, 1934-1948, Routledge, New York and London, 2006, p. 101.
9B, Murray, Wits — the early years, op. cit., p. 342. See for example BC 586 B1 Presidential Report 1936, p. 1;
Council Minutes 1936, pp. 4-5; 1939, pp. 12-13; 1940, pp. 38-39 for details of the attempts by Wits to include
Fort Hare and coloured students and in addition, their efforts to create a separate black union.
9 B. Murray, Wits the 'open’ years, op. cit., p. 89.
2 ibid., pp. 18-19, 86; BC 586 B1 Presidential Report 1940, p. 1.

Star, 4.7.1940.
3 UC Tattle, 8.10.1941; H. Phillips, op. cit., pp. 231-232.
" H. Phillips, op. cit., p. 225.
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succeeded in abolishing UCT's automatic membership of the national union.”® A statement
allegedly made at a Wits mass meeting in June 1941 in support of Fort Hare being invited
to join NUSAS, that Wits would ‘rather co-operate with a hundred natives than with a

thousand Afrikaners'’®

was the pretext for the unofficial one hundred and twenty-strong
Wits ANS branch’s decision to embark on an anti-Semitic, racist, and eventually successful
campaign to persuade Afrikaans universities to sever all ties with Wits students.”” The
exclusion of Fort Hare led to the virtual extinction of NUSAS at Wits. In 1943 a rival, but
overtly political national union, the Federation of Progressive Students (FOPS) was
established by Wits students to champion the creation of a democratic and non-racial
society and secure Fort Hare’s entry to NUSAS.”® However, FOPS was refused recognition
at UCT" but won control of the Wits SRC in 1944, a position it retained for a number of

years.®

The structure and functioning of NUSAS after the Second World War

In order to elaborate further, it is necessary to examine the political views held by students
at NUSAS universities as well as the structure and functioning of the national union. During
the Second World War, NUSAS was in theory a federation of the SRCs of all the English-
medium universities as well as the Afrikaans-medium HUC. In practice however, because
of its indecisive policy on segregation, NUSAS came to be divorced from the SRCs and
power resided in individuals and members of campus NUSAS branches. Largely because
of the shelving of the divisive Fort Hare issue, a thriving three hundred and fifty-strong
NUSAS branch operated at UCOFS throughout the War, though not on the other ANS-
affiliated campuses where NUSAS was proscribed.®* Partly to mitigate the effects of the
ANS's recruitment of the Afrikaans Normal Colleges and its indoctrination of teachers and
school children with Christian National Education (CNE), NUSAS invited the English-
medium teacher training colleges to affiliate in 1936.%2 Each affiliated SRC paid
membership fees to NUSAS based on the number of students registered at their university.

Thus all registered students at a NUSAS-affiliated centre automatically became members

> UC Tattle vol. 7 no. 1, 4.10.1940; Die Spantou, 28.8.1940.

® Translation of ‘liewer met ‘n honderd naturelle sal saamwerk as met 'n duisend Afrikaners’.

"BC 586 06.1, na., (R. Welsh?), ‘Copy of Address to General Meeting 20.6.1941’, pp. 1-2; ‘'SRC Wits, Motion’
nd. (19417); ‘The SRC President's Report to the General Meeting of the Students 20.8.1941 held in the Great
Hall at 5pm’; B. Murray, Wits the ‘open' years, p. 102; Wus Views vol. 7 no. 5, 13.8.1943.

8. Murray, ‘The 'Democratic” Left at Wits 1943-1948: the Federation of Progressive Students and student
politics’, Democracy, Popular Precedents, Practice and Culture, University of the Witwatersrand History
Workshop, 1994, pp. 1, 3; S. Forman, Lionel Forman a life too short- a personal memoir by Sadie Forman,
University of Fort Hare Press, Alice, 2008, pp. 78-80.

" Varsity, 14.10.1944.

8 Wus Views, 13.3.1945; B. Murray, Wits the 'open’ years, pp. 100-102.

8 The authorities at UCOFS gave the ANS and NUSAS equal recognition, thus forcing a reluctant SRC to allow
NUSAS to organise. BC 586 B1 Council Minutes 1940, p. 8; 1945, pp. 1-4; Interview with Phillip Tobias,
4.12.1997; Wus Views vol. 7 no. 5, 13.8.1943; Irawa, May 1945; SA Student, 15.3.1945.

8 BC 586 B1 Council Minutes 1936, p. 5. Die Wapenskou vol. 3 no. 3, May 1936.
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of the national union whether they wanted to or not. Branches like those at UCOFS paid
membership fees only for those students who had voluntarily joined them. Thus the bulk of

NUSAS’s membership fees were derived from the large centres of Wits and UCT.

NUSAS convened an annual council, later renamed a ‘student assembly’, where
representatives of the affiliated SRCs and local branches made policy for the national
union, policy which remained ‘non-political’ and limited to student and educational matters
— a ‘students-as-such’ orientation. The council elected an executive, headed by a
president, the executive and president being responsible for carrying out NUSAS policy.
Until the late 1950s, the presidency was an unpaid, part-time office, usually occupied by a
leading student at Wits or UCT. The day-to-day administration of NUSAS was in the hands
of a paid General Secretary based at the NUSAS head office in Cape Town. Contact
between the scattered executive members, the head office and SRCs, was through written

correspondence.

NUSAS was also a student trade union providing welfare services for its membership
through its Student Relief Department. Thus it operated an Employment Bureau, which
sourced part-time and vacation jobs for students, a Supply Association which sold
textbooks at discounted rates and a facility for the printing of lecture notes and examination
papers.®® More benefits were introduced after the War. These included the Loan Fund

which offered interest-free loans to students,®*

mostly black by the 1960s, a discount
scheme arranged with various commercial undertakings patronised by students, a baby-
sitting scheme offering student employment, and even a facility for acquiring short and long
term insurance.®® The Travel Department offered quality overseas tours to students,
though only the very affluent could afford these.®® The capital reserves accumulated from
these tremendously popular ventures allowed NUSAS to survive the Second World War
financially intact even though with the disruption of shipping the tours ceased. During the
1950s, the Travel Department expanded its offerings and co-ordinated the issuing of the
International Student Card. In 1972 the Travel Department was incorporated as the not-for-

profit South African Students’ Travel Service.?’

A Department of Social Research conducted studies into national issues such as white

% BC 586 B1 Presidential Report 1938, p. 1; Council Minutes 1939, p. 3.

% BC 586 B3 Executive Minutes 1953, p. 41.

8 Witwatersrand Student vol. 10 no. 11, 21.8.1958.

% The cost of a three-month European tour in 1952 was 300 pounds, the same amount estimated to be the
cost of a year’s university tuition and accommodation in the mid-1950s. Dome vol. 7 no. 5, 9.9.1953; BC 586
B1 Assembly Minutes 1950, p. 45; SA Student vol. 16 no. 3, October 1952. In 1970 it was R1100 while a
budget tour was R650. BC 586 B4.1, Horst Kleinschmidt to Directors of Travel and National Executive,
15.4.1970. UCT tuition fees in 1983 were approximately R1100.
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poverty,® the Transkei,® and the origins of segregation in South Africa.®® On the
campuses this research, as well as more parochial projects aimed at identifying and
ameliorating social problems®® (in the manner of the liberal SAIRR), was undertaken by the
newly created Local Committees, the ‘nuts and bolts’ of NUSAS.*? In addition, the Local
Committees administered NUSAS student welfare projects, undertook fundraising,
organised lectures, and linked up with external welfare organisations such as the Adult
Night School Movement,® the South African National Tuberculosis Association and in the
1960s, the Kupugani feeding scheme and the South African Blood Service. Local
Committees, to which students joined voluntarily, became the training grounds of the new
generation of student leaders, both of NUSAS and the SRCs. They were the most ‘political’
structures in NUSAS and were frequently out of touch with current student opinion. On
occasion they became the home of a particular political grouping or a battleground for
competing political ideologies and sometimes challenged the hegemony of the

democratically elected SRCs on the campuses and in NUSAS forums.*

The ideological orientation of students at the NUSAS-affiliated universities

Few studies have been conducted into students’ political attitudes and thus it is difficult to
gauge the political allegiances of the student bodies at the NUSAS universities. Based on
the understanding that most white students were middle-class, most were English-
speaking and at Wits, UCT and Durban, most were day students, it can be assumed that
until the early 1960s, most white Wits, UCT and Durban students supported the UP, the
party which held the middle class urban constituencies from which most of them came. In

1956 less than twelve percent® of white Natal undergraduate students supported the NP,

8 Die Wapenskou vol. 2 no. 7, September 1935; B. Murray, Wits — the early years, op. cit., p. 343.

% This was an ambitious field project led by Wits students, Philip Tobias, the renowned Wits paleoantologist
and Sidney Brenner, the Nobel laureate in genetics. It was still cited in scholarly texts many decades later. See
for example C. Bundy, ‘Land and liberation: popular rural protest and the national liberation movements in
South Africa 1920-1960°, S. Marks and S. Trapido (eds), The politics of race, class and nationalism in twentieth
century South Africa, Longman, London, 1987, pp. 269, 283.

% BC 586 B1 Assembly Minutes 1953, p. 126. The directors of this project, Lionel Forman and Harold Wolpe
devoted much of their later life to this subject. Both were members of the CPSA. Forman was to undertake one
of the first Marxist revisions of South African history, curtailed by his early death while Wolpe was to link
capitalism, segregation and influx control.

%1 Local district surveys included those of Cato Manor, Sophiatown, Booth Road Township in Natal,
Windermere and Eersterus. SA Student vol. 14 no. 4, October 1950; Cape Times, 13.7.1950; 11.7.1952. More
specific projects included investigations into African transport and eating house facilities in the Transvaal,
Transvaal mission hospitals, black sports facilities in the Cape Peninsula, the cost of living, employment
opportunities for engineering graduates and university finances. BC 586 B1 Report on the Department of
Research and Studies, 1948, pp. 9-10; Cape Times, 21.5.1951; Witwatersrand Student vol. 2 no. 9, 24.8.1950;
vol. 4 no. 1, 11.3.1952.

2 Interview with John Didcott, 18.11.1997.

% Wus Views vol. 6 no. 4, 15.6.1942; no. 6, 13.10.1942; Wus Views vol. 1 no. 1, March 1947; Varsity vol. 4 no.
3, 8.5.1945; Witwatersrand Student vol. 3 no. 6, 29.8.1951; D. Wilson, ‘The African Adult Education Movement
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dissertation, University of Cape Town, 1988, pp. 83, 85,105-106,108-109.
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% The actual figures were 72 students out of a student body of 627. T.F. Pettigrew, op. cit., pp. 31, 34.
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but nonetheless the bulk of the student body upheld white supremacist ideas similar to
those of the NP, believing for example that Africans were inherently ‘primitive’ and
‘uncivilised’ and thus suited to manual labour rather than skilled, responsible work.%
Presumably then, Natal students were UP adherents and assuming that many of them
came from Natal, a significant number probably identified with the Natal separatist and
communal segregationist ideas of Heaton Nichols who left the Natal UP to form the Union
Federal Party (UFP) in 1953.

The residential universities of Pietermaritzburg and Rhodes attracted students from the
Witwatersrand as well as a significant minority from Northern and Southern Rhodesia,’’ the
white inhabitants of the latter being known for their strongly segregationist views. Many
Rhodes students came from nearby Port Elizabeth, its middle class suburbs the domain of
the UP until the 1970s. Albany, the constituency in which Grahamstown was located, was a
UP stronghold. Some Rhodes students voted there, thus suggesting they were UP.%

Legassick has suggested that Rhodes students were liberal conservatives.

The affluent urban constituencies of Cape Town and the Witwatersrand frequently returned
candidates aligned to the liberal left wing of the UP which in the late 1940s was
represented by the deputy prime-minister, J.H. Hofmeyr. In 1953 and 1959, a liberal
minority split from the UP to join the newly formed Liberal Party (LP) and Progressive Party
(PP) respectively, both of which at their foundation endorsed a common society and a
qualified non-racial franchise. This will be discussed in more detail during the course of the
study. A significant number of NUSAS activists supported the ever radicalising LP and by
1966, the NUSAS president estimated that of the thirty percent of politically aware students
at the NUSAS-affiliated universities, the vast majority were adherents of the PP. The
apathetic ‘non/a-political’ complement supported the UP or NP, though not out of
ideological commitment but rather because of lack of exposure to a rationally argued
alternative viewpoint and the political indoctrination stemming from ‘Current Affairs’ type

programmes® (the voice of the NP) aired by the state-controlled South African

% ibid.

" Half of the members of the 1963 Rhodes SRC came from Northern or Southern Rhodesia. Rhodeo vol. 17
no. 20,19.9.1963. In 1967, the Pietermaritzburg SRC estimated that half its student body was from Rhodesia.
BC 586 B1 Congress Minutes 1967, p. 70.

% Sean Greyling argued that the student vote was very important in securing the victory of the Progressive
Reform Party in the Albany constituency in 1981. S. Greyling, ‘Rhodes University during the segregation and
apartheid eras, 1933-1990’, MA dissertation, Rhodes University, 2007, pp. 132, 138. Thus it could be argued
that after the enfranchisement of eighteen year olds in 1957, the student vote was important in university towns
and the results to some degree reflect student preferences.

% BC 586 F4, John Daniel, ‘The political attitudes of South African students’, 6.12.1966, pp. 1- 3. A 1962
survey of the political attitudes of schoolboys at St Andrew’'s, Grahamstown and Michaelhouse in the Natal
Midlands made similar findings. Schoolboy political affiliations were divided between the PP and NP while
those few supporting the UP did so only because their fathers strongly identified with the party. Many of these
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Broadcasting Corporation (SABC) on the English radio service. The politically
conscientised liberal and the non-political/apathetic/NP/UP dichotomy is reinforced when it
is realised that large mass meetings, marches and demonstrations at Wits and UCT during
the 1950s and 1960s drew a maximum of forty percent of the student body and could be

relied on to deliver a liberal vote.

Branches of political parties and overtly political organisations were banned on all
campuses'® but nonetheless operated unofficially at, for example, Wits and UCT. At
Rhodes,'* Pietermartizburg, and Durban, as well as at the teacher training colleges,
elections to the SRCs were not on a political basis, most offices being filled by
representatives of the faculties and residences. Without pre-secured mandates, this made
it difficult for these SRCs to represent the viewpoints of their student bodies in the NUSAS
assembly where increasingly complex political and ethical issues were debated and stands
taken. More often than not, delegates presented their own personal views sometimes with
serious repercussions for themselves subsequently with their student bodies. At UCT and
Wits, ideological groupings put up slates of candidates for election and by means of
‘schlentering’ (lobbying in a manner perceived to be underhand) hoped to ensure the
adoption of their policies by student government. Election manifestoes were published in
the student press and aspirant SRC candidates faced the student constituency at specially
convened electoral mass meetings. By the 1960s, some candidates spent large sums on

their electoral campaigns. %2

In most years on all campuses, at least one ideologically committed Nationalist sat on the
SRC. Thriving Afrikaans student societies existed at Wits, UCT*®® and Rhodes, though the
latter’'s was small. The Wits Afrikaanse Studenteklub became a vehicle for NP mobilisation
from the late 1950s onwards (discussed during the course of this study) but during the late
1940s and early 1950s, many Afrikaans-speaking students at Wits were believed to be

1104

neither ‘conscious of the struggle of the Afrikaner' ™" nor members or regular attenders of

the Afrikaans churches'® leading, for example, in 1951 to the closure of the campus

respondents would be university students in 1966. B. Streek, ‘White schoolboys and politics’, New African vol. 3
no. 6, 8.6.1963.

19 Guardian, 19.5.1947; Varsity vol. 6 no. 6, 19.5.1947.
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193 yvarsity vol. 16 no. 29, 3.10.1958; Day Student, 16.6.1961.
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105 ‘Report of the Youth Worker of the Nederduits Hervormde or Gereformeerde Church at the University of the
Witwatersrand to the Synod of the Church’ cited in Die Spoorslag vol. 1 no. 3, June 1951.
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branch of the Afrikaanse Taal en Kultuur Vereeniging for lack of student interest.'® The
Afrikaans student associations at UCT and Rhodes were largely non-political social clubs,

197 and were led on

hosting concerts, day trips and ‘volkspele’ (traditional dancing),
occasion by liberals. For example, the Rhodes 1957 chairperson was Jan Breitenbach
who, as headmaster of St Johns College, Johannesburg, opened the school to all races

and abolished cadets'®

while the 1964 chair was Johan Maree, later a Marxist sociologist
with ties to the progressive trade union movement. A poll conducted at UCT in 1958
revealed that most campus Afrikaans-speakers were not in favour of the removal of black
students from the university,'® official government policy, suggesting that like those at Wits

a decade earlier, they were either NP dissidents or UP-aligned.

A small but politically more powerful group than committed Nationalists was the diverse
radical socialist left. With the entry of the Soviet Union into the Second World War, the
Comintern-aligned CPSA threw itself enthusiastically into the Allied war effort winning for
itself for a time a hitherto unknown respectability in South Africa. Some student members
and adherents of the CPSA were attracted less to the doctrinaire Soviet communism of the

party but more to its non-racialism and political equality — unique in South African politics.

The Trotskyite left was committed to permanent revolution and was anti-Stalinist. It was
composed of inter alia, the predominantly coloured Anti-CAD, the Progressive Forum,
various ‘Fellowship’ societies and after it fissured in the late 1930s, the rump of the All
African Convention, the latter an African united front formed in 1935 to oppose the Native
Trust and Land Act which disenfranchised Cape African voters in 1936. In 1939 these
various Trotskyite groupings united to form the Non-European Unity Movement (NEUM).
NEUM opposed any collaboration with ruling class, implicitly white structures, including the
SRC and NUSAS, thus relegating NEUM adherents to the role of armchair intellectuals
rather than political activists. Exceptions to this passive/non-collaborationist rule occurred
after NEUM split in 1958, some members of Anti-CAD, the Fellowships and the
Witwatersrand branch of the AAC affiliate, the Society of Young Africa (SOYA), demanding
a greater commitment to socialism, non-racial organisational structures and substantial
white participation.’*® Between 1958 and late 1960 a number of NEUM adherents served
on the UCT and Wits SRCs, pushing these bodies to the left. Both campuses witnessed

the establishment of non-racial, NEUM-leaning but largely non-partisan Student Fellowship

108 vitwatersrand Student vol. 3 no. 5, 25.6.1951.
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Societies. !

To the radical left could be added various independent Marxists as well as democratic
socialists and social democrats, the latter two who accepted a constitutional route to
socialism. Formative influences on the radical left included Zionist socialist youth groups
like Hashomair Hatzair, family backgrounds rooted in trade unionism and the white Labour
Party, the Indian Congresses (established initially in 1894 by Mahatma Gandhi to oppose
trading restrictions on Indians), the Springbok Legion (a radical ex-servicemen’s ‘trade

112

union’ which had a branch at Wits™) and even the Catholic Church.

Socialists were organised into various campus societies. A student branch of the CPSA™*®
competed with its anti-Stalinist rival, the Progressive Forum (with which NUSAS stalwarts

d'**) for the loyalty of the Wits radical left.**

Philip Tobias and Sydney Brenner sympathise
However, the major socialist organisation at Wits during the Second World War was the
Students’ Labour League (SLL), initially affiliated to the white Labour Party. The SLL put up
a candidate in the Johannesburg municipal elections. Following its banning on the Wits
campus, the SLL was replaced by FOPS.*® FOPS at Wits and UCT was not sectarian and
was composed of an ideologically diverse group of radicals, as was the Diogenes Society

at the Wits Medical School and UCT’s (unofficial?) Student Socialist Party.**’

08 and still

UCT’s long-standing Modern World Society, in existence since at least 194
extant in the mid-1960s was an uneasy mix of CPSA adherents, Trotskyites and other
Marxists. Moreover, it had close ties to the Modern Youth Society which in turn had links to
the ANC’s youth wing, the Youth League (ANCYL),'*® established in 1944. During the late
1940s and early 1950s, almost the entire executive of the Transvaal ANCYL was studying
at Wits. Reflecting the organisation’s ideological characteristics, Wits Youth Leaguers,

including Law student, Nelson Mandela, were African nationalist and anti-communist and

11 \witwatersrand Student vol. 11 no. 11, 26.6.1959; B. Hirson, Revolutions in my life, Witwatersrand University

Press, Johannesburg, 1995, p. 270.
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documents64.htm accessed 26.8.2009.
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suspicious of the white left in general.’® Nonetheless, some Youth Leaguers like Diliza Mji
and Peter Tsele served on the Wits SRC*** with well-known CPSA adherents such as Joe

Slovo and Harold Wolpe and with them participated in the NUSAS assembly deliberations.

During the 1940s, the political allegiances of Fort Hare students were divided unequally
between the nationally weak ANC and the more prominent All African Convention (AAC).
Eddie Roux, the botanist, visited Fort Hare to recruit members to the CPSA in 1933.
Whether he succeeded to do so is unclear — students did read the CPSA magazine Indlela
Yenkululeko - but his visit led to an official ban on political discussion on the campus.*?*
Nonetheless, student life at Fort Hare was deeply political. Political debate was the
‘favourite pastime’, the ‘main game’.**®> Moreover, seemingly non-political issues such as

how students viewed the future,?

the quality of food, compulsory attendance at church
services or rules imposed by the Anglican, Methodist and Presbyterian ministers who
administered the university residences in a somewhat rigid fashion could provoke student

mobilisation.'?®

Radical left wing societies were seemingly absent at Rhodes and Natal, though radical
students did at times make their presence felt there. A radical grouping of students from
UNNE and Durban were sometimes gathered together by Durban Psychology lecturer, Kurt
Danziger (a member of the Communist Party) during the mid-1950s, if only to establish
their suitability for recruitment to the Communist Party.'*® Many UNNE students were
deeply politicised and were aligned to the Natal Indian Congress (NIC), the ANC*?" and the
NEUM. While waiting for their late afternoon/evening classes to commence, they spent
their time arguing about philosophy, socialism and communism. The UNNE student
newspaper, Student Call (edited in the mid-1950s by Mac Maharaj, a communist member

of the NIC and later a member of the ANC’s armed wing and presidential advisor to Jacob
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Zuma) was banned by the Natal University authorities because of its confrontational tone

and was thus brought out clandestinely.*?®

The white campuses of Durban and Pietermaritzburg had peculiarities which led to the
existence of distinctly conservative pockets of students. Pietermaritzburg’'s Faculty of
Agriculture had a dual system of control whereby staff members were both university
employees and bilingual civil servants answerable to the state.'” Many were Afrikaner
Nationalists, some of whom were members of the Broederbond, a secret Afrikaans male
organisation established in 1918 to champion Afrikaner language, culture and economic
interests which was intimately entwined with the NP. This institutional conservatism added
to the conservativeness of agriculture students, many of whom hailed from rural farming
communities in South Africa and across the Limpopo (forty percent from the
‘Rhodesias’).’®* Many would become farmers themselves or enter the civil service as
agricultural officers. Agricultural students (‘agrics’) were a powerful presence at
Pietermaritzburg. Known for their drinking, rugby and rowdiness, the ‘farmer’'s song’ was
the ‘anthem’ of Pietermaritzburg sung at inter-university sports events. Agrics were not
interested in the ‘political issues of the day’, ‘accepted the prevailing paternalistic attitudes
regarding race relations’ and were generally anti-NP.**! During some years agriculture
students stirred from their apathy and awoke to their political strength and took control of

the SRC, pushing it in a more conservative, less ‘political’ direction.

Relative to other faculties in the university and to other universities, Durban had a
preponderance of commerce and engineering students, students known for their

conservative bent,**

presumably because they dealt with numbers and inanimate objects
rather than people as in the humanities and medicine. Unlike at Wits, where engineers
were a vocal and disruptive force at mass meetings,** but generally eschewed organised
student politics, ‘engineers were the main drivers of political life on the Durban campus’.***
‘We are the engineers from varsity’ was the anthem of Durban.® Adding to the

conservativeness of Durban was the existence of a very powerful Accountancy Society
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during the 1950s and 1960s.*® Many accounting students were part-timers holding down
full-time jobs. They were often older and had more responsibilities and were probably less
affluent than the average student, making it likely that they had outgrown or could not

afford the youthful idealism which drove much left wing student activism.

Rhodes opened a Faculty of Divinity in the 1950s. This lent a new character to the campus.
During the 1960s divinity students played a prominent role in student life, also in campus
politics, where they were often liberal left.”*” The Universities of Cape Town and the
Witwatersrand were liberal in the sense that they upheld a conscience clause and did not
subscribe to any religious beliefs. Official university functions were devoid of religious
trappings and students were not asked their religious affiliations on their application
forms.™® Wits established a Divinity Faculty in 1962 but it was only in 1967 that UCT
introduced any faith studies, and even then, these took the form of comparative religion**
rather than the theology of any specific faith. Nonetheless, like at the other universities,

religion played an important role in many students’ lives.

Student Jewish Associations (SJA) existed on all the English-medium white campuses as
well as at Stellenbosch.'*® Their affiliation to the cautious South African Union of Jewish
and Zionist Students tempered the liberalism and radicalism of much of the SJAS
membership. Large branches of the evangelical ecumenical SCA existed on all university
campuses. Though it preached a social gospel*** and ecumenicism tends to tolerance, the
SCA was apolitical and implicitly conservative in the 1950s and 60s. This conservatism
possibly stemmed from appeasing the conservative Afrikaans-speaking section.'** The
SCA divided into racially and linguistically separate structures in 1951 because of English
fears of Afrikaans domination. However, Afrikaans-speakers had long demanded
separation and had taken the bulk of its membership into a new Afrikaanse Christen
Studentevereniging.'*® During the mid-1960s the SCA left the World Student Christian

Federation after the world body condemned apartheid. This is discussed in chapter ten.

Separate to the SCAs were the Anglican Students’ Societies (affiliated to the Anglican

Students’ Federation) established after the War on all English-medium campuses as well

1% BC 586 03.1, ‘Minutes of an SRC meeting adjourned from the 28" August, held on Wednesday 5

September 1956 at. 6 p.m. at City Buildings’, p. 5; A2.1, Maeder Osler to Jonty (Driver) and Ros (Traub),
5.6.1964.

7 Rhodeo vol. 12 no. 3, 29.8.1958; 27.10.1962; vol. 17 no. 20, 19.9.1963; vol. 19 no. 6, 8.4.1965.

138 BC 586 05.1, David Clain to Neville Rubin, 17.2.1958, p. 3.

139 hitp://web.uct.ac.za/depts/religion/ accessed 26.9.2010.

140 bje Stellenbosse Student 1967, pp. 119-120.

141 R Elphick, op. cit., pp. 75-76.

192 BC 586 A2.1, Adrian Leftwich to Derek Bostock, 7.8.1962; Derek Bostock to Adrian Leftwich, 10.8.1962.
% Rhodeo, 4.8.1951.



http://web.uct.ac.za/depts/religion/

59

as at Fort Hare and Stellenbosch.'* The ASF preached non-racialism and liberalism and
during the 1960s engaged with radical theology and political thought, its newsletters, for
example, interrogating the ideas of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, a Lutheran theologian murdered by
the Nazis.’* The National Catholic Federation of Students (NCFS) was established in
1945 by a socialist vice-president of NUSAS, Jimmy Stewart, and had branches on most
university campuses. The NCFS remained closely associated with NUSAS, even bearing
the inscription ‘in association with NUSAS’ and hosted its congresses simultaneously with
NUSAS at the same venue. It remained consistently liberal — most members in the 1960s
were believed to be supporters of the Progressive or Liberal Parties - although pressure
from students and priests at Pretoria pulled it to the right and even in opposition to NUSAS
on occasion.**® At Fort Hare religious societies like the NCFS and ASF provided an outlet

for political expression during the politically oppressive 1960s.**’

The conservative Cold War environment of the 1950s witnessed a religious revival in
Britain.’*® South Africa was no exception. At Pietermaritzburg, attendance at religious
meetings surpassed that of all other society meetings together.**® Campus crusades led by
Canon Bryan Green and Dr John Stott of the London-based evangelical Anglican
University Christian Mission inspired a mass following™° as did the Oxford Movement or
the Moral Rearmament Movement which eschewed politics and sought a change in heart
and a dedication to a life of purity amongst its adherents.*** During the late 1960s, Michael

Cassidy’s African Enterprise also drew packed meetings.'*?

An Islamic Society existed at Wits during the 1950s and early 60s**®

and a Muslim prayer
room existed at UCT along with those provided for other faiths. In the late 1960s a series of
controversial debates, political rather than religious, between Zionists and Muslims
regarding Israel/Palestine took place at UCT.™* UCT hosted inter-faith meetings during the

late 1950s>®> while Wits launched an ‘ecumenical dialogue’ in 1967.%° Flowing from the
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1960s counter-culture movement, Sufism, Buddhism and Taoism won a following at UCT

and Wits.™ The Dissenters Society at Rhodes hosted a Hindu swami'®® while

Atheist/Rationalist societies existed at Wits®®

160

and UCT. Considering how alien atheism
was to South Africa,™ it is surprising that the UCT society upheld white South African
racism and in defiance of a student body decision still hosted a whites-only dance in

1967.1°1

The English-medium universities offered a rich variety of clubs and societies for those who
were interested, but the continuous complaints of student apathy meant that these were
probably led and patronised only by a minority of the student body. The majority of
students enthusiastically attended and participated in fun-filled intervarsity rugby matches,
dances and ambitious charity rag activities,'®® but though social, these became deeply

controversial and politicised because of black participation — discussed in this study.

