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At 9.30 p.m. on 7 August 1946, Lovcdale, one of So'Jth Africa's leadkg 
mi$sionary educational institutions, was hit by an explosion of student 
anger. A crowd cf 150 to 200 male students stoned the liouses of some of 
the staff and set fire to some small buldings and equipment. Staff who 
tried to intervene were themselves stoned. Wnen police arrived to 
disperse the riot students threw stones at them as well. Toe police then 
fired warning shots and the students fled to the hill behind the school. At 
dawn they gave themselves up and 157 students were arrested. On JO 
August, in defiance of orders from the mission authorities, about eighty 
male students marched into the town of Alice to visit their jailed fellows. 
On the return of the marchers, the women students, who up·to then had 
been fairly quiet, became rowdy. The next day, Sunday 11 August, 
women students participated in stone throwing and ringing the church 
bell, while male students boycotted church. A letter from the students was 
handed to the Principal, Rev R.H.W. Shepherd, der.1anding that those who 
had been arrested should not be subject to double punishment by the 
Lovedale authorities, and announcing that a boycott would be maintained 
unttl this issue was resolved. On the Monday none of the women students 
and only ,_thirty of the men turned up for classes .. Shepherd suspended 
classes and sent all the students home. On 16 August the pupils who had 
been arrested were tried in the Alice Magistrate's Court. 152 were found 
guilty, and of these 64 who were under 19 years of age were sentenced to 
between six and ten cuts, while the remainder were given seritences of £5 
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0.:: two months.1 111e supposed cause.QfJh~ wh9le incident was studepts' 
l •.scontcnt about the rmio;iing of sugar, but as we shall see, the mcani:1g of 
sch;~l violence ·was far more complex t,1.an-this.2 B·efore rhe Lovedale 
events were over, Healdtown, the Eastern Cape's other outstanding 
missionary educatianal insititution, was shaken by similar troubles. Again 
supposedly in protest over food - in this case_ a ~cci_u~Lio~ of the bre::.d 
ration - a small group of pupils unsuccessfully tried to st3.ge a °tloycott a.1d. 
riot on· Wcdnesdav 14 August, and then set fire to a schooi building and 
cut the telephon/line to Fort Beaufort. A number of the leaders of this 
action were expelled, and the Institution's authorities referred foe cases of 
those involved in cutting the wir~s to the poiice.3 

These incidents at Lovcdaie and Healdtown are significant instances of a 
trend which emerged in South African mission boarding schools during 
the 1940's, a trend toward militant action by students against the 
authorities. As one studies the evolution of the black education system 
from the 1940's into the l 970's, one is struck by the continuities of these 
patterns. The kinds of incidents of arson,· stone throwing and boycott 
which multiplied in numberin the 1940s, continued into the early 1970s, 
fluctuating in level and intensity,· changing their geographical 
distribution, but never quite disappearing. Mission schools bequeathed a 
tradition of student insurgency to the state system which began to lake 
them over with the implementation of the~rr1teH-a-1-9-55. 

This prompts an obvious question: to what extent did the mass student 
resistance which emerged in 1976 owe anything to the tradition of student 
militancy which has come before it? And was that tradition merely one of 
lumpen violence over trivial issues,or did it have more profound 
meanings? In addressing lhis issue one is immediately confronted with a 

