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As .-.n organised force, liberalism is in decline in South Africa today. The 
Liberal Party which, after the outlawed Communist Party, became the first 
political party in South Africa to open its doors to all races, has long since 
passed into history - Patrick Laurence, The Star, 13 April 1988. 

May 196S. In South Africa's political cemetery- where, since 1950, the gravestones 
of the Communist Party, the African National Congress (ANC), the Pan-Africanist 
Congress (PAC) and the South African Congress of Democrats (COD) have been 
erected - a place was now being made amid much to-do for yet another victim of 
the intolerance of the National Party government. During this month the Liberal 
Party of South Africa (LP) came to an end after a short and sometimes stormy 
existence of 15 years. The reason was the Prevention of Political Interference Bill 
which made membership of a multiracial political party a criminal offence. At 
three separate meetings the LP took leave of the political scene in South Africa. 

The first meeting was held in the Darragh Hall, Johannesburg; the second, in a 
humble school building - which served also as a church - at Hambrook in Natal. 
The LP branch at Ham brook consisted exclusively of black rural dwellers; and after 
the meeting party members from other parts of the country said farewell, under 
the eyes of security policemen, to their rural associates. The chances that these 
people \,·ould ever see one another again were slim. "They had been brought 
togi:ther in this strange country by the Liberal Party, and nothing was likely to 
bring them together again" (wrote Alan Paton later). The last of the LP's gatherings 
was held in the Caxton Hall, Durban. There was not enough space for all those 
who came to say goodbye. Many of them had to stand outside in the street -
although a small group of security men took care that they arrived early enough to 
get seats. They too could not help but see the large banner in the hall that summed 
up the South Africa of the 1960s in two words: "FREEDOM FAREWELL". On 18 
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May 1968 The Guardian of London remarked that "the South African Liberal Party 
died in a Durban side-street at half-p?st nine the other night. There were no tears, 
no cries of anger; just a marvellous dignity". 

The Prevention of Political Interference Bill - its ironical name testifying to a 
bitter Orwellian sense of the absurd - was merely a last well-aimed kick by the 
government at a small group of disciples of a new, more radical South African 
liberalism: they simply had to be booted off the political scene once and for all. The 
three meetings in May 1968 were in fact no more than the sentimental parting of 
these people from what they had achieved in 15 years: already, by the mid-1960s 
- "the worst decade of all" - the LP had been broken. At that stage it could have 
bade organised party politics farewell with "dignity". AU that remained of the 
party in 1966 was its idea for a better South Africa, and its principles. In the final 
issue of Liberal Opinion in April 1958 it was predicted that "Liberalism, although 
greatly weakened, will survive the Liberal Party". But the paper added in a leading 
article that "for members of the party the prospect of life in South Africa without 
it is bleak. The Liberal Party has been our excursion into freedom and reality from 
the imprisoning, race-obsessed fantasies of apartheid South Africa." 

This "excursion into freedom and reality" and away from "race-obsessed 
fantasies" was perhaps the LP's greatest achievement and its most important 
contribution to South African liberalism - a concept which, from the time of its 
foundation, the LP had begun systematically to redefine. This it did in such 
measure that anyone who professed himself/ herself to be a liberal in South Africa 
after 1968 had always to be tested against those things the LP had stood for. 

Even men of liberal persuasion like Luthuli and Matthews merely gave their 
blessings and politely wished the party luck ... Cape Liberalism had a bad 
name in the African community - Jordan Ngubane 1963. 

South African liberalism had its genesis in the old Cape school of thought of 
"equal rights for all civilized men". Certainly in the early years the exponents of 
this "Cape liberalism" lived up to that motto, but only insofar as it suited the 
whites. When it became apparent towards the end of the last century that black 
people were constituting an ever greater part of the "civilised" population, these 
people hastened to see to it that the "level of civilisation" was sufficiently raised 
to ensure that the vote remained beyond the reach of most black people. With the 
coming of Union in 1910, Cape liberalism was rejected by the rest of the country 
when the northern provinces ensured that black people were excluded from the 
political decision-making process in the new united South Africa. Hereafter black 
people had to wage the struggle for true liberation themselves. 

