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W H E N I S A W T H E O T H E R D A Y tha t t h e F r e e State N . G . K e r k was go ing t o h o l d a confer
ence on l iberal ism I h a d a va in b u t agreeable t h o u g h t . I t h o u g h t how satisfactory it 

would b e if s o m e a u c h conference t o u l d be used , n o t t o t ry t o rouse t h e p u b l i c aga ins t l iberal
i sm, bu t to pet the tangled facts abou t l ibera l i sm s t ra igh t for once. 

Liberalism in South Africa falls into two 
loosely related par ts . There a re liberals with a 
small " 1 " . They a re kind, fair-minded and some
times ineffectual people who a re to be found in 
all parties. They believe tha t , though men a re by 
no means created equal, they a re entitled to equal 
opportunities to do the best they a re capable of 
and that unless they obtain those conditions nei
ther the haves nor the have-nots grow properly 

Then there is the Liberal Pa r ty , which tr ies to 
codify these beliefs by advocating the eventual en
franchisement of all adults on a common roll, a 
common citizenship for all races, the removal of 
all colour bars , and a Bill of Rights to protect 
every section from domination by other sections* 

Not anti-White 

This, clearly, is disturbing to Afrikaner Na
tionalists in their capacity as political top dogs. 
I t makes sense of t reat ing liberalism as a for
midable political opponent. Hut i t does not make 
sense of t rea t ing it as a sin or a disease or as, 
for instance, a t h rea t to White survival. 

On the analogy of other par t s of Africa it 
might seem tha t the Whites would be imperilled. 
But in Southern Africa the analogies of the res t 
of Africa do not necessarily apply. Dr. Diederichs 
has often reminded us of this. And, though there 
might eventually be a Black majority in our Par 
liament, it does not follow tha t it would be hostile 
to Whites. 

The majority part ies in four neighbouring ter
ritories — Swaziland, Bechuanaland, Basutoland 
and the Transkei — are all what we would call 
liberal, and a re all more friendly to Whites than 
their nationalistic opponents. 

The central objection to liberalism is tha t it 
softens people up for Communism, If this is t rue , 
i t is serious and ought to be very carefully and 
unemotionally examined. 

In theory, Liberalism and Communism are to
tally irreconcilable. Liberals are , by profession, 
lovers of liberty. Communists a re authori tar ian. 
Liberals repudiate violence in politics. Commun
ists advocate it. Liberals uphold the security of 
the State because they believe t ha t unless the 
State ig safe the individual cannot be free. Com
munists promote subversion. 

Evolutionary 

But in practice? Don't liberals, in the South 
African context anyway, create a climate for 
change? Don't they raise non-White hopes of 
social and political integration, and racial equal
ity, which can be realised only by overthrowing 
the present order? 

Their answer is tha t oppressed and underprivi
leged people usually know they are poor or re
stricted without being told, and they conceive 
hopes of social redress without any promoting. 
The important thing is tha t , having conceived 
those hopes, they .should find some evolutionary 
ra ther than revolutionary way of redressing 
wrongs, otherwise they a re the more liable to turn 
sour and violent. 

This is a good answer, provided liberals do in 
practice t ry to redress ra ther than to suggest 
social grievances. 

Misconception 

The N.G. Kerk'a specific objection to liberals 
is tha t they blur racial and national distinctions. 
The Voortigter, an official N.G. Kcrk journal , 
s a y s : "Liberalistic world opinion eliminates all 
dividing lines between nations in regard to cul
tu ra l development, colour differences and ethnic 
divisions." 

Here, surely, is a misconception. What liberals 
want is not to force racial integration upon any
body, hut to eliminate factitious barr iers to the 
individual's opportunity for development. 

But now a fresh argument against liberals 
arises. I t is t ha t they are no longer what they 
used t o be. They have become godless and in
tolerant. 

Professor Potgieter of the Stellenbosch Theolo
gical Seminary of the N.G. Kerk says they exalt 
man above God* But this is not p a r t of the 
liberal's creed. What liberals do is to exalt man 
above the State. I s that , perhaps, what is worry
ing the professor? 

Dr. Verwoerd talks about the neo-liberals of 
Cape Town University who a re so intolerant (on-
verdraagsaam) that they will not allow a con
servative students ' association on their campus. 
This, again, is not par t of authentic liberalism. 
I t merely means t ha t Cape Town University stu
dents are not, after all, as liberal as the Nation
alists like to claim. 
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Dissidents 

To Afrikaner Nationalists liberalism is, in 
fact, no more t h a na convenient name for dissi-
dence. 