I MS 16 452 The Riot at Lovedale by Dr RHW Shepherd, Principal, 
manuscript, no date; Ms 16 453 P.M. Sebina Report to Chief Tshekedi 
Khama on the 1946 Lovedalc Riot, 22 August 1946; MS 16 453 Report of 
Inquiry into the Causes of the Disturbance at Lovcdale on 7th August 
1946, 30 November 1946 
2 MS 16 452 "The Riot. .. Dr RHW Shepherd" op. cit.; MS 16 453 P.M. 
Sebina (1946) op. cit. 
3 MS 16 598/5 Healdtow11 Missionary Institution: Principal's Report to 
the Department of Education on Disciplinary Action Taken furing the 
period ]4th to !7th August 1946. 
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methodological problem. How valid is it to make generalisations about · 
different incidents, in varying parts of the couniry over a period of about 
thirty years, .which do not neccssariiy have direct organisational or 
~mulative connections with each other? An impo_rtant contribution to 
historiographical thought on this issue had been made by Charles Tilly. 
Tilly argues that when people act collective1y; " ... they ordinari!y have a 
limited num::>cr Jf forms of 2ctio11 - a repertoire - at their disposal. 
Repertoires of collective fiction vary from one group to another, but in 
general they are limited and change rather slowly. Repertoires change as a 
function of tJ1c group's organisation and experience, but they also change 
as a function of the constraints imposed by other groups, tncl~ir~ 
;iuthorities."4 . 

What Tilly is pointing Lo is that forms of social action are not chosen on 
a strictly rational basis from all the physically possible alternatives. 
Rather, a tradition develops within a particular class, class segment or 
sub-culture of acting in a certain way around certain issues. Forms of 
action are; " .. .learned, historically specific, rooted in the existing social 
structures and SWQ.!l~_n.fill:lliruDg." 5 

This has a number of implications for the study of contention in South 
African schools. Firstly, it should be possible to trace patt.erni;. or types of 
contention. across substantial historical periods. A repetition of particular 
forms of action in different times and places signifies conflicts within 
similar patlems of social relations, <illd a continuity of specific traditions 
of resistance within those relations. Secondly, we need to consider the 
constraints imposed by 'other groups' on students' actions. In the course 
of this study the links between student insurgency and national levels of 
political mobilisation will be investigated. Amongst these 'other groups' 
whose action constrains collective action, Tilly mentions the 'authorities'. 
This indicates the necessity for an examination of student actions in the 
context of the state and educational authorities responses to them. In one 
respect this is quite easy in our case, - the 'South African way of life' hiis 
always been one of repression and.-nission authorities were no less ready 
than B antli .Education officials to call in the police, and expel or beat their 
students. But as we shall see, the changing institutional framework 
provided by the move from Missionary to Bantu Education was 

4 C. Tilly As Sociology Meets History (Orlando, Florida, Academic 
Press, 1981), p. 151. 
5 Ibid p. 162. 
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ei_ventually to have profound effects on the kind of actions that students 
~0~dertook. TI1irdly, Tilly's work has the profound implication that the 
crianging of fonns of collective action is not an instantaneous process, and 
that thus new or specific problems may be addressed through old, 
recognised types of protest action. 6 Elements of an existing form of 
protest can be changed in the course of struggle but they are unlikely to 
disappear. The fact that a particular form of action is widely recognised 
by those participating in it forms part of the basi~ of their solidarity, even 
if they are taking part for differing or new motives. 

While the limited nature of the data which is available to me prevents 
me from making the kind of detailed computerised breakdown of the 
characteristics of a set of cases of social actions undertaken by Tilly ( a 
task which would certainly be a useful one for a South Africap. 
cliometrician), I do think that a study of student action based on a close 
examination of its changing forms and focii can reveal important patterns. 
It is such a study which I intend to undertake in this paper. 

The argument of this paper identifies a number of significant' 
continuitiS-and discom~ in the nature of stud~nt..pr.o.te.§t In the 
1940s schocl students established a 'repertoire' of protest arc.:~c d1ei: 
conditions of life. The main features of these were those of the Lovedale 
and Healdtown events; physical damage to school property, arson, class 
boycotts, and sometimes attacks on teachers. These types of actions 
became widespread in schools in the mid forties and focussed on living 
conditions in the missionary institutions, above alljoad aoo-di,scipliee-. 
But I will suggest that these issues became an accepted fonn of focus for 
student militancy, nominal issues around which wider and deeper political 
.md social discontents condensed. Th·ese discontents centr~d on the way in 
which che authoritarian power relations of the mission summoned up and 
reflected those of the wider society. After a peak of activity around I 946, 
tlte riots .diminished in number but continued through the 1950s. Tiirough 
the forties and fifties, while riots occurred in a number of parts o f the 
country they were concentrated in boarding schools in the Eastern Cape. 7 
With the coming of the political crisis of the early sixties there was a 
considerable upsurge in student action. In.some places t.li.is took the form 
of food and discipli~e riots which clearly masked wider concerns . . 'Il1e 