The "liberal-minded" of the 1920s and 1930s were seldom honest when it came 
to real freedom for blacks. They tried rather to reshape the ideas of the black 
liberation leadership to conform to their own - so that they, and not the people 
who had to be liberated, could determine the manner and the measure of the 
liberation. At that time these "liberals" busied themselves with "social uplift-
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ment", and held discourses in the Joint Councils and the South African Institute 
of Race Relations, while in politics at the national level they acted through the 
United Party (UP) and later the Native Representatives' Council. But in the 
meantime a flood of racial legislation was sweeping the land and further 
restricting black rights. The "liberals" were powerless to prevent such legislation: 
often they had little inclination even to oppose it. They were still too attached to 
the limitations of their white world and to white politics. At the same time the 
Communist Party was coming to the fore as the party seriously concerned with the 
liberation of the country's oppressed inhabitants. The "liberals" began to find 
themselves in contention with tough opponents in the Communist Party -
opponents who belonged to a multiracial party and who proclaimed a real 
alternative to the policy of segregation. 

The coming to power of the National Party (NP) in 1948 and the UP's inability 
and unwillingness to actively challenge the stream of apartheid legislation lent a 
new dynamic to the liberal movement. As early as 1951 a number of ex-servicemen 
established the Torch Commando to fight the government's unconstitutional 
endeavours to remove Coloured voters in the Cape from the common roll. The 
Torch Commando's massive demonstrations attracted thousands of people, and 
violent clashes with government supporters were not unusual. At one stage it 
seemed that the Torch Commando might act even more radically. However, a 
reluctance to admit nonwhite ex-servicemen and an obsession with the rights of 
white English-speaking South Africans blurred the purpose for which the com
mando had been founded, and gradually after November 1951 it disappeared from 
the scene. 

* * * 
One of the major advantages the government had had up to the time of the 
resistance movement in 1951 was that it was not opposed effectively on the 
white side - Jordan Ngubane, 1963. 

By 1952 liberal-minded members of the UP began to realise that they would never 
be able to steer the party in a more liberal direction. They consequently advocated 
the founding of a movement or association, or even political party that would 
champion, without any conditions, the extension of political rights to all South 
Africans. (Among these people there were, however, those who, true to the 
tradition of South African liberalism, sought the establishment of such a party 
with the exclusive purpose of opposing the influence of communism among black 

1 people.) In January 1952 so-called liberal groups in Cape Town, Natal and 
Johannesburg were brought into being to propagate the broadening of political 
rights and the elimination of race discrimination. In the same month an umbrella 
body, the South African Liberal Association, was set up behind closed doors. More 
conservative members of the association, such as Margaret Ballinger and Donald 
Molteno, were against the idea that it should later transform itself into a political 
party, but the Defiance Campaign of 1952 encouraged ever more members to think 
in that direction. 
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The UP's weak showing in the general election of 1953 further persuaded 
members of the association that a political party should be established to present 
a clear alternative to apartheid. The dissatisfaction of liberal-minded members of 
the UP with the party's hesitant and hollow opposition to apartheid was no longer 
a secret. Pseudoliberals like Boris Wilson helped to organise urgent meetings with 
fellow malcontents in the UP who also belonged to the Liberal Association. He 

1 wanted to persuade them to stay on in the UP because he believed that in time the 
UP could be forced into a more liberal direction. At one of these meeting~ - in a 
packed and smoke-filled office in downtown Cape Town - Wilson was astonished 
to encounter various of his friends - people he would never have suspected of 
"betrayal". He did what he could to change their minds, but soon realised that his 
pleas were falling on deaf ears. The true liberals in the UP had finally had enough 
of the party's plodding around in the morass of apartheid. 

On 9 May 1953, at the height of the "high tide of liberalism" in South Africa, the 
council of the Liberal Association voted overwhelmingly for the founding of the 

) J '--' _,, ' Liberal Party of South Africa . 

. . . but after that year, in which th:? Liberal Party was formed, Liberals must I 
think be judged on what the Liberal Party, the only overwhelmingly Liberal 
pl)litical party they have had in South Africa, tried to do and came to stand for 
- Peter Brown, 1978. 

The LP, seeking to be a bridge between the different race groups in the country, 
decided to open its membership to all. It was the first multiracial party in South 
Africa since the dissolution of the Communist Party in 1950. Any unconstitutional 
methods to achieve change were rejected: the LP would participate in white party 
politics. 

