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Rhodes University: A Different Place

Zubeida Jaffer
10, Lower Bath Road
Wynberg, Cape Town

RhodesUniversity wasavery different place 25 yearsago. It wasaplacewhere
ahandful of black students (African, Indian and coloured) were allowed entry
with the specia permission of their respective racial authorities. It was aplace
towhichthese studentscould be denied accessat thewhim of astateofficial.

Grahamstown was a very different place. The only cinema barred all
coloured and African students from its premises. The eating places barred all
students of colour. The first day when | visited the town with my parents, my
mom and | were unceremoniously asked to leave the Wimpy Bar when we
wanted to buy asandwich and acup of tea. Thelocal peoplehad no hopeor very
little hope of their children attending Rhodes. Instead, the most they could
dream of was being lucky enough to find work as domestics or drivers so that
they could put food on their tables.

To coincidewith the centenary celebrations, the university launched A Story
of Rhodes: Rhodes University 1904 to 2004, in June 2004. It isinsightful how
thistimeis recorded.

Onepage of the 100-year history recordsayear of turbulence on the campus.
One paragraph on page 93 refers to an experience that dominated my lifeasa
student. The paragraph reads as follows:

For a number of years Rhodes followed its pattern of ensuring a place for any qualified
student, either at Rhodesor at Fort Hare, and then went along with the government’ sinsis-
tence on ministerial permission for black African studentsat Rhodes. When their numbers
approached 100, however, Rhodes started to spread them throughout itsresidence system.
Government officialsquickly reactedin 1977, and Rhodes, with the agreement of itsblack
African students, put them in separate residences in 1978.

This paragraph requires careful examination.

Rhodes did not only go along with ‘the government’ s insistence on minis-
terial permission for black African students'. It went along with special
permissionfor all studentsof colour. | wasone of those studentswho wasgiven
specia permission to attend Rhodes. Asagraduate of UCT, | came to Rhodes
to study journalism. | was a ‘ special permission’ student. The Department of
Coloured Affairsgave me special permission to study intermsof vague criteria
that allowed students of colour to attend the white universities if they could
provethat the subjectsthey wanted to study werenot on offer at their exclusive
university. The Senate of the University gave me specia permission to
complete the journalism degree over two years. Through the intervention of
Professor Tony Giffard, | was allowed to do Journalism one and two concur-
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rently in the first year of study and Journalism three in the second year. My
Rhodes experience from that point of view was rather unusual.

By going along with the government’s insistence, Rhodes immediately
conferred second class status on awhole lot of us. But there was a pretense —
awaysapretense. Most white students were oblivious of the fact that we were
therewith special permission. There were somewho wererather surprised that
wewerethereat all. A fellow student living in Winchester House with mewas
more frank than most. Hailing from a school in Pretoria, she said that she was
shocked and could not understand why we were at Rhodes. Wewerefive black
girlsinthe house with her and she said she had not expected this. She had been
told that we have alow 1Q and so could not understand how it was possible that
wewere sharing her residence with her. Theirony of the situation wasthat she
was registered to do a diploma in pre-school education because she had not
qualified to complete adegree. Three of uswere doing journalism degrees, one
a law degree and one her honours in mathematics. But we were the ones
considered to have the low |Q and not to be treated as full students on this
campus.

Theeventsof 1978 however forced theseissuesinto the public domain. Any
student on the campus during that year cannot justifiably claim not to have
known what was going on. If they did not know, they were both blind and deaf
because Rhodeswas avery different place then. Suddenly in the second half of
the year, the government announced that black students (coloured, Indian and
African) could no longer livein residence with their white counterparts. With
the final exam looming, we were suddenly embroiled in a political crisis and
looked to the Vice-Chancellor and the university administration to defend us.

Our official historianssay: ‘... Government official squickly reactedin 1977,
and Rhodes, with the agreement of its black African students, put them in
separate residencesin 1978'.

That such crude inaccuracies could still be acceptable ten years into our
democracy speaksvolumesabout the historical distortionsthat will continueto
be perpetuated unless we tell our own stories.

Allow meto tell you what happened that year. Students of colour —all black
students, African, Indian and coloured, did not agree to go into separate
residences. Wewereforced against our will to go into separate residences. And
the Vice-Chancellor, Dr Derek Henderson, knew that we were opposed to the
university’ sposition. When wefirst heard that we woul d be without accommo-
dation, weheld aseriesof meetingsto discusswhat wecould do. At no stagedid
the university administration indicate to us that they would stand by us, that
they would not accept that their students betreated in this cavalier fashion. Not
only did we come as second class citizenswith special permission, but now we
were casually to be evicted from our rooms. The numbers of students affected
were about 50 as far as | can remember. When we marched on the adminis-
tration and held ameeting with the V-C, there was no acknowledgement of our
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feelings. There was no statement of outrage. There was no protest from the
highest echelons of the university.

We ended the academic year uncertain of our futures, uncertain about where
we would live the next year. Bear in mind that Grahamstown generally had
limited accommodation and it was not easy for students to find places outside
the residences. Also many parents were not eager to allow younger studentsto
live off campus.