6 1bid p. 166. 
7 Where I refer to the Eastern Cape in this paper, I include the Transkei 
and Ciskci. ' • 
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repertoire of m"iiitancy thus maintained its coherence while ta.king on new 
elements. But elsewhere during the student upsurge of 1960-3, overt 
issues of national politics became the focus of their actions, especially 
around the establishment of the Republic in 1961. 

Actions of this period were spread throughout the country, but were 
still mainly located within boarding institutions of missionary origin. 
With the political restabilisation of the mid sixties, student action once 
more diminished, and was once again concentrated on traditional issues of 
food and discipline, although it was not without political undertones. 
These types--oracions continued into the early seventies, becoming 
gradually more substantial but remaining concentrated in boarding 
schools and especially in the Eastern Cape. It was only in 1974/5 that a 
decisive break occured in the forms of student protest. In this period the 
focus of student_ action began to shift to the urban day school, an 
institution which had till then played little role in student activity. For the 
first time students began to organise themselves around a political 
opposition to the education system. But the repertoire of action. boycotts, 
arson, atta_cks on buildings and persons, had a long history which surely 
legitimated them. The argument I would make is not that the stude~t 
movements of the mid seventies simply followed the lead of those who had 
rebelled before them. The .new student movemer.ts wer~ far more 
coherent and articulate in their grievances than their predecessors and 
engaged in a far more overtly political and carefully o-rganised form of 
protest. All I would say is that the movements of June 1976 did not fall ~ 
from a clear sky but must be contextualised in a long traditon of resistance 
stretching back to the forties. And I.would argue that it was the creation of 

, the Bantu Education system which explains both why mission-originated 
1 i boarding schools remained· the focus of rebellion in the 1960s and why 

j they were replaced by urban dey schoools in this role during the 70s. The 
i : existing forms of student rebellion had been established in the older 

': boarding schools, which were closely connected to one another, throu"'h 
! religious and class networks. <;,ertainly it seems that a high proportion ~f 
1 those at mission schools were the children of a Christian and literate 

African 'petty bourgeoisie'. These students established a trudition.a 
'repertoire' of certain forms of action within the boarding schools, a;d 
the tradition was surely underpinned by the cultura l and clas~ links cf 
Lliose schools' constitutencies. In L.½e cities however, a large cross section 
of working class children were drawn into the rapidly expanding urban 
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'Bantu Education' system. There, no such tradition of rebellion existed. It 
took a lengthy historical period for urban youth to develop its own 
confidence, t2.,._ draw OJLtb.~....'.!e_pertoir.~:_.of _prq_tes~ of the mission. 
iQstitu~qns ~nd to establish its own ~oli£ica! a~end.Q_. The student 
movements of the ?Os and 80s thus borrowed from earlier traditions of 
student protest and at the same time were a departure from them. 
· It will be clear in our discussion that outbreaks of militancy coincided 

and interacted with changes in the p_olH~al...fillr;l~~-uc~ional order;_ The 
upheaval around 1945.:..6 can thus be linked to the urban political crisis. the 
radicalisation of the youth and the industrial conflict of the time; they can 
likewise be seen as part of the financial and credibility crisis from which 
the missions were suffering. 'Pie upsurge of the early fifties (1952-54) 
accompanies the development of the AN C's mass political campaigns, and 
the government's initial moves to establish the Bantu Education system. 
Troubles in the late fifties take place in the· context of the state's 
implementation of its decision to take over the mission schools. The early 
60s saw actions which respond to the period of Sharpeville, the 
establishment of the Republic and the emergence of the ~ 
Siz,we and Pogo. . 
' Finally the students' reassertion in the early 70s reflects black political 
reawakening in that era, while the new type of organising that emerges 
from 1974-75 was prompted by the state's expansion of urban secondary 
education, which provided a new political terrain; by the political 
influences of the Black Consciousness Movement; and by the changed 
political situation signified by the Durban strikes of 1973 and the collapse 
of the Portuguese Empire . 