In the LP's initial policy statements great emphasis was placed on individual 
freedom and the extension of political rights to all South Africans. As the party did 
not wish to alienate the white voters altogether, people would get the vote only if 
they had certain educational and property qualifications. This policy for a qualified 
vote immediately led to serious division among members of the new party. 
Infighting, particularly between the more radical Transvaal members and the 
conservative Cape members, was so intense at times that the activities of the party 
were la~ paralysed. The qualified vote policy was to adapt to the reality of the 
situation only as the LP increasingly identified itself with the actual and uncon
ditional liberation of all South Africans, and as it rid itself of conservative fellow 
travellers. 

Reaction to the establishment and policy of the LP varied from cautious 
optimism to out and out rejection. Virtually everyone outside the party agreed that 
the LP would run into the hard realities of South African politics. The party was 
given no chance of survival. 

The Forum welcomed its formation but noted that it was born in the political 
wilderness and would grow up there. "The great strength of the Liberal Party is 
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that it places fairly and squarely in front of South Africa the proposition that the 
non-European must be given now - and not at some vague future date - a direct 
share, however small to begin with, in the government of the country in which he 
Jives" (special correspondent, 1956). This journal believed that the principles of the 
LP had a role to play in the future of the country. "Before so very long, we may all 
be thankful for the existence of the Liberal Party" it wrote in a leading article 
(special correspondent, 1956). Margaret Ballinger, the LP's conservative and 
unwilling first leader, saw no great hope for the party and agreed with others of 
liberal inclination such as John Cope that it had been established too early. Years 
later she was to describe the LP as an "infant endeavour ... without adequate 
preparation and with no financial resources". 

At the time of its formation, the LP was totally unacceptable to the liberation 
movements to its left. In particular, its unconditional rejection and denunciation of 
any unconstitutional action and of communism was not at all to the liking of its 
critics. In addition, many members of the LP wished in no way to be associated 
with the Congress Alliance and especially the COD. The alliance accused the LP of 
seeking to restrict the op.erations of the true liberal movements by recruiting black 
members. Those people, it was argued, could achieve much more by working in 
the Congress Alliance than in a party whose purpose was merely to perpetuate the 
paternalism of Cape liberalism. The LP's near-hysterical antipathy towards 
everything that looked like communism not only put off prospective members 
such as Marius Schoon, but from the beginning bedevilled relations with the 
COD. "There were some terribly nice people in the Liberal Party. But we did not 
approve of them and they did not approve of us. We said they were racialist, they 
said we were communists. They went their way, we went our way. We fought 
them, they fought us", is how Helen Joseph remembers that time. According to 
her, the LP would have achieved much more by throwing in its lot with the COD. 
For Nelson Mandela the LP was reactionary: "They believe in criticising and 
condemning the government ... but they are afraid to identify themselves with 
the people and to assume the task of mobilising the social forces capable of lifting 
the struggle to higher levels", he wrote in Liberation in June 1953. 

* * * 
Quite frankly I am appalled at the political unreality and naivety of us 
Liberals. Our task is to become accepted in all Soutlt Africa, and among all 
races, and to earn the trust of the people. We will not do this 1f we fly in the 
face of a tidal wave such as is now sweeping the country. I believe that it is our 
duty to enter into the same sort of relations, as a party, with the ANC, that the 
COD has - Patrick Duncan, 1958. 

Before the LP was formed, the Liberal Association had put out feelers towards the 
ANC. On 26 March 1953 Oscar Wollheim wrote to Chief Albert Luthuli and Walter 
Sisulu to inform them of the intended establishment of the party. Copies of the 
association's constitution were also sent to them. Scarcely a month after the 
inauguration of the LP, on 2~July 1953, representatives of the party met with those 
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of the ANC, the South African Indian Congress and the COD to discuss the 
organisation of a general congress. There were approaches again between the LP 
and the ANC in October of that year, but it was soon apparent that any 
cooperation on a permanent basis would, for the foreseeable future, remain no 
more than an ideal. 