Thefirst | wasto hear of theuniversity’ sofficial responsetothestate’ sattack
onuswaswhen| received acall fromtheV-C' soffice. | wasinformed that the
university had decided to set up two residences — one for men and one for
women — exclusively for students of colour. The request that the V-C was
making to me was whether | would take up the offer of being warden of the
women’ sresidence. | knew immediately that thiswould not be an option. | just
could not see myself accepting apartheid accommodation. This was not
discussed with us. We were told of the university decision. When we returned
to campusthefollowing year, we had our first informal discussion and decided
that we did not have an option, that we had nowhereelseto go. | believed that it
wastheright thing for studentsto accept the accommaodation, although we had
not wanted it. We did not ask for it. It was forced upon us.

When | saw those separate buildings| just knew that | would never beableto
bear it. That same afternoon, | literally ran up and down the streets of
Grahamstown searching for accommodation. | found aderelict building at the
dip on Raglan Road next to a shop. The shopkeeper pointed me to the owner
who agreed to fix up the doors and windows, give me paint so that my friends
could paint the place and reluctantly allowed myself and Ephne Williams to
move in. That iswhere we stayed for the rest of 1979.

Inthelate seventies, the apartheid state was strong. It had killed Steve Biko.
It was crushing the black consciousness movement in the Eastern Cape in
particular. It ruled by decree. Inasense| can understand why it wasimpossible
for the university to stand up against such authoritarianism. | can understand as
I look back that perhapsthe administration did not havethe strength to fight the
state. What | cannot understand isthat we were never told: listen chaps, we are
not happy about this and we are going to help you in every way. Wethink itis
appalling what is happening and we just cannot be seen to be openly opposing
the state. No. We were not told this. Instead we were up against the university
administration and the state together. The university choose to go along with
the state, not with its students.

What | further cannot understand iswhy thereisthis continued pretense that
Rhodes University stood up for freedom of association and freedom of speech.
Rhodes University did not even defend its own students who were there purely
on meit.

Today | serve on the Council of this University. As a Council member |
proceed with caution. | want thisgreat institutionto be even greater. | wantitto



182 AFRICAN SOCIOLOGICAL REVIEW 9(1)

expressatruenon-racialism. | want it to create aspacewhereweall feel wecan
tell our stories and where our experiences are acknowledged.

What | tell hereisonly in broad outline the events of those times. This does
not pretend to be a scholarly and thorough record of that time. For it to be so
requires painstaking research. The students who were here at that time should
be tracked down and interviewed. The relevant authorities should be inter-
viewed as well. A collection of this information would alow us to draw a
reasonably balanced picture of an awful episode in the history of this
university. Thisprocessmay bejust what theuniversity needstotruly diversify.
For aslong asit doesnot acknowledge how very different the experiences of so
many of uswere, for so long will it continue to believe that it can continue to
assimilate those who come to Rhodes today into the dominant culture. Rhodes
isavery different placetoday. Y et how differentisit? AsaCouncil member, |
say with great difficulty that | do not feel part of ateam. | feel instead as an
appendage. | will alwaysfeel asan appendage and not integrated for aslong as
thereisnotruediversity. | servetoo onthe Council of the PeninsulaTechnikon
where | meet men, women of all colours and creeds at meetings that forced a
South Africanness upon us. | have no intention here of blaming anybody.
Instead | throw this challengeto all of us. How will we create aRhodesthat is
South African and not British or Rhodesian? Truly acknowledging its past, its
British history but moving into a new future.

While | am fascinated by the broad philosophical questions that this Collo-
quium has opened up, in the end | believe intellectual activity cannot be truly
aiveunlessit caninformour daily practice—that weneedto act and do. That we
need to test the intellectual theories that we hold. It iswith thisin mind that |
would liketo challenge the Faculty of Humanitiesto commit itself to engaging
its students to put on record the experiences of these unfortunate times lest we
forget. Lest we forget that there was atime when so many went along with the
machinations of the state and abandoned their intellectual duty and denied their
souls. Lest weforget that if wearenot constantly reminded we can easily follow
this route again.

The second challenge | would like to make relates to this ingtitution’s
relationship with thistown. Grahamstownis South Africaninmicrocosm. Itisa
different place yet it is the same. When | speak to the citizens who live at the
other end of town, they continueto seethe University as something separateto
them where they seek employment. While there have been many initiativesto
connect the University to all residents, it appearsthat much more hasto be done
for citizens to understand and take ownership of that which is rightly theirs.
Last year, 27 studentsin thelocal township passed with matric exemption. The
University has no record of how many of these students have come to the
Rhodes. Admirably, Rhodes has awarded local students two additional points
to help them qualify more easily to be admitted. The skewed development in
this area requires more than this. | would like to challenge the University to
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consider admitting all these studentsand hel ping them with financial support. If
that Pretoria High School student a quarter of a century ago could have been
admitted on the basis of not having met the criteria but being allowed to do a
diplomacourse, why not createthe opportunitiesfor the Grahamstown learner?

ThisUniversity pridesitself that itisin the black. Perhapsit should makethe
investment now that will not only compensate for years of injustice but also
assure the people of thistown that thisistheir University. Perhaps when | one
day say Rhodesis adifferent place it will truly be a different place.
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