There i s no reason a t all why Nationalists 
should not have a generic term for all who dis
agree with them. I t is unfor tunate for their own 
cause, however, t ha t they should have picked on 
liberalism. 

They could have called it hedonism, or evolu
tionism, or pragmatism, and probably have got 
away with it . But they proclaim their own eccen-

Dear Madam, 
In answering the question, "Whatever happen

ed to South African liberalism?". Professor Le 
May suggests t ha t t rue liberalism hardly exists in 
South Africa any more, and t ha t instead of 'liber
a ls ' we have 'neo-liberals'. He does not say ex
actly who the nco-libcrals' a r e ; and at times they 
seem to be just t e rms in the game of Conjugations 
tha t used to be popular : " I am determined; you 
are obstinate; he is pig-headed. I am a l iberal; 
you are a neo-libcral; he is a fellow-traveller" 
(or negrophile, or paternalist , or whatever). 

Universal franchise 

As a member of the Liberal Par ty , I am not 
sure whether I qualify as a nco-liberal. The only 
direct quotation of an example of neo-Iiberalism 
comes from Focits, with which I have nothing to 
do, and whose opinion on the mat te r of sabo
teurs convicted of murder I do not share. I also 
have never made any naive pronouncements on 
whose faul t i t is if juveniles a re delinquent. I 
do, however, support the policy of universal fran
chise, which policy and its adherents Professor 
Le May spends some time in criticizing, so per
haps I am a neo-liberal a f ter all. Since Profes
sor Le May's arguments on th is point seem to me 
unconvincing, perhaps I can assume the role of 
advocata angelorum to answer his advocatus 
diabolu 

He declares t ha t if a liberal pa r ty adopts the 
principle of universal franchise, it accepts by 
implication the view tha t the majority is r ight. 
I don't believe myself t ha t it adopts anything of 
the sort. To be ' r ight ' , to be 'perfect ' to have 
the 'solution' — these are ideals to which politi
cal systems, as Professor Le May himself points 
out, cannot reasonably aspire. But in any case, 
according to this argument, there is no system of 
voting which is not subject to a similar implica
tion. Fo r instance, to support a franchise qua
lified by education or property would be to adopt 

tricity by electing to oppose a political faith tha t 
is taken for granted by the whole Western world, 
t ha t has a good deal longer tradit ion in South 
Africa than Nationalism, and that matches the 
generous and tolerant quality of the vast major
ity of the South African people. 

By lumping i t together with Communism they 
a re giving Communism a respectability i t could 
never have won for ithelf. They a re conveying 
the impression that Communism must also mean 
social justice and expanding opportunity, which it 
does not. They a re deceiving many into believ
ing that Communism must be positively desirable. 

by implication the view tha t rich or educated 
people are *right'—and this is no less unrealistic. 

Professor Le May is surely not serious in the 
absolutely extraordinary statement t ha t 'univer
sal franchise has almost always worked in direc
tions which liberals deplore'. If a liberal i s one 
who finds the political systems of America, Can
ada, Australia, New Zealand and the whole of 
Western Europe deplorable, then no wonder there 
are so few left. (One can only speculate about 
which countries of the world they are able to 
view with anything like satisfaction.) 

I t is t rue enough t ha t by universal franchise 
a country can vote itself into bondage; but this 
can happen also under a highly exclusive fran
chise, as we in South Africa can witness. In 
ei ther case, supporters of the system of franchise 
a re under no logical obligation to endorse in ad
vance everything t ha t their voters take i t into 
their heads to do. No doubt many supporters of 
universal franchise are over-optimistic about the 
millenium tha t it will br ing; but it is also per
fectly possible to advocate i t with the diffidence 
of — I think — Winston Churchill, who described 
it as a perfectly rotten system with only one ad
vantage — tha t it is better than any other. 

Professor Le May suggests t ha t those who ad
vocate universal franchise in this country do so 
in order to gain support from the Africans, and 
claims that to regard Africans in this way as a 
class or group is to approach a communist or 
racialist position. This seems to me casuistical. 
There a re other and better reasons for advocating 
universal franchise; and I should like to hear of 
a system of voting qualification which is con
cerned less with races or classes, and more with 
individuals, than universal franchise is. 

(Cont. overleaf) 

(Note : Professor Le May's article appeared 
in the March/Apr i l issue of "The Black Sash") 

SOUTH AFRICAN LIBERALISM 
(A letter to the Editor) 
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