A more acceptable voting policy would certainly have helped the LP take its first 
step towards collaboration with the broader liberation movement. Especially the 
younger members of the party were well aware of this and wanted nothing of the 
watered-down Cape liberalism which bound the LP In 1954 they had an initial 
victory over the conservatives when the party accepted a general franchise in 
principle. The implementation of such a franchise would, it was true, occur 
gradually and there would be a qualified vote during the transition phase: 
nevertheless a vote for all was now one of the LP's most important objectives, and 
this was unequivocally stated. In the same year the recruiting of members of other 
population groups was further assisted when it was decided to admit people who 
were already members of the Congress Alliance. The following year membership 
grew to just over 1 000. 

Such developments in 1954 were a bitter pill for many conservatives in the LP. 
"I believe that we are no longer acting in the best interests of the non-European, 
but are allowing irresponsible extremist elements to lead us all into mistaken paths. 
I can do no more than quote, as examples, what I consider our absurd policy of 
universal franchise and our lax methods of enrolling all and sundry, most inade
quately screened and some of them frankly undesirable'', was the sentiment of one 
member on the matter. But subsequently the more conservative members like 
Ballinger and Molteno - who decried the LP as an ineffectual splinter group - had 
gradually to make way for younger and more radical men like Patrick Duncan 
(described by Ballinger as "an evil genius" ) and Peter Brown. The conservatives 
could escape to the safe harbour of exclusive white politics. In 1959 some of them 
would join the Progressive Party (PP) - a party which, according to political 
journalist Stanley Uys, was in no way concerned to free the- black people of South 
Africa but sought rather to protect the white "civilisation" as far as that was 
possible. Accordingly their purpose was merely to try to win black support for the 
way of life of whites, and particularly for their economic system. The PP was 
destined to outdo the LP in competing for the support of the more moderate white 
voters; but the effect of this was to facilitate closer cooperation between the LP and 

, the Congress Alliance. The PP became, as it were, a dumping ground for conser
vatives in the LP: there, without fuss, they could practise their pseudoliberalism. 

In 1955 a considerable number of these people were still in the LP, and the party 
consequently found it difficult to identify fully with the liberation movement. That 
was the year in which its conservatives won their greatest victory when it was 
decided not to participate in the Congress of People in Kliptown. Today still, it is 
the view of Helen Joseph that this was the biggest mistake ever made by the LP. 
The party was invited to the congress but stated that it was in no way interested 
in anything controlled by communists. After the congress, the Freedom Charter 

86 



was discounted in LP circles as a socialist document drafted under the influence of 
communists; and when the police closed in on the organisers of the Congress of 
People, there was not a single LP member among the 156 arrested for treason. In 
the view of the more radical elements of the party, the government did not regard 
it as an opponent worth fighting in earnest. Ironically, the Treason Trial that 
followed the arrests did much to bring the LP and the Congress Alliance closer to 
each other. LP members played an important part in establishing the Treason Trial 
Defence Fund; those awaiting trial often stayed in LP homes where political ideas 
were exchanged, and during the court proceedings women members of the LP 
frequently helped to prepare meals for the accused. Gestures of this kind made a 
great impression on a person such as Archie Gumede, assistant secretary of the 
ANC in Natal and son of J.T. Gumede, an ex-president of the ANC. Gumede, also 
one of the 156 accused, gradually began to realise that there was little difference 
between the policy of the LP and the one he believed in. 

He joined the LP and found himself in the company of people such as Jordan 
Ngubane, a leader of the ANC's Youth League in the 1940s and 1950s; Selby 
Maimang, a founder member of the ANC in 1912; Elliot Mngadi, Julius Malie and 
Bill Bhengu. Ngubane worked hard to take the liberalism of the LP to the 
"locations" - a step which made white party members aware of the true 
aspirations of their black compatriots. 

* * * 
If Christ himself came !o Harmony in an election as a candidate (for the LP) he 
would lose his deposit - the reaction of a Free Stater when Patrick Duncan 
tried to recruit members in that province in 1956. 

Especially in Natal after the mid-1950s the LP and the Congress Alliance became 
more closely associated. The party in that province began to identify itself with the 
strong desire of black people for recognition of their human dignity - something 
the whites accepted for themselves as self-evident. Dual membership, particularly 
in platteland areas, was soon no longer strange. The LP regularly held discussions 
with the ANC and the Natal Indian Congress. The friendship between Alan Paton 
and Chief Luthuli and the r~spect the two leaders had for each other contributed 
further to healthy cooperation between the LP and the ANC. In other parts of the 
country as well attempts were made to establish Jinks with the Congress Alliance. 
Paton's opinion was that good relations with the COD, members of which had ( 
already supported LP candidates in election campaigns, was the key to collabo
ration with other organisations in the Congress Alliance. That small but influential 
group of people should therefore not be antagonised by tactless pronouncements; 
but it was difficult to ensure that they would not be made with people like the 
outspoken Patrick Duncan who despised the role and influence of communism in 
the freedom struggle. Nevertheless, the LP was slowly but surely entering the 
arena of extraparliamentary protest politics. 