Gender relations reflected those of white South African society where women were shut
out of public life and confined to the domestic arena where they were expected to fulfil the
role of wife and mother. Thus women enrolled for arts and education courses — teaching
being regarded as a suitable career for a woman - rather than in, for example, engineering
and medicine, the Faculty of Medicine at Wits maintaining a twenty to twenty two percent
female quota.’®® Rhodes offered a practical secretarial course during the 1950s, which
student commentators believed was having the effect of turning the university into a

‘French finishing school for young ladies’.*®*

With the exception of the Second World War period, which witnessed a significant exodus
of men from the universities,*®®> women, a minority on all campuses, played a subsidiary
role in organised campus life and student government. Student newspapers of the 1950s

and 1960s were littered with pictures of rag queens, drum majorettes, ‘girl of the month’
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and even articles on fashion and beauty.'®® A somewhat paternalistic and moralistic
proposal by radical Christian and SJA male SRC members to abolish UCT’s rag queen
competition and drum majorettes because they bred a ‘definite class of floozy’ was howled
down because it brought ridicule to the SRC.**” NUSAS was similarly sexist. Amongst the
wide-ranging topics addressed by its annual winter school, none addressed women’s
issues or gender. Moreover, the Local Committee at Barkly House Nursery Training
College even hosted a series of lectures on beauty culture.'® Mannequin parades raised
funds for NUSAS welfare activities™® and a ‘harem’ of female NUSAS congress goers was
auctioned off by its male counterparts.'”® NUSAS had only two female presidents until the
1970s, Patricia Arnett and Margaret Marshall. Both headed their campus Local Committees
and in the case of Patricia Arnett, the outgoing 1951 president, Philip Tobias actively
championed her candidacy.'™ The natural successor to the 1962/3 presidency was a
woman. Though she was not keen to take up the position, the male NUSAS president,
Adrian Leftwich, said that however emancipated he was regarding women'’s role in society,
he could not ‘accept...a woman at the head of NUSAS, particularly in the tough political
context of 1962'.1"2 Sexism slowly began to give way at the very end of the 1960s following
the emergence of an international youth counter culture and the rise of the New Left in the

wake of the student revolutions in the USA and Europe in the second half of the 1960s.

The New Left stressed popular participation in and democratisation of all institutions within
society and the cultivation of new forms of consciousness and political mobilisation. An
international women’s movement emerged which took root on the English-medium
campuses and in NUSAS in the early 1970s. The sexual revolution led to suggestions that

3 while

the contraceptive pill be made available at campus student health facilities®’
homosexuality became a topic for serious open discussion, though partly because of new
legislation further criminalising it.'* NUSAS supported the rights of minorities and
accordingly was represented on a ‘Homosexual Alliance’ aimed at stopping the new

legislation.*™ It is significant that Margaret Marshall, as chief justice of Massachusetts,
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wrote the ground-breaking and precedent-setting judgement legalising same-sex unions in
her state in 2003."® UCT’s famous 1968 ‘Mafeje sit-in’ (discussed during the course of the
study) embraced ‘free love’ and so incorporated a ‘love-in’.}”" ‘Sit-ins’ were new forms of
protest which entailed the occupation of a building of some power institution in society.
These often included ‘teach-ins’, open ended participatory seminars pioneered by
American student Vietham war protesters and were frequently accompanied by guitar
playing and folk-singing. The political and social conscience lyrics of musicians like Bob
Dylan and in the 1970s, Sixto Rodriguez,'” made a deep impression on left wing South
African students. Not surprisingly then, folk singing and attendance at the Gorrelpot folk
singing club were banned by the Pretoria SRC because they would promote liberal
values.'” Denim, the sartorial symbol of the 1960s youth counter-culture, finally displaced

the conservative university dress code'®

against which students had chafed since the
1940s."®" Despite these social and cultural changes, South African students, both black
and white, were far more socially, morally and politically conservative than their American
and European counterparts. For example, a drug culture did not take root at South African
universities during the 1960s, though in 1970 preparations for a NUSAS protest was

accompanied by marijuana.®?

Liberalism during the Second World War

The Second World War led to an influx of people into the urban areas to take advantage of
the labour opportunities opened up by the expanding war-time economy. Linked to this,
South Africa experienced an increase in industrial action and subsistence protests. During
the early stages of the War, when the Allies were on the defensive, the UP government
appeared to be liberalising. The social and economic interdependence of black and white
began to be recognised as well as the permanence of a settled urban black population — a

situation accepted by the 1947 Fagan Commission on urban Africans. However, this did
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not necessarily imply a commitment to extending voting rights to urban Africans.'® The
pass laws were applied less rigorously while African trade unions were promised official
recognition.*®* At the same time, the recognition of Africans as ‘social citizens’ was implicit
in the mooted extension of state social welfare benefits, for example, a national health
insurance scheme, to all South Africans.'®® Importantly, in 1942, Smuts announced that
‘segregation had fallen on evil days’. The Atlantic Charter and its vision of a post-War
democratic dispensation had reverberations in South Africa. So too did the ‘Four
Freedoms’, which with their origins in Roosevelt's ‘New Deal’, ‘marked a new era in
Western liberalism’. The SAIRR investigated ways of applying the Atlantic Charter to
African conditions,*®® while the Four Freedoms inspired the ANC’s ‘African Claims’ and bill
of rights, the former demanding inter alia full enfranchisement, justice and state social
welfare for Africans.’® Against the background of European fascism and far-right
extremism in South Africa, Marquard made a case for socialism.'® Marquard argued that
South Africa had reached the limits of liberal reformism and thus future improvements in
African living conditions would only be achieved by a militant, non-racial industrial working
class movement.*®® Marquard, along with other liberals in the employ of the Union Defence
Force’s Army Education Service, exposed soldiers to liberal democratic ideas and in

Marquard’s case, an inclusive non-racial South African nationalism.*%

NUSAS after the Second World War

The cessation of hostilities in Europe and North Africa in 1944-5 led to a large influx of ex-
service people (mainly male) into the English universities.* Imbued with anti-fascist
democratic ideals instilled by the War itself and by the Army Education Service,'* ex-
service people came to play an influential role in university life until the late 1940s.'® They

also tipped the balance of power in NUSAS away from the white South Africanists and
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ensured that it moved in a far more recognisably liberal and racially inclusive direction. The
first post-war NUSAS executive under the presidency of Arnold Klopper, an Afrikaans-

speaking medical student, vice-president of the Wits SRC, member of FOPS and the

4

Students’ Labour League,’® was devoid of segregationists and with a further three

socialist'®®

the 1970s.

and two liberal incumbents, was probably the organisation’s most radical until

At the annual council meeting in July 1945, NUSAS took what many white South Africanist
students believed was another dangerous step into party politics and the white ‘race’
guestion by denouncing in the name of ‘defending democracy in education’ the opposition
NP’s attempt to impose racial segregation on the universities.*® This private member’s bill
arose from an unsuccessful attempt by the ANS and Nationalist students to remove a
coloured member of the Student Socialist Party from the UCT SRC in 1944."" This in turn
led to the adoption by the UCT student body of the ‘Status quo agreement’ which upheld
academic non-segregation (integrated lectures, academic societies and SRCs) but
acknowledged the existence of a social colour bar on the campus — mainly a prohibition on

1% _ put not the tea room and ablutions. Far

racially mixed dances, residences and sport
more controversially, Fort Hare’s application for membership of NUSAS was finally
approved in 1945.'*° This paved the way for the affiliation of other black educational
institutions such as Hewat Training College in Athlone,?®® UNNE (whose representation on

201

the Durban SRC was abolished by the university authorities in 1946)“ and somewhat

d 202

later, both the Pius the Twelfth Catholic University College in Basutolan and the Bantu

Normal College in Pretoria.”®

The admission of Fort Hare to NUSAS marked a decisive turning point for the organisation.
NUSAS effectively abandoned segregation and embraced a liberal, racially inclusive
understanding of South Africanism. At the same time, it dealt a blow to exclusive white

South Africanism and a possible rapprochement with the Afrikaans universities, some of
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whose representatives observed the 1945 council meeting. The UCOFS NUSAS branch
disaffiliated and dissolved, its mandate for continued existence being predicated on
NUSAS remaining white.?®* The UCT SRC voted to disaffiliate from NUSAS too, but was
unable to secure a mandate from the ex-service people-augmented student body to effect
this.?®> Simultaneously, the conservative UP-supporting SRC members, the 1944 NUSAS
president, and some Stellenbosch students, attempted unsuccessfully to establish a new
white national student federation®® by exploiting the organisational chaos in the Afrikaans
student world that followed the terminal decline of the ANS, a victim of the 1943 internecine
turf war between the Ossewabrandwag and the NP. Meanwhile in NUSAS itself, the FOPS-
controlled Wits SRC and the newly affiliated black centres attempted equally
unsuccessfully to transform NUSAS into an overtly political organisation which would
promote ‘equality of political opportunity’ and not just ‘equality of educational and economic
opportunity’ for all South Africans and would actively ‘build democracy’ in South Africa and
not just ‘defend’ South Africa’s partial, flawed, white ‘democracy’.?®’ These measures

indicated that the radical left was moving against the grain of the white electorate.

The political triumph of the hitherto disunited forces of radical Afrikaner nationalism
represented by the shock 1948 electoral victory of the Herenigde Nasionale Party (HNP)
and its Afrikaner Party (AP) ally - the latter a moderately nationalist party established by
Hertzog following his exit from the HNP in 1943, which ironically included OB members
excluded by the HNP?®- was the greatest disaster to befall South Africa in the twentieth
century. It also dealt a mortal blow to white South Africanism as represented by the
defeated UP. The South African radical left, including the ANC, realised with foreboding
that the extreme racial separation envisaged in the Nationalist Alliance’s apartheid policy
and the fascist tendencies exhibited by many of its adherents, posed a far greater threat to
the interests of the black majority and the pursuit of democracy than the UP and its
segregation policy ever had. Nonetheless, like UP adherents, many radicals believed that
the Nationalist election victory was a temporary aberration (the Alliance won less than forty
percent of the vote), which would be reversed at the next election.”® Accordingly, FOPS

and the Springbok Legion approached Wits UP supporters with a view to forming an anti-

2% |nterview with Phillip Tobias, 4.12.1997; Rand Daily Mail, 7.7.1945; Irawa, August 1945.

205 cape Times, 9.8.1945; Die Burger, 10.8.1945, 14.8.1945; Varsity vol. 4 no. 7, 27.8.1945; Nux no. 6,
22.8.1945; New Era vol. 1 no. 34, 27.9.1945.

2% BC 586 B1 Presidential Report 1946, p. 2; Cape Times, 9.8.1945; Die Burger, 10.8.1945; Varsity vol. 4 no.
7,27.8.1945.

07 BC 586 B1 ‘Draft constitution 1946'; Assembly Minutes 1946, pp. 2-3; SA Student, 1.10.1946.

08, Welsh, The rise and fall of apartheid, Jonathan Ball, Cape Town and Johannesburg, 2009, p. 27.

209 ‘Telling Vorster where to get off’, extract from Joe Slovo, The unfinished autobiography, Ravan,
Johannesburg, 1995, Mail and Guardian, 24.11.1995; D. Welsh, The rise and fall of apartheid, op. cit., p. 26.



66

Nationalist front, but were spurned for their efforts.?® UP-supporting students focussed
their attention instead on shoring up white South Africanism and winning non-Nationalist

Afrikaners and moderate Nationalists to this cause.

The first NUSAS assembly meeting a few months after the fateful general election formed
part of a ‘congress’, a student festival composed of a drama festival, sports tournament, art
exhibition and debating competition intended to draw all South African students into the
national union on the basis of a common studenthood.?** However, participants in the
NUSAS assembly deliberations came away from the congress anything but united. The

212 was

UCT delegation, composed of a conservative SCA member and UP Youth activists,
determined that NUSAS would pursue white co-operation. The radical Wits SRC** was
equally determined that in view of the change of government and the fact that the NP had
threatened to implement university apartheid in its election manifesto that NUSAS would
adopt an actively progressive policy in student affairs. Against the wishes of Durban and
UCT, the latter because such a measure would forever deter the return of the Afrikaans
centres, the assembly voted to enshrine in the constitution the principle of equality and
non-segregation in university affairs.?** However, it was the social colour bar that proved to
be the most fatally divisive measure of the 1948 assembly. Against the strident opposition
of Wits and the black centres, the 1947 NUSAS assembly had adopted a social colour bar
aimed at excluding black students from the thoughtlessly and insensitively arranged official
1947 congress ball held at UCT where the ‘Status quo agreement’ was in force.?® Arguing
in 1948 that it could not remain in an organisation which discriminated against its student
body, the Hewat College delegation was instrumental in the lifting of this colour bar and the
decision that in future all NUSAS congress functions would be open to all.**® This was the

last straw.

In August 1948 the UCT SRC voted to secede from NUSAS. In doing so it joined Rhodes
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and Natal Training College,?"’

the former defending its 1947 disaffiliation by alleging that
NUSAS was dominated by Jews and Indians who with the black centres and
unrepresentative branches made policy opposed by the large (white) universities.?'®
Durban followed soon after with similarly racist reasons and an objection to the inclusion of
academic non-segregation in the NUSAS constitution.”®® With NUSAS effectively
shattered, the stakes were high for winning over its former membership. In August 1948
the Broederbond was instrumental in the launch of a new Afrikaanse Studentebond
(ASB)** which brought together a whole host of competing Afrikaans-speaking student
organisations hitherto divided by ideological, regional and organisational differences.?*
The ASB was open to Afrikaans-speaking Protestant whites and aimed to champion their
cultural interests. One of its chief objectives was to challenge NUSAS, which because of its
pursuit of racial integration, it regarded as ‘communist’. In accordance with the ASB’s
apartheid principles, it envisaged the creation of a confederally linked ‘English Bond’ to

replace NUSAS.?*

The NUSAS executive under the presidency of Phillip Tobias mounted an all-embracing
campaign to win back the university centres.?”® NUSAS’s honorary president, J.H.
Hofmeyr, privately advised NUSAS to stick to its principles even if it meant the death of the
organisation, and not back-down on the inclusion of Fort Hare, a decision he nonetheless
had regarded at the time as premature and the reason for the disaffiliations.?** Under the
close interested scrutiny of ASB observers from Pretoria University and the hostile
interventions of local Nationalists, Tobias, the Local NUSAS Committee and ex-service

people failed by ten votes to convince UCT's largest ever student mass meeting to

21" Cape Times, 18.8.1948.

218 BC 586 B3 Executive Minutes 1948, p. 3; SA Student vol. 11 no. 4, November 1947. Rhodes attended the
1948 congress because a centre wishing to disaffiliate from NUSAS could only do so after the required two

ears' notice of this intention to do so had elapsed.

9 BC 586 B3 Executive Minutes 1948, pp. 2-3; Die Burger, 16.8.1948; Cape Times, 16.8.1948; Nux, 1.9.1948.
220 A N. Pelzer, Die Afrikaner-Broederbond: eerste 50 jaar, Tafelberg, Cape Town, 1980, p. 145.

2L The post-war Afrikaans student organisations included the following: An Afrikaanse Studentebond (ASB)
was founded at Bloemfontein in December 1945 by the NP to counter the discredited Nazi ANS. Die Matie,
12.4.1946; Die Nuwe Orde, 3.1.1946; Die Wapenskou, November 1945. The Christian Republican Student
Union based at Potchefstroom and Bloemfontein was also an anti-ANS NP creation. It supported a Kruger
style, authoritarian, theocratic republic. A Republican Student Union also existed at Pretoria University. P.
Furlong, The crown and the swastika: the impact of the radical right on the Afrikaner Nationalist movement in
the fascist era, Witwatersrand University Press, Johannesburg, 1991, p. 231. The South African Student
Federation was formed at Potchefstroom in September 1946. It was a Christian, Afrikaans united front of SRCs
and student organisations aimed at countering the ‘communist’ NUSAS. The Federasie van Blanke Suid-
Afrikaner Studente was established in July 1947 as a white Afrikaans student group to fight for Christianity and
Afrikaans language rights and to oppose communism. Its membership included students from all campuses.
Nux, 25.6.1947.

222 pje Burger, 16.8.1948; Star, 16.8.1948.

% Guardian, 19.8.1948; Cape Times, 21.8.1948; SA Student Special Edition, August 1948.

224 |nterview with Phillip Tobias, 4.12.1997.



68

withdraw the SRC'’s notice of disaffiliation.??®

The UCT SRC went ahead with its plans to host an inter-SRC conference, the prelude to a
new national student organisation. In January 1949 a preliminary meeting of
representatives of all the white universities failed to reach a consensus regarding future co-
operation. With the exception of Durban, all the English-medium representatives refused to
be part of any organisation which excluded black students, the demand of their Afrikaans-
medium counterparts.?”® Gerrit Viljoen®" of the University of Pretoria’s compromise that
Pretoria would forego its affiliation to the ASB and join instead a whites-only body that
would liaise with a separately constituted black structure at federal executive level, was
found unacceptable.”® This inter-SRC meeting demonstrated to many white South
Africanists that their dream of white unity was becoming increasingly unrealistic and that
support for the ASB, radical Afrikaner nationalism and extreme racial separation, was not

just a minority phenomenon as many of them had mistakenly believed.

The realities of NP rule were becoming apparent by the end of 1948. In response to the
ASB'’s plea that black students be removed from Wits and UCT,?* Malan, the new prime
minister, announced in parliament in August 1948 that an ‘intolerable state of affairs’ and
an ‘unpleasant relationship’ between black and white existed at some universities which
would be remedied by the introduction of university apartheid.?° Rhodes returned to
NUSAS in August 1948. It argued, inaccurately, that the national union’s racial policy was
less progressive than that of the SCA?** but in reality it did not wish to be associated with
the NP which opposition to NUSAS implied.

Campus politics re-aligned in the face of the change of government and new distinctly
liberal organisations came into existence. At UCT and Wits these won control of their
respective SRCs.?* At UCT, the student UP split, its left wing joining socialists and other

liberals in the new Students Liberal Association (SLA) established in August 1948 to fight
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university apartheid and secure re-affiliation to NUSAS.?** At Wits FOPS lost control of the
SRC and ultimately disbanded because it had become too sectarian to mobilise campus
support against university apartheid.?®** Its adherents moved into a new Wits Students
Liberal Association (SLA) and in so doing turned it into a more radical and overtly political
body than its liberal founders, such as Michael O’ Dowd (later of Anglo American who
espoused capitalist modernisation as a remedy for apartheid), had intended.?®* Evidently
precipitated by the anti-British tendencies displayed by the NP in its republican orientation
and immigration policy, a Students’ Commonwealth Liberal Union was founded at Rhodes.
This organisation espoused closer unity with the British Commonwealth and a conservative
liberal policy of co-operation with the black population ‘as the only means of preserving

Western civilisation and averting communism’.?*®

A branch of the ANCYL was established at Fort Hare in November 1948 by the
organisation’s national president, A.P. Mda. This branch was militantly African nationalist
and non-collaborationist. At Fort Hare’s ‘Completers Social’ in 1949, Robert Sobukwe,
president of the Fort Hare SRC and later founder of the Pan Africanist Congress,
denounced missionary liberalism and called on students to transform Fort Hare into an
African nationalist institution like Stellenbosch was to Afrikaners.”®” The branch devoted

8 which

much of its time to the drawing up of the ANCYL's Programme of Action,??
advocated the use of strikes, boycotts and non-collaboration to achieve African liberation.
Under pressure from its youth league, this was eventually adopted by the hitherto
moderate, constitutionally-orientated ANC at its 1949 national congress as its new militant
anti-apartheid action plan. The ANCYL took control of the Fort Hare SRC in 1948, eclipsing
the AAC, which in the aftermath of the NP victory appeared too compliant to white rule.?%
Emerging from the AAC and the NEUM in 1951 were the Society for Young Africans
(SOYA) and the Durban Students’ Union (DSU) respectively, the former winning strong
support at Fort Hare and the latter at UNNE.?*° Although Fort Hare later denied this, at the

end of 1948 unverified reports suggested that it had disaffiliated from NUSAS.**
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In early 1949, the SLA-controlled UCT SRC voted to re-affiliate to NUSAS.?*? In order to
ensure the total collapse of NUSAS, the NP SRC members, their campus supporters and
UP right wingers did their utmost (often underhandedly) to postpone having this decision
taken to the student body for its ratification.?** NUSAS and the SLA again mounted a huge
publicity campaign including the hosting of a NUSAS gala week to impress on students the
practical benefits of NUSAS.** The mass meeting voted to re-affiliate as did,

overwhelmingly, a referendum.?*®

In the meantime, NUSAS had done much to address the grievances of the disaffected
campuses. The voting power of the large centres was substantially augmented so as to
dilute the power of the small (black) centres and branches.?® Under the leadership of
Tobias, NUSAS adopted the organising slogan, ‘unity without uniformity’. The loyalty of
NUSAS's vast conservative student base would be won and retained through the provision
of an efficient student welfare/benefits programme and exciting varied congress
programme. To ensure that NUSAS policy was broadly representative of its conservative
base, the student assembly and policy making powers were firmly vested in the hands of
the affiliated SRCs. Student bodies and SRCs could dissociate from policy with which they
were not in agreement.?*’ Legassick argued that these reforms of Tobias provided NUSAS
some space in which to embark on a moderate political programme.?*® At the 1949 NUSAS
conference, the constitutional enshrinement of academic non-segregation, which had
caused so much dissatisfaction the previous year, was revisited. The black centres and the
tiny radical Pretoria University branch refused to have this removed from the constitution to
an entrenched schedule of policy from which centres could dissociate. Eventually a Wits
CPSA-brokered compromise was accepted. The actual words ‘upholding academic non-
segregation’ were removed from the constitution but the sentiment was retained. Durban

was permitted to uphold segregation®*® and thus returned to NUSAS in early 1950.

With its mass student base secured and moreover, united in the defence of university
autonomy,?® NUSAS laid the foundations for its eventually vast, all-embracing local and
international academic freedom campaign. On the basis of the freedom of the university to

decide who, what, how and by whom to teach — adapted by Tobias from a speech
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delivered at Wits by J.H. Hofmeyr on Roosevelt's ‘Four Freedoms’®** - NUSAS enlisted the
support of civil society groups such as university staff associations, the SAIRR, churches
and the press, as well as members of parliament, against the removal of black students
from UCT and Wits.?*? The divided cabinet, in particular its AP Minister of Education, Arts
and Science, J.H. Viljoen, was initially reluctant to interfere in the universities’ autonomy
and legislate university apartheid.”®® It thus attempted to force the university authorities to
do its dirty work for it by using the Nationalist press to sway public opinion against racially

254

mixed universities by raising the old bogey of miscegenation. It also adopted

administrative measures to restrict black enrolment at Wits and UCT. In 1949 the state

5 and all

scholarships awarded to Africans studying medicine at Wits were withdrawn®
foreign Africans were barred from white universities including, for example, Wits student,
Eduardo Mondlane, the future founder of the Mozambique Liberation Front (FRELIMO).*®
From 1949 the government limited the issuance of inter-provincial permits to prospective
Indian students making it increasingly difficult for those from Natal to study at Wits and

UCT.®’

Other apartheid measures appeared thick and fast on the statute books. In 1949 and 1950,
the Prohibition of Mixed Marriages and Immorality Amendment Acts prohibited marriages
and sexual relations between whites and any other race group. The Population
Registration Act of 1949 classified all according to their race with dire consequences for all
regarding marriage, the franchise, living areas and schooling. In 1950 the Group Areas Act
designated urban residential and business areas according to race, enabling the removal

from these areas of those of the ‘wrong’ race.

In May 1950, the Suppression of Communism Bill was introduced in parliament. This Bill
provided for the proscription of the CPSA and all communist organisations. However, its
definition of ‘communism’ was so broad that anyone or anything advocating fundamental
political, social or economic change could fall victim to its tenets. Although strictly outside
the scope of education and thus outside the domain of a non-political body like NUSAS, the
national union led by Tobias opposed the Bill as an abrogation of the rule of law and the
right of freedom of association and academic freedom, predicting depressingly

prophetically that its enactment could lead to the banning of NUSAS, the removal of staff
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and students from the university, and the censorship of the contents of courses®® and
library holdings. Four centres abstained from voting. Some students supported the BiIll,
because like most white South Africans, they were anti-communist. Others did not care

29 while some avowed liberals in the Wits SLA did not

what happened to communists,
initially believe that students should take a stand on a matter which had nothing to do with
them. Nonetheless, many Wits liberals - like those off-campus caught in the dilemma
between supporting the anti-communist aims of the Bill but not its illiberal methods of doing
so - threw themselves behind their student body’s resolve to oppose the measure by any
lawful means available.”® Opposition to the Bill came from an unexpected quarter. When
the intensely anti-communist UP elected to oppose the bill in defence of civil liberties, so
too did the UCT SRC and student body, the latter led by UP Youth leaders Zac de Beer,
the future leader of the Progressive Federal Party, and Maureen Strauss, the daughter of

J.G.N. Strauss, the future leader of the UP.?®*

Even though NUSAS'’s decision to oppose the Bill by any available legal means accorded
with UP policy and was thus the ‘right politics’ and thus ‘not politics’, it was nonetheless a
deeply political decision which set a precedent for the adoption of and active opposition to
other overtly political measures not directly concerned with student and educational
matters. Shortly before the enactment of the Suppression of Communism Act in June 1950,
the CPSA dissolved itself. In 1951, former Wits CPSA branch member Harold Wolpe
(sometimes accused of being ‘politically homeless’ by liberals afraid of communist
entryism) announced that he intended transforming NUSAS into a militant, progressive
body which would operate in both the student sphere and society.?*> The stage was set for
a new battle within NUSAS. The old white South Africanist-liberal inclusiveness struggle
was superseded by a new liberal-radical struggle to turn the ‘students-as-such’ orientation

of NUSAS into that of a ‘students-in-society’ one.

A battery of new apartheid laws would ensure that NUSAS could not fail to take an
increasingly political stand. In June 1951 the abolition of the coloured franchise in the Cape
was enacted in flagrant contravention of the constitutional requirement of a two-thirds
majority in both houses of parliament. This measure goaded the mobilisation of coloured

voters into the Franchise Action Committee (FRAC) which, with African workers, struck in
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Cape Town in May 1951.2°% The ‘constitutional crisis’ also precipitated the emergence from
the ranks of the Springbok Legion, the UP and English capital, of the War Veterans Torch
Commando. This mass organisation drew tens of thousands of white, coloured (and
student) supporters to its huge torchlight demonstrations and processions staged in all the
main urban centres of South Africa. These protested the dismantling of the constitution by
the ‘Malanazi’ NP government and in the case of the ‘Steel Commando’ were aimed at

forcing the government to an early election and even perhaps insurrection.?**

With an eye on the critical 1953 general election in which it hoped to increase its minority
vote and thus as an attempt to forge white unity, the NP mounted a national festival to
mark the tercentenary of the arrival of Jan van Riebeeck at the Cape. The ANC staged
large protest rallies at the commencement of the Van Riebeeck Festival in April 1952 and
students at Rhodes, angered by the organiser’s failure to include Fort Hare in the (all white)
student component of the festival, initially elected to boycott it along with many of their Wits
and UCT counterparts, politicised like many Rhodes students, by their involvement in the
Torch Commando.?®® The success of the Van Riebeeck rallies encouraged the ANC, the
South African Indian Congress and the FRAC to launch their Gandhiist passive resistance
Defiance Campaign in May 1952, against six unjust laws targeting inter alia the pass laws,
the franchise, segregation, stock culling, Bantu Authorities and group areas.’®® This
campaign elicited much support in the Eastern Cape in particular where the ANCYL,

including some Fort Hare students, were active organisers and volunteers.?®’

The government's continued bulldozing of its unconstitutional disenfranchisement of
coloured voters led to the Torch Commando peaking in its popularity. With a view to
ousting the NP during the 1953 election, the Commando was co-opted into a United
Democratic Front (UDF) with the UP and the Labour Party in April 1952, becoming
embroiled in Natal separatist politics at the same time. Pietermaritzburg students attended
the forty five thousand-strong ‘Voice of Natal’ UDF rally in their numbers in June 1952 and
distributed their Nux Crisis Edition which accused the NP government of being ‘Malanazi’.
They called on students to come down from their ivory towers and enter politics directly, as

politics had already entered the student domain with the assaults by Malanazi on academic

63T Lodge, op. cit., p. 40.

%4 N. Roos, op. cit., pp. 130, 134, 138, 144, 146.

265 Cape Times, 14.8.1951; Rhodeo Special Supplement, 18.8.1951; Varsity, 17.9.1951; Witwatersrand Student
vol. 4 no. 1, 11.3.1952.

%5 T Lodge, op. cit., pp. 41-43.

7 |nterview with Tennyson Makiwane, T. Karis and G. Carter (eds), From protest to challenge, a documentary
history of African politics in Southern Africa,1882-1964, Hoover Institution Press, Stanford, 1972-1977,
Microfilm collection, reel 2 XM 26:94, pp. 6-7; T. Lodge, op. cit., p. 57; D. Massey, op. cit., pp. 71-73.

%8 N.. Roos, op. cit., p. 149.



74

freedom and liberty.?®® A United Student Front (USF) was established which aimed at
safeguarding basic rights of intellectual freedom.?” It was welcomed by Wits and UNNE
students,?”* SLA adherents of the former taking a keen and active interest in both the
Torch Commando and the Defiance Campaign.?’> UCT'’s response is unknown but a
Students’ Democratic Association supporting the open discussion of politics and equal
rights for all students was formed there in March 1952 by the liberal and radical left.?”
However, despite its potential support, the USF unravelled, as did the Torch Commando,”*
on the issue of black membership, since, were black students permitted to join, the USF
would be obliged to champion their political and social rights too.?”> Being an UP-orientated
body, it was not prepared to do so. Thus it was quite clear that taking a political stand was

acceptable if it was a UP stand, but unacceptable if it was not.

