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| arrived at Rhodes University in February 1961 to register for aBA degree. |
had developed a deep interest in the study of history, partly because | had
recently returned from ayear hitch-hiking and working asawaiter, then rapidly
promoted to barman at BatterseaPark Funfair in London, and later afarm-hand
in Europe. | had been deeply impressed by thevisible depth of Europe’ shistory
as seen through its ancient monuments. | had continued home via North and
East Africa. Thesetravelshad aroused my curiosity in the process of decoloni-
sation that had begun in Africa, reaching aclimax in 1960 when twelve states
were to become independent. The ‘winds of change’, Harold Macmillan
dramatically announced in Cape Town in 1960, had reached the southern tip of
Africa

Macmillan’ sspeech madethefuture seem likeasimpleact of decol onisation
—you pull down the Union Jack and you return *home' . But thiswas not to be—
and that is what made the journey | was about to embark on so much more
difficult, more painful, and, intheend, more challenging. Indeed, for me, it was
the start of along voyage, ‘full of adventures, full of thingsto learn’.

Because of the existence of arelatively large and cohesive settler population
in Southern Africa, events were to prove a lot more complex, violent and
bloody than Macmillan’s gentle metaphor of a ‘wind’ evoked. Instead of a
steady march to national liberation in Southern Africa, 1960 was the start of
what the veteran scholar/activist John Saul hasdescribed asa ' thirty-year war’,
aruthless counter-revol ution that began in South Africawith the banning of the
key poalitical institutionsof the national liberation movement, and only endedin
1990 when Mandela was released.

But thismoment of freedom in 1990 had been preceded by large scal e sacri-
ficesasthe movements of national liberation in South Africa, Rhodesia, Portu-
guese East Africa, and South West Africa embraced armed struggle and the
settler communities of South and Southern Africadug intheir heelsin defence
of ‘white civilisation’.

Growing up in the Eastern Cape and the Transkei in particular, and being a
descendant of the first British settlers of 1820, meant that bloody conflict
between coloniser and colonised was not unfamiliar to me. ‘Kaffir wars',
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‘Frontier Wars', ‘wars of colonial dispossession’; the words changed but the
contested nature of our presence in Africawas part of my memory of growing
upin‘settler country’. Thiswas brought hometo me sharply in my second year
at Rhodeswhen awhitefamily in my homevillagein the Transkei wasbrutally
hacked to death by Pogo, the military wing of the Pan Africanist Congress
(PAC). Terror spread throughout the village as the small white community
armed itself in anticipation of another ‘kaffir war’!

Thisisthe context —and my memory of it—in my early yearsat Rhodes. The
University wasthelogical placeto befor someonefrom my social background.
My parents were school teachers drawing modest salaries from the Cape
Education Department and therewerefour childreninthefamily. | wasgoingto
have to find my own way through university on bursaries and scholarships. |
had matriculated from Selborne College in East London and, besides, Cecil
John Rhodes conjured up the exploits of my ‘heroic’ ancestors.

Today a‘gap year’ isquite common; at that time it was considered unwise
and | was warned that | would be bitten by wanderlust and not want to study.
Quite the opposite was the case. | took to Rhodes like aduck to water. For the
firsttimeinmy lifel had aroom of my own andtime on my handsto read. | was
fascinated by the insights that | gained from an outstanding generation of
lecturersled by theindomitable Winnie Maxwell. Opinionated and demanding,
she inspired me to read widely, encouraging me to go on to do an honours
degreein history. | was especially taken by the origins of the welfare state and
the socia regulation of the market through the formation of the British Labour
Party (out of the‘bowels of the trade union movement, as Atlee rather graphi-
cally putit), and itssocial demacratic programme. Sadly, with the exception of
David Hammond-Tookein social anthropology, not many of my lecturers had
time for research and seldom published. But they took teaching serioudly, a
characteristic that made alife-long impression on me.

Two pointsabout the study of history at Rhodesintheearly sixtiesneedto be
made:

Firstly, it wasentirely about thethoughtsand activitiesof Europeans, andthe
English in particular. Africans, we were told, did not have a history because
they had no written language and, as a result, there were no documents to
examine. ‘QED’, as Winnie was fond of saying.

Secondly, the approach to history was voluntarist. It was about great (white)
men shaping national and world events. Marxism, | wastaught, wasdeterminist
and teleological and did not alow for individua choice.