The party was closely involved in protest action against the Western Areas 
Removal Scheme on the Witwatersrand and the removal of "black spots" on the 
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Natal platteland. In November 1956 female members of the LP were arrested when 
they demonstrated together with black women in Pietermaritzburg against 
legislation on the carrying of passbooks. In 1957 the LP \vas prominent in the 
Alexandra bus boycott when members helped transport boycotters to and from 
their homes and places of work. The party also joined discussions between the 
different interest groups when attempts at settlement were made. In 1958 the LP 
sent . a delegation to the All African People's Conference in Accra where 200 
representatives of 27 countries in Africa gathered to consider the continent's 
future. However, in March of the same year the party refused to attend the 
National Workers' Conference and did not support the ANC-inspired potato 
boycott. But the following year the LP worked with the ANC to launch a consumer 
boycott of South African products, and Patrick van Rensburg made propaganda for 
the campaign even in Britain. 

During this period feelings about the LP among the leaders of the Congress 
Alliance began to differ markedly from the former total rejection. At the LP's Natal 
congress in 1958 Chief Luthuli said that his organisation was keen to work with 
the party. There was, he said, already cooperation between them, and in the course 
of time had come ever more agreement. He also said: "I welcome the presence of 
the Liberal Party. It stands for and represents lasting values, values which would 
make South Africa a country to be honoured." In 1959 Oliver Tambo advised white 
South Africans to follow LP policy as soon as possible, "before the Africans reach 
a point of no return". But very few whites were to heed the warning. The year 
before at the general election the LP's candidates had bet!n able to attract a total of 
only 2 93-l votes. At the provincial elections in 1959 the party did somewhat better 
- 4 697 ,·otes in four constituencies. It also gained the attention of whites such as 
Dr Eddie Roux, a member of the early Communist Party who joined the LP in 1957 
- 20 years after he had broken all links with organised party politics. 

By 1959 the LP had to take stock of its futu re in South African politics. Should 
it try at all to make an impact on white party politics where its support was 
minimal? Or should it, through extraparliamentary protest action, try to win the 
favour of the Congress Alliance and PAC supporters? It decided to apply nonviolent 
extraparliamentary pressure on the government, reasoning that the NP would not 
yield for as long as the "politica' struggle" was confined to the parliamentary arena, 
where the majority of the population had no say. "Extraparliamentary pressure is 
therefore quite justified in South Africa and the liberal Party is committed to its 
use as long as it is nonviolent", the LP declared in 1960. Only individual members 
would be involved in exerting the pressure: the LP with its limited funds was too 
small even to launch and maintain a large-scale protest campaign of its own. 
Farewell was said to parliamentary politics in 1961 when only two candidates, 
making use of black election agents, were nominated - the purpose being merely 
to make LP policy part of the political debate among white voters. 
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* * * 
Liberal Party policies were not static, they kept evolving. The fact that 

black membership increased steadily throughout its lifetime was no doubt part 
the cause and part the result of this - Peter Brown, 1978. 

The policy of the LP simply could not remain static while cooperation with black 
organisations advanced and black membership grew. Such developments inevi
tably led to self-examination and unavoidable policy changes. By 1960 there was 
no longer any talk at all of a qualified franchise. "We reject the qualified franchise, 
not only because we believe it to be absurd to suggest the re-introduction of a 
franchise whose previous record was one of continuous retreat, but also because 
we believe that every adult person is entitled to a voice in the election of his 
government", wrote Alan Paton in a foreword to an LP policy document for the 
1960s. In an LP-controlled South Africa, a charter of human rights and an 
independent judiciary and public prosecutor would ensure the protection of 
individual rights. At the same time this would protect the rights of minority 
groups under a majority government. A new constitution would in any case be 
drafted by a national convention attended by representatives of all the country's 
people. 