In the midst of all of this, the Fort Hare student body - overwhelmingly ANCYL-inclined but

containing a powerful SOYA minority®’®

- voted by one hundred and forty seven votes to
forty seven to disaffiliate from NUSAS because it was ‘a nhon-political organisation, unequal
to approve the ideals of equality held by African nationalism’.?”” This decision stemmed
from events at the 1951 NUSAS congress. NUSAS was always of secondary importance to
Fort Hare students, whose primary allegiance was to the liberation struggle. However, a
significant group of Fort Hare students wished to maintain the association with the national
union so as to harness it to the liberation movement in the manner of student organisations
in the colonial world.?"® It was probably for this reason then that the Fort Hare student body
refused to endorse the ANCYL-initiated disaffiliation decision taken by the SRC in March
1951.2" The rebuffed SRC then placed a carefully crafted constitutional amendment before

the 1951 NUSAS assembly which proposed that NUSAS would ‘stand for political and
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social equality of all men in South Africa’.?®

At risk of simplifying a five hour assembly debate and endless discussion within SRCs
beforehand, UCT, Durban and Rhodes, as well as many liberals on the Wits SRC were
against NUSAS moving out of the educational domain and becoming overtly political as
implied by the constitutional amendment.?®* However, underlying their stand was the
largely unspoken opposition to the explicit demand that NUSAS champion a universal
franchise, which few, if any, endorsed in their personal capacities. The Wits radical left,
black and white, was faced with a dilemma. Though supporting the political sentiments of
the Fort Hare motion and wishing to transform NUSAS into a progressive political body,
they realised that for tactical reasons, this would have to be achieved incrementally and
that the motion as it stood went too far and too fast with mortal consequences for the still
fragile and tenuously united NUSAS.?*? The Wits radicals thus proposed that no vote be
taken on the Fort Hare motion, but this was narrowly rejected and the constitutional

amendment was comprehensively defeated by nineteen votes to two.”*

When a year later representatives from the disaffiliated Fort Hare failed to arrive at the
NUSAS congress, the devastated congress delegates postponed the commencement of
the student assembly by a day in order to locate them and persuade them to attend, but in
vain.®* A ‘statement of attitude’ and an amendment were proposed which read that as
‘society and education [were] inseparably linked’, NUSAS would accordingly ‘uphold the
principle of political and social equality of all’ and would mobilise its members in the
‘struggle against the undemocratic action of the government’. These motions were
remarkably similar to Fort Hare’s 1951 constitutional amendment and the fact that they

were only narrowly defeated®®

suggests that white NUSAS members had been
significantly radicalised by both Fort Hare’s withdrawal and the mobilisation surrounding

the constitutional crisis and even perhaps the Defiance Campaign.

Shortly after the conclusion of the 1952 congress, at a time moreover when the Defiance
Campaign was becoming increasingly anti-white and ultra-nationalistic, the new NUSAS
president, Patricia Arnett, visited Fort Hare to persuade the student body to return to
NUSAS. In a carefully managed mass meeting, Frank Mdalose an ultra-nationalistic,
though conservative, Youth Leaguer (he was later to become a Bantustan functionary and

founder member of the Zulu nationalist Inkatha Freedom Party) ensured that only one
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student spoke in favour of NUSAS, and badly at that.?*®

Ties with NUSAS were effectively broken for a number of years. SOYA and the ANCYL
established a non-collaborationist Progressive South African Students’ Union in late
1952,% which delivered a blistering attack on NUSAS for its liberalism and diversion of the
black liberation struggle.?® However, because of the escalating conflict with the Fort Hare
authorities regarding the latter’'s paternalistic high school missionary attitude towards
discipline and politics, the Progressive South African Students’ Union was banned from
holding its inaugural conference on the campus.?® Fort Hare was isolated and homeless
as far as national student unions were concerned. Arguing inter alia that black majority
membership would mitigate its liberal connections, Joe Matthews and Tennyson
Makiwane, the more racially-inclusive nationalist ANCYL SRC members®° persuaded the
Fort Hare student body to affiliate to the South African Union of Democratic Students
(SAUDS), established by the Wits SLA. The Africanists and SOYA dismissed SAUDS as
the ‘kitchen department of NUSAS’ presumably because they suspected it of being a
NUSAS front whose members still participated in NUSAS. Nonetheless, SAUDS, to which
was affiliated the UNNE SRC and UCT’s Modern World Society, was a ‘militant student
union’ which intended both to mobilise students in the general democratic struggle and
render assistance to other political organisations.?" Against the wishes of Durban and
Rhodes and the dissociation of UCT, NUSAS agreed to co-operate with its overtly political
and sectional rival if their interests coincided.?** However, as was often the case with
overtly political student unions, SAUDS was too sectarian to attract a wide constituency

and eventually fizzled out.

Renewed attempts by Fort Hare students to cultivate co-operation between black students
in South Africa were overtaken in May 1955 by the unprecedented closure of Fort Hare by
the college authorities. Conflict over subsistence issues between the student body and the
college authorities had continued unabated and was reinforced by external political events
and insecurity regarding the future of Fort Hare. A few weeks before the introduction of

Bantu Education into African schools in April 1955, a stone was thrown through the window
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of the hall where a Moral Rearmament film, ‘Africa untamed’, believed to disparage
Africans was being shown.?*® Sometime later the introduction of new stricter visiting hours
at the women'’s residence precipitated a boycott of the annual graduation ceremony and
the resignation of the SRC. Believing that a secret ‘communist’ ‘caucus’ using violence and
intimidation was responsible for these actions, the Fort Hare Council and Senate sent the
entire student body home under armed police guard.?®* Students’ return to the campus a
month later was conditional on completing a questionnaire relating to their participation in
events leading up to the closure.?®® In what ultimately played into the government’s hands
as it signified an admission by the college’s missionary authorities that they were unable to
control their charges, a commission of inquiry into the closure was appointed under Dr J.P.
Duminy, principal of the Johannesburg Technical College, M.C. Botha, a retired Nationalist

2% also a member of the LP. Students

academic and Edgar Brookes of Natal University,
were mystified about the existence of the alleged ‘secret caucus’ but eventually concluded
that the college authorities had fatally misapprehended their intention to celebrate a
sporting victory with a barbeque and the consumption of the ‘carcass’.?*’ Like the ANCYL
and the UNNE SRC, the radical Wits SRC vehemently protested against the unjustified
closure of Fort Hare.?*® NUSAS however reserved judgement until it had more facts at its
disposal.?* It did however rule that it was unethical to link readmission to the college on
the satisfactory completion of a questionnaire as this implied that politically undesirable
students would be weeded out.?® By the time of this fateful Fort Hare crisis, the student

radical left had found a new national political home for itself.

By the end of 1952, white radicals signalled their willingness to participate in the Defiance
Campaign. Moreover, in the face of increasing black anti-white sentiment, the Congresses
recognised the importance of drawing progressive-minded whites into their orbit.
Accordingly, the ANC and SAIC invited white ‘democrats’ to a meeting in Johannesburg’s
Darragh Hall in November 1952 from which there emerged the Congress of Democrats
(COD) in January 1953. Along with other similar like-minded organisations in other parts of
the country, COD submerged itself in the South African Congress of Democrats (SACOD),

established in October 1953 as the white arm of the multi-racial Congress Alliance, the
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other members of the Alliance being the ANC, the SAIC and the South African Coloured
Peoples’ Organisation. Although originally intended as a ‘broad church of democratic
opinion’, COD (and later SACOD too) was composed primarily of radical socialists, many of
whom were politically homeless ex-members of the CPSA. Moreover, liberal-orientated
whites would not co-operate with white communists nor would they accept COD’s and then
SACOD’s immediate universal franchise policy nor their separate white structures.**
Following the defeat of the United Democratic Front in the 1953 general election, the left
wing broke away from the UP and established a Liberal Party (LP) under the leadership of
Native Parliamentary Representative, Margaret Ballinger. The LP was a ‘broad church’. It
encompassed older Cape liberals steeped in welfare liberalism, the parliamentary tradition
and the politics of persuasion, many of whom were based in the Cape, and a younger more
radical grouping, some of them socialists, coming from a Springbok Legion background
and located in the Transvaal. Despite these differences, the LP advocated an incrementally

extendable qualified franchise and a non-racial structure.*%

With the establishment of the LP and SACOD, the political, ideological and tactical

differences between the radical and liberal left became ‘organisationally fixed’**®

making it
increasingly difficult for them to work together as they had done to a significant degree in
the past. Campus politics and NUSAS mirrored these national developments. Crudely put,
the increasingly liberalising UCT SRC — many of whose members would in future be
attached to the LP®** - could be said to represent the LP, while the Wits SRC and
particularly its NUSAS Local Committee could be said to represent SACOD. From 1953,
the radical and liberal left clashed more than in the past over the degree to which NUSAS
could indulge in overtly political activity, identify with the liberation movement and in the
context of the Cold War, the direction of international policy. The dominant faction within
the LP was parliamentary-orientated (thus focused on white politics) and utilised
constitutional tactics. Thus unlike the extra-parliamentary SACOD, the LP would not
consider employing strikes, boycotts and marches.®*® This was true of the dominant liberal
faction in NUSAS too. Soliciting support only from Western overseas educational bodies,

the NUSAS president carefully explained that NUSAS did not use strikes and other extra-
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legal means to advance its academic freedom campaign®*® and when approaching political

d 307

parties to use their influence against university aparthei it raised the ire of the radical

left for ignoring black organisations like the ANC.3%®

Determining the tactics to be employed against government intervention in the universities
became more urgent in 1953. Calls by the NP for the removal of black students from UCT
and Wits as well as the legislation of university apartheid occurred three times during the
1953 election.®*” In August 1953, two Africans were elected to the UCT SRC, provoking an
outraged debate in the Afrikaans press and parliament. NP MPs called on Viljoen to
legislate apartheid alleging that Africans were too ‘uncivilised’ to warrant higher education,
educated Africans became political agitators, and UCT’'s SRC election result revealed the
degree to which communism, liberalism and inter-racial mixing, and thus implicitly
miscegenation, had taken root at the mixed universities.*° Viljoen was still reluctant to
intervene directly — the Wits authorities had of their own volition imposed a racial quota on
the Medical School®'! - but significantly he revised the contemporary understanding of
academic freedom to mean the unfettered freedom to teach and research but not who

would be admitted.®?

In December 1953 Malan announced the appointment of a commission of inquiry ‘to
investigate... the practicality and financial ... implications of providing separate training
facilities ... for Non-Europeans at universities’.*** From the outset a split occurred between
the liberals and radicals regarding participation in the Commission. The Wits and UNNE
SRCs refused to participate, the former because even the act of appointing a commission
amounted to an invasion and erosion of university autonomy. After a long delay, the
divided NUSAS executive decided to submit evidence, though, like the liberal-dominated
UCT SRC, making it clear that it did not accept the Commission’s terms of reference.**
The composition of the Commission was a reason for cautious optimism. Dr J.E. Holloway,

whose tenure as Secretary of Finance long predated the NP election victory, chaired. He
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was assisted by Dr W.F. Willcocks, a former rector of Stellenbosch, and Dr E.G. Malherbe,
principal of Natal University, a respected educationist and conservative liberal who did not
shrink from reminding his NP adversaries of their recent Nazi sympathies. Beale has
argued that the appointment of Malherbe underscored Viljoen’s approval of the segregated
system which pertained at Natal, thus further reinforcing the view that Viljoen understood
apartheid as meaning little more than tightening up segregation.®*®> The absence of any
apartheid ideologues like Hendrik Verwoerd and Werner Eiselen (an ethnologist), Minister
and Secretary respectively of the increasingly powerful Native Affairs Department,
responsible for the Bantu Education Act of 1953, was heartening. This Act imposed an
inferior system of education on African children fitting them for their inferior position in the
South African economy to which they would forever be doomed were they to remain
outside the ethnic states of the future hazily envisaged for them by the apartheid racial
engineers. NUSAS rejected Bantu Education in toto because ‘one cultural heritage of
mankind’ and one economic system implied that there ought to be only one system of
education.®'® It gave evidence to the Eiselen Commission to this effect,®’ but feared

correctly that the ideologues intended extending apartheid into higher education too.

NUSAS's evidence to the Holloway Commission against the disadvantages of segregated
education accorded with that of the universities and other participating liberal institutions. **8
It argued that the introduction of parallel classes at existing institutions or the construction
of one new black university had serious financial and human resources implications for
both the state and university authorities and staff. Drawing on the experiences of
segregated higher education in both the American South and South Africa, it argued that
even the best endowed institutions were chronically underfunded, failed to attract the best
staff and were unable to maintain academic standards. In classic liberal fashion, NUSAS
argued that segregated institutions deprived students of contact with one another.®® On
the weight of all the evidence, the Holloway Report tentatively concluded that university
apartheid was not practical and proposed that Africans be concentrated at Fort Hare and

Natal but that those pursuing specialised post-graduate studies would be exempted from
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segregatory measures as would coloured and Indian students.®**° The government delayed
the release of the Commission’s report probably because, as Beale surmised, its
controversial recommendations would only have compounded the bruising NP succession
battle which saw the baasskap-orientated Transvaal NP leader, J.G. Strijdom take over the
reins of the NP and government on the retirement of D.F. Malan in 1955. Even then, the
government was slow to respond to the Holloway Report probably because there was no
agreement over the meaning of apartheid.321 Churches, social workers, the apartheid think
tank, the South African Bureau of Racial Affairs (SABRA), and the Native Affairs
Department advocated to differing degrees, total apartheid - the removal to the reserves of
all Africans from the urban areas of South Africa. Afrikaner business depended on cheap
freely available African labour made cheaper by the presence of a large African population
surplus to their requirements and thus the Afrikaanse Handelsinstituut promoted a
‘practical’ apartheid which would not jeopardise the cheap labour supply.®*”? The
continuation of racially mixed universities and the congregation of ethnically
undifferentiated African students at the urban Natal University did not accord with total
apartheid and thus probably because of pressure from SABRA and the Department of

Native Affairs, Viljoen rejected the Holloway recommendations.?#

In addition to threats of university apartheid, NUSAS faced new challenges from the left,
effectively weakening the united front it was attempting to craft against government
university measures. In what was probably a NEUM initiative, but had the backing of both
the ANCYL and some within the NIC - the latter including Mac Maharaj and M.J. Naidoo®**
(later a leading member of the United Democratic Front) - the UNNE student body
presented a list of its grievances to the 1954 NUSAS congress. As with Fort Hare in 1952,
these were related to the limited political role that NUSAS was prepared to play, its
Western-aligned foreign policy (discussed later) and significantly considering that Maharaj
was in favour of a new separate black student organisation, its unspelled out allegedly
‘European... structure’.®® NUSAS took this indictment seriously as UNNE would be the
third black centre to disaffiliate, Hewat having left shortly after Fort Hare.**® Nonetheless,
NUSAS vigorously defended its anti-apartheid record as attested to by its continued

opposition to Bantu Education and its participation in the campaign against the Western
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" where this entailed the removal of educational institutions

Areas Removal Scheme.*
under the Group Areas Act. It upheld its non-racial structure and rejected a racially
organised multi-racial body — the interpretation it put on ‘European in structure’,**® thus
implicitly aligning itself with the LP over the Congresses. Although mandated to put forward
a case for disaffiliation, UNNE offered to co-host with Bantu Normal College a meeting of
all black centres and NUSAS at which the changes required in NUSAS to effect the return
of the black centres would be discussed.** NUSAS held high hopes for the success of this
proposed meeting, a meeting which dictated its attitude towards its participation in the 1955

Congress of the People.

In July 1954, NUSAS like other organisations, was invited to participate in or co-sponsor
with the Congress Alliance, a ‘Congress of the People’ — a national convention - which
would draw up a ‘Freedom Charter’,*® a statement of core liberal democratic and
moderately socialist principles on which a future non-racial democratic South Africa would
be founded.**" The NUSAS executive probably regarded the invitation as unimportant and
so delayed its response. However, it was alerted to the fact that the black centres regarded
the event as important (a bus load of UNNE students bound for the Congress of the People
would be turned back by the police) and NUSAS’s decision regarding participation could
sway the soon to be convened UNNE and Bantu Normal College conference either for or
against NUSAS.** Thus a postal motion proposed by two members of the NUSAS
executive who were simultaneously leading members of the NCFS, that NUSAS should not
participate in the Congress of the People because it risked both being associated with a
political movement and the loss of its membership, was carried overwhelmingly.*** Though
the Wits SRC voted for non-participation, presumably like the majority for mainly tactical
reasons,*** there was not unanimity on the question. Bob Hepple, chairperson of the Wits
SRC and a member of both COD and the NUSAS executive, together with E. Habedi of
Bantu Normal College, proposed an amendment that NUSAS participate in the educational

proceedings of the Congress. This was defeated overwhelmingly,3®

not surprisingly
considering that the radical left bloc was considerably weakened following the temporary

tactical defection of the Wits SRC and the disaffiliation of three black centres.

827 Sophiatown, an African township in Johannesburg was declared white, bull-dozed, its inhabitants removed

to Soweto.
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NUSAS's response to the Congress of the People was similar to that of the LP’s. The LP
had initially agreed to participate fully in the event. Against the wishes of its more radical
social democratic Transvaal division, the party withdrew entirely because of fears that
COD, which many anti-communist LP members viewed as a communist front, had acquired
undue influence over proceedings. Like NUSAS, it also underestimated the future historical
and mythical significance of the Congress of the People and felt that it was not important
enough to warrant splitting the party.®*° It is important to note that John Didcott, the 1954-5
NUSAS president, in his capacity as a Cape LP member was part of a LP delegation which
attempted to persuade the ANC to abandon the Congress of the People and instead co-
host a national convention with the LP.>*" Despite the official absence of NUSAS and the
LP, members of the Wits SLA, the Wits Local NUSAS Committee (unofficially) and UCT’s
Modern World Society were part of the historic gathering at Kliptown, Johannesburg,3®
which on 26 June 1955 adopted the Freedom Charter. This document - a compilation of
the ‘freedom demands’ of those present - became the official policy of the ANC in 1956.%%
At the annual NUSAS congress a week later, a proposal by a socialist member of the UCT
SRC that NUSAS endorse the Freedom Charter was lost by ten votes to twenty four,3*°
probably because NUSAS did not want to be identified with any political organisation and

the charter was believed to be vague and had elements of sloganeering.***

The struggle between the liberal and radical left regarding a political programme and
identification with the extra-parliamentary left occurred against the background of the Cold
War and the battle over NUSAS’s international policy. The Confederation Internationale
Etudiants (CIE) to which NUSAS joined in 1926 became factionalised and Nazi-ridden
resulting in the disaffiliation of most of its member unions,**? NUSAS included, in 1932.
Breaking out of its long international isolation and being part of a new post-War democratic
student world order was thus important to the post-War NUSAS. Accordingly the NUSAS

president, Arnold Klopper, attended an International Student Congress in Prague in
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November 1945 where he denounced the colour bar in education®?® and with
representatives of other student unions helped establish the ‘non-political’ International
Student Federation.?** Initially based in Paris, its headquarters subsequently shifted to
Prague because, as the dominant East bloc argued and the other student unions accepted,
Czechoslovakia was a bridge between the East and the West and Czech students had
resisted Nazism while the French student union had collaborated.** NUSAS affiliated to

the International Students’ Federation in 19463

which shortly thereafter transformed itself
into the overtly political International Union of Students (IUS) which espoused radical socio-
economic and political rights for students, actively denounced fascism and racism and

pledged its support to anti-colonial liberation movements.**’

During the communist coup in Czechoslovakia in February 1948, students protesting
against the overthrow of the elected National Front coalition government were arrested and
expelled from the universities. The IUS refused to condemn the actions of the universities
and recommended that no sanctions be imposed on them.**® NUSAS felt that events in
Czechoslovakia were too distant to pass judgement on.**® Nonetheless it stated its
objection to both the ‘partisan and political alignment’ of the IUS and the organisation’s
concern with non-student political matters and so claimed the right to dissent from all policy
with which it disagreed.®® The reaction of both NUSAS and student unions in Western
Europe and the Commonwealth was less accommodating when the 1US ‘severed ties’ with
the Yugoslav National Students Union following the Tito-Stalin showdown and Yugoslavia's

expulsion from the Cominform in 1948.3%

The first two serious attempts to end NUSAS’s association with the IUS occurred against
the background of firstly, the onset of the Cold War and the division of the world into two
hostile political, ideological and military camps; secondly, the departure from the
universities of ex-service people desperate for student unity and the avoidance of another
world war; and thirdly, the growing worldwide anti-communist sentiment signified in South
Africa and the United States respectively by the passage of the Suppression of

Communism Act and the communist/leftist witch hunt of Joseph McCarthy's Senate
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Committee of Un-American Activities. In 1950 and 1951, members of the UCT SRC,
aligned to the centre of the UP, proposed that NUSAS disaffiliate from the IUS because
firstly, the IUS was an overtly political organisation pursuing the aims of communism and
secondly, had illegally expelled the Yugoslav student union.®*? In the first case the
assembly decided to await what it hoped would be a positive outcome of the 1950 World
Student Congress before taking a decision.®*® The 1951 disaffiliation motion was lost by
eight votes to twenty two and instead NUSAS voted to remain in the IUS for the sake of
maintaining world student unity but in so doing would attempt to change the organisation

from within.>>*

The radical-liberal left coalition Wits SRC, strengthened by a mandate from the Wits
student body, was implacably opposed to disaffiliation,**®> as were the black centres, the
latter because of the IUS’s strong anti-colonial stance.**® Also in favour of continuing
affiliation were the left liberals, traditionally composed of the non-apathetic, politically
conscious section of the Wits student body and the powerful minority on the UCT SRC.**’
The constitutional crisis and, to a lesser extent, the battery of apartheid legislation of the
early 1950s, politicised and liberalised a larger number of English-speaking students and
temporarily pushed Rhodes®® and Pietermaritzburg®® into the left liberal camp too. The
left liberals were opposed to the division of the student world into hostile ideological camps
and while acknowledging that the IUS was communist-dominated, argued that the problem
with the organisation was the (mis)treatment of the non-communist minority by the
communist majority. It argued further, that like in NUSAS, there was room for all political
viewpoints in the IUS, and unity did not necessarily imply unanimity. It also realised that
disaffiliation would mean the loss of contact with students in East-Central Europe and

Asia. 36°

By 1953, conditions both within South Africa and abroad had changed. The differences
between the liberal and radical left became more marked, particularly as far as liberal anti-

communism was concerned and as mentioned earlier, became organisationally fixed by
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the end of the year. As importantly, a ‘non-policy making’ Co-ordinating Secretariat
(COSEC) was inaugurated in 1952 to administer the ‘International Student Conferences’
(ISCs) held annually by Western student unions since 1950. COSEC was secretly
championed and funded by the US Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) which planted its
personnel (attached to the National Student Association of the USA) in the secretariat’s

Leiden headquarters.®*

In 1953, UCT and Rhodes proposed that NUSAS leave the IUS for the same reasons as
before. Each side had researched and prepared their arguments and gathered their troops
months prior to the bitter, often personal, mud-slinging twenty two hour marathon assembly
debate. Wits, UNNE and the Transvaal Pharmaceutical Students Association attempted to
answer the UCT-Rhodes indictment. Using NUSAS as an analogy they argued that
students remained within NUSAS even though they disagreed about the extent to which it
should oppose apartheid and accordingly there was unlikely to be agreement within the
IUS about how political it ought to be. Moving onto stronger ground it averred that should
NUSAS leave the IUS because it was too political, it would have no grounds to expect the
black centres to remain in NUSAS, or, in the case of Fort Hare and Hewat, re-affiliate.
When it became clear that disaffiliation would succeed, Wits and UNNE attempted to
persuade the waverers and their former liberal-left allies to support their proposal for a
postponement until after the next World Student Congress which they believed held great
promise for world student unity. This was defeated and the assembly voted twenty four to
sixteen for disaffiliation from the IUS — the last ‘Western’ union to leave - and by the same
number for participation in the ISC and COSEC.

UNNE gave notice of its intention to disaffiliate and with Wits dissociated itself from both
decisions. The Wits SRC remained a member of the IUS and with the SLA, SAUDS and
the NUSAS Local Committee continued uncompromisingly to oppose apartheid both on
and off the campus. It demanded the removal of the racial quota secretly introduced at the
Medical School in 1953 and likewise in 1954 mounted a successful boycott of the Great
Hall when segregation was suddenly imposed there t00.%%

An ugly atmosphere pervaded the 1954 NUSAS congress. Wits was determined to

overturn the disaffiliation motion, UNNE was on the verge of leaving®® and there was talk
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of Wits doing so t00.*** The Soviet policy of ‘peaceful co-existence’ which followed the
death of Stalin eased international tension and as predicted by the pro-affiliation group the
previous year, held promise for the normalisation of international student relations too.>®®
Like the Soviet Union, the 1US tentatively reached out to its Yugoslav counterparts®® and
offered fraternal membership to those outside the 1US,*" an offer taken up by the British
and Israeli national student unions.®*® Accordingly, Didcott, leading LP member, chief
protagonist for disaffiliation and president of NUSAS hammered out a ‘bi-partisan’
international policy with Dan Goldstein, president of the Wits SRC, whereby NUSAS
increased its participation in COSEC and applied for associate membership of the 1US.
This was adopted unanimously.*®® The terms of the associate membership agreement
negotiated by Hepple at the Moscow World Student Congress dissociated NUSAS from all
IUS policy, ensured that the IUS took no action regarding events in South Africa and

allowed for NUSAS's vetting of all print on South Africa destined for IUS publications.*"

In the context of its increasingly vulnerable position in communist-phobic apartheid South
Africa, NUSAS could not afford its association with the East bloc. NUSAS was under
increased pressure from the NP. The imposition of university apartheid remained on the
government agenda, NUSAS’s mail was being opened, including a letter from the 1US, and
IUS publications were banned.*"* Without warning then, leading members of the LP at UCT
proposed that NUSAS disaffiliate from the IUS as it had not published to NUSAS'’s
satisfaction the terms of its dissociation from IUS policy, had dubious sources of income,
had communist political aims and because of the hostile South African environment in
which it found itself, NUSAS could not afford to be seen consorting with such ‘unsavoury’
bodies. The left countered that COSEC too had suspicious sources of funding, the
omissions in the published dissociation of policy agreement were trivial, the 1US’s political

communist orientation was irrelevant as NUSAS had dissociated from its policy and
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harking back to previous reasons for remaining in the 1US, stated its belief in ‘unity without

unanimity’.3"2

In what probably won the waverers over, the NUSAS president argued that the terms
‘unity’, ‘contact’ and ‘co-operation’ were confused.®”® Spelling this out in more detail after
the congress, he argued that as a liberal humanist organisation which attached great
importance to notions of academic freedom and the independence of education from the
state, NUSAS could not seek unity with a body like the IUS which did not.®* With the
disaffiliation of three black centres and reluctantly, the Transvaal Pharmaceutical Students
Association too, the pro-IUS grouping was reduced to Bantu Normal College, Wits and
some mandated UCT votes and a few radicals on the NUSAS executive. Students at Pius
the Twelfth in Basutoland were influenced by the strong anti-communist line of both the
Catholic Church®”® and their Catholic university authorities and were assiduously courted
by NUSAS-NCFS activists into the anti-lUS camp.®’® Disaffiliation from the 1US and full
membership of COSEC was carried twenty three votes to fourteen. Dan Goldstein resigned
the NUSAS vice-presidency in protest against the breach of faith of the liberals.®”” The
radical left put up no candidates for the NUSAS executive®® allowing it for the first time to

be entirely captured by liberals, some of whom were members of the NCFS and/or LP.%"®

The Wits SRC and Local Committee dissociated from NUSAS’s new international policy>*°
but their days as powerful campus forces were coming to an end. In an attempt to break
the hold of the radical left in student affairs, the Wits University Council resolved to
subordinate student government to its authority by imposing a new constitution on the Wits
SRC. The student body and the radical SRC fought tooth and nail against this measure.**
The SRC reconstituted itself off-campus as the Wits University Students’ Association and
urged a boycott of the elections to the Council SRC, a decision it reversed at the last
minute.**? An organised liberal constituency within the NCFS exposed the duplicity of the
radical left in standing for election to both the statutory Council SRC and the unofficial non-

collaborating Wits University Students Association.®®* Thus in addition to the new
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constitutional dispensation, this was probably another reason for the eclipse of the radical
left in Wits student politics and their reduction to just four members on the new Council
SRC. This new SRC was composed of liberals (some of them Catholic) and a large
number of apolitical, non-political and/or cautiously liberal faculty representatives®* and
one government spy.> It wrested control of the student press from the radical left®* for a

time, but was less successful in doing so with the NUSAS Local Committee.

Conclusion

By the end of 1955, NUSAS was under the control of the liberal left, a liberal left which
adhered to liberal humanistic values and freedoms including the separation of education
and the state and which moreover, identified strongly with the LP. All NUSAS presidents
between 1954 and 1965 were to differing degrees, active members of the LP. However,
NUSAS was effectively an all-white organisation, little different in composition to that of
1945 before the affiliation of Fort Hare. The opening of NUSAS to black students led to the
disaffiliation of the majority of NUSAS'’s white membership who were not prepared to
accept either the new liberal and even radical policy of NUSAS or the jettisoning of
segregation and a broad white South Africanism which black participation in practice
entailed. The election victory of the NP in 1948 had contradictory results for NUSAS. It
united students against the threat of university apartheid and brought back to NUSAS its
conservative student base, which faced with an exclusive Afrikaner nationalism was either
disabused of its dream of the construction of a white South African nation or felt that the
rights and privileges of English-speaking whites were under threat. More importantly, the
change of government led to the radicalisation of NUSAS’s black and radical white
membership who demanded that the national union adopt an overtly political anti-apartheid
programme. This conflict over the degree to which NUSAS could indulge in political
activities was exacerbated by the Cold War. Thus, the restructuring of NUSAS as a student
trade union and federation of SRCs under the slogan of ‘unity without uniformity’ or
‘unanimity’ was successful in bringing back and retaining within NUSAS its conservative
student base, but, in the face of the onslaughts of the apartheid government and to a lesser
extent the Cold War, was not able to retain its black membership. Only when the legislation
of university apartheid became an incontrovertible reality in the later 1950s did the black

centres return to NUSAS. This will be discussed in subsequent chapters.
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CHAPTER THREE

The academic freedom campaign, the re-affiliation of Fort Hare and the
adoption of the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 1956-
1957

Introduction

The liberal leadership which took control of NUSAS in July 1955 was freed from the
divisive debates about international affiliations but faced far more serious domestic
challenges. The first was how to confront the looming spectre of university apartheid and
the second was how to substantiate its claim, particularly in respect of opposing racially
separated higher education to be a national union of South African students when it
effectively represented only white students at the predominantly English-medium
universities. With the tabling in parliament of the Separate University Education Bill which
provided for inter alia the transfer of the University College of Fort Hare to the state, the
Fort Hare student body re-affiliated to NUSAS, their five year absence precipitated by the
national union’s earlier refusal to pursue an all-embracing anti-apartheid policy. To
accommodate Fort Hare and win back other black centres, as well as to allow it the space
to indulge in political activity outside the strictly educational field, the ‘non-political’ NUSAS
adopted the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights as its guiding
principles. As constitutional methods of protest against government intentions seemed to
offer ever diminishing prospects of success, NUSAS, like other organisations, adopted
more radical tactics such as protest marches and even gave its tacit approval to student
strikes. The threat posed by the ‘church clause’ of the Native Laws Amendment Bill to the
continued existence of the multi-racial NUSAS led to a decision to defy the provisions of
the Bill upon its enactment and to co-operate in a limited way with overtly political
organisations such as the ANC, hitherto regarded by the liberal NUSAS leadership as too
radical and closely tied to the banned CPSA to risk an association. This chapter will
examine and evaluate the success of NUSAS'’s attempt to build a broad-based university-
wide and even off-campus united front against government plans to segregate the
universities. Further, it will explain how NUSAS's ‘united front’ tactic coincided with the
‘united front’ tactic of the ANC and Congress Alliance. This then facilitated the return of
Fort Hare to NUSAS and brought NUSAS closer to the extra-parliamentary left, leading, for
example, to the national union’s participation in the historic conference on apartheid in
December 1957 endorsed by the ANC but held under the auspices of the

Interdenominational African Ministers’ Federation (IDAMF).
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Apartheid and the creation of a ‘united front’

The state’s response to popular militancy in the first part of the 1950s had severely
weakened the ANC by 1956. Black resistance was met with further state repression in the
form of bannings and the enactment of security legislation such as the Public Safety Act.
The extension and entrenchment of apartheid continued, illustrated by, for example, the

implementation of Bantu Education and the introduction of passes for African women.