An objection which is certain to be made to the approach of this paper is 
that it ignores the role of school boycous called by political movements in 
the forties and fifties in building up a tradition of student agitation. 
Instances which may be cited ar.e the 1944 Brakpan school boycott, 8 the 

8 See H. Sapire The Stay-Away of the Brakpan Location, 194_4. History 
Workshop Paper, University of the Witwatersrand, 1984. 
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1952 Orlando school boycott,9 and the ANC's school boycotts of 195510. 
However these movements were all initiated by adult political 
organisation with students in a subordinate role. They did not link up with 
or resemble other contemporary fonns of student unrest. And thus if one 
is looking for the roots of post 1976 student movements, which are 
characterised by a high degree of student self organisation, they do not 
seem likely to be found here. 

Student Riots in the Last Ye:irs of Missionary Education: 1945 
-1955 

Missionary institutions had a long record of student disturbances. The 
earliest recorded of these was one at Lovedale in 1873 in which a section 
of the students protested against alleged discrimination in favour of the 
Fingos.11 There seems to have been some increase in incidents after the 
first world wru-12 - at Kilnertonl3 and Lovedalel4 in 1920, and at 
Blythswood in 192915. In 1940 there was a strike at Clarkesbury16 and in 
1941 a stone-throwing incident at Lovedale.17 However it was generally 
agreed by mission authorities and educ::uionalists that there was no 

9 See J. Hyslop The Orlando Teachers Struggle against Bantu Education 
( 1951-1953) and the subsequent Development of the Politics of the 
African Teaching Profession in the Transvaal, unpublished paper, 1984. 
10 See T. Lodge "The Parents' School Boycott: Eastern Cape and East 
Rand Townships, 1955" in P. Kallaway (ed.) Aparthei'd and Education: 
The Education of Black South Africans, (Johannesb~rg, Ravan, 1984) pp . 
265-295 . 
11 F. Molteno, "The Historical Foundations of the Schooling of Black 
SouLl1 Africans" in Kallaway (1984) op. cit. pp. 78-79 citing Kaffir 
Express IV ( 40), 6 January 1874. · 
12 B. Hirson Year of Fire, Year of Ash, The Soweto Revolt: Roots of a 
Revolution (London, Zed Press, 1979), p. 30, 
13 Idem. 
14 The Teacher's Vision-vol. XII No. 2, January 1947. 
15 F. Moltcno (1984) op. cit. p. 81 citing South African Outlook, Vol. 59 
No. 694, l March 1929. 
16 Ibid., citing Jnkundla ya Bantu, Vol. 3 No. 28, July I 940. 
17 MS 16 453 D.A. Coghill Memorandum, 30 August 1946. 
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precedent for the great upsurge of student revolt that struck the 
missionary institutions at the end of the second world war. Lovedale's 
ShBpherd said at the time of the 1946 Lovedale riot that there had been 
sixteen incidents in mission edcational institutions in the last two ycarsl 8 
while the SAIRR counted 20 distrubances in the 1945-47 perioct.19 From 
1947 there appears to have been some decline in the number of incidents -
then in the early fifties conflict revived. I have found evidence of four 
major conflicts during 19 50 (Adams, 20 St Matthews at Keiskammahock, 
St John at Umtata and Shawbury21 ); two during 1952 (Mfundisweni -
Faku Institution22, and Bensonvale23 ), four in 1952 (B ethaJ24, 
Indaleni25, Marienthat26, and Healdtown27), and one in 1954 
(M ven yanc28). 