The LP's new policy tended towards a social-democratic order, and something 
in the nature of a welfare state was envisaged. Particular objectives were the 
removal of the industrial colour bar; the realisation as soon as possible of living 
wages for all workers, including those on farms; full trade union rights for all; the 
redistribution of land (this was carefully circumscribed: it should not, for instance, 
lead to a decrease in agricultural production); the elimination of residential 
segregation, with the right of ail citizens to own property; state responsibility for 
ensuring that sufficient housing at affordable cost was available to all; equal 
education opportunities; the development of a system of total social security 
(including free medical services), and an end to discrimination in pension and 
unemployment insurance funds. The LP did not plan to nationalise mines and 
industries, but the state would act against monopoly formation. Public undertak
ings, such as the railways, would, however, be controlled by the state in the 
interest of all. 

With this, the concept of South African liberalism was defined for the first time 
as an honest and more enduring ideology. For certain members - among whom 
Oscar Wollheim, Gerald Gordon and Walter Stanford - this was not at all what they 
understood as liberalism, and they crossed to the PP where "race-obsessed 
fantasies" continued to play a large role in party policy. The LP could now begin 
"the excursion into freedom and reality" in all earnestness. 

* * * 

The circumstances are that I understand that the party has set its face against 
any of its members playing any part in a forceful attack on apartheid - Patrick 
Duncan, 1963. 
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... his (John Harris's) one little bomb did shake the morale of apartheid as many 
hundreds of tons of literature have failed to shake it - Patrick Duncan, 1964. 

The "worst decade of all", which broke so tempestuously for South Africa, tossed 
the government into one crisis after another. Often it looked as though liberation 
was just around the corner. However, the government hit back strongly with 
repressive legislation and actions which at that time, even in the South Africa of 
apartheid, were unknown. The "excursion into the freedom", scarcely begun, 
came up against the realities of what was virtually a totalitarian state. 

During the state of emergency in 1960, hundreds of people were gaoled and held 
without trial. Now, in contrast to 1955, the government also regarded the LP as a 
worthy opponent: many of its members found themselves behind bars. This 
included even Peter Brown, the national chairman, who later refused to be 

I. > • released before his companions. Cape Town members played an important, 
though sometimes controversial, role in the drama at Langa. Food was taken to 
that besieged residential area and the LP helped to organise a protest march of 

? between 8 000 and 10 000 people in Cape Town. The party was also one of the few , 
bodies that the PAC was prepared to work with. (This was something that from 
time to time threatened to spark the old LP infighting.) The party's links with 
other liberation movements such as the ANC and the South West Africa~ People's 
Organisation (SWAPO) were not only kept in place, but strengthened. Following 
the banning of the PAC and the ANC, the LP continued to maintain contact with 
them, and sent representatives to the Consultative Conference in Orlando in 1960 

1
and the All-In African Conference of 1961. But the overreaction of the LP delegates 
to what they viewed as communist domination, especially at the second of these 
meetings, soured relations with the ANC and made effective and wholehearted 
cooperation difficult. 

Also, the LP often clashed with the ANC about the desirability of mass action, 
since it was wary of any "illegal" activities that could lead to violence. For that 
matter the ANC accused the LP of launching campaigns with the purpose of 
undermining those of its own. Ernest Wentzel, one of the LP's young n.dical 
members, was of the opinion that the ANC at times expected the impossible of his 
party. According to him, Nelson Mandela wanted "a kind of demonstration of 
commitment" from the LP - something he did not ask, for example, of the COD. 
"I thought it was unreasonable and unfair", Wentzel said later in a magazine 

l. l-... 1,._ '-- 1 interview. Shortly before her death Helen Joseph blamed the LP for thinking that 
it alone was right and that all the other movements were wrong in the 1960s. "If 
they did not want to listen, we in any case did as we chose" - that is how she 