The accession to the premiership of Transvaal NP leader, J.G. Strijdom boded ill for the
black majority. An arch republican, Strjdom was committed to white baasskap
(overlordship) and, moreover, quite prepared to forego constitutional niceties in order to
achieve his aims, such as in the disenfranchisement of the coloured population achieved
by packing the Senate and Supreme Court. The increased importance of the Native Affairs
Department headed by the mighty apartheid ideologue, H.F. Verwoerd, Strijdom’s chief
backer against the more moderate N.C. Havenga in the NP succession battle which

followed Malan’s retirement,* was equally disquieting.

In addition, the ANC itself was riven with internal conflict. The radical African nationalists
objected to their organisation’s tactical working relationship with the multi-racial Congress
Alliance which in their opinion resulted in other races subverting ANC policy and diluting or
replacing African nationalism with foreign ideologies like communism.? This was
exacerbated in 1956 with the adoption of the Freedom Charter as the foundation of ANC
policy, thus pointing the organisation in a more explicitly multi-racial direction and further
away from militant African nationalism. Finally, in December 1956, almost the entire
leadership of the ANC and Congress Alliance was arrested for treason, the resulting five
year trial based on inter alia, the charge that the Freedom Charter was a revolutionary
communist document. The cumulative effect of all of this was that the ANC found itself
seriously weakened by 1956. It accordingly ‘amended its militant African nationalism’ and
committed itself to building a united front of all those opposed to apartheid,® which could

even include some within the NP camp.

The Treason Trial arrests brought the LP closer to the ANC, the former being party to the

establishment of the Treason Trial Defence Fund, eventually a vast London-based
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operation funding political trialists over the following three decades.* For COD, like its
alliance partners, the arrests and other security measures meant the paralysis of its current
leadership. A new, younger generation of leaders, often less ideologically radical than their
predecessors, embraced the ‘united front’ and not without reservations sought alliances

with the LP’s equally reluctant membership.®

Other possible participants in the Congress Alliance’s united front included a distinctly
liberal wing within the UP. This was increasingly at odds with its party’s cautious and
vacillating policy aimed at maintaining organisational cohesion in the face of its deep
political and social divisions. Within the NP’s apartheid think-tank, SABRA, academics and
churchmen expressed their uneasiness about the unjust and expedient manner in which
apartheid was being implemented. In Natal, the UFP was ploughing its own separatist and
imperialist furrow within a conservative, liberal framework while its close associate, the
rapidly growing, secessionist Anti-Republican League (ARL) was broadcasting its militant,
subversive, anti-Afrikaans, pro-British Freedom Radio nationwide by 1956.° The ARL was
formed in 1955 by Natal English-speakers who feared that Strijdom would unilaterally
impose a republic on South Africa. In so doing, the 1910 ‘compact’, the terms under which
Natal entered the Union of South Africa would be broken, entitling Natal to secede.
Through mass rallies and unconstitutional appeals to the British crown (some even
supported violence), the ARL demanded a separate referendum on the republican issue for

Natal.’

Also on the extra-parliamentary front was the ‘Black Sash’. The Black Sash or ‘Women’s
Defence of the Constitution League’ was initially formed in 1955 to protect civil rights and
parliamentary democracy such as the constitutional enshrinement of the coloured
franchise. But by 1956 it had mutated into a far broader anti-apartheid movement. Its all-
female members, donning their distinctive black sashes ‘haunted’ cabinet ministers
embarking from aeroplanes and trains and staged silent protests outside parliament

against apartheid measures.® As far as additional members of a united front were
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concerned, the ANC could also not but help notice the campaign against university

apartheid being waged by NUSAS and the universities from 1956 onwards.

NUSAS'’s conception of a university, academic freedom and university autonomy

Within the context of debates in 1954-5 regarding both NUSAS’s continuing affiliation to the
IUS as well as white student unity, liberals had embarked on much soul searching as to
why they could not ‘achieve unity’ with students in either the Eastern-aligned IUS or at the
Afrikaans-medium universities and came to the conclusion that liberals, Marxists and
Afrikaner nationalists had entirely different understandings of education and the university.
This examination resulted in a more detailed, more sharply focussed and specifically liberal
exposition of university education, academic freedom and university autonomy than

hitherto ventured.

Like the English-medium South African universities discussed in chapter two, NUSAS had
a Western understanding of the nature of a university and thus a Western understanding of
the function of a university, the relationship between the state and the university and the
concepts of university autonomy and academic freedom. NUSAS argued that the function
of a university in Western society was corporate devotion to the ‘search for truth’.® As such
then, ‘academic freedom’ meant ‘freedom for the truth’.*® By convention in ‘non-autocratic
Western societies, universities assumed the right to decide independently their method of
searching for the truth. Thus, ‘universities ... claimed autonomy in regard to [the] admission
of students, the appointment of staff, ... the subject matter taught’,'* and ‘how it was
taught’. In other words, NUSAS liberals in 1955/6 reasserted ‘the four essential freedoms’
of a university enunciated by T.B. Davie, principal of UCT, which underpinned NUSAS's
first campaign against university apartheid initiated by Tobias in 1949/50. The university
was free to seek the truth even if in the process this clashed with the political party in
power.’” NUSAS argued that ‘the governmental system and the university [were] both
component parts of the state, each acting in its own sphere’.”® As such then, NUSAS
denied the government the right either to decide the methods by which the university
sought the truth, or, define the ‘true function’ of a university.14 Moreover, in a multi-racial
society, the pursuit of the truth could only occur in an environment where all races and

cultures were represented, hence ‘academic non-segregation’ as it was practiced at the

iOE. Wentzel, ‘Academic Freedom’, SA Student vol. 21 no. 2, May 1956, p. 6.
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‘open’ universities of Wits and UCT. However, in the defence of university autonomy,

NUSAS upheld the right of racially segregated institutions to remain segregated.

This Western, liberal conception of the university contrasted sharply with the NP belief that
the university was there to serve the volk and that the university could not pursue interests
in opposition to those of the volk and its government, discussed in chapter two. For liberals
this had totalitarian implications.” NUSAS frequently compared South African government
policy to that of the Third Reich and the Soviet Union. Within the specific context of
apartheid education, NUSAS believed that Western civilisation and Western education
were ‘the inheritance of all’ and thus rejected entirely the apartheid education principle that
different races required different educational systems. Moreover, NUSAS believed that
education was ‘above party politics’ and so denounced government intervention in
education as ‘party political interference’. Its own opposition to ‘party political interference’
in the universities was justified in terms of serving the interests of its student membership

and was not to be equated with the government’s foray into ‘party politics’.*®

The Interdepartmental (Van der Walt) Commission

The reprieve to the universities offered by the findings of the long-awaited Report of the
Holloway Commission that university apartheid was impractical, came to an end with the
rejection of the report by the government in May 1955.% Later that year an
Interdepartmental Commission was appointed and tasked with procuring further
information with regard to the financing and construction of five separate ethnic
universities. These would include two new institutions in the Western Cape and Durban for
coloured and Indian students respectively, the transformation of Fort Hare into an ethno-
linguistic Xhosa institution under state control, the establishment of an ethno-linguistic Zulu
university college in Natal and for those Africans not from the Eastern Cape and Natal,

.2 These terms of reference flowed from the submission

another in the Northern Transvaa
of the Department of Native Affairs to the Holloway Commission presented by W.M.
Eiselen, the architect of the Bantu Education Act of 1953. The Native Affairs Department’s
submission, intended to extend Bantu Education and direct government control to African

higher education, was rejected by the Holloway Commission as impractical and too
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expensive.'® Eiselen, as Secretary of Native Affairs, was appointed to serve on the
Interdepartmental Commission (or Van der Walt Commission) together with H.S. van der
Walt, Secretary of Education, D.H. Steyn, Secretary of Finance and I.D. du Plessis,
Secretary for Coloured Affairs. I.D. du Plessis was a distinguished Afrikaans Dertigers poet
and academic who was partially responsible for casting the Cape Malay people as a
separate ethnic group in South Africa: Afrikaans-speaking and closely connected to, but

separate from the dominant white population of South Africa.?

Beale has argued that the appointment of the Interdepartmental Commission revealed that
the Ministry of Education, Arts and Science was no longer to be the sole arbiter of the form
and direction of higher education policy and that significant responsibility for this had been
assumed by the Department of Native Affairs. Moreover, the commission’s appointment
signified ‘a shift from relatively open-minded investigation and decision-making to a more
driven, ideological approach that ignored dissenting views and warning voices’.?* Adding to
this incipient authoritarianism, the Van der Walt Commission was devised as an internal
investigation which allowed for no public submissions, either sympathetic or opposed to
university apartheid, Verwoerd apparently having become ‘scornful of the tradition of public

commissions of enquiry’.?

How did NUSAS respond to the establishment of the Van der Walt Commission and how
well did the leadership gauge the changed political landscape? Didcott, the immediate past
president of NUSAS (later a constitutional court judge) was ‘astounded’ by the appointment
of the commission. His immediate presidential predecessors, Patricia Arnett and Michael
O’Dowd, naively believed that as a consequence of this new development, university
apartheid would be temporarily shelved, as anything produced by Eiselen would be too
impractical to implement.?® Ernie Wentzel, the current president (a former member of the
Torch Commando, a leading member of the LP and later a human rights lawyer) was not
so optimistic, fearing that the ‘presence of fanatics like Werner Eiselen and I.D. du Plessis
on the new commission suggest[ed] that the government [was] prepared to push ahead
with this quite fantastic plan’ which he remembered, had earlier been rejected by the
Holloway Commission.?* The current leadership also realised that ‘other counsels in the

[National] Party ha[d] prevailed’” and that Viljoen's 1951 assurance that the government
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would not legislate university apartheid would not be honoured.?®> With the sudden death of
T.B. Davie, who had championed the cause of the ‘open universities’ since the 1940s,
NUSAS became even more fearful that ‘the government would go full steam ahead [with
university apartheid] knowing that [Davie would] not [be] there to shoot them down with his

logic and clear reasoning’.%

Publicly, NUSAS responded to these new government developments with a controversial
and strongly worded letter to the Minister of Education, Arts and Science which was later
released to the press. The Van der Walt Commission was denounced as ‘a commission of
bureaucrats [which] gives but some respectability to a plan for apartheid which we know
has no foundation in practicality and morals’.?” The commissioners themselves were
dismissed as mere civil servants who were neither economists nor educationists, who were
pledged to do the bidding of the government and institute apartheid.”® NUSAS decided
against submitting evidence to the commission partly because it did not wish to be
associated with it, but also because the terms of reference (the financial aspects of

establishing separate universities) were outside the national union’s expertise.?

When the new academic year opened in February 1956, the SRCs at the affiliated NUSAS
campuses, either on their own initiative or at the prompting of NUSAS which was beginning
to re-launch its academic freedom campaign, reacted to looming university apartheid. The
responses of the student bodies at the various universities will be described in a fair

amount of detail so as to highlight their different preoccupations and political cultures.

At UCT, the academic freedom campaign faced significant opposition from some sections
of the student body and members of the SRC.* It could be surmised that many students
felt that the campaign was firstly a foray into party politics and secondly, the UP, supported
by the majority of students, had not yet taken a stand on university apartheid. So as to
appease this conservative grouping and win as much support as possible,** the SRC under

the chairmanship of NUSAS executive member, Neville Rubin, rejected university

5 SA Student vol. 21 no. 2, May 1956.
6 BC 586 A2.3, na.(?) R. Traub to John (Didcott), 15.12.1955.
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apartheid in the most minimal form by voting to defend only university autonomy.* A mass

meeting subsequently confirmed this with an overwhelming majority.*

Whether the Wits SRC would follow UCT’s lead was unclear to NUSAS. There had been
little contact between Wits and NUSAS?** following the acrimonious NUSAS congress in
1955 and moreover, the new statutory SRC was intended to be a less politicised structure.
Observers at Wits believed that the new SRC was more apathetic than conservative and
would be prepared to support a moderate NUSAS academic freedom campaign.® This
analysis proved to be correct as in March 1956, the Wits SRC rejected university
segregation and the Van der Walt Commission by an overwhelming majority, pledged itself
to defend academic non-segregation and to participate in the Transvaal region of the
NUSAS-co-ordinated campaign against government interference in the universities.*
Despite concerns about the reliability of its SRC, the Wits student body remained as
implacably opposed to university apartheid as before, voting by six hundred to fifteen to

take a strong stand on academic non-segregation.®’

For those universities which were segregated, such as Rhodes and Natal, protests against

new government plans for higher education followed a different path.

The Rhodes student body*® followed its SRC in rejecting the Van der Walt Commission. It
asserted that ‘the open universities h[ad] proved an unqualified success’ and committed
itself to upholding their autonomy.** However, influential student opinion was more
equivocal about the interdepartmental commission and the establishment of separate
ethnic universities. An editorial in the student newspaper, Rhodeo, argued that mother
tongue education envisaged at the ethnic universities was a ‘humane’ consideration, but
impractical to implement. Likewise, the establishment of separate universities and closing
off alternative educational opportunities to black students would be ‘immoral’ until the
ethnic institutions were equally endowed.” Another student enquired whether Rhodes

students, who would vote to uphold academic non-segregation out of Christian belief,
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would accept the logical outcome of such a policy when ‘a few shiny faces’ retaining

contact with their ‘unhygienic kinsmen’ share ‘our toilet facilities’.**

Similar objections to social integration, the logical outcome of academic non-segregation,
were raised at a student mass meeting held at the University of Natal (Pietermaritzburg -
UNP) to discuss the opening of post-graduate classes to black students on a non-
segregated basis. Somewhat ambiguously as to whether this was acceptable or not, the
SRC president and NUSAS vice-president argued that miscegenation was unlikely to occur
as ‘the vast majority of Non-Europeans wished to preserve their identity just as much did

the Europeans’*

and that ‘in all the years’ there had never been a single case of inter-
racial marriage at either Wits or UCT. Another argument in favour of partially desegregating
the university was one current in NUSAS and other liberal organisations at that time:
namely that institutions like Fort Hare with limited inter-racial contact became breeding

grounds of a virulent anti-white nationalism which was absent at Wits and UCT.*®

The generally more conservative student body at the University of Natal (Durban - UND),
which until then, upheld only university autonomy, did not respond immediately to the
threat of university apartheid. However, it did endorse a resolution rejecting the prevailing
segregation at Natal University which had been carried at the combined Natal University
Student Conference on ‘Education for a common society’ in May 1956.* This conference,
organised and largely patronised by students from UNNE, proposed that apartheid should
be rejected in toto. This went beyond the official NUSAS position which restricted its

activities to the educational field and thus only opposed apartheid in education.

The academic freedom campaign

With this injection of support, NUSAS set about reworking and expanding upon its multi-
faceted academic freedom and university autonomy campaign. At university level, it
envisaged a nation-wide front of all campus constituencies ranging from students, senates,
councils and convocations united against university apartheid. It aimed to include itself in
what came to be known as ‘the open universities campaign’ already mounted by the
authorities at UCT and Wits. To this end, NUSAS encouraged its executive members to
cultivate relationships with ‘sympathetic’ academic staff at their institutions.*® Outside the

universities, NUSAS aimed to extend its existing network of sympathetic individuals and
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organisations who publicly campaigned against government interference in higher
education. Earlier NUSAS had assembled a group of prominent individuals on the
Witwatersrand under the loose leadership of the Bishop Ambrose Reeves of the Anglican
dioceses of Johannesburg, who were prepared to lobby for the open universities when
asked to do so by NUSAS. In 1956, Peter Storey of the Methodist Church and Christian
Council of Churches agreed to issue press statements on university apartheid when
necessary. It was hoped that Storey would play the same role in Cape Town as Reeves in
Johannesburg and as such the executive attempted to recruit more ‘people of standing’ to
support the campaign.*® A year later, NUSAS was to regard ‘responsible opinion’ and a
broad front as critical. Without these, there was the danger that the campaign would be

dismissed as just an extremist student affair.*’

Nonetheless, the main thrust of NUSAS’s organisation was directed at its student base. It
was envisaged that the campaign would be structured on a regional basis*® and to this
end, the 1956 NUSAS congress voted to establish ‘Standing Committees on University
Autonomy’ at Wits and UCT.* An ‘Academic Freedom Committee’ under the control of the
SRC and composed of representatives of faculty councils, cultural organisations and even
sports’ codes was in place at Wits, and by July 1956 had, through a ‘barrage of publicity
material’, put the ‘facts of the case before the student body.*° Academic Freedom
Committees on other campuses were slower to take-off and most were only setup®" after
the Minister of Education made known that he would respond to the Van der Walt
Commission, then being printed, during the budget vote in parliament.*> This he did in
October 1956 with the announcement that legislation would be introduced in 1957 to create
five black university colleges as well as prohibit black students from registering at Wits and
UCT.>

This goaded student bodies into action. In September 1956, a mass meeting at Wits
overwhelmingly rejected government plans for the open universities and voted to hold a
strike, in the hope, widely held in liberal circles, that swift action would stop government

legislation. Partly because this would jeopardise their delicate negotiations with the
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government, the university authorities banned the strike, making it impossible for the
statutory SRC, now subservient to the University Council, to be associated with this action.
An ad hoc body of seven hundred students took responsibility for this one hour stay-away
from classes on 19 September 1956.>* This set a precedent for other student bodies such
as Rhodes and UCT to add the radical boycott tactic,® until then shunned because of its
association with the Congresses, to their more constitutional methods of struggle. Probably
because it smacked of radicalism, NUSAS decided not to associate itself with the Wits

strike.®®

The UCT SRC also considered holding a strike.*” This signified that the fortune of the
academic freedom campaign had changed®® with opposition no longer confined to the right
but extended to those who felt the campaign was not radical enough.* At a mass meeting
in October 1956, the student body voted overwhelmingly (only fifteen against)®® to uphold
university autonomy and pledged itself to ‘utilise every possible avenue.... to obtain full
public support for the university’.®* Presumably for tactical reasons, this motion was led by
the liberal SRC president, Neville Rubin and his conservative vice-president, Denis

Worrall.®?

Worrall was a political chameleon: he was associated with the PP in 1959 and a
member of the NP in the 1970s; in 1987 he stood against his party as an independent and
subsequently submerged himself in the Democratic Party, but in 1956, Worrall was,
conveniently for NUSAS, a leading member of the Cape UP Youth, assuming its vice-
chairpersonship in 1957. The protagonists of the academic freedom campaign hoped that
Worrall’s association with the UP would convince other UP-aligned students into defending
university autonomy, the party itself still having taken no stand on the matter in the face of
the ill-health of its leader, J.G.N. Strauss.®®* An amendment to the Rubin-Worrall resolution
was put forward by NEUM activists, Abdullah (Dullah) Omar, 1980s UDF leader and
Minister of Justice in the Mandela government and Neville Alexander, an academic later
imprisoned on Robben Island for sabotage. Omar and Alexander argued that a democratic
system of education was inseparably linked to the struggle for a democratic South Africa

and thus sought to extend the conservative (for the radical NEUM) university autonomy
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position to one of upholding full equality for all in a non-racial educational system. This was
overwhelmingly defeated® on tactical grounds by the liberals who claimed to support the
contents of the amendment but felt that its adoption would lose the university apartheid

campaign much needed moderate student support.®®

Despite an attempted bid for disaffiliation from NUSAS by conservatives at
Pietermaritzburg in August 1956 (discussed in the following chapter), support for the
stand of the open universities came from all the SRCs of Natal University.®” Students at
Durban had difficulty in responding to government interference at Wits and UCT because
most of them supported segregation and believed that an association with the open
universities’ protest signified an entry into party politics. Nonetheless, the student body
voiced its strong support of the protests of staff and students at Wits and UCT against
government interference in their institutions, but made it clear that as a ‘non-political
student body, Durban students would only themselves protest were their university
autonomy placed in jeopardy. They further called on all universities, particularly Afrikaans-

medium ones, to protect university autonomy.®

The SRCs at the Afrikaans universities did not respond to the Durban students’ request®
but did in November 1956 condemn in the strongest possible terms the Soviet invasion of
Hungary and the suppression of student rights there. NUSAS did too, linking the loss of
academic freedom in South Africa to the same in Hungary and warning that the passing of
the proposed university apartheid Bill opened the door for any future government imposing
its ideological will on the universities.” The invasion of Hungary was also an opportunity
for NUSAS to reinforce its anti-communist credentials for both its conservative student
base and the government while mitigating the effect of this with anti-imperialist rhetoric for
the black student left, still largely outside the national union. Thus, NUSAS denounced the
crushing of the Hungarian ‘struggle’ for ‘self-determination’, ‘freedom’ and ‘students’ rights’

by ‘Russian colonialism’.”
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Despite the Hungarian interlude, the academic freedom campaign gathered momentum. By
1957, a united front of students, staff and council at Wits and Cape Town had coalesced
into the Wits-initiated ‘Open Universities Liaison Committee’. Murray has noted that this
level of co-operation between students and staff at Wits was made possible by the
administration-driven disempowerment of the Wits SRC in 1955 which ended years of
confrontation between the Wits authorities and the radical left; slight changes in the
composition of the Wits Council; the increasing liberalisation of the academic staff and the
decision by the conservative Wits principal, to delegate responsibility for the university
autonomy campaign to a senior member of the Senate, 1.D. MacCrone,’ a psychologist
and committed liberal. The Open Universities Liaison Committee forged ties with Rhodes
too, threatened with the loss of Fort Hare, but members of the committee intimated
privately to NUSAS that they feared the Rhodes principal might dilute the force of their
protest.” Natal University, as yet unaffected by looming university apartheid, paddled its
own boat. E.G. Malherbe, principal of Natal, issued a ‘strong plea’ for the preservation of
university autonomy and the defence of the open universities in his pamphlet, ‘Die

174

autonomie van ons universiteite en apartheid’”™ while at the same time extolling the virtues

of the Natal system which for pedagogical reasons he believed was rightly segregated.

In January 1957, the councils of Wits and UCT hosted a conference in Cape Town at which
twenty eight eminent academics, educationists and judges defended the claims of the open
universities to remain non-segregated. The proceedings were later collated into a
publication entitled, ‘The open universities in South Africa’.”> NUSAS was not officially
involved in this conference but lauded it as the dignified ‘type of opposition one expects
from a university’ and perhaps heralding its own adoption of more radical tactics, added
that the conference ‘was not a militant form of opposition’.”® In December 1956, with the
help of current and past NUSAS office bearers, the convocations of both Wits and UCT
condemned the government’s intentions of closing their aima maters’’ and by January their

councils, senates and staff associations had too."”®

2 B. Murray, op. cit., pp. 290, 303, 305.
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Non-European, Pietermaritzburg and Medical School) and Natal Training College.’, 30.3.1957, p. 1.
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> NUSAS Newsletter/Nuusbrief no. 4, 11.3.1957, p. 1.

® BC 586 B4.1, Ernie (Wentzel) to the Executive, 19.12.1956.

M. Horrell, A Survey of Race Relations 1956-7, op. cit., p. 197. The NUSAS president Ernie Wentzel chaired
the UCT convocation. BC 586 B4.1, Ernie (Wentzel) to the Executive, 19.12.1957. Past-president, Tobias was
a prominent Wits alumnus and member of staff and Trevor Coombe played an important role in the University
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The cultivation of outside organisations was also paying off. The South African Institute of
Race Relations (SAIRR) issued a statement about the expense and academic inequity of
ethnic universities and repeated the liberal mantra that no inter-racial contact bred
exclusive nationalism’® while the Christian Council (chaired by Storey) passed a resolution
condemning the loss of academic freedom.? The LP was all prepared to come on board,
but NUSAS delayed this until the UP had taken a position, fearing that the campaign would

appear to be a LP one.®

NUSAS's international campaign was bearing fruit too. The Wits and UCT SRC minutes of
this period are strewn with messages of support from student organisations and academic
institutions around the world. Even though NUSAS had severed all ties with the
International Union of Students (IUS) and the World Federation of Democratic Youth
(WFDY) and the Wits left were too weak to retain their SRC'’s official association with
them,® the liberal majority on the Wits SRC did reluctantly allow the use of an 1US film
during the academic freedom campaign on the campus.® NUSAS did not. It drew closer to
the anti-communist, Leiden-based Co-ordinating Secretariat (COSEC) and its policy-
making body, the International Student Conference (ISC). At the Sixth ISC in Ceylon, a
number of resolutions condemning university apartheid were passed® which were

subsequently placed before the United Nations.®

Parliamentary parties and the Separate University Education Bill

On 18 January 1957, the Governor-General announced in his speech from the throne that
university apartheid would be enacted during that session of parliament. This was followed
on 11 March 1957 by the tabling of the three pronged Separate University Education Bill
which coincided with the recommendations of the Department of Native Affairs to the
Holloway Commission of 1954. The Bill aimed to establish four separate ethnic universities,
those for Africans under the control of the Ministry of Native Affairs. It would transfer to
government both Fort Hare and, to the consternation of Natal University, its segregated
Medical School too and ultimately remove all black students from UCT and Wits.® Much of
the Bill comprised an authoritarian code of conduct for students and staff, the latter to be

state-appointed civil servants.®” The Bill was soon withdrawn however, as it was found by

;z M. Horrell, A Survey of Race Relations 1956-7, op. cit., p. 198.
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8 Union of South Africa, House of Assembly Debates, column 2493, 11.3.1957.
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Albert van de Sandt Centilivres, chancellor of UCT and former chief justice, to be hybrid,
affecting both public and private interests.®® Thus, an amended version was introduced on
8 April 1957 which omitted Fort Hare and the Natal Medical School® and placed the onus
of not enrolling at the open universities on the black students themselves, instead of, as in
the withdrawn Bill, on the university authorities.”® Thus the government was able to claim
that it was not restricting university autonomy, a claim held by NUSAS to be false, because
as was the case with the revised Native Laws Amendment Act (to be discussed later), the
university (or multi-racial institution) would remain an accessory to the crime.®* Government
claims of respecting university freedom rang hollow in the light of the prime minister's
statement a few days earlier that state-aided institutions would not be allowed to teach

doctrines undermining Christianity and the existence of the white state. %

How did NUSAS react to these earlier developments? The Academic Freedom Committees
on the various campuses which had been making preparations throughout the vacation
swung into action. Following the speech from the throne, the NUSAS president co-
ordinated a complicated simultaneous exchange of press releases by NUSAS SRCs
across the country.” Despite fears that the timing was wrong as the press was focusing on
other matters to be put before parliament,® university apartheid did receive good
coverage.” The UP-supporting Argus published from the NUSAS and SRC press releases
those arguments in accord with its own views and those of its white readership and
followed up with an editorial entitled ‘Shackling the universities’.*® NUSAS was quoted as
calling on the public to insist that ‘the government ... drop their proposed legislation’ as this
represented the ‘introduction of politics into learning’®’ while the Wits SRC was ‘fear[ful of]
the international isolation which will result when we become universities so different from
what the rest of the world regards as a true university’.”® The more radical and prophetic
joint warning of the SRCs of Pietermaritzburg and non-NUSAS-affiliated UNNE that
university apartheid was ‘no less than a catastrophe for race relations’ was also carried®

but could be interpreted ambiguously as meaning the two white ‘races’.
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A few days later, the Minister of Education, Arts and Sciences would accept neither a
petition and letter from the SRCs of Wits and UCT respectively nor entertain a request to
meet a student deputation to discuss university apartheid.*® Protest tactics radicalised. In
the same manner as the eminently respectable, white, middle-class, liberal Black Sash,

which offered to stand outside parliament during the First Reading,**

small groups of
students from UCT, Wits and Rhodes, dressed in academic gowns, staged placard
protests outside UCT during rush hour denouncing ‘political interference with universities’
and claiming that ‘closed universities mean(t] closed minds’.*** Later, larger groups were to
stand in other parts of the peninsula and outside parliament too.'® Similar protests took
place in Johannesburg under the auspices of the Wits Academic Freedom Committee and

SRC.04

One of the most important means of halting university apartheid was to persuade the UP to
oppose it in parliament. However, by December 1956, the official opposition had yet to
formulate its response to this measure and judging by its past record, it was quite possible
that it would side with the government. At the UP congress in November 1956, Sir De
Villiers Graaff succeeded the absent, ill JGN Strauss as leader of the deeply divided and
somewhat directionless party. As an anglicised Afrikaner committed to the British
Commonwealth with personal links to the old Boer generals, Loius Botha, Jan Smuts and

195 it was hoped that Graaff would win wide electoral support.’® This would

Barry Hertzog,
entail successfully holding together in one party the bloedsappe (who stood by the party of
Botha and Smuts out of family tradition), ‘near Nationalist’ conservatives (many of them
anglicised, upper class Afrikaners or English jingoists) and liberals.*®” In the face of its
1953 electoral defeat, the exodus of its left wing to the LP and the UFP and the right wing
‘Bailley Bekker Group’ to the National Conservative Party, the UP either failed to take a
decisive stand on ‘race’ issues for fear of further splitting the party - sometimes finding no

agreement even when a bill was before parliament*®®

- or simply moved to the right. Thus,
in November 1954, it reneged on its pledge to reinstate the coloured franchise were the UP

re-elected to government, committed itself to retaining the Mixed Marriages Act as a means
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of breeding out miscegenation and rejected the extension of indirect black parliamentary
representation.’® In addition, from 1953 onwards, it usually endorsed the government’s
new authoritarian security measures such as the Criminal Law Amendment, Public Safety

110

and Suppression of Communism Amendment Acts™ all of which further criminalised

protest.