Then something happened in my honours year which was to change my
intellectual life. The honours course consisted of five papers, apaper on seven-
teenth century England, two papers on the Age of Anne (1702-1710), a paper
on Europe between the two world wars, and a long essay which | wrote on
changing patterns of land ownership in early eighteenth century England.
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While reading on England | came across a book by the Marxist historian
Christopher Hill, recently appointed Master of Balliol College, Oxford. Instead
of theendlesstales of kingsand queensrandomly beheaded, Hill argued that the
English civil war could best be understood as a transition from feudalism to
capitalism. The scales fell from my eyes; here for the first time was a pattern
that made sense of what previously seemed to be haphazard events. It wasclose
to midnight when my fellow student Pete Kallaway arrived in my room. He
found meinadlightly euphoric stateinsistingthat | had found thekey to history.
I wrote furiously through the night and eagerly presented my ‘intellectual
discovery’ the next morning to the class.

But theresponsewas aput-down. ‘ Laddy’, Winnie Maxwell said, ‘ history is
not a railroad and you should beware of simple answers to complex and
individual events. Thisisnot a sociology class and we are not socialists!’.

Well, that set methinking; what exactly issociology and what issocialism?1
wrote to Christopher Hill and told him that | had enjoyed reading hisbook and
would like to study at Balliol. Not surprisingly, Hill never replied, but | did
eventually go to Balliol — not to study history but politics, philosophy and
economics — PPE.

Toexplainwhy | took thisturn we need to step outside the classroom and the
cerebral world of booksto the more basic instinctsthat drive atwenty-year-old
male... Andit wasof coursetheseinstinctsthat proved moredecisivein shaping
the journey that | had embarked on. Let meillustrate.

It was the practice at Rhodes at that time that men and women were strictly
segregated into different residences. Furthermore, the lives of women students
were under tight surveillance by female wardenswho insisted that all residents
check in not later than 11:00 p.m. — a practice that seems to have been
widespread at universitiesin the English-speaking world at that time. After all
these wardens were in loco parentis!!

It so happened that | had developed a relationship with a female student in
John Kotze House that led us to test the limits of the rule that she should bein
residence by the curfew. Over time we began arriving late. The wardens,
mindful of their duties, had invented a disciplinary regime caled ‘gating’.
Essentially theseinnovative wardenshad introduced a precursor to what wasto
become ‘house arrest’. If a student were a mere one minute late they would be
confinedtotheir bedroomsfor onenight; two minutes, two nights; and soon.

| wasoutraged. | decidedto challengewhat | considered anunjustrule. It was
clear to methat | would havealot of support insuch acampaign, so | decidedto
run for the Students Representative Council (SRC) on thisticket. Not surpris-
ingly | was elected to the SRC at the end of my third year in 1963.

In those days members of the SRC took themselves very seriously. We used
to wear suits to our fortnightly meetings and followed the formal rules of
debate. | soon found myself deeply involved in what today we would call
student politics. However we did not have the kind of access to University
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management that SRCswonin certain progressiveuniversitiesin the seventies,
wewere not represented on Senate nor were seen asapart of University gover-
nance.

Sharp ideological differences had emerged a few years earlier amongst
students over the process of decolonisation unfolding around us. On the one
hand, there was a small group of liberal minded students — largely in the
Department of Philosophy, many of whom were theology students influenced
by Dantjie Oosthuizen as well as Clem Goodfellow in history and Terence
Beardin politics—who were sympathetic to the claims of the African majority.
Ontheother hand, therewasalarge majority of studentswho wanted nothing to
do with poalitics and were, when pushed, sympathetic to a mild form of white
domination.

Pressurewasal so building up at anational level wherethe National Union of
South African Students (NUSA'S) wasincreasi ngly coming under theinfluence
of people closetotheliberation movement. Thiswasto culminateinaspeechin
1964, by the President of NUSAS, Jonty Driver, inwhichhecaledfor NUSAS
to become the student wing of the liberation movement. As you can imagine
this confirmed the worst fears of students at Rhodes who were still smarting
under an earlier attempt by a liberal-dominated SRC under the leadership of
Basil Mooreto pass aresol ution condemning colonialism. Thisled to aconser-
vative backlash and the mobilisation of the silent mgjority who flooded the
Great Hall inlarge numbersto defend their heritage. Evoking thefirst setbacks
of independence in postcolonia Africathey shouted rhetorically and aggres-
sively, ‘What about the Congo?!’.

| wasvery much aware of the conservative views of the majority of students
at Rhodeswhen | joined the SRC. It shaped my approach to student politicsand
made me aware of the limits of any liberal political project at Rhodes at that
time.

