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THE COMMONWEALTH 
CONFERENCE 
DENNIS EISENBERG 

Staff of the London ' Daily Herald* 

M R . Eric Louw's now famous no-retreat press conference, held 
in the opening days of the Commonwealth Prime Ministers' 
deliberations in London, seemed at first sight an incredibly 
stupid move. For did not this public whistling in the dark 
precipitate an instantly fierce response from Malaya's Tunku 
Abdul Rahman in which he threatened to fight apartheid to the 
verge of the Commonwealth itself? 

Let us not at the outset, however, underrate Mr. Louw. True, 
he badly overplayed his hand, and by his unrestrained defence 
of apartheid seemed to insult the intelligence as well as the 
conscience of its critics. 

Defending the indefensible and associating himself with the 
less pleasant aspects of human thought and endeavour is nothing 
new to this small-town lawyer-politician from the Karroo. Not 
for nothing is he Dr. Verwoerd's chief hatchet man, and it is 
usually left to Mr. Louw, as the Minister of External Affairs, to try 
and clear a path through the revulsion that the actions of his 
Government excite. 

Mr. Louw has always enjoyed this. In his time he has obliged 
with anti-British, anti-semitic, anti-Indian, anti-cleric, anti-Adlai 
Stevenson, anti-Communist and, almost with every breath he 
takes, anti-press comments. Indeed it was left to the always 
faithful Mr. Louw to rebuke Mr. Macmillan for the liberalism 
of his now famous Capetown "wind of change" speech. And 
it was left to Mr. Louw, when Dr. Verwoerd was shot, to come 
to London and defend apartheid in the teeth of world-wide 
horror at the massacre of Sharpeville. 

To understand why Mr. Louw spoke as he did, it is necessary 
to go back a little to that pre-Sharpeville day when Dr. Verwoerd 
agitated the South African Parliament by announcing that a 
referendum for a republic would be held. This was done 
precisely because Dr. Verwoerd was already at that stage running 
into rather heavy weather over his ruthless application of 
apartheid policies. There were rumblings of discontent among 
his own followers; and by switching all attention to the creation 
of a republic, Dr. Verwoerd not only distracted attention from 
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the increasing bitterness swelling between white and black, but 
immediately rallied Afrikaner unity to his side. For a republic 
has been a cherished ideal of the Afrikaners ever since the 
founding of Union in 1910; and, as an emotional aphrodisiac, 
talk of creating an independent republic cannot be rivalled in 
South Africa. 

Dr . Verwoerd , of course, carefully avoided saying whether 
the republic would be inside or outside the Commonweal th . 
His strategy was clear. Mr. Macmillan was about to visit the 
Union and, by his very presence in the country, would appear 
to give his silent blessing to the idea. This alone would succeed 
in swinging votes among the English-speaking citizens to a change 
that they regarded wi th little enthusiasm. 

Boldly Dr . Verwoerd announced that he would abide by the 
decision of the electorate in the referendum—a one-vote majority 
either way would be held decisive. There can be little doubt 
that the South African Pr ime Minister intended announcing at 
the last minute that the republic would remain inside the 
Commonweal th . English-speaking voters could then show their 
gratitude for this 'concession' by flocking to the ballot boxes 
and swelling the majority in favour of the republic. 

Unfortunately, things just did not turn out that way. For 
one thing, Mr . Macmillan did not co-operate and, realising the 
way Dr . Verwoerd ' s Government was skilfully pressing his visit 
into the service of apartheid, he hit out strongly at racialism 
in his speech to the South African Parliament and warned South 
Africa of the dangerous course she was following. Then came 
Sharpeville and the world-wide shudder at the sharp reality of 
apartheid. 

Dr . Verwoerd has always banked on two important facts—that 
Mr. Macmillan holds dear the concept of the Commonweal th , 
and that he realises the mutual economic benefits involved in 
retaining some British link with South Africa. Dr . Verwoerd 
himself had no intention whatsoever of quitting the Common
wealth—his own supporters were too aware of the advantages 
enjoyed by Imperial Preference tariffs not to make clear to him 
their disapproval of such a step. He guessed shrewdly that Mr. 
Macmillan would use all his considerable influence to keep the 
more outspoken of the Afro-Asian Commonweal th Pr ime 
Ministers from demanding drastic action against South Africa. 