In preparation then for the UP’s caucus meeting in January 1957, NUSAS lobbied Zac de
Beer, MP for Maitland, and other liberally-inclined MPs to take a strong stand against
university apartheid and for this purpose offered to make available to them the national
union’s academic freedom files."™ NUSAS ‘made excellent contacts’ with Margaret
Ballinger and Leo Lovell,'** leaders of the LP and Labour Party respectively, (the latter
moving away from its segregatory protection of the white working class to a race policy
more liberal than that of the UP’s). And, moreover, NUSAS could presumably count on the
influence of Labour Party MP, Alex Hepple, and Leslie Rubin, LP Native Representative in
the Senate, fathers of former and current Wits and UCT SRC presidents, Bob Hepple and
Neville Rubin respectively. Not unexpectedly then, following the speech from the throne,
the LP and Labour Parties announced their opposition to proposed university apartheid.
The UP however remained mute,*® precipitating much press speculation as to which way it
would vote.™ NUSAS was privately worried about the UP’s silence. It feared firstly, that
the party would only oppose the proposed Bill in terms of defending university autonomy
and secondly, that in response to negative public opinion might change its stance during
the Second Reading as it had just done in regard to the ‘Flag Bil''**® - a bill aimed at
curtailing the official display of the Union Jack in South Africa.'*®* NUSAS'’s first concern
seems strange in the light of NUSAS'’s broad-based academic freedom campaign built on
tactical alliances with moderate conservatives on the basis of the defence of university

autonomy. However, the concern related to the universities which could be embarrassed
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7

were government supporters to raise the issue of miscegenation'’” and presumably in

addition use miscegenation to shift public opinion against the UP’s stand.

To the surprise then of NUSAS, and equally the government, the UP strongly opposed the
Separate University Education Bill during its First Reading on 11 March 1957.**® Couched
in traditional UP terms but utilising arguments advanced by NUSAS and the open
universities, Graaff accused the government of ‘giving way to the ideological theories of

hon. the Minister of Native Affairs'*'°

and warned the assembly that the Bill was an attack
on ‘traditional’ academic freedom and university autonomy and ‘open[ed] the door’ to
further state ‘interference in the internal policy of the university’.®® NUSAS expanded on
Graaff's words by arguing that with the enactment of the Bill, black students would ‘not
receive a true university education but would be trained ‘in a government department
designed to perpetuate baasskap’.'** NUSAS warned the public that if it did not ‘rally to the
support of the universities’, South Africa would find itself in the same position as that of
Nazi Germany, where the universities capitulated to Nazi control and ‘contributed materially

to the rapid growth of Nazism’.*??

Campus opposition to the Separate University Education Bill

After this, the focus of the academic freedom campaign shifted to the various NUSAS-
affiliated campuses. NUSAS believed that its role should be that of ‘prod[ding] other bodies
to take their rightful prominent place in the apartheid campaign’ so as to avoid creating the
impression (quite correct) that the national union was ‘poking [its] nose in wherever [it]
could’.*®® Thus, just prior to the announcement of the contents of the Separate University
Education Bill, NUSAS requested its executive members to coax statements of opposition
to university apartheid from the councils, senates, convocations and SRCs of their
respective universities.® The stand taken by the UP lent respectability, moderation and
legitimacy to the hitherto perceived left-leaning academic freedom campaign and its foray
into party politics. This perhaps persuaded many more within the university community, the
majority of whom would have voted for the UP, to leave their ivory towers and participate in
the campaign. The next few months witnessed the various constituencies of the
universities passing resolutions, circulating petitions, hosting public meetings and

organising pickets. This culminated in the hitherto unheard of cancellation of lectures to
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allow for university council and senate-led mass protest marches through the streets of the

various university towns and cities of South Africa.'®

The Special Edition of the Witwatersrand Student of March 1957 claimed that Wits was ‘a
completely united front against apartheid’.*?® This view was echoed by I.D. MacCrone, co-
ordinator of the Wits university autonomy campaign. Did Wits reject all aspects of apartheid
or only university apartheid and to what extent was the university a united front? During the
1956/7 vacation, all components of Wits participated in a public meeting on academic non-

segregation addressed by the chancellor, Justice Richard Feetham,'*’

who, as Murray
noted, was, like his counterpart at UCT, playing a far more prominent role in university
affairs than chancellors hitherto.'”® In February 1957, the NUSAS president proclaimed
himself generally ‘satisfied’ with the campaign in Johannesburg but regretted that the Wits
staff was ‘not quite as co-operative as it might have been’.® This is not spelt out, but
presumably many staff members were wary of taking a ‘political stand’ even though Sutton,
the Wits principal, was at pains to state that the university’s opposition to the Bill was ‘not
political’.*** Moreover, an association with what many in the public believed was juvenile,
irresponsible student protest, diminished the possibility of avoiding government action. As
far as the Wits student body was concerned, a mass meeting rejected overwhelmingly the
Separate University Education Bill before parliament and pledged itself ‘to defend in every
way possible’ the ‘traditional policy of academic non-segregation maintained’ by all
constituencies of the university.’® However, only nine hundred students attended this
meeting,'* fewer than the thirty percent of the student body generally held to be politically
conscientised. This, despite the fact that the UP had already indicated its intention to fight
the Bill and students had been exposed to the issue of university apartheid through the

‘Academic Freedom Week’,"* an annual event introduced by NUSAS some years before.

The Wits student leadership was uneasily united. Despite the defeat of the radical left in
1955, this grouping, organised into a non-racial campus COD branch, made a determined
but limited comeback in student politics, Legassick arguing that COD provided the radical

left with the platform it had lost in NUSAS. Moreover, playing an active role in LP-

2 UCT (Cape Town), Wits (Johannesburg), Rhodes (Grahamstown), Fort Hare (Alice)
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dominated campus politics was entirely compatible with the Congress Alliance’s policy of
forging a united front with all anti-apartheid forces. Thus Wits returned to its traditional
liberal-left coalition in student politics,*** albeit with a far less powerful radical left than in
the past. The Wits Academic Freedom Committee was a liberal-COD coalition which
generally functioned harmoniously. It was widely representative of student campus
societies and sought representation on the Wits Council's Academic Freedom
Committee.’®* The presence of COD members in student governing structures could
explain the radical, unconstitutional tactics adopted by Wits students in their efforts to fight
university apartheid. Probably influenced by the ANC'’s Anti-Pass campaign, a ‘Burn the
Bill' protest was held on the Great Hall steps which was interrupted by war-cry chanting

students hurling home-made teargas bombs*®*®

and ended in a scuffle when twenty five
apartheid supporters tried to save the Bill from the flames."’ Following this, counter
demonstrations against the academic freedom campaign were led on the campus by S.W.

Postma.®®

With the exception of three NP supporters, the SRC agreed in principle to hold a protest
march through Johannesburg,™*® a decision which won the support of the university-wide
Open Universities Liaison Committee.**® A national student conference hosted by the Wits
SRC to discuss university apartheid and attended by representatives of almost all of
NUSAS's affiliated SRCs as well as those from Fort Hare and UNNE' resolved to

‘prosecute the most vigorous campaign’**?

against the Separate University Education Bill.
This would include the staging of simultaneous protest marches around the country.*** On
the 22 May 1957, Wits closed for most of the day. With the full permission of the
Johannesburg City Council,*** a three thousand-strong ‘united front' of Wits Council
members, staff, students and alumni processed from the campus to the Johannesburg City

Hall under the watchful eye of the security police.'*®
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At UCT, the academic freedom campaign followed a similar course to that of Wits. A
special Academic Freedom Edition of the student newspaper, Varsity, was brought out to
coincide with a special mass meeting to protest the introduction of the Separate University
Education Bill in parliament. Nearly a third of the UCT student body attended this gathering
which was addressed by the SRC and in a precedent-setting move, a member of the UCT
Senate t00.**® Shortly after the introduction of the revised Bill in parliament, the UCT
convocation, as at Wits, sponsored a public meeting to plead the case of the open
universities. This was presided over by Albert van de Sandt Centilivres.’*’ Wide
prominence had already been given to Centilivres’'s uncompromising defence of university
autonomy and his belief in the importance of the presence of black students at the open
universities for the development of good race relations, tolerance and the maintenance of
‘western civilisation’.**® On 7 June 1957, Centilivres led the three thousand-strong UCT
protest march up Cape Town’s Adderley Street to the university’s city campus. Although
the student followers of NEUM had refused to participate in the academic freedom
campaign because the SRC would not put university apartheid in its ‘proper perspective’,**°
black students were in evidence scattered amongst the white majority.**° Also participating
in the demonstration as either Medical School staff or alumni were doctors attached to
state hospitals. They were later subjected to intimidation by the Cape Provincial

Administration.*®*

The severing of the Natal Medical School from the University of Natal and its proposed
transfer to the Native Affairs Department created neither a university-wide nor student
united front against the Separate University Education Bill at the geographically scattered
and racially and ideologically diverse University of Natal. The vice-president of NUSAS and
president of the Pietermaritzburg SRC, Trevor Coombe (a devout Christian and member of
the SCA) was unable to accede to NUSAS's request to coax statements from the different
constituencies of the university as in his opinion, the University Council was pro-
segregation and the Senate held strictly under the thumb of the principal, Malherbe.
Eventually however, with the support of the Natal Provincial Council and the Natal Coastal
Doctors’ Association, both the Senate and Council concurred with the principal that the
takeover of the essentially apartheid-organised Medical School was an unnecessary ‘act of

pillage’.®* NUSAS played no role in the Medical School controversy because, as
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mentioned earlier, it could not afford to be seen as a serial meddler but believed however,

that the ‘more trouble... stir[red] up in Natal... the better’.**®

Trouble was indeed stirred up in Natal, but despite the efforts of the bridge-building
Coombe and to a lesser extent M.J. Naidoo, president of the non-NUSAS affiliated UNNE
SRC, this did not result in a student united front but rather exacerbated the differences
between the four Natal campuses. Because the Durban SRC upheld only university
autonomy, it was unable to associate itself with either a strong statement against university
apartheid issued jointly by UNNE and Pietermaritzburg in February 1957,** nor with the
ultimately abortive national student protest strike proposed by UNNE.'™® Similarly it
declined to participate in pickets in Durban and Pietermaritzburg against government
interference in the open universities as this was ‘a little to [sic] advanced and a little too
public for the UND student body’.**® However, the Durban student body did move to the left
in this period, and after some persuading by the SRC president and the visiting NUSAS
executive, ratified the SRC’s endorsement of the principle and ideal, but not the practice of

academic freedom.*®’

Without first informing the rest of the student body or the UNNE SRC of their intentions, the
Durban medical students formed an ‘Action Committee’ to co-ordinate their protest against
government plans to take-over their institution.™® The UNNE SRC,* on which the medical
students chose not to be represented, unsuccessfully attempted to organise a university-
wide demonstration to foster student unity between the divided black campuses. The
Medical School would only participate if the demonstration rejected apartheid in toto while
Durban would if it was limited to university autonomy.*®® Ultimately, the proposed march
through Durban by Pietermaritzburg and UNNE was banned by the mayor of Durban

because the organisers had failed to obtain permission from the City Council and more
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ominously in NUSAS'’s opinion, because the public knew enough about academic freedom,

in the opinion of the mayor.***

At UNP, the campus newspaper, Nux, urged students to oppose university apartheid and
the educational indoctrination which this entailed with the same level of commitment they
had displayed in their demonstrations against the invasion of Hungary the previous year.*®
Was this successful? Possibly because the campus was misinformed about the nature of
the meeting - it is not clear why nor whether this was intentional - only one hundred and
twenty students attended an SRC mass meeting held shortly after the introduction the
Separate University Education Bill in March 1957. However, those present did agree to the

d*®® which included

adoption of a militant programme of action against university aparthei
Black Sash-type pickets, petitions, mass meetings and upside down flag flying

demonstrations.'® These were subsequently well patronised.

The UNP university apartheid campaign was not limited only to public group
demonstrations. Nux exhorted its readers to educate family and friends regarding the
distinction between ‘personal, voluntary segregation and enforced, unwanted apartheid’. It
warned that ‘dictatorship’ and ‘bloodshed’ would, like in Nazi Germany ‘inevitably’ follow
were Pietermaritzburg students to refrain from resisting the ‘encroachment’ on their civil
liberties.*®® This Nazi analogy echoed not only the sentiments of NUSAS but also those of
the Anti-Republican League (ARL), the largest political organisation in Natal. After the
battle to retain the Union Jack and ‘God save the queen’ had been lost in 1957, the ARL
shifted its attention to the deteriorating state of ‘race relations’ in the Union and defending
the liberties of the English universities.'® NUSAS had no official ties with the extra
parliamentary ARL but considered the organisation useful in ‘publicising demonstrations
and mtgs [sic] amongst [its] considerable membership in Natal.'®’ The chairman of the
Pietermaritzburg Academic Freedom Defence Committee was described by the NUSAS
executive as a ‘useful’, ‘Federal Party John Bull'*®® and as such was probably associated

with the ARL. Using the same tactics as the ARL, Pietermaritzburg students attended and
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picketed NP gatherings, provoking racially and sexually offensive responses from the NP

devotees.*®°

Targeting governing party meetings could certainly be construed as engaging in party
political activities, something that was generally held to be taboo by the UNP student body.
In an analysis of the ‘non-political’ British National Union of Students (NUS), it was argued
that ‘no politics’ to the NUS in the Cold War 1950s meant ‘no left wing politics’.*"® Similarly,
when the political interests of white English-speaking students were aligned with those of
mainstream political bodies with which these students identified, for example the UP, the
UFP and the ARL, student political concerns achieved respectability and were no longer

regarded as ‘political’ and outside the student domain.

The ARL successfully expanded its operations into the Eastern Cape.'”* English-speakers
there shared some of the fears and sentiments of their Natal counterparts. This could
partially explain the unexpected enthusiasm displayed by the Rhodes student body for the
academic freedom campaign in 1957. Russell has argued that defending university
autonomy ‘evoked all the dormant anti-Afrikaner feeling which is very much part of the
South African English academic tradition — “they” were trying to push “us” around’.*”
However, one of the leaders of the Rhodes academic freedom campaign was Jan
Breitenbach, the Afrikaans-speaking chairman of the SRC and Afrikaanse
Studentevereeniging'’® who was also partially responsible for the surprising, in the opinion
of the NUSAS executive, co-operation between the Rhodes and Fort Hare student

bodies.!™

Return of Fort Hare

Rhodes was the examining body of Fort Hare, a valued status it would lose were the
neighbouring university college transferred to the Native Affairs Department. Consequently,
many exchanges occurred between the governing bodies and senates of the two (black

and white) institutions to decide on their joint approach to imminent government
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intervention.'” However, NUSAS remained cut-off from the Fort Hare student body as it
had largely been since 1952, despite numerous attempts to initiate contact and dialogue.
For NUSAS, securing the re-affiliation of Fort Hare was critical. Its claim to represent all
those opposed to university apartheid was severely weakened with Fort Hare - vitally
affected by university apartheid - outside the national union’s ranks. The Fort Hare student
body was certainly concerned about government intentions regarding higher education and
during what they described as a ‘very critical time’ for Fort Hare and the open
universities'”® publicly condemned the appointment of the Van der Walt Commission in
April 1956. Moreover, there were signs that a significant number of Fort Hare students
favoured breaking free from their isolation and seeking contact with other students. A
motion introduced by T.W. Gcabashe to rescind the 1954 resolution which had severed all
ties with the Rhodes student body because of the latter's patronising and racist attitude
towards their Fort Hare counterparts was comfortably defeated by a student mass meeting
in April 1956.""" Shortly thereafter, NUSAS reminded Fort Hare of its 1954 undertaking to
‘assist NUSAS whenever NUSAS works for the common interest’ and at the same time
disclosed the details of its new campaign to ‘resist apartheid’'’® at UCT and Wits. Fort Hare
students were urged to co-operate with the national union if only to hear the ‘other man’s
[sic] point of view.*"® As was usually the case, this letter went unanswered by an SRC and

student body dominated by those hostile to collaboration with white liberals.

Despite this rebuttal, NUSAS began to put in place the conditions necessary for securing
Fort Hare’s return. Probably flowing from the work of Jan Breitenbach, the vice-president of
the Fort Hare SRC attended the 1956 NUSAS congress in his personal capacity. The
content of his address to the student assembly is not recorded but it probably included the
latest developments arising from the closure of the college the previous year. Subsequently
the congress passed a resolution that the closure of Fort Hare in 1955 was ‘not justified’,**
a stand it had balked at taking the previous year (against the strong opposition of the
radical left) because the liberal majority were reluctant to question the actions of the
college’s missionary authorities whose judgement it implicitly trusted. In another new

departure, the 1956 assembly offered its full support to the ANC-initiated African Education
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Movement8!

(aimed at establishing alternative education to Bantu Education) which it had
also been equivocal about doing before. Following the example of the ISC which was
competing with the IUS to win the loyalty of ‘colonial’ students, the student assembly
adopted a resolution rejecting the negative impact of colonialism on education® which
was in similar vein to resolutions emanating from the IUS which again in the past NUSAS
had refused to endorse. This change in direction was probably also influenced by the
experience of some NUSAS leaders attending international gatherings composed largely of
students from the Third World. NUSAS, they realised, was perceived to be a white student
organisation by Third World students and thus could not afford to be as selective as it was
in South Africa about the policies with which it would associate itself.’®* That colonialism
was an issue to Fort Hare students was underlined in August 1956 when Gcabashe argued
that Fort Hare’s disaffiliation in 1952 was motivated by the *anti-colonial’ foreign policy of
NUSAS and the patronising and paternalistic attitude of NUSAS officials towards Fort Hare
students and not racism and anti-white hostility as insinuated by liberals in the SAIRR.
Gcabashe stated that Fort Hare was ‘ever ready to join hands with all who see in us that
which makes a man’ and not that which makes a level headed native’.*® However, all of
these measures to accommodate Fort Hare threatened to lead to nothing when the
assembly took a decisive step into the Cold War by applying for full delegate status of the
Western-aligned ISC and reversed its decision taken earlier in the congress to send an
observer to the Fourth World Student Congress of the IUS.*®

Shortly after the conclusion of the NUSAS Congress, the new NUSAS president, Ernie
Wentzel, to his surprise, was invited to address the Fort Hare ‘Students’ Social Studies
Committee’ on the implications of university apartheid.*®® It was unclear what motivated the
invitation: whether a genuine interest in university apartheid, or the start of overtures for
rapprochement with the national union or an opportunity to attack NUSAS policy.*®’
Ultimately only one student ‘hammered’ NUSAS on its refusal to fight for complete political
and social equality while the rest of the large, seemingly sympathetic audience appeared
impressed by the national union’s academic freedom campaign.'®® The SRC, markedly
more inclined towards the now dominant non-racial orientation of the ANC, agreed on the

necessity of rekindling relations with NUSAS and intimated that if it received a mandate
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from the student body to do so, it would re-affiliate. For NUSAS this was the ‘most
significant event...in the last five years...not just in student affairs, but in South Africa

generally’.*®

However, much of the student body remained sympathetic to the anti-colloborationist
SOYA and militant Africanist position. Thus, it did not debate re-affiliation, refused to send
observers to the NUSAS executive meeting and instead voted to convene an ‘All-In
Student Conference’ to discuss opposition to university apartheid which would exclude
‘collaboration with NUSAS'.*®® Nonetheless, the tentative discussions between the Rhodes
and Fort Hare SRCs begun in September 1956 regarding the possibility of mounting a joint
campaign against university apartheid continued.'* In February 1957, shortly before the
tabling of the Separate University Education Bill, Wentzel wrote at length to the Fort Hare
SRC on the importance of ‘contact between students of different races’. Wentzel believed
that suspicions between people who did not know one another as friends disappeared
when they were able to debate ideas together. He argued further that in South Africa, it
was not race that divided people but rather ideas and assured Fort Hare that in NUSAS
with its many divergent points of view, Fort Hare would find support for its position from
students of all races. NUSAS was also held up as one of the few forums in which all races
could meet, something which could rapidly come to an end were university apartheid and a
new mooted Native Laws Amendment Bill (which sought to close off all multi-racial contact
- discussed later) enacted.'®® This letter resulted in the Fort Hare student body voting
unanimously to accede to the request of NUSAS and their SRC, the latter led by Ambrose
Makiwane (an ANCYL leader fired by the Native Affairs Department from his teaching post,
later a member of the SACP and head of the ANC’s exile mission in Cuba'®®), that the

national union be allowed to visit the college.*®

The reasons for the disaffiliation in 1952 were revisited and to NUSAS'’s surprise it
discovered that racial snubbing by white delegates at NUSAS congresses had been more
galling to Fort Hare students than the national union’s limited political programme. For the
first time publicly, NUSAS argued that it was for tactical reasons that it fought apartheid

only in the educational sphere and that those who opposed educational apartheid were
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also likely to reject all aspects of the ideology.’®™ From the scant attention paid to its

international loyalties, '

it was clear that NUSAS's decision to leave the IUS was no longer
the issue it had been when Fort Hare disaffiliated and that the SRC was prepared to
overlook differences in foreign policy for the sake of fighting university apartheid. The
NUSAS leadership realised that university apartheid was behind the rapprochement and
for this reason took ‘the strongest possible line’ as ‘the stronger the line we take, the more
likely they are to support us’.*®” Although some NEUM supporters were against this, the
SRC decided to re-affiliate to NUSAS were the student body to agree. Before the mass
meeting, the NUSAS visitors attended a college social and so as to avoid accusations of
social snubbing and racism, danced ‘wildly’ with as many students as they could, raising
the eyebrows of some members of the college staff.'® Later that evening, Wentzel
addressed a mass meeting on the policy and structure of the national union and even
though objections to NUSAS policy similar to those raised earlier by the SRC came from

the floor, the student body voted unanimously to rejoin the national union.**

Why had this occurred? In a later interview with the Congress-aligned press, SRC
members, Ambrose Makiwane and Lovemore Mutambanengwe (a Southern Rhodesian)
explained that the decision to re-affiliate was motivated by the need to form a united front
against university apartheid. This had become possible when the threat of university
apartheid had forced NUSAS ‘to face political issues whether [it] liked it or not’ and take a
political stand. Makiwane said Fort Hare still had differences with the national union but it
was ‘not the time to split the opposition’ to university apartheid.”® Moreover, the Fort Hare
decision accorded with ANC policy on constructing a united front against apartheid. The
important role of individuals - and particularly politically connected individuals - in securing
re-affiliation cannot be discounted. In 1956, Z.K. Matthews, acting principal of Fort Hare,
Treason Trial defendant and an ANC executive member who inspired the Defiance
Campaign and Congress of the People, impressed on students the seriousness of looming
university apartheid and the importance of presenting a united front against it. This could
perhaps have also included a rapprochement with NUSAS. Shortly after Fort Hare'’s re-

affiliation, Matthews, away at the Treason Trial, observed from a distance that the current
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SRC was doing well, and noted, seemingly approvingly, that it would be represented at
meetings in Cape Town and on the Rand.?®* It was - the ‘Open Universities Conference’ in
Cape Town and the Wits ‘Inter-SRC Conference on University Apartheid’ in May 1957. The
influential, strong-willed Makiwane was on occasions known to act independently without a
mandate from the SRC and student body and sometimes even flouted their wishes. He had
much to do with the re-affiliation.?*> Moreover, the national ANCYL had devoted some time
to analysing the consequences of university apartheid and denounced it in no uncertain
terms. The ANC maintained ties with the ANCYL at Fort Hare via Govan Mbeki, ANC
leader in Port Elizabeth.?®® Thus the role of the ANC cannot be discounted in the re-
affiliation. Whether or not the ANC was involved in propelling Fort Hare back into NUSAS,
it is quite clear that by 1957 the political goals of Fort Hare and NUSAS coincided fairly
closely and thus it made sense for Fort Hare to return to the national union and access its
superior resources to fight apartheid. For NUSAS, the re-affiliation meant that it could
legitimately claim to represent all students and, in a big setback for the government, could

fight university apartheid on behalf of Fort Hare and black students in general.

With Fort Hare back in the NUSAS fold and the ban on contact with Rhodes lifted, the two
Eastern Cape SRCs cemented their unofficial joint campaign against university apartheid.
In March 1957 they issued a statement rejecting the Separate University Education Bill***
and voiced their objections to comments made by Verwoerd to the Stellenbosch NP
Jeugbond that the open universities were being used to transform Africans into black
Englishmen hostile to Afrikanerdom.?® A joint petition was circulated at both campuses

calling for the immediate withdrawal of the Bill**®

and Fort Hare students participated in
what became a controversial symposium on university apartheid organised by the Rhodes
SRC.?" This symposium drew unwanted attention from the NP press partly because of
black participation. Moreover, in his argument in favour of opening Rhodes to all races,
Guy Butler, the distinguished South African playwright based at the university, claimed that
he would rather teach ‘coffee coloured bastards’ to ‘barbarous whites’,?® in the process

mocking and ridiculing the NP’s concerns with miscegenation.
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The first ever university protest march (termed the more neutral ‘procession’) took place in
Grahamstown in March 1957. Lending legitimacy to this unprecedented event was the
participation of the Rhodes Senate, Council and Convocation which condemned the
transfer of Fort Hare to the government and the abrogation of Rhodes’s autonomy.?® After
the heady excitement of the first phase of the campaign, participation dwindled and
academic freedom again became the preserve of Rhodes’s ‘old faithful’.?*°

For the Fort Hare student body, embarking on militant protest action was not initially a
unanimous decision. Many students regarded university apartheid (like Bantu Education
before it) as a foregone conclusion and thus reasoned that opposition to government plans
was futile. The most that many students could envisage was some sort of symbolic protest
rather than actually confronting the government.?** Adherents of the non-collaborationist
SOYA had a predisposition to ‘armchair politics’ and refused to demonstrate at all.?*? It
could also be argued that for black Fort Hare students (unlike their privileged and basically
free white counterparts), active politics posed a threat to their future careers as it exposed
students to the real possibility of university exclusion (as occurred after the closure of Fort
Hare in 1955) and post university unemployability, or government harassment, as the
arrest on the charge of treason of Z.K. Matthews illustrated. In what was otherwise a
remarkable display of inter-racial solidarity, some Fort Hare students questioned the
legality of their participation in a joint Rhodes-Fort Hare placard demonstration to be held in
Port Elizabeth.?*® Donovan Williams (a member of staff who subsequently authored a
history of Fort Hare) argues that the strong line taken by Fort Hare students stemmed

partly from the influential presence of the somewnhat older Makiwane.***

Makiwane, as SRC president, played a leading role in the official three hundred and sixty-
strong, university-wide march to the town of Alice protesting the Second Reading of the
university apartheid Bill in May 1957. The march concluded in the passing of a resolution
sent to the Minister of Education, Arts and Science, which limited itself to reaffirming Fort
Hare's commitment to academic freedom and university autonomy and total rejection of the

establishment of tribal institutions. Banners carried by the marchers proclaiming ‘We are
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Africans not Zulus or Sothos’ and ‘We shall not be brainwashed’?*® asserted a strong
African nationalism but more importantly, reflected the deep fear of the imposition of Bantu
Education and the removal from Fort Hare, not only of coloured and Indian students, but
also non-Xhosa-speaking Africans. Speeches from African members of staff deplored, in
liberal terms, the closing of the open universities and the associated implications for black
advancement and inter-racial contact.”’® Students sympathetic to SOYA did not
participate,?’ presumably because demonstration was deemed to be futile, was limited to
educational apartheid only and associated with white liberals and NUSAS. However, this
stance lost SOYA much ground on the campus.”*® A member of the Fort Hare SRC
reflected on the importance of having for the first time mounted a joint protest with the
college staff as without a united front, ‘resistance’ could have been ‘seriously impaired’ and

divisions sown by those hostile to the campaign.*°

Was Fort Hare a united front? Williams argues that staff protest against the Separate
University Education Bill was led by a group of anti-Afrikaans, LP supporters/members on
the college Senate (many of them ‘foreigners’) who were irresponsibly and selfishly
‘sacrificing’ the futures of black staff members®® by using the academic freedom campaign
for their own wider ‘political’ purposes.?! As such, he argues, they had little support from

African members of staff who were more sympathetic to the ‘cautious’, ‘practical’,

1222 I 223

‘judicious’*** white fence-sitters on the Senate who wanted no truck with the ‘politica
activities of the ‘Liberals’ and who often allied themselves with the supporters of
government takeover.?* Whether the academic freedom campaign was foreign LP-
dominated or not, the second part of Williams’ argument is patently untrue and not even
borne out by Williams’ own evidence. All African members of the Senate voted against the
imposition of apartheid as did the Lecturers’ Association. African staff members certainly
participated in the march to Alice. Suspicions of LP domination were evidently rife as
Makiwane felt obliged to refute allegations that students were ‘incited’ by white (LP) college
staff members.?”> These allegations were probably made by the government and
conservative whites intent on undermining African agency and the significance of black-

white and student-staff co-operation. Fort Hare students ‘disliked intensely’ the white
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conservative grouping who, as well as attempting to ‘inhibit’ and ‘forestall’ strong protest
action against government takeover, had ‘unpleasant relations’ with their students. This

was in sharp contrast to the esteem in which their well ‘liked’ LP colleagues were held.?*®

The Separate University Education Bill: Second Reading

The Fort Hare and nation-wide university protests intentionally coincided with the Second
Reading of the Separate University Education Bill. Beale argues that the Bill and its
justification were quite clearly authored by the Native Affairs Department and not the
segregationist Viljoen who during the Second Reading stuck closely to his typewritten
speech with a ‘grim looking Verwoerd sitting directly behind him’.?*’ Moreover, Viljoen
claimed not even to have read the report of the Van der Walt Commission before it was
printed®?® while six months earlier he had stated at a University of South Africa (UNISA)
graduation that ‘our universities must not be determined from outside’ and ‘must transcend
the volk’.?*® Nonetheless, Viljoen argued firstly that the removal of black students from the
open universities was required to safeguard the security of the state which was threatened
by ‘mounting African political opposition’. Many of these black activists he alleged, were
educated at the open universities and consequently became culturally alienated from their
communities, becoming ‘agitators’ and ‘traitors’ instead of leaders and ‘social assets’.?*°
Secondly, Viljoen disingenuously argued that the open universities discriminated against
black students by practicing social segregation. Viljoen’s third argument, that the open
universities would inevitably become black institutions were there no intervention in their
admission policies, was according to Beale, an ‘echo’ of earlier ‘simpler segregationist’
models of university apartheid.”** Viljoen justified the transfer of responsibility for African
education from his department to that of Native Affairs by arguing for the necessity of
streamlining African education and ‘Bantu development’ in one department. Crudely, the
Native Affairs Department would control the supply and demand of university trained

Africans required for the government’s separate development policy.?*?