; ,, ,. f 1 
;- summed up the attitude of the LP 

In 1962 members of the party directed their attention to Transkei where they 
sought to keep platteland opposition to Kaizer Matanzima alive during the first 
election for the "partial independence" of a homeland - part of Dr Hendrik 
Verwoerd's master plan for a white South Africa. This action further antagonised 
the government which, in any case, intervened to keep Matanzima in power. 
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Following the banning of the PAC, the ANC and the COD, there was suddenly 
a vacuum on the left of the South African political spectrum. The LP was then the 
only real opposition that remained and became the radical political movement in 
South Africa. For the first time in many years young white radicals now viewed 
the LP as a political home. This also applied to some members of the ANC. The 
membership of the LP rose to as many as 5 000, of whom members of other race 
groups - including members of the working class - constituted the majority. 
Although it was no longer "the 'white party' with a few black 'stooges'" of the 
1950s, it never became a "mass movement" . In 1962 younger members called for 
the party to become unequivocally radical: they asked that its name be changed to 
the Socialist Party and that it accept a policy of democratic socialism. The LP chose, 

'1 however, to remain reformist rather than revolutionary. 
Frustrated by the party's inability to adapt to the revolutionary situation, some 

of these younger members decided to go their own way and took part in the 
activities of the African Resistance Movement (ARM). When ARM came up against 
the security police, 16 people with LP associations were arrested. This was the 
beginning of a "traumatic" period for the LP which had always openly condemned 
violence as a means for bringing about change - traumatic, because it had to adopt 
first one approach and then another in a bid to excuse itself in the face of the 
emotional and intensive propaganda campaign that followed the arrests. Day by 
day the dilemma deepened and was exacerbated when John Harris, an official of / 
the party in the Transvaal, planted a bomb in the Johannesburg station. 

Then, in the Pretoria Supreme Court, Alan Paton was grilled by public 
prosecutor Percy Yutar for his support for "unpatriotic" boycotts and for his 
"dangerous" communist friendships. This occurred while he was being cross
examined by Dr Yutar, though he had appeared in court only to give mitigating 
evidence on behalf of the accused in the Rivonia trial. He returned to his seat with 
head bowed, defeated and dejected. Following this attack on him, the fortunes of 
the LP among whites fell to an all-time low, remarked Paton later in the second 
volume of his autobiography. Among whites, yes - no one could dispute that- but 
it was entirely irrelevant. More important was the appreciation Winnie Mandela 
had for Paton's evidence: it was the gesture of a friend, she said later. 

After 1961 the government viewed the liberalism of the LP as the greatest threat 
to its policy. Its campaign against the LP began to move beyond propaganda and 
detention: in March 1961 Patrick Duncan was the first LP member to be banned -, 
from the political scene. (A year later he fled to Lesotho. In 1963 this long-standing 
disciple of Mahatma Gandhi expressed his disillusionment with peaceful protest 
and accepted violence as the only solution for the South African situation.) 
Bannings followed with monotonous regularity: Joe Nkatlo in April 1961, Peter 
Hjul and Randolph Vigne in February 1963, Jordan Ngubane three months later. In 
the same year Eddie Roux was forced to resign from the LP because as a "listed 
communist" he could no longer take part in any political activity. (A year later he 
was prohibited from teaching, from publishing anything and from attending any 
meeting of whatever kind. He was prevented from leaving Johannesburg and 

91 



could not be quoted. For this academic, botanist and writer - who did not even 
play a large role in the LP - life no longer had meaning. He died in 1966.) 

While Dr Carel de Wet, South Africa's ambassador in Britain, was telling the 
world that his government was not hunting down the LP, E.V Mahomed, Bill 
Bhengu and Peter Brown, among others, were banned. John Blundell was 
deported, Barney Zackon, Ann Tobias and Harold Head, like Ngubane and others, 
preferred to leave the country rather than submit to the government's conditions 
for patriotism. The campaign against the LP so alarmed other liberal-minded 
people that they wished in no way to be associated with the party. And the 
leadership was so decimated by bannings that Cape members at a National 
Congress could be represented by only one delegate. In 1966 the LP could not even 
think of participating in the general election. Perhaps it was Peter Hjul who most 
poignantly summed up the untenable situation when he wrote from Britain to 
Patrick Duncan in a letter on 9 November 1965: "The way I feel at present .. . I 
never want to see the country again and will be quite happy to spend the rest of 
my days in Europe ... Over the past year I have seen the collapse of almost 
everything we worked for, and the worst of it was that I could be little more than 
a silent witness. The opposition has not collapsed: it has simply been ground 
down." 