It was in this setting that the Commonweal th Prime Ministers 
started packing their bags for their annual meet ing in London. 
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Dr. Verwoerd was not going to have South Africa reprimanded 
at the Conference and he made private contact with Mr. 
Macmillan demanding an assurance that apartheid would not be 
discussed at any formal meetings held in London. 

This the British Prime Minister accepted, and it was decided 
well in advance that at the opening session of the Commonwealth 
Conference a statement would be issued reiterating the principle 
that the internal affairs of member states could not be a subject 
of discussion. As a sop to the more belligerent non-white 
Prime Ministers, Dr. Verwoerd agreed to discuss apartheid with 
them in twos and threes at informal private meetings. The 
South African Prime Minister would listen gravely to the stric
tures of his fellows and then simply ignore what they had said 
as politely as he could. The final communique would thus carry 
no mention of apartheid and how the other Commonwealth 
leaders felt about it, so that Dr. Verwoerd would be able to 
return to South Africa unbent and say: "You see, there was 
no fuss. People see our point of view—it is only the press that 
is behind the misunderstandings." 

Dr. Verwoerd also intended to announce that South Africa 
might soon become a republic; and, in light of the ' 'non
interference' ' clause, her associates could hardly object to her 
remaining in the Commonwealth. And just to make sure that 
this all went according to plan, Dr. Verwoerd intended coming 
in person to London—an unusual step as South African Prime 
Ministers have not of late made the journey themselves. 

The assassination attempt on Dr. Verwoerd's life changed all 
this somewhat, and the ever-faithful Mr. Louw was chosen to 
speak instead, being carefully briefed by Dr. Verwoerd before 
he set out. Everything was planned to perfection. The South 
African press conference which was originally supposed to take 
place on the Monday—on the eve of the opening of the Con
ference—was put off until Wednesday. This would allow the 
statement on "non-interference" to be issued and talk about 
expelling South Africa from the Commonwealth could then be 
dismissed as more of the usual "press lies." 

On Wednesday, the carefully screened, all white representa
tives of the world press gathered in South Africa House, and 
while hundreds of students chanted "murder, murder" in 
Trafalgar Square outside, a decreasingly suave Mr. Louw carefully 
pointed out that he was unrepentant, that his Government 
intended sticking to its policies, and that there was a positive 
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side to apartheid which was much misunderstood. Somewhat 
aggressively he pointed out that South Africa would brook no 
interference in her internal affairs. The next morning's news
papers were uniformly hostile in their reports. 

There had clearly been two grave errors of judgement at 
South Africa House. Mr. Louw had chosen to be strident, and 
his advisers had plainly misinformed him about the force and 
character of opinion against apartheid. And these two errors, 
coming when they did, are of tremendous importance; for it 
seems as though they may lead directly to the break-up of the 
Commonwealth or, more likely, the exclusion of South Africa 
from its ranks. 

Despite his urbane facade and quick-witted lawyer's mind, 
Mr. Louw himself was obviously rattled by the extraordinary 
hostility of the 137 journalists who faced him. Used to many 
years of uttering threats and for long unrestrained in his hectoring 
outbursts, Mr. Louw went further than he doubtless intended. 
Instead of remaining calm and avoiding any impression of defiance, 
he lost his temper and made some astonishingly blunt and plainly 
provocative statements about his Government's plans. 

In doing so, he should have known that his voice would carry 
far beyond Trafalgar Square, serving notice on the world and the 
Commonwealth Prime Ministers in particular that there could 
be no point in discussing apartheid with him—informally, 
formally, or any other way. South Africa did not mean to budge 
an inch, however insistent and reasonable the persuasion. 

The angry Prime Minister of Malaya reacted immediately, 
warning bluntly that he intended to do something about 
apartheid—' 'even if necessary to the bitter conclusion.'' Within 
his words lay the hint that there was no place in the Common
wealth for both a country like South Africa and a country like 
Malaya, even though the rules of the club might be very loose 
and accommodating. It is plain too that the Tunku is thinking 
in terms of international sanctions against South Africa, and in 
this Malaya will find from many other countries a sympathetic 
response. 