Many opposition speakers pointed to the startling change of policy followed by Viljoen in
his years as Minister of Education, Arts and Science. They noted their awareness that the

Separate University Education Bill was not his craftsmanship but that of the Native Affairs
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Department. They thus drew particular attention to a statement made by Viljoen in 1951
that he would not interfere with the autonomy of the universities.?®® This challenge to
Viljoen was orchestrated in part by NUSAS, as executive members going through old files
had come across his 1951 statement and had realised what a powerful weapon it could be
in the university apartheid campaign. NUSAS recognised that serious divisions existed

within the NP which could be exploited to defeat the apartheid Bill.***

Press coverage too was believed to be critical in exposing and opposing the Separate
Universities Bill. NUSAS deliberately cultivated the press and by January 1957 had built up
such a cordial relationship with the Cape newspapers that it had the free use of the Cape
Times’s telex machine.”® The Witwatersrand Student reported that the liberal English

5 as it devoted

South African press stood ‘four square’ behind the open universities®
hundreds of columns of print in the form of press reports and editorials to the academic
freedom campaign. In the opinion of a NUSAS executive member, overseas press support
on the editorial side had by May 1957, ‘reached almost the same degree of coverage as in
South Africa’, while international denunciation of university apartheid forced ‘the

government to tone down its extremism’.?%’

This put the NP-aligned Afrikaans press at a disadvantage. Unable (like the government)
‘to stem the tide of protest against university apartheid’ it had resorted (like the
government) to ‘Jew baiting’ and reports of miscegenation (‘deurmekaarboerdery’).?®® In an
attempt to undermine the academic freedom campaign, the Minister of Education claimed
that a ‘leftish’ and even ‘communist’ element was behind this anti-government opposition.
This claim was embellished by NP-supporting newspapers with a discussion of the leading
role played by Jewish students in the academic freedom campaign. Historically Afrikaner
nationalism had elided communism and its internationalism (both the absolute enemy of
Afrikaner nationalism) with the ‘unassimilable’, ‘cosmopolitan’ ‘Jew’.?** The avowedly anti-
communist NUSAS executive rejected the Minister's allegations and challenged him to
repeat them outside parliament.?*®> Communist labelling was an effective weapon against
NUSAS because of its working relationship in the university apartheid campaign with the

radical left, many of whom were probably sympathetic to the banned CPSA. Moreover, if
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the national union appeared too anti-communist, it risked alienating its black membership,

particularly the newly affiliated Fort Hare student body.

The Separate University Education Bill successfully passed its Second Reading, but
instead of continuing its passage through the House of Assembly and Senate was
dispatched to a Select Committee which itself was later transformed into a parliamentary
Commission of Inquiry. This was surprising considering that the government appeared to
be in a hurry to implement university apartheid and had already begun construction of the
new university colleges for this purpose. When pressed by NUSAS for an explanation of
these developments — developments which Coombe, the new NUSAS president mused
signalled the government’s ‘extraordinary conception of parliamentary government that

enables an act to be implemented before it is passed’?*-

the Secretary of the Native Affairs
Department untruthfully alleged that the new buildings were intended for training
colleges.*”? For Coombe, the stalling of the Separate Universities Education Bill offered a
‘welcome’, ‘temporary’ reprieve to the open universities, which he surmised had come
about because of the reluctance of the government to alienate leading academics just prior

to the 1958 general election.?*

Clearing the decks of contentious legislation and healing the divisions which had opened
up within the NP ranks regarding university apartheid seemed to be a government priority
before the 1958 election. With regard to the latter, idealistic total apartheid intellectuals
(dubbed ‘Visionaries’ by Lazar and discussed in more detail in chapter four) within the NP’s
premier race relations body, SABRA, together with members of the Afrikaans churches
expressed their reservations about the degree of state control envisaged at the
government’s new ethnic institutions. Overwhelming overseas criticism against the
university apartheid Bill,*** largely the fruit of NUSAS'’s international campaign was,
Coombe surmised, another possible reason for the appointment of the Select Commission.
Less likely considering the levels of depravity to which the government had already and
would in the future stoop to secure racial separation, was Coombe’s speculation that there

was a collective pricking of the Nationalist conscience at having gone too far.?*
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Adoption of the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights

With university apartheid temporarily out of sight and out of mind, NUSAS was able to
focus its attention on both cementing Fort Hare’s position in NUSAS as well as winning
back other black centres like UNNE. Just prior to Fort Hare’'s re-affiliation, the Fort Hare
SRC and the NUSAS leadership agreed that henceforward the United Nations Universal
Declaration of Human Rights would form the foundation of NUSAS policy.** It is possible
that the Fort Hare SRC suggested this, as its predecessor had considered the adoption of
the Universal Declaration as an alternative to its eventually unsuccessful attempt to amend
the NUSAS constitution in 1951.?*" The Declaration primarily upheld individual rights
associated with liberal democracy, but also more radically, included a minority of socio-
economic rights such as employment protection and the right to access a minimum level of
resources such as housing, health care and education.?*® Its preamble declared that all
were born free, equal in dignity and rights and entitled to these rights irrespective of race
and colour. The Universal Declaration was an excellent foundation for a national union
composed of students of different socio-economic and racial backgrounds intent on
opposing a level of racial discrimination often compared at the time to Nazism. The
249 and the earlier Atlantic Charter.
The Atlantic Charter inspired both the ANC’s ‘African Claims’ of 1943*° and NUSAS'’s

‘Four Freedoms of a University’. In addition the Declaration resonated with the Freedom

Declaration emerged out of both the Nuremberg Trials

Charter. Moreover, the liberal wing of the UP also defended the fundamental rights of

humankind as espoused by the United Nations.?**

Nonetheless, notwithstanding the suitability of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights
to NUSAS, a resolution based on this document was difficult to draft because firstly, it had
to be radical enough to satisfy black students’ demands for a more politicised student
organisation, but not so radical as to alienate NUSAS’s conservative, white student base.
Secondly, as the NUSAS president pointed out, ‘a bald statement of support for the Univ.
[sic] Declaration is absolutely useless because if that's what we are going to do, we might

as well go into politics and get it over with’.?®* By adopting the Universal Declaration,
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NUSAS by implication would have to endorse a non-racial franchise (endorsed by no white
political party at the time) and reject the land acts, job reservation and migrant labour, in
other words, the entire segregatory foundations on which modern South Africa was built.
Even more controversially for the constitutionally-inclined NUSAS was that the preamble of
the Universal Declaration sanctioned ‘recourse...to rebellion against tyranny and
oppression’.?*® Thus, the resolution had to state unambiguously that NUSAS would still
restrict its activities to educational affairs and by implication would not then have a policy

regarding other political issues such as the franchise.®*

The apartheid and Universal Declaration resolution was to be moved at the annual
congress in July 1957 by Wentzel and Coombe, the latter then president of the
Pietermaritzburg SRC. So as to have a mandate from Pietermaritzburg,” Coombe
successfully persuaded his SRC to pass a motion declaring its opposition to apartheid,?®
which at Wentzel's request made no mention of the Universal Declaration,”’ presumably
because of the Declaration’s universal franchise and other radical clauses. A student mass
meeting unanimously ratified this resolution but this decision was later invalidated as there
was no quorum.?*® Nux recognised the significance of this change of policy for NUSAS.
The realisation by Pietermaritzburg students that apartheid interfered with education and
thus could not be ignored, Nux contended, brought the student body closer to the thinking
of Fort Hare students who had disaffiliated from NUSAS because of the national union’s
limited political programme. Thus national student unity had been strengthened at a time

when student unity was essential.?*°

Shortly before the NUSAS Congress, the Wits SRC (with the exception of those associated
with the NP) adopted a resolution declaring its opposition to apartheid and its belief ‘in a
truly democratic system of education’ which ‘can only prevail in a society based on the ...
principles ... expressed in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights’. The resolution
accepted that students were part of society and declared that the SRC would ‘play its role
in the total life of the community’. However, it was more qualified than that of

Pietermaritzburg’s in that it stated that it would ‘as far as possible’ engage in political

23\ Yniversal Declaration of Human Rights’, http://www.un.org/en/documents/udhr/ accessed 7.11.2009.
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activity only in the ‘strictly academic and student fields’.”® The six member-strong left led
by Treason Trial defendant, Ismael Mohammed (later a defendant in the 1985
Pietermaritzburg and Delmas treason trials, vice-president in the 1980s of the United
Democratic Front in the Transvaal, ANC member of parliament and professor of
Mathematics at Wits) and COD activist Ada Bloomberg (sister of Charles Bloomberg, the
fearless Sunday Times journalist who exposed the Broederbond), attempted to persuade
the SRC to adopt a true ‘student-in-society’ position, but to no avail. Their amendment, that
‘under conditions such as prevail in South Africa, student conditions cannot be

restricted...to the university but must be directed...against all discriminatory racial

measures in South Africa’ was soundly defeated.*

A slightly modified version of the Wits SRC apartheid motion was adopted by forty votes to
none with two abstentions by the NUSAS assembly in July 1957. It read:

‘In order to clarify this Assembly’s actions in regard to important issues of
basic policy, this Assembly affirms the following:

a) This Assembly asserts its belief in a truly democratic system of
education and holds that such a system can only prevail in a society
based on the fundamental principles of human rights as expressed in the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights and accepted in principle in
Resolution 80 of 1952.

b) Further, this Assembly considers that as it is a student body and not
a political body, it should engage in only those aspects of life having
particular reference to the student and education.

c) However, this Assembly realises that education cannot be
separated from the society in which it takes place, and that apartheid in
education is an integral part of, and stands and falls with, the total policy
of apartheid applying to all spheres of South African life.

d) Consequently, Assembly declares its opposition to the government
policy of Apartheid, which deprives South Africans of freedom of
movement, association, expression, study and worship and inter alia,
impedes the full development of a truly democratic system in South Africa.
e) Nonetheless, this Assembly, both from its nature as a student
organisation and from the realisation that its effectiveness in carrying out
its policy is greatly enhanced by its non-party political character reaffirms
that it will not affiliate or identify itself with any political movement or party
and will, as far as possible, engage only in the strictly academic,
educational and student fields of activity.

Thus, this Assembly declares that it will play its role in the total life of the
community by defending and seeking to implement all factors relating to
the basic principles of academic freedom and academic equality.’?*
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In introducing the motion, Wentzel argued in strictly educational terms that the lives of
black students were ‘a daily history of oppression’ and NUSAS could not thus ignore their
plight when they were discriminated against in the educational sphere as this was ‘side-
stepping’ policy making decisions. In seconding the motion, Coombe said that to remain
silent about apartheid meant to acquiesce and condone it.?*® In analysing this resolution,
clauses ¢ and d represent a significant radicalisation of NUSAS policy. But to win the
support of conservative students for the shift in policy, this is tempered by clause e. This
apartheid resolution, taken overall, is more limited than the 1952 ‘statement of attitude’
narrowly lost after Fort Hare seceded, that read that NUSAS recognised ‘that society and
education [were] inseparably linked’ and would thus ‘uphold the principle of political, social
and economic equality of all' and accordingly would mobilise its members in the ‘struggle

against the undemocratic action of the government’.?**

Legassick argued that the adoption of the Universal Declaration gave ‘ideological
expression’ to the structural reforms of the national union undertaken by Tobias in the early
1950s. These brought together African nationalists, radical leftists and NUSAS’s mass
conservative base in one organisation under a moderate leadership tied to the SRCs.
However, this structural reform failed to provide an ideological foundation on which political
action could be based, with the result that most black students left the national union. With
the liberal left leadership of 1957 able to create the space needed for political action which

265

the radical left had earlier been unsuccessful in doing,“” the liberal left was faced with the

onerous task of persuading NUSAS'’s conservative student base into endorsing this.

Thus after the 1957 congress, SRCs were required to review their assembly delegates’
endorsement of the apartheid and Universal Declaration resolution. So as to avoid the
embarrassment and setback to NUSAS were some centres to dissociate themselves from
the resolution, the new NUSAS president, Coombe, compiled a memorandum on the
issue.?®® All NUSAS affiliates in the Transvaal ratified this new policy, including the teacher
training colleges®®’ which usually abstained on political matters. However, at UCT and

Rhodes the adoption of the apartheid motion was more complicated.
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In August 1957, the UCT SRC adopted the NUSAS ‘apartheid motion’ with two
abstentions.?®® However, this was only put before the student body in the form of an
amendment to the all-embracing anti-university apartheid motion, similar to the one lost in
19562%° which was put before a mass meeting at the request of ‘a certain group of non-
white students®”® associated with the NEUM in October 1957."* The proposers of the
motion argued that UCT’s ‘conciliatory’ and limited campaign against university apartheid
had been ‘catastrophic’. They rejected any collaboration with the Select Committee®’? and
presumably also the commission of inquiry which followed the Second Reading of the
Separate University Education Bill, with which the UCT SRC had already agreed to co-
operate.?”® No final decision was taken on either the motion or the amendment as the

quorum was lost halfway through the meeting.?"

Both the SRC and student body at Rhodes adopted the apartheid resolution but when it
was discovered that the mass meeting had been inquorate the matter was deferred until
the presidential visit of Coombe.?”® In the meantime, the resolution became entangled in
three separate but interlinked developments. Firstly, the burgeoning white co-operation
movement (the topic of chapter four) which saw NUSAS as an obstacle to achieving this;
secondly, the NP and the Broederbond’'s smear campaign aimed at thwarting Rhodes’s
expansion into Port Elizabeth;?”® and thirdly the unmasking of three student police
informers who were suspected of being part of a ‘spy ring’ centred around W.E.G. Louw (a
Dertigers poet and professor of Afrikaans-Nederlands at Rhodes and soon to be Arts editor
of Die Burger) and other leading Nationalists in the Grahamstown Wool Research
Institution.?”” One informer, who was a student of Louw’s, voluntarily confessed to the SRC
to reporting on the activities of students and staff to the CID and the Security Branch.
Because no university regulation had been contravened, no disciplinary action was taken.
However, the SRC released a statement expressing its ‘extreme distaste’ of spying which it

believed amounted to an ‘invidious inroad on academic freedom’.2”® The Chief of Police,
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Brigadier Rademeyer, refused to comment on the ‘Rhodes affair’ but warned that ‘no
university could regard itself immune from security procedures’,?”® thus insinuating that the
universities were harbouring subversive elements. At the same time, Makiwane was
arrested for obstructing the police during an ANCYL congress in Queenstown. The warrant
authorising the police to search the congress listed it was valid for other organisations,
including NUSAS.?*° Earlier that year a spy had been discovered at Fort Hare t00.? In
view of both this and Rademeyer’'s statement, the Fort Hare Lecturers’ Association
demanded the appointment of a judicial commission of inquiry into spying at universities.
Die Burger welcomed this believing that a commission’s findings would vindicate the need

for state security surveillance of the universities.?*?

In the midst of these events, the Cape NP press decried the negotiations taking place
between the Rhodes authorities and the Port Elizabeth Town Council with regard to
procuring a site for the establishment of the new Rhodes branch. Rhodes, the government
press argued, discriminated against Afrikaans-speaking students — an allegation
strenuously denied by the Afrikaanse Studentevereniging. It was moreover a hotbed of left
wing NUSAS-inspired subversion — the apartheid resolution being a case in point - and as
such could not be entrusted with the control of the independent bilingual university in Port
Elizabeth which the NP had in mind.?®® By this time the student body was allegedly so
‘cross’ about the spies and informers that it was expected to respond by supporting the
apartheid resolution.?® This proved correct although the SRC vice-president, Chris Murray,
argued that ‘if the student body agreed with any one aspect of segregation’ it should reject
the resolution,” a line of reasoning similar to that adopted in 1959 by proponents of the
white co-operation movement with regard to Rhodes’ endorsement of the academic
freedom campaign (see chapter five). Murray ‘pointedly’ inquired whether rejection of the
apartheid motion would affect Rhodes’ relationship to NUSAS,?*® presumably in the hope

that this would lead to disaffiliation.
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Defying the Native Laws Amendment Act

Adopting a student-in-society orientation acceptable to its mass student base and bringing
Fort Hare back into the NUSAS fold was a considerable achievement which resulted in the
national union becoming stronger, more representative and united than it had been in
many years. However, the Native Laws Amendment Bill tabled in parliament in February
1957 (at the same time as the Separate University Education Bill) and enacted in May
1957 threatened not only to reverse these advances but also struck at the very existence of
the national union. The Bill (particularly clause 29(c), the infamous ‘church clause’) forced
multi-racial organisations such as churches, hospitals and welfare bodies operating in
urban areas outside the townships to apply to the Minister of Native Affairs for permission
to continue functioning.?®’ This Bill was aimed at further restricting the movements of urban
Africans but also at closing off all avenues of inter-racial contact, which in the opinion of the

NP, so threatened the success of apartheid.

The new Bill was badly phrased and ambiguous and it was unclear whether it would
actually apply to organisations like NUSAS and the SAIRR.?® While the shocked NUSAS
leadership considered its response, it pondered the consequences for NUSAS of the
enactment of both university apartheid and the Native Laws Amendment Bill.?*° Because
this was an abrogation of freedom of association, a capitulation to the government and in
any case would prove futile, it was agreed that NUSAS would not apply for permission to
hold its annual student assembly.? However, if prohibited from doing so anyway, would
NUSAS risk prosecution of its entire leadership under the punitive Public Safety Act, or
worse, risk the proscription of the national union were it to defy the minister’s proclamation
and go ahead with the congress??*" In order to comply with the new act, NUSAS would
have to abandon its congress and student assembly and transform itself into a
correspondence organisation held together by frequent executive visits to ‘evangelise’ the
various black and white ‘tribalised’ campuses still allowed to associate themselves with the
national union. With the legislation of university apartheid, NUSAS’s rallying cry of
academic non-segregation would become entirely academic in the immediate future thus
severely diminishing the appeal of the national union both to its student base and to its

future leadership. It was felt that perhaps NUSAS’s new rallying call could be that it was
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292

one of the few forums for inter-racial student contact,”“ an argument it was already using

in its academic freedom campaign. However, NUSAS could also be eclipsed by the ASB?*
were the latter's proposal for ‘federal executive’ co-operation along separate racial lines®**
be found acceptable to NUSAS centres. With the enactment of university apartheid, the
obstacle for the ASB of the representation of mixed student bodies from the ‘open’
universities at meetings would fall away, making the emergence of some kind of national

confederal student body organised along apartheid lines a distinct possibility. >

Until it had finalised its response to the Native Laws Amendment Bill and seen how the
churches, the SAIRR and other affected ‘non-political’ bodies reacted, Wentzel issued an
instruction to NUSAS SRCs to desist from discussing the Bill at all.?® The Wits left
disagreed and although dissuaded by NUSAS executive members at Wits from doing so,
secured the adoption by the SRC of a strongly worded denunciation of the measure®’ as
the ‘most pernicious Bill ever to be brought before parliament’ which could ‘only lead to a
tragic outcome for South Africa’ because it limited ‘contact’ between the races.
Controversially, the SRC also committed itself to co-operating with any bodies opposed to
the Native Laws Amendment Bill but to placate the liberals who like NUSAS believed in co-
operation with selected non-political bodies only, added ‘where [this was] in the interest of
the SRC’.?%

In the run up to the passage of the Native Laws Amendment Bill in May 1957, NUSAS
confined itself to attending protest meetings hosted by like-minded, ‘non-political
organisations affected by the measure.”®® Once the law was enacted however, NUSAS,
like the LP, became very wary observers at ANC-convened forums too.** The adoption by
NUSAS of more radical tactics of protest against university apartheid was extended to its
approach to the Native Laws Amendment Bill. At an SAIRR conference attended by twenty
two organisations to discuss the Bill, the NUSAS representatives persuaded the tactically

timid delegates to ignore the measure once it was enacted and in the face of prosecution
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for doing so, all would stand together. This was the kind of support NUSAS needed for its

intended defiance of the Native Laws Amendment Act.**

At the NUSAS annual congress in July 1957, the student assembly voted in future to ignore
the prohibition of multi-racial gatherings in urban areas, convene its meetings and take the
consequences.®** The responsibility for this act of defiance would be jointly shouldered by
the NUSAS president and the two vice-presidents.®** However, in order to avoid taking this
drastic action immediately, NUSAS arranged, eventually unsuccessfully, to hold its annual
congress at the Pius the Twelfth Catholic University College in Basutoland the following

year.?*

How had NUSAS prepared its mass student base for this provocative new policy which
represented an abandonment of the purely educational sphere and a sortie into party
politics? Firstly, NUSAS was not alone. The Catholic and Anglican churches, both non-
political institutions of which many students were members, had already indicated their
intentions of disregarding the ‘church clause’ and Group Areas Amendment if enacted. An
official announcement to this effect was made shortly after the conclusion of the NUSAS
congress.®® Secondly, the Native Laws Amendment Bill was linked to the Separate
University Education Bill, in that they both threatened to curtail students’ freedom of
association and NUSAS's reason for existence as a forum for students. It was argued that
the Native Laws Amendment Bill was ‘entirely foreign to [South Africa’'s] democratic
heritage’ and instead of protecting students’ freedom of association, the Bill transformed
this right into ‘a favour of Dr Verwoerd’.*® Thirdly, an analogy was made with the loss of
freedom suffered by the Hungarians after the Soviet invasion of their country the previous
year and finally,®*” NUSAS pointed out a fact that was becoming increasingly obvious to
liberals generally, that a loss or denial of freedom to the black community represented a
concomitant loss of freedom to the white community t00.>® NUSAS was evidently
successful in winning over its conservative student membership as even the avowedly non-
political Durban reluctantly agreed to affiliate to the Council for the Defence of Freedom of

Association.3®
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NUSAS continued to join other organisations in opposing the applicable provisions of the
Native Laws Amendment Act. However, with the return of Fort Hare and the adoption of the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights it was obliged to co-operate with the ANC too, to
the regret of some NUSAS executive members. The ANCYL was suspected of having a
‘fairly strong red element in its ranks’ while its parent body was allegedly an ineffective
force in the fight against the Native Laws Amendment Act.*!° Despite these reservations,
NUSAS was represented at the ANC Native Laws Amendment conference in Cape Town
in August 1957 by its politically astute international relations vice-president and UCT SRC
president, Neville Rubin.*** Rubin was sufficiently adroit to ensure that NUSAS’s image

remained untarnished,3'?

presumably from associating with such a radical black political
organisation like the ANC. In some relief, NUSAS judged the ANC initiative a failure but

believed that contact with the African nationalist organisation remained important.

Interdenominational African Ministers’ Federation (IDAMF) Multi-racial Conference

In a more positive vein, Coombe agreed to co-sponsor and serve on the Education

Commission®*®

of a conference entitled ‘Human relations in a multi-racial society’ to be held
at Wits in December 1957.3"* Coombe believed that as a racially open organisation
committed to certain policies, NUSAS had an obligation to attend the conference which he
far-sightedly gauged as having ‘immediate and historical importance’.**® This ‘Multi-racial
Conference’, as the event became known, was convened by the Interdenominational
African Ministers’ Federation (IDAMF) to discuss the overtly political resolution passed at
their 1956 conference that the only ‘guarantee’ for ‘peaceful and harmonious relations
between Black and White’ was a non-racial South African citizenship and ‘the abolition of
discriminatory laws’.*'® Originally the ANC leadership was to have sponsored the
conference,®’ in accordance with its ‘united front’ policy, but presumably because of being
hamstrung by the Treason Trial, much of the organisation of the event was left to the LP.

Thus Alan Paton found sixty individuals®® from a diverse range of institutions and political
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parties which included the universities (for example, Makiwane of the Fort Hare SRC), the
LP, Labour Party, the ANC and COD to sponsor the event.*'® The conference unanimously
adopted universal adult suffrage and the inclusion of a bill of rights in the constitution of a
future democratic South Africa.’*®® However, NUSAS only endorsed the educational
findings of the conference.®** The education commission’s ‘Education in a multi-racial
society’ was hailed as an authoritative commentary on the subject which ‘provided
justification of NUSAS’s fundamental educational policies’.** In typical liberal terms, the

NUSAS representatives expressed their admiration for the ‘genuine air of co-operation’®*

and ‘harmony’***

which prevailed at the conference which ‘showed that people of different
races... could still get together.....and decide in a very rational manner what the future of
South Africa should be’.**® Almost as remarkable as the spirit of co-operation prevailing at
the conference was the fact that it took place at all. Already some multi-racial organisations
had fallen victim to the provisions of the Native Law Amendment Act and been denied
permission to hold their gatherings. Perhaps the presence of observers from SABRA lent

the IDAMF conference privileged status.

Conclusion

By the end of 1957 then, NUSAS was a substantially different organisation - structurally,
ideologically and tactically to what it had been just two years before. With the return of Fort
Hare, NUSAS'’s claim to be a national union of students rang less hollow. The adoption of
the UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights provided the organisation with an
ideological foundation and the licence to embark on political activity, absolutely necessary
if it were to retain and expand its black membership. The UN Declaration could be
compared to the Freedom Charter. Following the adoption of the former, NUSAS moved
ideologically closer to the Congresses. In its campaigns against university apartheid and
the ‘church clause’, NUSAS employed the Congresses’ radical, unconstitutional methods of
struggle and defiance. lronically for the government, both the Separate Universities
Education Bill and the Native Laws Amendment Act were intended to put an end to inter-
racial contact and not to foster it as happened with NUSAS and the Congresses. Despite
its radicalisation in terms of its tactics and ideological foundation, NUSAS still based its

academic freedom campaign on the conservative defence of university autonomy. This
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enabled NUSAS to craft a substantial united front against university apartheid which
included a significant proportion of its conservative and generally apathetic student base.
University autonomy was a limited enough defence to persuade the UP to denounce
government plans for the universities and moreover, the UP’s support was critical to the
success of building a campus united front. However, for black students, the radical left and
much of the NUSAS leadership, the tactical expediency of upholding the right of
universities to segregate was morally untenable. So too was the inconsistency of the ‘open’
universities’ practice of upholding ‘academic non-segregation’ but applying campus social
segregation. Both of these issues would be debated during the following couple of years

and will be discussed in chapter five.
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CHAPTER FOUR

National student contact: NUSAS, the Afrikaanse Studentebond (ASB) and their
affiliates, 1955-1959

Introduction

As shown, NUSAS was established in 1924 to bring together white English- and
Afrikaans-speaking students on the basis of their common studentship. By 1956 it was
clear that it had quite spectacularly failed to achieve this goal. No student body of any
extant Afrikaans-medium university had been officially associated with NUSAS since
1936, all electing instead to be organised into ethnically exclusive Afrikaner nationalist
organisations such as the ultra-nationalist Afrikaanse Nasionale Studentebond (ANS) and
from 1948 onwards, the Afrikaanse Studentebond (ASB), both of which were hostile to
NUSAS. NUSAS did not accept this situation. It attempted unsuccessfully to initiate
contact and co-operation with the ASB and students at the Afrikaans-medium universities,
spurred on in part by the need to respond to the residual broad white South Africanist
sentiment within its own ranks. This grew more strident the more racially inclusive and
consequently more radical NUSAS became. More importantly, NUSAS was motivated to
win the support of students at the Afrikaans-medium institutions for the concept of

university autonomy and the right of the open universities to remain open, but to no avail.

By 1956, however, a questioning of the desirability of isolation and a more positive
attitude towards contact with other students, both in South Africa and abroad, was
discernible within Afrikaans-medium student bodies and the ASB. Linked to this was
increasing criticism of the outmodedness of the Christian-National foundation of the ASB
and the obstacle this posed to the creation of a new national student organisation
constructed on a racial and ethnic basis which many students hoped would come into
being following the introduction of university apartheid. Not all NP adherents held that a
new organisation was the prerequisite for student co-operation. In 1959, members of the
Stellenbosch SRC entered serious, but ultimately failed negotiations with NUSAS to re-
affiliate. Had this succeeded and some of the Stellenbosch negotiators not been
motivated by the desire to effect a right wing takeover of NUSAS, this would have marked
a significant milestone on the road to national student co-operation and the attainment of
NUSAS's primary function. For the new prime-minister, Hendrik Verwoerd, this apparent
rapprochement with NUSAS and other manifestations of ‘liberalism; together with the
rejection of university apartheid by a sizeable number of Stellenbosch students on the
eve of the enactment of the Extension of University Education Bill, was too much.

Through the efforts of orthodox NP members, many of them associated with the newly
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formed ‘Ruiterwag’, the junior branch of the Broederbond, this dissident revolt was

suppressed and Stellenbosch was brought back to NP orthodoxy.