Inevitably, however, my exposure to the more radically minded student
leaders such as Adrian Leftwich at the University of Cape Town (UCT),
broadened my political consciousness. Apartheid’'s social engineering was
being implemented under thedirection of Hendrik VV erwoerd, and the Transkei,
along with all the other *homelands’, was being prepared for ‘independence’.
John Vorster, as Minister of Justice, had ruthlessly crushed all opposition.
Business had been brought on side as the South African economy grew at an
unprecedented rate. And Rhodesia was booming having recently declared
Unilateral Independence. Arguably white domination was at its historic height
in South and Southern Africain 1965.

It was against this background that a small group of young, white,
English-speaking intellectual s established the African Resistance Movement
(ARM), an early attempt at the sabotage of public installations designed to
‘bring the government to its senses’. One of their sympathisers was in my
residence, Cory House, and, in aroundabout way, sounded meout asapotential
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recruit. | responded by observing that if such a strategy were to be embarked
upon it would simply solidify white resistance to change. It was a sensible
response that turned out to be very fortunate for me but very tragic for those
who were persuaded on this strategy. One of their members, John Harris, a
young schoolteacher, planted a bomb in 1964 in the Johannesburg railway
stationkillingacivilianand badly maiming ayoung girl. Hewasfound guilty of
murder and hanged. The other members of the ARM were soon rounded up and
given jail sentences. The whole episode made a profound impact on me, as it
did to many others of my generation, serving as a sober warning of the conse-
quences of badly conceived political strategies.

In 1964, as a‘moderate candidate’, an overwhelming majority elected me
President of the SRC. But my commitment to ‘ moderation’ was soon to be put
to the test by the relentless logic of the apartheid bureaucracy. If it was the
unreasonableresidencerulesthat drew meinto the SRC, it wasrugby that drew
me into anti-apartheid politics.

In general rugby playersat the time—and indeed today — did not have much
interest in politics and were certainly not known for their liberal views. But at
the start of the 1965 season the Bantu Administration Department (or BAD as
we used to cal it) banned black people from watching rugby on the Rhodes
Great Field asit was a‘white area’ . As a member of the team | made it quite
clear that thiswas unacceptabl e and that we should protest against it. After al, |
told my team-mates, blacks were our keenest supporters.

| proposed to the student body, with strong support in the student newspaper,
the Rhodeo, edited by my friend Roger Omond, that we undertake a one-day
sit-in from sunrise to sunset on the steps of the Library asamark of protest at
this unacceptable violation of the rights of black people. Of course we were
influenced at thetime by the civil rights movement in the Southern States of the
USA and their non-violent desegregation strugglesin particular. Not surpris-
ingly we sang ‘We Shall Overcome'.

Of course the government did not changeits mind until many yearslater but
it was, for me and for the over one hundred students who participated, our first
public anti-apartheid act. Although the protest could be dismissed as a futile
moral gesture, it was part of aprocess of politicisation. It aso brought into the
open the sharp divide that was emerging among us at the time: between the
‘non-politicals' and those of uswho participated in the sit-in, such as Johann
Maree, Jacklyn Cock, Roger Omond, Charlesvon Onselen, Tim Couzens, John
Sprack and David Webster, who were now seen asrebels.” Indeed, | remember
being confronted by afellow rugby player after thesit-in who said to methat he
wasdisgusted by the behaviour of the protestors. Heasked meif it wastruethat
we had sung ‘ communist’ songssuch as‘We Shall Overcome’. When | replied
that we had sung this song, he said he was very disappointed in me, as he had
voted for me as SRC president since he thought | was a moderate but now he
realised that | too was a communist.
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Y eswe had become rebel's, but we were rebel swith a cause of our own. We
were protesting on behalf of black supporters to watch our rugby, not for
non-racia rugby teams or the right of all players to participate in the same
league. Infact, it never occurred to usto consult with our black supportersor to
form any sort of an aliance with them. Y es we were rebels — but it was our
cause, not theirs.

Wewent on our separate journeys but the directions changed somewhat. For
me it was no longer primarily the past that caught my imagination, but the
present. Above al, | wanted to understand how society worked and how to
changeit. So | decided to study further in the social sciences. | applied for the
Eastern Cape Rhodes scholarship. | was short-listed but quite early on in the
interview aquestion was put to me by amember of the sel ection committee that
sunk me. | wasasked how | felt about racial integrationin schoolsinthelight of
recent experiences in the United States where white girls were being raped by
‘negroes and where it was leading to ‘a nation of half-breeds'.

| was offended by the question and, in spite of asubtle attempt by thechair, a
liberal-minded classicist by the name of Ronald Currey, to steer me away from
responding, | plunged inand replied, ‘1 think racial integration of our schoolsis
inevitable, desirable and, if | get this scholarship, | would like to return and
teach at an integrated school in South Africa or Southern Africa’. (A racialy
integrated school, Waterford, had been recently established in Swaziland after
the government had forced the well known black school, St. Peters in
Rosettenville, to close asit was in awhite areq).