These were the words of a man who had tried to persuade Duncan never to leave 
South Afrka, whatever happened. What now remdined for the Liberal Party of 
South Africa was no more than to hire the Caxton Hall in Durban, display that 
great banner and to disperse forever with as much "dignity" as was humanly 
possible . 

. . . the Liberal Party .. . did have a capacity to bring people of divergent views 
together and to get them to work together. It did have the potential to act as an 
agent for change - Peter Brown, 1978. 

Was the Liberal Party of South Africa, as its critics maintained, no more than an 
unimportant pressure group that happily held multiracial tea parties where its 
white middle-class members entertained their less privileged black members? It 
was never a mass movement with grassroots support; and, the critics will say, only 
a few white intellectuals belonged to it. Moreover these people were in different 
ideological camps and fought bitterly. It is true that black people occupied 
positions in the party hierarchy, but the real leadership was always in white 
hands; and it never understood, or wanted to understand, that the time was past 
when whites could prescribe to blacks how liberation should be achieved. 

Throughout its existence the LP was too small to make a real impact on South 
African politics. It did not have the support of the press and was always 
handicapped by a lack of funds. The money that was available came from the 
pockets of members. In such circumstances the LP could never really hope to win 
political power. And without hope of political power, a political party or 
movement serves no purpose because then it cannot bring about political change. 
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f..:rthermore the different race groups were so seriously polarised by the mid-
1.:i!'I0s that liberalism could no longer play a role. Afrikaner nationalism and b lack 
r-,.=tionalism confronted each other: the rest would have to stand on the sidelines 
c.:1d wait until that struggle was settled. Violence was now the onJy option - and 
j:, a violent situation liberalism is merely an irritation. In any case the LP had no 
1•:: sh to try to adapt to the revolutionary conditions of the 1960s. 

The LP was crippled by all these shortcomings: but it was more than a small, 
1-::.important pressure group. It was certainly the only real liberal party in the 
:~:;tory of South Africa to have originated among whites. These were people who 

1:: the beginning associated self-consciously with black members of the party. 
L.::er, impressed by the universal struggle for human dignity, they adapted 
t::emselves to it - although often only after prolonged self-examination. They were 
id ling to go further in the search for true freedom in South Africa than any other 
,,-:,ite-controlled party, with the exception of the Communist Party and the COD. 

The LP certainly stimulated the political debate in South Africa. rt spoke with a 
,,·:de variety of other groups and people; it placed liberalism on the country's 
r.fo:nda, and it was prepared to exert extraparliamentary pressure, however 
!1::·,i ted, on the government. It was, as it were, a microcosm of how things in a 
rr.:.iltiracial South Africa should be. When its activities were paralysed by the 
g:1·ernment, its members continued to make their ideas known and to fix the 
a::ention of white South Africans and the world on the inhumanity of apartheid. 
It was not a convenient instrument in the hands of South African capitalism. It 
ne1·er had members of parliament who were also officials of capitalist institutions. 
It jid not receive large sums of money from such institutions and was therefore 
frf:e to champion trade union rights, living wages for all, the unconditional 
el:-nination of influx control, and a general franchise for adults ... a naive policy, 
tl-e "politics of innocence" because it was not properly thought through or 
btcause, according to conservative opponents, it would lead to black "domina
t1c:1". But on that account it v,•as precisely a policy that belonged in the story of the 
sr:-.iggle for liberation in South Africa. 

·,\'as the liberalism of the LP destroyed together with the party? Ex-members 
lc:.:nd political homes in a variety of movements. In 1983 Archie Gumede and 
u.:uglas Irvine were both members of the United Democratic Front (UDF) which 
1·e:1emently opposed the implementation of the tricameral parliament. Pat Poov
al::1gham was in his turn elected to that parliament. Other members joined the 
r~::gressive Federal Party (PFP) - a party which, according to one of its leaders, Dr 
F~ederick van Zyl Slabbert, was never really liberal. Later there were white 
pc'.1ticians - such as Tian van der Merwe, Van Zyl Slabbert, Jan van Eck, Pierre 
c~onje, Molly Blackburn and even Helen Suzman - who thought the way the LP 
of ·he 1960s did. But there was never again a white-controlled political party that 
fc:..gh t under the banner of true liberalism for the unconditional freedom of all 
So-..: th Africa's inhabitants. All hope for that was buried with the LP in May 1968. 
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