The contact and co-operation movement generated its own momentum. Increasing
dissatisfaction with the ASB on the Afrikaans-medium campuses led to heightened
expectations of white co-operation on the English-medium ones and a concomitant
dissatisfaction with NUSAS as an obstacle to this rapprochement. Similarly, these
auspicious developments at the English-medium universities generated further optimism
for co-operation at the Afrikaans-medium campuses. However, the inter-SRC
conferences which followed these developments, all aborted on the refusal of the
NUSAS-aligned SRCs to accept apartheid representation. These conferences placed
NUSAS in a difficult situation. Even though they posed a potential threat to NUSAS'’s
continued existence, the conferences could not be condemned publicly as NUSAS policy,
reaffirmed annually, was committed to student rapprochement. More importantly, these
events excluded representatives from black higher educational institutions and could thus
not be welcomed particularly as black students and the white left accused NUSAS of
ranking white co-operation above that of a committed anti-apartheid programme.
Ironically Afrikaans-speaking student leaders accused NUSAS of valuing its small black
membership more highly than co-operation with thousands of Afrikaners. NUSAS thus
remained aloof from these inter-SRC gatherings and instead pursued contact with
Afrikaans-medium centres in an uncompromisingly liberal fashion. NUSAS believed that
support for apartheid arose from ignorance and so encouraged its affiliated student
bodies to make use of every possible occasion to expose their Afrikaans-speaking
counterparts to the realities of apartheid and the benefits of liberalism.* Trevor Coombe,
the evangelical Christian NUSAS president and sometime Moral Rearmament Movement
(MRA) activist believed implicitly in the efficacy of personal contact and thus embarked on
a personal proselytization of student leaders at the Afrikaans-medium centres some of
whom had also embraced MRA. It could be argued that it was partly due to Coombe’s
efforts both within and outside the context of the MRA that co-operation advanced to the
degree it did in the period between 1956 and 1959. The desire for contact with English-
speaking white, and to a lesser extent black, students by their Afrikaans-speaking
counterparts reflected debates, developments and realignments within the state, society,
political parties and specifically the NP, the South African Bureau of Racial Affairs

(SABRA) and other sectors of Afrikaans-speaking society.

1 BC 586 01.2, Trevor to ‘Des’ (?) 23.7.1957.
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Background to contact and co-operation

Large scale black resistance during the 1950s revealed that the majority of the population
rejected apartheid. Thus many within the NP alliance (particularly SABRA) realised that
for apartheid to succeed contact with black leadership, to win it over to the ideology, was
a matter of national urgency. Moreover, African nationalism and decolonisation in the rest
of the continent with its parallels to black resistance in South Africa was proceeding at a
vigorous pace. It was quite clear that within a relatively short period of time most of the
European colonial powers would depart the continent, leaving in their wake a string of
independent states antagonistic to South Africa and possibly allied to the Union’s black
majority. Nestled at the tip of a hostile continent, South Africa would have to ally itself with
Western Cold War powers, including Afrikaner nationalism’s old imperial enemy, Britain.
According to Lazar, because Afrikaner nationalists could not throw in their lot with anti-
colonial African nationalists without ceding their privileged racial position, Afrikaner
nationalism was recast from a struggle against British imperialism to an anti-communist
crusade to uphold white Western civilisation, a Western civilisation moreover which
Afrikaners had played a significant role in planting in Africa and in which they had a
continued stake. Nonetheless, a republic remained a cherished political goal. But political,
economic and strategic necessity dictated that this republic, unlike the models proposed
during the Second World War, would take a constitutional form, entrench the two official
white languages, accept a common white citizenship, win wide white approval and be

located within the Commonwealth.?

A common white nationalism was not without its attendant problems. Although, as
theorists within the NP alliance and ASB pointed out, Afrikaners controlled the political
realm and had made significant inroads into the economy, there was still a danger of
English domination. Thus contact and co-operation was not aimed at integration and
assimilation or the development of a common white culture, except perhaps the
Afrikanerisation of English speakers, but rather at nurturing a common white South

African patriotism which most importantly could be flaunted overseas.

The ASB, the Afrikaans-medium centres and contact and co-operation before 1956

One of the greatest concerns of the ASB and other student leaders at the Afrikaans-
medium universities was the lack of an Afrikaner nationalist and ‘patriotic’ South African
voice in international student forums. South Africa was represented abroad by NUSAS,

which, in the opinion of the ASB, brought South Africa, its government and Afrikaners,

2. Lazar, ‘Conformity and conflict: Afrikaner nationalist politics in South Africa 1948-1961’, DPhil thesis,
University of Oxford, 1987, pp. 179-180, 312-319, 326, 332-333.
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into disrepute. Participation in international student organisations was one of the factors
driving students at the Afrikaans-medium universities out of their isolation and seeking
contact with others domestically and abroad. In addition to establishing a Nationalist voice
abroad, the ASB at its inception in 1948 was prepared to co-operate with separately
organised white English-speakers sharing its views® and for this purpose intended to
open branches on the NUSAS-affiliated campuses.® Thus from the beginning, the ASB

set itself on a collision course with NUSAS.

The organisation performed dual functions, both as a student benefits trade union® where
it planned to challenge the success of NUSAS® (ultimately unsuccessfully), and as a
Christian National cultural body.” This ‘dualisme’, in addition to automatic (ipso facto)
membership of all students on the Afrikaans campuses, was important to Potchefstroom
for religious-political reasons and to Pretoria for the purposes of constructing and
controlling a homogeneous Afrikaner nationalist student consciousness. However, these
proved problematic to Stellenbosch. Thus unlike its northern counterparts, Stellenbosch
was unable to garner sufficient student support to secure its affiliation to the ASB until
1949.% The Stellenbosch student body, being more heterogeneous than those at the other
Afrikaans-medium universities, often favoured a broad white South Africanism over an
exclusive ethnic Afrikaans identity. Thus it was often more ‘enlightened’ and open-minded
and less fearful of contacts with those outside Afrikanerdom than the insular, ‘narrow’
Christian Nationalists. Thus in 1949 Stellenbosch students championed in vain the idea
that NUSAS be recognised on all the ASB campuses in the hope that this gesture was
reciprocated by NUSAS affiliates.® In addition they rejected out of hand the attempt by the
northern universities to proscribe intermarriage between English and Afrikaans-speaking

whites.*°

Playing an influential role in the thinking of Stellenbosch students was SABRA, its
research institution being housed at the university. SABRA ‘visionaries’ believed that the
only morally acceptable form of apartheid was total territorial and economic separation of
black and white and the attendant sacrifices to be made by whites to achieve this. They
placed great store on the findings of the 1956 Tomlinson Commission, an ambitious

research undertaking (in which many of them were involved) aimed at establishing the
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means by which the reserves could be developed into economically viable entities
capable of adequately providing for the majority of South Africa’s black population. With
the rightless urban African population increasing rather than diminishing in size and black
resistance against apartheid unlikely to recede in the face of this, as well as the looming
independence of Ghana and other African states, time was running out (less than a
generation or even ten years it was feared) for a solution to South Africa’s race problem
and ultimately the survival of a white Afrikaner nation. Thus, for SABRA ‘visionaries’ it
was imperative that Afrikaner nationalism reach out to the black population and persuade
its members of the merits, justice and honesty of apartheid.** Much of SABRA visionary
thought regarding the provision of an ethical basis for apartheid and Afrikaner nationalism
was derived from the concepts of ‘survival in justice’ and ‘liberal nationalism’ arrived at by
the Afrikaans poet and public intellectual, N.P. van Wyk Louw. Louw rejected the
application to South Africa of liberal democracy, a doctrine which had arisen in ethnically
homogenous societies, as it could lead to the deprivation of the freedom and eventually
the demise of numerically small nations like the Afrikaner. However, liberalism was too
important a doctrine to reject and should thus co-exist with nationalism. Black nationalism
had as much right as white (Afrikaner) nationalism to its freedom. The conflict arising from
competing nationalisms could be resolved by allowing each nation the right to develop
and enjoy its freedom separately. Moreover, South Africa was composed of many
nations.? If a nation concluded that it ‘need not exist in justice with other ethnic groups’, it
had reached a crisis.*® With the uncertainty of Afrikanerdom’s future, seeking contacts
with other nations became important policy for SABRA visionaries. A commitment to
stage a conference of black leaders was made at the 1956 Volkskongres on the ‘Future
of the Bantu’, an event sponsored by SABRA, the Federasie van Afrikaanse
Kultuurverenigings and the churches' and attended by other constituencies within the
NP fold, including the ASB and its affiliated SRCs.

In 1953 the chairman of SABRA urged delegates to the ASB annual congress to practise
apartheid in their everyday lives as most people did so only for ‘egotistical’ [sic] rather

than altruistic reasons.™ Accordingly, the ASB adopted the SABRA visionary position of
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total apartheid’® and in a gesture denounced as ‘liberal welfarism’ by the baasskap right,
endowed a bursary to a student studying at Fort Hare.'” However, the ASB would not
accede to the request of Stellenbosch and the UOFS in 1954 that it abolish its ipso facto
membership and transform itself into a purely ideological cultural organisation for
adherents of Christian Nationalism.*® Nor would it agree to the establishment of a non-
sectarian, non-political national student federation which could include students at
Pietermaritzburg and Rhodes unhappy with NUSAS.' Nonetheless, a theoretically
racially open South African Federation of Student Unions came into existence, but faded
into oblivion after its inaugural conference.?® The ideas behind it, however, namely that
Afrikaans-speaking students should come out of their isolation and pursue all avenues of

contact with white English-speaking and black students, did not.

It was this desire for contact that led the Stellenbosch SRC to support the Wits SRC’s
campaign against a statutory SRC in 1955 and to consider accepting the invitation issued
annually by NUSAS to attend its 1955 congress.?* Ultimately this invitation was declined
but did lead to the ASB president pondering whether his organisation’s traditional policy
of ignoring NUSAS was the most effective means of fighting it.?*> Shortly thereafter, the
ASB resolved to investigate all avenues which might lead to contact with white English-
speaking and black students. To placate those opposed to and/or fearful of contact, it was
understood that this interaction would be on terms posing no threat to Afrikaner identity

and independence.?®

Thwarting the ASB’s efforts to secure international recognition

Emerging from isolation and finding a voice in international student forums assumed the
greatest urgency for Stellenbosch and the ASB in 1955. By this time NUSAS was playing
an increasingly prominent role in the ISC and using this body to denounce the South
African government’s apartheid education policy.?* This was deplored by both the
government and the ASB, the former consequently refusing to renew the passport of

Sidney Katz, LP member and NUSAS vice-president for international relations mandated
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to attend the Fifth ISC in Birmingham in June 1955.2° NUSAS believed that this was an

intimidatory tactic aimed at ensuring that only the NP voice was heard overseas.?®

Ostensibly (see below) presenting the views of the government at the Birmingham ISC,
was the ASB.? Although winning the support of student unions from the former British
dominions as well as from some in Western Europe, the ASB failed to win the coveted
‘observer’ status and was designated a ‘visitor’ because NUSAS (still an observer) with its
open membership criteria and allegedly greater numbers, was recognised as
representing South Africa.?® The ASB believed however that the real reasons for NUSAS
being preferred to the ASB were that the ISC feared NUSAS might return to the IUS (it
was still an associate member of the IUS at the beginning of the ISC) as might other
wavering national unions if the ASB was admitted. Moreover, it believed that NUSAS had
effectively poisoned the ISC against the Afrikaans organisation by translating one of its
anti-NUSAS articles into English and submitting it to the international body.?® Despite this
setback, those within the ASB in favour of ending isolation (and not all were - particularly
those at Pretoria and Potchefstroom) remained optimistic that membership was only a
matter of time. This would depend on the ASB making itself known overseas and putting
its house in order with regard to its relationships with black and English-speaking white

students as well as NUSAS.*°

NUSAS also feared that the ASB’s membership bid might succeed. Firstly, the ASB
representative, David Bosch, had made a very good impression at Birmingham.*' Bosch
was a former president of the Pretoria SRC undertaking postgraduate studies at the
University of Basel,* who as a missionary and academic would later assume a leading
anti-apartheid role within the Dutch Reformed Church. Probably unknown to the ASB,
NUSAS and the ISC, Bosch had already rejected apartheid® and thus probably did not
accurately present the views of the ASB and the government to the ISC. Secondly, the
changing international situation favoured the ASB. In response to the thaw in the Cold
War, many student unions (particularly the Canadian) attempted to rekindle world student
unity and hoped to woo, among others, students from Eastern Europe into the ISC. As an

organisation committed to demaocracy, the 1ISC’s definition of democracy would have to be
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more loosely interpreted than in the past so as to accommodate the Eastern European
student unions. By logical extension then, exceptions would also have to be made for
student bodies from fascist Spain and apartheid South Africa. The French student union,
which was sensitive to possible criticism of its government’s colonial policy in Algeria, was

particularly sympathetic to the cause of ASB membership.®*

Although at this time the ISC, like NUSAS, followed a ‘students-as-such’ policy*® and thus
limited its activities to the educational sphere and accordingly refrained from judging its
membership’s domestic political arrangements, the ASB’s support for university apartheid
could count against it. Already by 1954 the ISC had pledged support for NUSAS's
academic freedom campaign and had thus denounced apartheid in education in South
Africa as well as violations of university autonomy elsewhere.® However, realising that it
could not pass judgement on countries about which it was politically ignorant, the ISC
constituted a Research and Investigation Commission (RIC), tasked with investigating the
suppression of academic freedom in South Africa, East Germany and Venezuela.®” The
ASB rejected the RIC as an unconstitutional interference in the domestic affairs of a state
and moreover, illegitimate, as it owed its origin to the unrepresentative NUSAS.*® The
ASB then invited its own (‘fascist’ in the opinion of a former NUSAS leader) RIC from the
‘stamlande’ (the Netherlands and Belgium) to investigate conditions in South Africa and
set the record straight.*® This became even more urgent when, following an address by
NUSAS-affiliated student leaders at Oxford in late 1955,° the foundations were laid for a

university-wide anti-university apartheid committee in the United Kingdom.**

Thus to put its case across to potential allies, the ASB undertook a successful cultural
concert tour to Europe in December 1955* resulting in its members gaining entrance to a
Belgian student conference where, the NUSAS president surmised, they might have
found ‘an opportunity for some chicanery’.*® The ASB and the Afrikaans universities

intensified their relationship with student organisations in the ‘Dietslande’ of the
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Netherlands, Belgium and Germany,* and inaugurated student exchanges between
Afrikaans universities and those abroad.*”® It also became a regular contributor to the
World Student News, the official organ of the ISC.

Despite its continuing misgivings about the liberal, internationalist flavour of the 1SC,* the
very antithesis of Afrikaner nationalism, the ASB believed there were many student
unions within the ISC sympathetic to the cultural aspirations of the Afrikaner, thus more
than justifying membership. The ASB thus set about fulfilling the requirements for ISC
‘delegate’ status. In order to claim the largest student membership in South Africa, the
ASB embarked on a massive recruitment drive. It attempted to sign up all the Afrikaans-
medium training colleges,*’ as well as students at the bilingual Natal Training College in
Pietermaritzburg, jeopardising further NUSAS'’s unstable relationship there.”® At a time
when there was a possibility of Rhodes disaffiliating from NUSAS, the ASB attempted to
establish a branch there t00.* The SRC feared that the ASB might be successful, as it
had opportunistically offered to open its membership to students of all races at this wholly

white campus.*°

In order to regularise its relationship with the black population, the ASB invited a
moderate coloured political leader to address its 1956 congress®* and finally acceded to
the demand of Stellenbosch that contact be made with black students.®” At a time when
most black higher educational institutions were outside NUSAS because it was too
moderate, the ASB naively discussed the possibility of creating a separate black student
organisation to counter NUSAS.>® To oppose NUSAS among white English-speaking
students, the ASB decided to call a conference of all white university SRCs to discuss the

‘calling and duty of a university’.>* These were the only positive responses to the plea of
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Johan van der Vyver, the SABRA-inclined ASB vice-president and later human rights
lawyer, that the ASB abandon isolation in South Africa and abroad as a matter of urgency

and reach out to ‘well-disposed non-whites’*®

and also ‘right-thinking’ white English-
speakers in NUSAS'’s ‘empire’ t00.*® On balance though, the 1956 ASB congress was
inward looking and reactionary.>” Probably influenced by his contact with NUSAS-
affiliated SRC presidents on the Abe Bailey Travel Bursary,”®® Tom Langley, a past-
president of the Pretoria SRC and later a leading member of the Conservative Party,
successfully introduced a number of resolutions, among them that the work of NUSAS be
exposed and that liberalism, communism and Catholicism represented the greatest
threats to the Afrikaner as they all aimed at world domination.®® With its implicit
authoritarianism and threats to freedom of religion, this second resolution was given full
exposure by NUSAS in press releases® and its publications.®” Thus, ASB leaders for
some years to come were forced to explain that their organisation upheld freedom of
religion as indicated in its draft republican guidelines and that the Catholic Church was
censured for its ‘political’ encouragement of integration and not for its religious beliefs.®
More damning to the ASB in its quest for ISC membership was its refusal to accede to the
ISC’s request that it persuade the South African government to grant visas to the RIC
team® which had earlier been declined. In addition, the 1956 ASB congress called on the
government to implement university apartheid.®® Ernie Wentzel concluded that the ASB
had ‘torpedoed’ itself without the help of NUSAS and there was thus no more reason to
be concerned about it in the international field.*® However, as a precaution, NUSAS did
have an article entitled ‘ASB demands university segregation’ placed in the ISC's
Information Bulletin®” and NUSAS-affiliated SRCs passed resolutions deploring the ASB’s

action.®®
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What had NUSAS done to stymie the ASB’s membership of the ISC? It had compiled an
initially secret memorandum to submit to the international body detailing the national
union’s relationship with the Afrikaans-medium universities and NUSAS’s right to be
regarded as the legitimate representative of South Africa overseas. In this memorandum,
based on the NUSAS archive and Tobias's 1948 ‘History’, it quite unambiguously
demonstrates that students at the Afrikaans-medium universities, under the influence of
extreme nationalism were responsible for destroying South African student unity when
they broke ties with the national union in 1933 and rebuffed any attempts at reconciliation
or contact initiated thereafter by NUSAS. This refuted the ASB version of the break which
alleged that NUSAS's intention to invite Fort Hare into the national union and its
preference for a few black students (‘troetelkindertjies’: ‘favourites’ or ‘pets’) over
thousands of Afrikaners, pushed Afrikaans-speakers out.®® To strengthen the NUSAS
case,’”® the memorandum highlighted the undemocratic and fascist nature of the ASB’s
forerunners and by implication that of the ASB itself. The memorandum also chronicled
the Nazification of the ANS, its incorporation into the Nazi OB, the at one time close co-
operation of the pro-Nazi NP with the OB and the acts of minor sabotage committed by
the OB.” This precipitated a debate within the NUSAS leadership’® as to whether
sufficient evidence existed to substantiate, in the case of a possible defamation suit, the
allegations that the NP ‘as an organisation’ (underlined in the original) was pro-Nazi and
that the OB ‘as an organisation’ had committed sabotage.”® As a precaution then, OB
sabotage was omitted and the pro-Nazi NP was amended to read that ‘members of the
NP’ were ‘pro-Nazi’.”* This was a particularly effective weapon against the ASB because,
as Nico Smith points out, one of the first tasks of the Broederbond in 1948 was to destroy
all documentary evidence of OB sabotage and Afrikaner nationalism’s relationship with
Nazi Germany.” The ASB itself in its histories of Afrikaner student movements makes no
mention of the OB or the ideological direction of the student movement during the war."®
In one version, it claims erroneously that the ANS became part of the Nasionalejeugbond

and by implication the NP,”” and not the Boerejeug of the OB.
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The memorandum was distributed to all South African SRCs. Despite NUSAS leaders’
fears that there might be an angry response from the Afrikaans student bodies,”® the
Potchefstroom SRC dismissed it as merely a ‘meagre’ effort.” The ASB appeared
however to be concerned at the ‘large number of flagrant misrepresentations’ made about

the organisation and the ‘stress on its ’Nazi past”®

(inverted commas in the original) and
requested a list of all the national unions to which NUSAS had sent the document as it
planned to respond to it.** As far as its affiliated SRCs were concerned, NUSAS hoped
that its memorandum would be powerful enough - though not so negative that it would
have the opposite effect - to dissuade those SRCs of whose loyalties it was doubtful
(including erroneously the new Wits statutory SRC), of agreeing to participate in the
apartheid-type student organisation envisaged by the proposed ASB inter-SRC
conference. The memorandum was ultimately destined, along with the report of the RIC

commission, for discussion at the forthcoming I1SC in Ceylon in September 1956.%

The Research and Investigation Commission (RIC)

The RIC was another weapon with which NUSAS could prevent the ASB acquiring
membership of the ISC. This was intended to be an independent, impartial investigation
into South African higher education conducted under the auspices of the 1SC.% However,
Didcott, the previous NUSAS president, based at the Leiden headquarters of COSEC
was privy to confidential information about the RIC and even played a role in the selection
of the final team to visit South Africa.®* The first RIC commissioners were denied South
African visas.® To make it more difficult for the South African government to do the same
again, the new team was carefully assembled and eventually comprised Harry Brinkman,
a Dutch Calvinist, Cyril Ritchie, of Northern Ireland who had chaired the Birmingham ISC

ASB debate at which David Bosch was present,®® and Olaf Tandberg from Norway.?’

The RIC commissioners received their visas and arrived in South Africa in May 1956

much to the surprise of the NUSAS leadership®® who, after the ASB congress, had
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expected that the ISC investigation would either be replaced by the ASB’s ‘carefully
selected fascist team’ or arrive after the former had completed its investigation.®® The
team was to visit all South African universities and interview rectors, principals, academic
staff, student organisations, as well as representatives of the government and political
parties, including the ANC and South African Indian Congress and influential South
Africans.®® The team was particularly interested in meeting black students and Didcott
accordingly confidentially advised NUSAS to make as much time available for this as
possible when the national union was officially interviewed. Bishop Ambrose Reeves
volunteered to assemble his group of influential liberals for the RIC to meet. However,
things did not go entirely smoothly for NUSAS. Brinkman proved ‘difficult’ and
‘domineering’ and was probably not won over despite Didcott’'s warning that NUSAS
would need to present a very strong case to him. Brinkman was the son of the
Netherlands ambassador to South Africa and supported separate but equal apartheid. He
moreover did not believe that NUSAS should have sole representation at the ISC but
should form part of a national delegation.®® Brinkman made the observation to the Wits
SRC that all races in South Africa were sincerely working towards a solution to the
country’s problems and that news reports on South Africa overseas were biased, creating

the impression, for example, that Africans were removed from Sophiatown at gunpoint.®

On the other hand, Brinkman and Afrikaans student leaders appeared to strike up a good
rapport, Brinkman returning later to study at Stellenbosch.*® When visas were granted, all
SRCs at the Afrikaans-medium universities agreed to meet the RIC team® as they were
not ‘shy’ or ‘ashamed’ of discussing their political beliefs.®® They did however inform the
commissioners that they regarded the investigation as unconstitutional and illegitimate
and warned them that it was impossible to understand the complexity of South African
society within a period of three weeks.? The reason for the change of attitude of both the
ASB and government could probably be attributed to the actions of the previous RIC
team. Though denied visas to come to South Africa, its members nonetheless compiled a
report based on liberal historical and sociological texts as well as statements made by

NUSAS which were all seriously critical of apartheid and Afrikaner nationalism.®” Thus the
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ASB and the government decided to allow the new RIC team in and win it over to the NP

point of view.

At Stellenbosch, in addition to meeting the rector and SRC, the RIC team interviewed
members of the academic staff and SABRA.%® While in Pretoria, the commissioners held
discussions with the ASB’s Langley and visited the Union Buildings, the Voortrekker
Monument, the African township, Atteridgeville as well as some informal settlements.* In
addition they met apartheid ideologues, Eiselen and De Wet Nel of the Native Affairs
Department, as well as Van der Walt, the chairperson of the newly appointed

d 100

Interdepartmental Commission on university aparthei (discussed in chapter three).

The ASB was questioned about its views on the implementation of university apartheid as
well as its relationship with NUSAS.'* The organisation used this opportunity to denigrate
the national union, Salmon van Tonder of Pretoria alleging that two-thirds of the executive
was communist. The avowedly liberal and anti-communist NUSAS leadership, which had
recently voted against COD activist, Bob Hepple taking up the vacant vice-presidency,
seriously considered suing Van Tonder for this dangerous slander. The moderate
Stellenbosch-based ASB president, Jan Loubser, informed the RIC that NUSAS did not
fulfil the 1ISC’s constitutional requirements for the status of a national union as it did not
represent all the students in its country, in particular, Afrikaans-speakers.*®® Loubser
cautiously concluded that were the RIC team objective, something positive could come of
its visit and on the basis of the evidence, the ISC might conclude that South Africa was a

‘plural’ or ‘multi-group’ (‘meergroepige’) society,'%

which presumably would justify the
application of apartheid. The ASB had earlier reasoned that with greater and more wide-
spread knowledge of it and its stance, its support for apartheid would not preclude it from
full participation in international student fora.’® Following the conclusion of the RIC

investigation, this was presumably now the case.

However, the RIC team did not uphold apartheid despite the pro-ASB slant of Brinkman.
The report was compiled by the other commissioners after Brinkman had retired to bed
and was then presented to him each morning for ratification.*® The report concluded that
racially segregated higher education could never lead to equal education for all. It found

that there were ‘no valid educational, economic or ethical reasons for any university in
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South Africa to discriminate in its admissions policy’. It thus rejected the Natal system and
the ASB’s adapted Natal system for coloured students at UCT, namely ‘to segregate once
admitted’.'® Based on the recommendations of the RIC Report, the Ceylon ISC
committed itself to large-scale aid to both the NUSAS academic freedom campaign and

black education in South Africa.

The Ceylon ISC was attended by NUSAS and the ASB. The latter prepared a statement
to be read at the conference to the effect that it represented the cultural interests of white

Afrikaans-speaking students®’

and thus by implication could not claim to be a national
union of students.'® This admission, coupled with the decision of the 1956 NUSAS
assembly, in the absence of the radical left, to apply for full membership of COSEC,*
paved the way for NUSAS achieving delegate status in the ISC. This was accomplished
with ease, with only one student union disputing NUSAS'’s claim to be a national union.**
Evidently the NUSAS tactics of presenting as strong a public relations exercise as the
ASB and not treating the Afrikaans organisation in an aggressive, ‘unseemly’ fashion,***
paid off. The ASB was not so lucky, despite dispatching its intellectually and morally
formidable vice-president, Van der Vyver, to the gathering instead of the original
candidate who NUSAS had regarded as an easy opponent.™ Since the Birmingham
Conference, NUSAS, aided by its British allies, had been considering having observer
status at the ISC abolished.™* However, those student unions, particularly the Canadian,
wishing to entice IUS members into the Western organisation, were opposed to this as it
would deny the Eastern unions a voice. With the ‘odd bit of skulduggery’ on his part,
Rubin and some of the COSEC leadership were instrumental in having observer status
abolished™* without arousing the suspicion of either member unions or the ASB. The
ASB for its part replied to the well-received NUSAS memorandum in terms which
‘antagonised’ everyone and made the organisation appear ‘stupid’.**® Thus the Afrikaans
organisation again failed in its application to acquire delegate status and, as at
Birmingham, was designated ‘visitor’ with speaking rights.**® In the opinion of Coombe,

the ASB’s decision to mount a very public campaign against the Soviet invasion of
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Hungary in November 1956 and the suppression of academic freedom and students’

rights there was taken to boost the organisation’s international standing.*’

NUSAS-affiliated campuses and the desire for white co-operation, 1956-7

While Coombe, NUSAS stalwart at Pietermaritzburg, was away from the campus
attending the ISC and World University Services meetings, a motion that Pietermaritzburg
disaffiliate from NUSAS was initiated without warning by SRC members, Alistair Verbeeck
and Eelso Boonstra.™® Like others present at the 1956 NUSAS congress,™® Verbeeck
had expressed concern over the lack of progress regarding co-operation with Afrikaans-
speaking students, but the NUSAS president had not interpreted this as antagonism
towards the national union.™™ Subsequently however, the UNP SRC accepted no
mandates from the NUSAS congress other than those of a purely student benefit
nature™! and like the SRCs of Wits and UCT which were reining in their left and right
wings respectively, laid down strict voting guidelines for the SRC at future NUSAS
gatherings.'”* Moreover, UNP effectively abolished centre affiliation to NUSAS by
requiring those interested in the national union to register their membership during the

forthcoming SRC elections.*?®

A well-attended, rowdy mass meeting was convened to decide the fate of NUSAS at
Pietermaritzburg. The proposer of the disaffiliation motion, Boonstra, who usually
abstained from voting on NUSAS issues at SRC meetings,*** argued that UNP should
prioritise the primary function of a national student union, (co-operation amongst all
university students) and sacrifice the secondary function (the specific principles for which
NUSAS stood) in favour of reconciliation with Afrikaans-speakers.'® In further justification
for secession, Boonstra contended that NUSAS was not a national organisation as it
represented only white English-speakers and a few black students. Moreover, he averred,
UNP could ‘make no progress’ in the NUSAS assembly as it abstained from voting
because it either disagreed with or was not interested in the wide range of NUSAS
activities.'®® Few spoke in favour of the otherwise well-argued motion. This was in sharp
contrast to the strong defence of the national union mounted by NUSAS activists. NUSAS

loyalists asserted that membership of the national union could not be sacrificed for the
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sake of white reconciliation and presumably with the aid of the ‘memorandum’, corrected
inaccuracies regarding the organisation’s relationship with Afrikaans-speaking students.
The meeting became a public relations exercise for NUSAS. The audience, largely
ignorant of the national union, was bombarded with a litany of benefits accruing from
NUSAS membership including that of overseas representation. Finally, a counter motion

proposed by Jonathan Paton,**’

the future political philosopher and son of the LP’s Alan
Paton, that UNP expressed its full confidence in NUSAS, was carried nem con and the
disaffiliation motion lost by one hundred and ten votes to forty one,*”® most of the forty
one allegedly being Afrikaans-speaking.'?® During the following year Nux received many
letters expressing their writers’ dissatisfaction with the political nature of NUSAS and

130

urging white student co-operation. Boonstra was to call for a federation of SRCs™" along

the lines envisaged by the reformers at Stellenbosch.