My questioner responded by declaring that | wasatraitor to thewhiterace. |
wasgiven no protectionfromthechair, or any apology for thisgratuitousinsult.
The incident more or less terminated the interview. Unbeknown to me | had
been clashing swords for some years with my questioner, a notoriousracist by
the name of H.F. Sampson, in the columns of the Eastern Province Herald,
where he was aregular correspondent under the pseudonym of ‘ The Reader,
Grahamstown’ .2

I was disappointed with this setback but not surprised. Mid-way during my
honours year Winnie had warned me, in her inimical Scottish accent, ‘ Laddy,
you are spending too much time on thethree R’ s— Rugby, sRc, and Rosi€’, the
cause of my earlier clash with the warden of John Kotze House. | had been
negl ecting my academic work and had now to pay theprice. It wasahard lesson
tolearn made moredifficult by thefact that Sampson had abused hisposition as
amember of the selection committee by pursuing a private racist agenda. The
fact that he got away with this sort of behaviour underlined, for me, that the
racial injustice that provided the foundations of the University was of little
concern to the Rhodes establishment at that time. This, too, wasahard lesson to
learn!!!

My optionswere narrowing. | now doubted thefeasibility of aliberal project
in South Africa. | had recently read an unpublished articleby Michael O’ Dowd,
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adirector at Anglo-American. In this article, O’ Dowd, drawing on moderni-
sation theory and W.W. Rostow’s book sub-titled a ‘Non-communist
manifesto’, argued that industrialising societies go through stages where there
is sharp inequality but they ‘mature’, reforms are introduced and a modern
welfare state emerges. He suggested that South Africawas going through these
stagesand that in the eighties maj or reformswould begin and that by the end of
the century we would have evolved into awelfare state.

Ironically, O’ Dowd was using the same flawed tel eol ogi cal methodol ogy of
orthodox Marxism where history is seen as economically determined — but it
was an appealing ideaat atimewhen apartheid seemed invincible. | decidedto
apply for an internship as a trainee management executive at Unilever in
Durban. The professor of Education, a Broederbonder by the name of Koos
Gerber, had vowed to block any appointment | was offered at a government
school in South Africa. In this context O’'Dowd's argument seemed an
attractive alternative; acareer in management in alarge multinational company
would be a way of contributing to change while offering an exciting new
adventure.

So, for thefirst timein my life, | boarded an aeroplanein Port Elizabeth for
an interview in Durban. | was wined and dined at the Edward Hotel on the
beachfront and was offered the job immediately. O’ Dowd proved to be half
right; the economy wasto bethe crucial opening for change, but not because of
any change of heart by management. Change would have to be forced onto
management through the power of the black working class; thiswasapartheid’s
Achillesheel. How | wasto reach this conclusion and thejourney that | took to
find it must be |eft to another occasion. | certainly would not have reached it
were it not for my intellectual and political partner, my wife Luli Callinicos.

By thetimel eventualy arrived at Balliol ayear after the student revolution
of 1968, the world had changed and so had I. Immediately | threw myself into
reading any banned book on South Africa | could lay my hands on. It was
catch-uptimefor meas| discovered the de-Stalinised Marxism of the New L eft
withitsidealisticcommitment to participatory democracy. In particular Marx’s
notion of aienation caught my imagination and, after writing my final exami-
nations, | took atemporary job in the Morris car plant outside Oxford, deter-
mined to experience at first hand alienation ontheassembly line. Thisproved a
learning experiencefor me, asit was herethat | came across shop stewardsfor
thefirst timeandtheir extraordinary ability to disrupt production at the dlightest
grievance. Isthis not, | thought to myself, the key to the non-violent transfor-
mation of South Africa? Does the power of the black majority not lie in the
workplace?

Thisis, of course, another story, the story of how we came to broaden our
rebellion beyond our ‘own cause’ to the cause of al South Africans for a
common, hon-racial and egalitarian society. Instead of speaking on behalf of
black people, | was given the opportunity, when | returned from England, of
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building in Durban in the seventies side-by-side with black workers organisa-
tions of their own in which they could exercise their collective power in a
strategic way. While for some white intellectuals it may have been, as my
colleague Sakhela Buhlungu has so evocatively written, a case of rebels
without acause of their own, for meit was my cause too asmy commitment was
now to a class project that went beyond the narrow confines of race.