Student militancy in his period musi be understood in the context of a 
gradual collapse of the mission school system, a collapse which was on the 
one hand an infrastructural one, arising from the missions' inability to 

"'cl ·\ cope financially on their existing budgets, and on the other a crisis in the 
· · ''VO. relations between white mission authorities and black students, a crisis of 

;\ 

.I 

" 

18 MS 16 453 P.M. Sebina (1946) op. cit. 
19 SAIRRRace Relations Survey 1946-47, Johannesburg, SAIRR, 1947) 
p. 27; a similar figure is given by MS 16 453, "Report of 1nquiry ... 
(1946) op. cit. 
20 S. Marks Patriotism, Patriarchy and Purity: Natal and the Politics of 
Zulu Ethnic Consciousness, African Studies Institute paper, University of 
Witwatersrand, August 1986, p. 37. 
21 F. Molteno (1984) op. cit. p. 95. 
22 MS 16 598/5 R. Crozier Memorandum, 13 August 1952; F. Molteno 
(1984) op. cit. p. 95. · 
23Ms 16 598/5 F.J. De Villiers, Chief Inspector vf Nativ~ Education, 
Cape Town, to Rev, P.S. Mbete, Bensonvale Missionary Institution, 27 
October 1962; F. Molteno (1984) op. cit. p. 95. 
24 F. Molteno (1984) op. cit. p. 95. 
25 Idem. 
26 The Torch, 3 November 1953. 
27 Eastern Province Herald, 30 October 1953. 
28 MS 16 598/5 Confidential Memo by A. Hartman on disturbances at 
Mvenyane Institution, Cedarville, circulated to Association of _Heads of 
Native Institutions by the Rev. S.G. Pitts, 20 April 1954. · 

~ .... -~----

i 

I 
' 

t 

Food, Authority and Politics 11 
authority relations underpinned by the spread of African Nationalist 
political consciousness. 

There is a prevalent myth that the missionary education system was a 
smoothly functioning one which was v,:antonly destroyed by the 
imposition of the Bantu Education system. Like most myths it contains a 
kernel of truth: the best mission schools were far superior educationally 
to the best Bantu Education schools, and produced students who enjoyed 
greater competence in English and greater intellectual confidence than 
those who came after them. But by the 1940s, the mission system was 
breaking down at all levels. This breakdown affected not just institutions 
which were incompetent in their teaching or administration, but the elite 
levels of the system. Lovedale and Healdtown, for example, which were 
plagued by student unrest, were institutions which between them provided 
during the early 50s, half of the African students pasing Cape Senior 
Certificate, and a majority of students at Fort Hare, the country's only 
black university.29 

Simply, the resources of the missions were insufficient for the 
educational task which they were addressing. The missions had to pay the 
entire cost of their buildings, infrastructu.re and medical services, as well 
as the salaries of non-teaching· employees.30 War-time inflation 
exacerbated this burden and the ability of the missions to deal ~ith this by 
raising fees was undermined by the inability of parents to pay major 
increases.31 The consequences were disastrous: by 1946 Lovedale was 
£30 OCO in debt32 At the same time, the demand for education was putting 
pressure on the missions to take greater numbers of students than they 
could really teach: the inquiry into the 1946 Lovedale disturbance 
concluded that " ... the number of students is too large for the Institution to 
handle effectively."33 Thus by the late forties the missionaries themselves 
were appealing for greater state intervention in education. At a meeting of 
heads of missionary schools at East London in 1947, a statement was 

29 MS 16 598/5 Healdtown Missionary Institution: A menwrandwn on the 
future of the Institution under the changes involved in the implementation 
of the Bantu Education Act 1953 by the Principal, 1954. 
30 MS 16 598/5 Association of Heads of Native Institutions: Minutes of 
meeting, East London, 14 October 1947. 
31 Idem. 
32 MS 16 453 Report of Inquiry (1946) op. cit. 
33 Idem. 


