At Stellenbosch a puzzling meeting took place in May 1956. In what was probably a
carefully laid plan to test the potential opposition to the ASB and the receptiveness of
Stellenbosch to the re-establishment of a NUSAS branch on the campus, a meeting of
‘NUSAS’ was called, probably by students sympathetic to the national union.'** After
discerning the anti-NUSAS sentiment of the audience, the organisers probably decided
against speaking and turned the whole gathering into a joke,*** highlighting the benefits of
cheap overseas tours and second-hand books accruing to members of the ‘Nasionale

Unie van Stellenbosse Arm Studente’ (National Union of Poor Stellenbosch Students).**

Contact with Afrikaans-speaking campuses remained important for NUSAS for a number
of reasons. Firstly, NUSAS hoped to take advantage of the increasingly open conflicts
and divisions manifesting themselves within Afrikaner nationalist organisations, including
the ASB and individual student bodies, so as to enlist the support of the dissidents for
university autonomy and the right of UCT and Wits to remain open. However, it could not
permit these divisions to work against the national union by allowing the dissidents the
advantage of forging a new apartheid-style student organisation outside the bounds of
both the ASB and NUSAS. It could also not ignore a groundswell of support on its
campuses for white co-operation which, following the implementation of university
apartheid, could translate into the emergence of an apartheid-based national student

body and consequently the demise of NUSAS.

127 BC 586 03.1, Winkie (Fletcher) to Ernie (Wentzel), 23.8.1956.
128 586 03.1, A. Verbeeck, ‘Report of the president to the General Meeting of August 1956', p. 3.
122 BC 586 03.1, Winkie (Fletcher) to Ernie (Wentzel), 23.8.1956.
E. Boonstra to Nux no. 10, 1.10.1956.
L A L. Muller to Die Matie, 1.6.1956.
%2 bie Matie, 1.6.1956.
33 ibid.



154

Accordingly then, the 1957 NUSAS congress unanimously passed a resolution introduced
in Afrikaans by C.I. Viljoen, an Afrikaans-speaking student at the Johannesburg College
of Education (JCE) that Afrikaans-speakers return to NUSAS so that their voice could be
heard in the national union.™®* A similar plea had been made to the 1957 ASB congress
by a Wits SRC member in his personal capacity.** In liberal terms, Viljoen argued that as
future leaders of South Africa, ASB and NUSAS members could not remain in ‘spiritual
isolation’ from one another in a ‘geographically integrated society’ and that the ASB’s
refusal to meet other groups fostered ‘prejudice’ and was a disservice to its
membership.’*® NUSAS congratulated the ASB for what it had done for Afrikaans-
speaking students,™’ but reiterated its traditional policy that the ASB was a cultural
organisation and not an alternative to NUSAS as claimed by the ASB.'* It also
threatened the ASB with legal action if it continued to label NUSAS ‘communist’. So as to
foster closer co-operation, NUSAS again urged its SRCs to make contact with their
nearest Afrikaans-medium centre and attempt to undertake joint practical projects of
mutual interest. Moreover, NUSAS executive visits would, for the first time, be extended

to the Afrikaans-medium centres too.**°

What was the background to this accent on white co-operation which in the student and
national press overshadowed the far more important decisions — the return of Fort Hare,
the adoption of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and defiance of the ‘church

clause’ - taken by the 1957 congress?

Divisions within the Nationalist alliance and, by extension the ASB, had a bearing on the
greater emphasis NUSAS placed on white co-operation. The rejection by the government
of the Tomlinson Commission led to a split within the NP and its think-tank, SABRA.*°
The 1956 ASB congress had already urged the government to implement the

recommendations of the Tomlinson Commission**

before knowing of Verwoerd’'s
repudiation of the report.*** In spite of the government’s rejection, some within the ASB,
particularly Van der Vyver and students at Stellenbosch, held on to the SABRA ‘visionary’
position, thus exacerbating in the ASB, as in wider society, the increasingly bitter

divisions within Afrikaner nationalism. N.J. Olivier, a SABRA visionary at Stellenbosch,
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advised the Stellenbosch and UOFS ASB branches that a broad humanity should inform
the manner in which good race relations were forged in South Africa. Further, he urged
the ASB to make contact with black students so as to convince them of the advantages of
separate universities, which Olivier believed the Afrikaans universities and students would

actively have to help develop.'*®

The ASB congress in April 1957 argued for the urgent necessity of ‘separate
development’ in the interests of both the black population and the survival of white
civilisation. Accordingly, it reiterated its call for separate black universities** with the
proviso that facilities for black students at Wits and UCT were not taken away until equal
ones were available at the separate institutions. The ASB claimed that some of the black
people with whom they had made contact understood the value and necessity of
university apartheid but did not support separate universities because the facilities would
not be equal.**> Moreover, the ASB remained committed to forging ties with other groups
and races.'® From the observation made by C.I. Prinsloo from Wits that a sizeable
number of English-speakers there did not approve of the liberal policy prevailing on the
campus, the ASB could conclude that possibilities for white English-speaking co-
operation existed at Wits too. The ASB’s ten year anniversary commemoration
publication, Gedenkblad was to be brought out in both English and Afrikaans, presumably
for consumption by disaffected English-speakers in the ranks of NUSAS. It was also to be
distributed overseas™’ as the organisation still had ambitions of winning membership of
the ISC and combating NUSAS'’s propaganda there. The ASB also decided to strengthen
its good relationship with SABRA and investigate the dangerous attitude of superiority
displayed by Afrikaners towards black people and the offensive behaviour towards black

people in which this attitude manifested itself.*®

Moral Re-armament and national student co-operation

Treating people decently and honestly, the outward signs of a change of heart, were the
foundations of the Moral Re-armament Movement (MRA) which was certainly responsible
for furthering contact and co-operation between black and white, and English and

Afrikaans-speaking whites in 1957. But not on the terms required by NUSAS.

The MRA was an evangelical Christian undertaking established in 1938 in London which

focussed on ‘personal transformation as the key to social transformation’. It adhered to
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the ‘belief in the power of personal apology as a way of breaking down barriers between
people and opening dialogue’.*** MRA has been credited with contributing to post-war
Franco-German reconciliation as well as the settlement of nationalist-colonial conflict in
Africa and Asia in the independence era. MRA was viewed with suspicion by the left**
(and NUSAS™) as MRA preached Christianity as the answer to, and bulwark against,
communism. It stressed negotiation in place of political and class conflict.”>* The ANC
was also opposed to MRA. After criticising the ANC at a conference held at the MRA'’s
headquarters in Caux, Switzerland in 1953, William Nkomo (founder of the Wits ANCYL
and SRC and NUSAS representative in the 1940s and later associated with the Black

Consciousness Movement) was summarily expelled from the ANC by Nelson Mandela.**®

MRA was well received by all race groups in South Africa, including the student bodies of
Fort Hare,"™ Stellenbosch and probably also the UOFS (see below). At a MRA meeting in
the mixed Cape Town suburb of Woodstock, Loubser, former ASB president, announced
that Stellenbosch students had undergone a change of heart. At the same time, Loubser
and a contingent of Stellenbosch students apologised to the coloured audience ‘for their
attitude of superiority and indifference towards men of other races’,’® in some ways
addressing the concerns of SABRA and the recent ASB congress of white attitudes of

superiority.

Coombe reluctantly attended the MRA convention and converted. The prevailing
atmosphere - which included Stellenbosch students singing ‘Nkosi sikelele’ and NP
Jeugbonders apologising to black people for their past hatred towards them — became too
overwhelming to resist. After asking Loubser for forgiveness for his attitude of bitterness
towards the ASB, an organisation with which he still fundamentally disagreed, Coombe

5 much to the

issued a widely publicised statement to this effect with Loubser,™
embarrassment of other NUSAS leaders.”® Makiwane and Mutangbanengwe of the

recently re-affiliated Fort Hare, feared that the MRA would sell out the liberation struggle
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and were concerned that NUSAS might also support the MRA and its reactionary agenda.
Moreover, in the otherwise disturbingly well received MRA delegation to Fort Hare,
Loubser had not been particularly popular.® MRA and the contact and co-operation that
it fostered revealed clearly to NUSAS the dangers of contact and co-operation outside its
own parameters. Namely, it risked the loss not only of conservative whites longing for
white reconciliation but also its black and/or left wing. For the NP too, MRA represented a
threat to orthodoxy. Following its 1953 investigation into the organisation, the
Broederbond warned that the MRA fostered undesirable brotherhood, the disappearance
of racial and national boundaries and the undermining of the true calling of the
Afrikaner.' Singing ‘Nkosi sikelele’, a hymn adopted as the anthem of African liberation,
could imply the acceptance of a separate African nationalism, but was more likely an
endorsement of a common South African fatherland. A ‘common fatherland’ was a
dangerous idea to the NP and was championed by the former chief justice, Henry Fagan
(author of the UP’s Fagan Commission on African urbanisation) in his Afrikaans poem,
‘Nkosi sikelel’ iAfrika’.*® It was probably for these kinds of unorthodox ‘subversive’ views,
as well as his MRA activities, that Loubser was expelled from the ASB.*** He would later

publicly dissent from the NP.*%2

Evidently MRA also found quite a following at the UOFS because in March 1958, its SRC
stated that it had nothing to do with the MRA and forbade the propagation of the
movement on the campus.'® The NUSAS leadership could never formalise its opposition
to MRA, but probably warned Coombe to keep his conversion out of the public eye.*** No

further references to Coombe and the MRA are to be found.

Reaching out to the ASB-affiliated student bodies

However, as the new NUSAS president, and believer in the efficacy of personal contact,
Coombe embarked on a personal proselytisation of the ASB centres following the
decision of the 1957 NUSAS congress that the executive visit non-NUSAS Afrikaans-
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medium centres. On arrival, uninvited at the UOFS, he was, to his surprise, met by local
student leaders, including Koos Pretorius, an ASB executive member.'®® This called into
guestion the ASB’s professed policy of refusing to have any contact with NUSAS and its
affiliated SRCs. Students at the UOFS had decided that they did want contact with some
NUSAS-affiliated centres following a decision of the student body to disband the ASB*®®
and a successful meeting with the Wits SRC in August 1957. However, the UOFS SRC
was unwilling to put into effect the recommendation by Coombe that they invite Fort Hare
and UNNE to their proposed informal inter-SRC conference because, as they explained
lamely, their student body was not ready for such a thing and the black delegates might
be subjected to inferior accommodation.'®” As far as student contact was concerned,
Coombe used this opportunity to shoot down as ‘a pipedream’ and ‘too late’**® the ASB’s
plan for the creation of an apartheid-based federation of SRCs in the event of the
implementation of university apartheid.'® In typical liberal fashion, Coombe argued that
Fort Hare’s return to NUSAS signified that students wanted ‘free contact’ and ‘not the
‘straightjacketed contact envisaged by the ASB’. Moreover he warned, Fort Hare would
not agree to participate in a separate black organisation and sit down at federal executive

level with those who had ‘inflictfed]’ apartheid on them.*™

During his three day visit the NUSAS president met all types of Afrikaner nationalists,
from eugenicists and Boer republicans who believed implicitly in the infallibility of

apartheid and the government,*”

to those who were open to new ideas and, like SABRA
visionaries, reflected that the only solution to the iniquities of apartheid was total equitable
territorial separation and the white sacrifices this entailed.'”? Accordingly for the latter
group, their support for separate black universities was dependent on the provision of
equal facilities. However, Coombe discovered that they had neither checked the Separate
University Education Bill nor taken note of the findings, sent to them, of the recent Inter-
SRC conference on university apartheid which quite clearly indicated that facilities would
not be equal.'”® Coombe concluded that Nationalists were sincere but extraordinarily

ignorant of the realities of apartheid and ignorant of their ignorance. This, coupled with
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the power they wielded, made them dangerous and in desperate need of contact which
NUSAS had to foster.*"

The ASB and the Seventh ISC in Ibadan

While Coombe was making contact at the UOFS, representatives of NUSAS and the ASB
were attending the Pan African Student Seminar in Ghana and the Seventh ISC in
Ibadan, Nigeria. The ASB still hoped to achieve one of the five categories of participation
at the ISC, including the reinstated observer status.'” It believed that NUSAS was a
sectional political organisation'”® and thus did not qualify for delegate status.*’” With the
return of Fort Hare, the national union had transformed itself into what the ASB described
as ‘a multi-racial conference’ which could no longer ignore human rights violations and
remain aloof from politics.'’® Moreover, by its defiance of the Native Laws Amendment
Act NUSAS became, in the opinion of the ASB, overtly political.'” However, NUSAS’s
claim to representativeness became more valid both in South Africa and abroad with the
return of Fort Hare. Nonetheless, the ASB concluded that black students did not in reality
support NUSAS but had been duped by NUSAS's ‘underhand diplomacy’ to believe that
the academic freedom campaign would be strengthened if conducted by a ‘multi-racial
organisation’.*® Evidently in some concern though, the ASB-affiliated press noted that
COSEC had made much of the fact that South Africa would be represented for the first

time at the ISC by a ‘Negro’,*® NUSAS executive member, Mutangbanengwe. %2

At the Ibadan ISC, NUSAS was designated ‘delegate’ and the ASB ‘visitor’ ‘after some
debate about the credentials of both organisations’.*®® The ASB accused NUSAS of
influencing this decision as Rubin had chaired the Credentials Committee. However,
Rubin denied this, reminding the ASB that he had recused himself while South Africa was
discussed and had seconded the motion that the ASB be given speaking rights.'® The
ISC was a success for NUSAS on two fronts. Firstly, NUSAS again received
overwhelming support for the academic freedom campaign and, to the indignation of the

ASB, members of the ISC committed themselves to writing letters of protest to the South
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African government.'®® Secondly, the ASB admitted defeat and concluded that it had few
friends overseas and that to secure membership of the ISC would require opening its
organisation to all students and jettisoning its political principles.*® It did however agree

187

to participate in a South African branch of the World University Service™" to be organised

initially by NUSAS. It also did not give up on contact in Africa. To the amazement of the

'188 at the I1ISC and the seminar

ASB representative, Van der Vyver, his ‘greatest friends
were black students. His experiences in Ghana and Nigeria on the eve of their
independence reinforced his belief in apartheid and the necessity of granting political
rights to black South Africans in their own states. These measures, Van der Vyver
believed, were the only means of preserving white civilisation from creeping communism
and preventing an imminent Russian-backed South African liberation war. Communism,
he reasoned, appealed materially rather than ideologically to Africans.’® Accordingly
then, the ASB investigated the possibility of a study tour to the rest of the continent and

the distribution of a ‘propaganda publication’ in English, French and Spanish.*®

White co-operation and dissatisfaction with the ASB, 1957-8

Within South Africa, contact and co-operation continued. Rhodes invited the Afrikaans-
medium student bodies to discussions regarding inter-university contact and co-
operation. The Potchefstroom SRC accepted this invitation in principle.’®* This
conference did not take place until 1958, but NUSAS was concerned enough about it to

send ‘ammunition’®?

to ensure that nothing endangering NUSAS came of it. A new
National Union of Medical Students organised along racial lines, was mooted by the
Pretoria Medical Students Council in 1957. Following an emotional visit to Pretoria,*® the
hitherto radical Wits Medical Students Council agreed to affiliate.’® However, this
‘betrayal of basic principles’ was overturned following the toppling of the Medical Council

by older medical students®®

with the active support of the NUSAS vice-president and
Wits SRC president, Magnus Gunther.'®® Eventually, a non-racial Association of Medical
Students of South Africa came into existence which excluded Pretoria students, mainly

because their rector would not permit their participation, but surprisingly included those
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from the newly established Stellenbosch Medical School.**’” Stellenbosch’s involvement
was probably grounded on short-term tactical considerations because, as some of its
leaders would later admit, with the legislation of university apartheid, open institutions

would become a thing of the past.

These positive developments were most probably responsible for a stream of criticism of
the ASB as an obstacle to white co-operation.’® In a widely publicised letter which
evoked both furious and apologetic responses from the ASB,**® and to which NUSAS,
presumably for tactical reasons, requested its SRCs to respond,?® D. Potter of
Stellenbosch harshly criticised the ASB. He accused it of being anti-English for refusing to
meet NUSAS; supporting religious oppression because of its anti-Catholicism; being
overtly political because of its support of the government; and provocatively, that

nationalism was a dangerous ideology responsible for both world wars.?**

Support for Christian Nationalism and the ASB seemed to be waning on the university
campuses, but not so at the training colleges.?®? For many university students, Christian
Nationalism had become redundant because it had served its purpose of forging a united
Afrikaner nation and achieving Afrikaner political and economic power. The southern
universities initially refused to vote for an increase in membership fees to the cash-
strapped ASB, presumably prolonging its financial dependence on the government and
Afrikaner capitalist giants, Rembrandt,?*® Sanlam and Volkskas.?** Stellenbosch students
played no role in the 1958 Kruger Day celebrations®® and according to a SRC
commission of inquiry, the ASB with its turgid ideological debates was as relevant to the
average student as a ‘riot in the Middle East.?®® In the north, the ASB branch at
Potchefstroom bemoaned the fact that so few students had participated in the ‘kerkhof

207

skoffel’ (hoeing of the cemetery)“" while at Pretoria, the ASB restructured itself so as to

elicit more student interest.”® At the UOFS the student body disagreed with the political
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nature of the ASB,?* probably accounting for the appalling attendance at ASB meetings
there.?’® In 1957 a mass meeting voted to disband the ASB*** and replace it with a new

%2 which would include the English-medium campuses.?*® This

national student body
echoed the earlier and continued call by Stellenbosch students (including the majority of
aspirant SRC candidates) for the abolition of ipso facto membership of the ASB and the
transformation of the organisation into a purely cultural body for those identifying with
Christian National principles.?* It was this issue that was discussed at the 1958 ASB

congress in Potchefstroom.

Attending the 1958 ASB congress

For the first time in its history, the ASB invited representatives of all the white NUSAS-
affiliated SRCs, together with the NUSAS president in his personal capacity, to attend its
annual congress. NUSAS and the SRCs deliberated their responses. They mistakenly
believed that a breakthrough had been made as the ASB invitation had made no
reference to the race of the representatives from Wits and Cape Town. However, it later
transpired that the ASB was labouring under the false impression that Coombe during his
visit to the UOFS had said that the ‘open’ universities would compromise and send only
white observers if invited to the ASB meeting.?*® The president’s report on his visit is
vague on this matter but this so-called gentlemen’s agreement became a bone of
contention between the two sides.?*® In the event, both the Wits and UCT SRCs issued
statements that they would send whomever they chose to future gatherings but purely
incidentally, only white ones to the forthcoming ASB congress.?’” NUSAS and the SRCs
regretted that UNNE and Fort Hare had not been invited and that the NUSAS president
only in his personal capacity. Moreover, they all made it clear that their presence at the
ASB congress did not mean recognition of the ASB as a national union but only as a
sectional organisation.?*® Because the Wits team was composed of an ASB sympathiser
in addition to the NUSAS vice-president, it had a strict mandate to reflect the views of the
SRC only.*?
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For the observers from UCT, Wits and Pietermaritzburg came the realisation that the ASB
and NUSAS spoke two different languages ‘literally’ and ‘figuratively’.?®® The ASB's
insistence that God was at the centre of all aspects of life was alien to students from UCT
and Wits?** where religious freedom and tolerance of all faiths was fiercely defended and
any attempt to clothe the universities with a religious mantle was fiercely resisted (see
chapter two).?”> Moreover, whereas the ASB was stuck in theoretical and ideological
abstractions completely oblivious of practical realities, the open universities were the

testing grounds of successful race relations and integration,*

the latter believed by the
ASB to be divinely proscribed. The UCT delegates questioned whether the integration of
Dutch, German and French settlers into the Afrikaner nation also went against God’'s
wishes.?® These observations reinforced the long held view that co-operation with the
ASB was impossible even though there was evidence of ‘a new spirit or outlook’ in the
organisation.?”® Only Durban and Rhodes®*® were positive about future developments,
believing that a new era had dawned. Moreover, Durban put forward the paternalistic UP
view (long discredited by NUSAS) that the race problem could only be satisfactorily

resolved once the two white groups had settled their differences.?*’

The observers witnessed at first hand the divisions within Afrikaner nationalism as
manifested in the ASB including critiques of the inconsistency of the apartheid policy
itself. Stellenbosch’s attempt to transform the ASB — dismissed as a ‘puppet-show

1228

parliament’“= - into either a voluntary Christian-National undertaking or an inter-university

body furthering white co-operation was met, as before, with resistance from Pretoria

229 and absolute

(represented by inter alia Daan Verwoerd, the son of Hendrik Verwoerd)
intransigence by the normal colleges, in particular Heidelberg.?* Heidelberg temporarily
disaffiliated when the ASB recommitted itself to contact with the black population. Those
in favour of contact argued that for apartheid to work, its proponents would have to get to

know the Bantu in ‘his very being’ as ‘a man and a person’ and accept the Christian

220

Nux, May 1958.
221

Varsity vol. 16 no. 9, 24.4.1958.

%22 1n 1958 the UCT SRC opposed a measure by the new UCT principal that students fill out a card at
registration stating their religious affiliation so as to make it easier for chaplains to identify their flock.
Eventually it was agreed that this would be voluntary. BC 586 O5.1, David (Clain) to Neville (Rubin),
17.2.1958, p. 3. ‘Thought for the day’ in the student press came from a wide variety of sources including Kahil
Gibran and Goethe. Varsity, 21.8.1958; 28.8.1958.

223 y/arsity vol. 16 no. 9, 24.4.1958.

224 iid.

225 \Witwatersrand Student vol. 10 no. 7, 29.5.1958.

*2% Rhodeo, 3.6.1958.

227 B 586 B1 Congress Minutes 1958, A. Tsipouras, ‘UN.D Assembly Report’, nd., p. 2.

228 |n Afrikaans; ‘popspel parlement’; Die Matie, 18.4.1958.

29 pie Perdeby, 25.4.1958; Witwatersrand Student vol. 10 no. 7, 29.5.1958.

230 \ASB — Tak staan plek vol’, Weerspieelinge — 1909-1959: Gedenkblad van die Heidelbergse
Onderwyskollege, p. 97.



164

Bantu as his equal.®' The UCT SRC president questioned the rationality of the ASB’s
policy of ‘civilising’ and Christianising the African population while still upholding
traditional African culture, as it was not clear whether this included the acceptance of

brideprice and polygamy.

Through rigorous informal discussion, the NUSAS-affiliated delegates were able to
‘seriously embarrass’ some ASB delegates into acknowledging the error of their

decisions. But some, like the future South African president, F.W. de Klerk?*?

(who was
also the son of Senator Jan de Klerk and nephew of J.G.Strijdom), whose most striking
characteristic, according to the Afrikaans writer, André P. Brink, his contemporary at
Potchefstroom, was his extreme obsequiousness to his political superiors,?® refused to
guestion the bona fides of the government. ASB members like De Klerk would not accept,
for example, that the authoritarian regulations to be imposed on the new black colleges
were wrong, or in the case of an established university like Fort Hare, wholly
unnecessary.?** Later De Klerk would state that he and others at that time countered the
charge that Bantu Education and the ‘controversial’ takeover of African schools were
aimed at providing an inferior education by pointing to the large number of universities

and training colleges built by the government for Africans.?*

The ASB delegates were divided on the issue of university apartheid. SABRA had already

12%¢ and a Stellenbosch

rejected key aspects of the Separate University Education Bil
academic had prophetically warned that violating university autonomy would set the
precedent for a future government forcing Stellenbosch to admit black students. A
‘progressive’ from Stellenbosch argued that the open universities should remain open. He
justified this by reference to the ‘four freedoms of the university’ which stated that the
function of the university was to seek the truth and not serve any ideology which could
come about through arbitrary changes of government.?*” Notwithstanding, the congress,
with the exception of the Stellenbosch delegates, thanked the government for its progress
made towards the implementation of university apartheid. The Wits and UCT observers
warned those present that this vote of thanks could potentially jeopardise future inter-

university student relations and was moreover, inconsistent with the ASB’s 1957
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resolution that the open universities ought not be closed until equal facilities were

available at the new black colleges.?*®

National student co-operation and a possible split within the ASB

Despite criticism of ASB policy by the NUSAS affiliates and a decision by the ASB
executive at its meeting in Heidelberg in June 1958 to revisit its controversial decision to

seek contact with white English-speaking and black students,?*°

contact and co-operation
continued throughout 1958. The Potchefstroom ASB branch under the chairmanship of
F.W. de Klerk hosted a meeting with ex-Chief Albert Luthuli, president of the ANC. For
the students present it was ‘a strange experience’ to ‘converse’ with a black person on
the basis of equality while Luthuli’'s espousal of a universal franchise in a unitary South
Africa was utterly ‘alien’ and could not be squared with the survival of the Afrikaner

nation.?*

Stellenbosch believed that with the expansion of facilities at the northern universities, it
would become a more exclusively southern institution and accordingly more politically
moderate too and so would be in a position to champion student unity in the south,
furthering the already good relations existing between Stellenbosch and UCT.
Furthermore, student leaders argued that a good Afrikaner was first a good South
African.** Accordingly, the SRC appointed a commission of inquiry into the aims,
requirements and structure of a national student organisation. However, the commission’s
recommendations that students come together on an apartheid basis as South Africans,
thus avoiding all vital controversial issues, was rejected by both the UCT and Durban
SRCs.*? However, a significant minority of students at UCT felt that their views regarding
white student co-operation were being ignored by the NUSAS-dominated SRC. This view
was reinforced by the surprise by-election defeat of a NUSAS-aligned candidate by a
conservative anti-NUSAS student seeking white co-operation.?*® A conservative group,
allegedly linked to the UP, instigated a reform of the UCT electoral system aimed at

breaking the power of NUSAS in student government.?**

Despite reservations about its commitment to white student co-operation, the UCT SRC
invited its Stellenbosch counterpart to meet representatives of the UNNE SRC visiting

UCT. Though the UNNE visitors denounced apartheid unconditionally during a student
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mass meeting®*

(see chapter five), it was the strong terms and no-holds-barred language
employed by the black, NEUM-aligned UCT students to express their utter contempt for
the ‘*herrenvolk’ and any collaboration with it that evidently shocked the Stellenbosch SRC
to the core. Stellenbosch thus concluded that integrated universities bred racial
bitterness, hatred and intolerance as demonstrated by the bearing of black UCT students,
whereas racially segregated institutions such as the ‘Bantu University of Natal’ [sic] bred
a less hostile attitude — not the conclusion to which the UCT SRC and NUSAS wished

Stellenbosch to arrive.

Students from UNNE made up the bulk of the audience of those attending the Natal
University Conference,?*® addressed quite willingly by Van der Vyver?’ in May 1958.%#
Similarly positive signs of an ASB thaw were not visible on the Witwatersrand. So as to
make inroads into the English-medium campuses among students disaffected with
NUSAS, the ASB had amended its rule to make provision for individual membership.
Accordingly, Hendrick Smit, one of the Wits observers at the ASB congress, joined up.?*
Smit and Neville Cook applied to the SRC for permission to establish an ASB branch at
Wits. This was acceded to with the proviso that it was open to all and that membership
would not require resignation from NUSAS.**® The ASB supporters resigned from the
SRC in protest, went to the Afrikaans press and charged the SRC with restricting campus
freedom.”" A petition requesting the principal to overturn the SRC’s decision was
252

circulated and signed by the one hundred and fifty students
from NUSAS.*?

who had already resigned

The matter - whether a closed ASB branch should be allowed to operate at Wits - went to
a referendum. This was a risky course to follow at this particular time. The SRC could
either have stalled its decision until the issue of university apartheid was settled, thereby
avoiding hostile Nationalist publicity, or allowed the branch to function until someone was
excluded from it.?** There was a fear that this was a ploy by the government to impose
university apartheid via the backdoor by alleging that the rights of Afrikaans-speaking
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students were being suppressed at Wits=>> (a similar tactic to that employed at Rhodes
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shortly before this to thwart the Eastern Cape university’s expansion into Port Elizabeth -
discussed in chapter three). Moreover, the Wits student press feared that ‘the engineers’
with their traditional antipathy to supposedly ‘commie agitators’ would be easy targets for

ASB propaganda and would vote in favour of a closed ASB branch.?*

In the massive propaganda war which preceded the referendum, the ASB and the NP
press accused the NUSAS-aligned SRCs of hypocrisy, inconsistency and dishonesty
regarding liberal rights and academic freedom. The ASB questioned the Wits SRC's
commitment to freedom and democracy as these appeared to apply only to black
students and not to Afrikaners.?’ On the other hand, Wits students challenged the ASB
on its interpretation of democracy. Hendrick Smit was forced to concede that at Pretoria
and other ASB centres, ‘Jews and Catholics [were] not tolerated because they [were] a
danger to the traditions of CNE’' and that the NP, the ASB’s parent body, had
sympathised with Nazism and ‘was hostile to the Allied cause during the war’.?*® In the
event, Wits voted by a large majority against a closed ASB branch on the campus,®® the
ASB accusing NUSAS of instigating its problems at Wits, a charge which NUSAS

rejected.?®

Despite this setback - or perhaps victory - for the ASB, Stellenbosch and the UOFS, both
centres dissatisfied with the ASB, sent observers to the 1958 NUSAS congress, the first
time since the entry of Fort Hare in 1945. Though the congress was primarily concerned
with university apartheid and the findings of the Select Commission, it did devote
substantial time to furthering national student co-operation.?®* For the SRCs of Rhodes
and Durban however, the outstanding features of the gathering were the presence of the
Afrikaans universities, the cordial atmosphere that prevailed®® and the (over-optimistic?®®)
possibility of student co-operation and even unity. NUSAS had reiterated its policy of

bilingualism®** while the Stellenbosch observers had singled out Rhodes and Natal for
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265

their goodwill and conciliatory attitude™ and momentously called on the Afrikaans-

medium universities to return to NUSAS. 2%

Shortly after the conclusion of the NUSAS congress, members of the Stellenbosch and
UOFS SRCs descended on Rhodes again for the long awaited inter-SRC conference.?’
NUSAS was not invited and was kept in the dark both before and after the event.?®® The
participants trotted out the old UP mantra that before the race question could be tackled,
the two white groups had to settle their differences. They believed that student co-
operation was essential, that NUSAS and the ASB were the basis for negotiation, and

that the first step towards co-operation would be a conference of white SRCs.?*

The Stellenbosch and UOFS observers had spent much of the NUSAS congress with
black delegates?® and thus agreed with alacrity to the suggestion of Rhodes and Fort
Hare that, as future leaders, they should visit Fort Hare and Lovedale to hear the black
view of apartheid.?”* For the Stellenbosch students, this was the most ‘educative’ aspect
of the confer