My personal journey was proving to be long and full of adventure. Rhodes
had hel ped prepare mefor thelong intellectual and political journey my fellow
rebels and | had embarked upon. We took different directions, encountered
different challenges; but with the seven | mentioned who participated in the
sit-inonthelibrary stepsin 1965 | would claim acommon trgjectory ascritical
intellectuals.

Johann Maree was to play a central role in the seventies in reviving the
independent trade union movement in Cape Town, and isakey contributor toa
critical economic saciology in South Africa; Jacklyn Cock wrote aclassic book
on domestic servants in the Eastern Cape and has become an internationally
renowned feminist; Charles von Onselen wrote a number of classic books on
thelivesof black working peopleandisaleading international scholar insocial
history; Tim Couzenspioneered thestudy of Africanliteraturein South African
universities in the seventies and is a leading literary scholar. Roger Omond
worked closely with Donald Woods at the Daily Dispatch and was forced into
exile after Steve Biko was killed. He wrote a number of important
anti-apartheid publications before he died of lung cancer in 1997.

The two participants who were not South Africans — John Sprack from
Southern Rhodesia and David Webster from Northern Rhodesia— became the
most politically committed. Sprack became active in the British trade union
movement and a leading activist in the anti-apartheid movement in London.
David Webster was a central scholar/activist in the revival of an internal
democratic opposition to apartheid in the eighties and was tragically assassi-
nated on 1 May, 1989. David showed a quality seldom found in academic life,
the courage to speak truth to power and act on these beliefsin a context when
put at risk.

I have not mentioned all of those who participated in this protest, nor those
who were not present, such as Peter Kallaway (who went on to write a number
of important books on education under apartheid) as he had already left
Rhodes.

What had begun as a ‘cause of our own’ had widened to a much broader
project that went beyond its beginnings. A small group of intellectuals had
emerged who were, in a modest way, to go on to influence, through their
scholarly research and their actions, the way we understand South African
society, and how it could be changed. Our contributions do not fit comfortably
into orthodox accounts of white opposition to apartheid, but they can help build
acritical tradition in our universities and, above al, at Rhodes.
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The need to draw on this critical past has become urgent now that univer-
sitiesare being drawn moreclearly into the marketplace aswell asinto national
developmental goals. It isalso important to interrogate this past; whites under
apartheid were not, any more than blacks, a homogenous, undifferentiated
group. There were differences of class, ethnicity, region, and above all,
ideology, between whites just as there were these differences among other
racial groups. To over-generalise about whites—or any other ‘racial group’ —is
called racial prejudice and is a product of colonialism. Indeed the dubious
pseudo-scientific concept of ‘race’ isitself asocial construct of colonialism.

Clearly the journey has not ended. It isalong journey, ‘full of adventures,
full of things to learn’. We must not hurry; there are many surprises still to
come. The Greek poet Kavafy, inhispoem *Ithaca’, ametaphor for life srite of
passage, captures best my feelings about Rhodes in its centenary year:

When you set out for Ithaca

Ask that the journey be long

Full of adventures, full

Of thingsto learn...

That there may be many summer mornings when
With what joy, what delight, you will enter
Harbours you have not seen before.

Y ou will stop at Phoenician trading ports
Acquire beautiful merchandise, mother of pearl
And coral, and amber and ebony, and sensuous
Perfumes of all kinds— as many sensuous
Perfumes as you can.

Visit many Egyptian cities, to gather

Stories of knowledge from the learned.

Have Ithaca alwaysin your mind

Y our destination is to arrive there, but

Do not hurry your journey in the least.

Better that it may last for many years,

That you cast your anchor at that island

When you are old, rich with al you have gained on the way,
Not expecting that Ithaca will give you wealth
Ithaca gave you a splendid journey

Without her you would not have set out

She has nothing more to offer

And if you find her poor, Ithaca

Has not deceived you.

Y ou have acquired such

Wisdom, so much experience,

That you will have
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Already realised what
Those Ithacas mean.

Notes

1. | am grateful to Glenda Webster for drawing my attention to the fact that David
Webster did not participateinthesit-in. However | haveincluded himinthelist as
he told me on anumber of occasionsin later years how much the event influenced
him as a student at that time.

2. H.F. Sampson was aprofessor of law at Rhodes who had been called to the bar in
London and South Africa. Hewasa St. Andrews’, Grahamstown, Rhodes Scholar
in 1910. He published ayear after | was interviewed a deeply racist book entitled
The Principle of Apartheid, Voortrekkerpers: Johannesburg, 1966.
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