Mr. Nehru, who opposed any drastic action against South 
Africa at the Conference, is known to be hardening his heart. 
Yet overshadowing all was a remarkable statement made by the 
Federal Prime Minister of Nigeria, in which he called for the 
expulsion of South Africa from the Commonwealth. That this 
was not just idle talk can be judged from the identical call issued 
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by the Wes te rn and Eastern Nigerian Pr ime Ministers in the 
same week. 

Nigeria achieves independence in October , and its voice is 
bound to carry substantial weight in the councils of the Common
wealth. For wi th its rich mineral resources and population of 
3£,000,000, it cannot but play a pivotal part in the new Africa. 
It has already made clear that it will not trade wi th South Africa, 
and is likely to take the lead in encouraging a continental 
boycott . 

W h e r e Nigeria goes, can Ghana afford to lag behind? It has 
not escaped the notice of other African leaders that Ghana 
appears rather muted in its attacks upon apartheid. There has 
been increasing criticism, even within Ghana itself, at the dis
couragement given by Dr . Nkrumah to the boycott of South 
African goods. lDruui may have been banned, but the impor t 
of South African foodstuffs and mining machinery continues. 

If Nigeria is so vigorous and practical in its antagonism to 
apartheid, Nkrumah is unlikely to risk open African opposition 
by remaining so reluctant to take an active stand. A recent sign 
has been the withdrawal of the invitation to Mr. Louw to visit 
Ghana. The heart of Pan-Africanism has to do a little throbbing, 
after all, if it hopes to remain the hea r t . 

So far Mr. Macmillan has wi th great skill restrained a strong 
call for the expulsion of South Africa from the Commonweal th . 
But the strain on the bonds holding together its members is 
growing hourly, and Mr. Louw himself has effectively destroyed 
the argument that by keeping South Africa in the Commonweal th 
restraint and sweet reasonableness can be induced into her 
affairs. 

Wha t of the future ? If anything is certain it is that if South 
Africa continues her present policies, she cannot remain in the 
Commonweal th . The only alternative to this is the disintegra
tion of the Commonweal th itself. For not only are the leaders 
of Afro-Asian countries personally indignant about the treat
ment of coloured people in South Africa, but they are exper
iencing increasing pressure by public opinion in their countries 
for action against apartheid. 

It seems unlikely that a call for the expulsion of South Africa 
from the Commonweal th would receive anything but Afro-
Asian support . Yet more than that will probably not be required, 
for South Africa will in due course declare herself a republic , and 
then must receive the unanimous approval of her associates in 
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order to continue as a fellow member. A polite but firm refusal 
is almost certain to follow. Dr. Verwoerd must surely recognise 
this. And Mr. Eric Louw will return to South Africa only to 
confirm the recognition. 

The answer may well be that Dr. Verwoerd, if he still remains 
at the head of the Government, will not risk the indignity of 
being turned down and so take South Africa out of the Common
wealth himself. Despite the economic hazards of such a step and 
the resultant complete isolation of South Africa from the rest 
of the world, Dr. Verwoerd may not hesitate. 

Yet there is still the possibility of rescuing South Africa from 
herself, and of increasing the stature of the Commonwealth 
simultaneously. If the Commonwealth countries who have 
spoken out against apartheid take firm joint action on a broad 
economic front, then Dr. Verwoerd, Mr. Eric Louw and the 
men who rule with them will be rapidly brought to their knees. 
Opponents of the present police-state regime in South Africa 
can do no better, if they wish to bring peace and liberty at last 
to the non-white peoples, than to wage an all-out economic war 
against it. This applies to all countries both in and out of the 
Commonwealth—but especially to the Commonwealth. Firm
ness of action can only cement its bonds and increase its moral 
influence in the world. Prevarication and platitudes will damage 
its prestige at the very least. Indeed, in South Africa today, 
the whole concept of the Commonwealth is being tried. 




