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NUSAS = ITS BACKGROUND AND HI1STORY

Geoff Budlendar, Chairman of tho NUSAS Interim Managemant Committee,
gave an informal talk on NUSAS. The talk, which s summarised balow,
was intended to give participants some Information on the history and
developmant of NUSAS. It was folt that the present NUSAS could not
be understood without reference to it+s pest.

NUSAS was founded In 1924 by Lec Marquard, who became T+s first
Presidant. Nine unlversities affiliated - UCT, Stel lanbosch, Wits,
Pretoria, Rhodes, Grey College (now UOFS), and Potchefstroom.

The prime motivation for the formation of NUSAS was contact - 1+
was hcped that this would lead to mutual undarstanding.

In 1933, Wits proposed that Fort Hare (black) be admittad +o full
membership. The proposal was shalved by refoerring i+ to a commission
= this was in an attempt to apnease the Afrikaans universities. They
were already showing signs of restlessness as a result of the qrowth
of Afrikaner naticnalism, and separatist Afrikaner ocrganisations were
being formed in several flelds,

Howaver, the shelving of the Issua did no' lelp - Pretaria, Gray
College and Potchefstroom broke away later Tn 1933, riving as one
of their reasons that the proposal had not been rejec” a cutright.
They also complainad that NUSAS was "overwhe!mingly negrophlilistie,
imparialistic and libaralistic in enlour™; it "displayed a
liberalistic tendency, especially as 2 result of the strong influ-
ence of socialistic International-mindad Jews, who wish to effect
a general world citizenship without founding It on fenuine natione-
lism",

stellenbosch, however, remalncd a membaer of MUSAS. In 1934 the
Constitution was amendad so that NUSAS baceme a fedzsration of the
SRC's of "European" universities, and of local branches at "Euro-
pean" universities and colleges. The Fort Hare nroposal was then
rejected on those grounds. :

In 1936 Stellenbosch finally disaffiliated, and NUSAS was left as
an all-white union of students at English-language universities and
col leges., '

In 1939 war was declared, After heatad controvarsy, NUSAS took
Its first major "polltical™ position = In favour of the war effort
- by South Africa. This was clearly not a pure "student” issue - it
was a broader socletal Tssue on which NUSAS had felt constrained
to take a2 position.

The repercussions were enormous. The gulf between English and
Afrikaans grew = the ANSB was pro-Nazi - and at the end of the war,
in 1945, Fort Hare was finally admitted to membership. In 1947 ths
black sectlon of the University of Natal followed suit,
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Meanwhile, the ANSE had collapsed; but in 1948 the Afrikaanse
Studentebond (ASB) was formad. -

1948 was also the year In which the Nationalist Party came to

power = and inevitably NUSAS ceme info conflict with the government,
for among the ob jects of NUSAS, as stated in thé new 1945 Constitu-
tion, were: "to defend democracy as the fundamental basis of evary -
sphere of our national existence'"; "to maintain the fundamental

rights of all to the free expression of oninion by speach and nress”;
and to "encourage the promotion of equallty of educational and
economic opportunity for all in South Africa with special attention

to the under-privileced”.

Thus NUSAS already had basic objects which cmnmlfted'lf to action
in conténtious public areas; but the major effort was in those
areas 'affecting "students as such”. -

In 1956 NUSAS engaged in protest for the first time - over the pro-
posed segregation of the "onen" universities. For three years NUSAS
staged a running battle with the government on this Issue. The
battle was lost, and the universities were segragated in 1959 -

but. the effects of the battle were to show for a long time. NUSAS
and the universities, having entered the '"nolitical"™ arena in a

big way, would never be the same again. Thise protests were the
prototype of many that were to follow.

Maanwhi le, NUSAS was having difficulty in maintaining the involve-
ment of black students, Many of them saw themselwves as blacks first,
and then students - so it was natural that they should Involve them-
selves nrimarily in the Congress Movement, and less so in the student
union.

There was further problem as far as the black students woere concerned
- the need for NUSAS to maintain its boundaries required a "middle-
of-the-road" policy with regard +o 1ts affiliated centres. It could
not be ftoo radical, or the white centres would disaffiliate; it
could not be too conservative, or the black centras would disaffiliate
- as some did at various stagss, only to re=-join later.

Tnis boundary=conflict repeated what had been shown in the difficul-
ties over the admission of Fort Hare Tn 1933 - but the boundaries
NUSAS was trying to maintain were, of course, rather different.

The government's renression of the Congress Movement had the effect
of f.rcing more black studants Into NUSAS, and NUSAS becama possibly
the most outspokenly radical 'egal opposition group. The black
students exerted an influznce out of zll pronortion to thelr still
ralativaly small numbars, and NUSAS policy movaed ranidly.

By 1964 NUSAS had forged strong unity between black a2nd white English=
speaking students. in 1962 NUSAS had broken off all contact with the
ASB, but although this decision was reversed 1n 1963, this was but

a formal reversal - meaningful dontact had been lost a long time be-
fora.
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. ZAS policy in 1964 was strong and clear, and programmes were
effectively run. Scme of the programmes run today date back to
that time of growth,

From 1964, however, NUSAS was forced onte the defensive, The
InvurvemenT of pasT NUSAS office-bearers In the African Resistance
Movement led to massive attacks on NUSAS, led by the then Minister
of Justice - Mr, B.J. Vorster. (|t may be claimed with some
accuracy that Vorster has had a personal war on with NUSAS for
quite soma time - and it Is probably true that the crushing of NUSAS
is one of those aims closest to his heart), -

Vorster's attack took the form of an attempt to drive a wedge
baetween the NUSAS leadership and the students on the campuses -
and NUSAS defended itself, - The NUSAS response over the next few
years was essentially defensiva, In response to one attack after
another. In 1966 the NUSAS Prasident, lan Robertson, was banned =
and massive protests followad. '

But the programmes and projects did not operate as effectively as
before, and there was little development of new thought. A rigid
libaral Tdaology took over, as the uniwversities and NUSAS fought
proposad legislation which would have limited black students at the
"open™ universities to academic activitiaer. und would have allowed
campus clubs and societies to discriminate against these students.

For various reasons, the government backed down, and the Bills were
withdrawn., The protests agalnst them had been large, and 2 lengthy
war of attrition had been carried on. Ewven today, howavar, these
bills are a threat hanging over the "open" universities - and Thay
are never allowed to forget 1t.

From 1967, black students started o show more dissatisfaction with
MUSAS. The pressures of an aparthelid society were making 1t all the
mcre di fficult for NUSAS to realise 1ts ideals in action - compromises
took place. Simultaneously, the growing consarvatism of the white
students forced NUSAS policy towards that direction - boundaries
prevailed over policy.

Massive pFD+95T5 continued, particularly in 1968 and 1969, but
black disenchantment grew. In 196%, after various preliminary
mzetings, SASO was formed. S

- The NUSAS response indicated how NUSAS had developed over the past
few ears., The initial reaction was one of guarded hostility to a
saparatist organisation. Sewveral of the leaders saw the SASO
devalopment as healthy and to be weltﬂﬂed but they were in the
minority.

The MNUSAS response to SAS0 helpad to shape the SASO attitude to
NUSAS - which dewveloped from recognition of NUSAS as tha National
UnTon (1969), to withdrawal of that recognition (19707, to wlth-
drawal from co-operation with MUSAS (1970).

NUSAS / .....
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NUSAS developed .1ts .response In the other di rection - from non=
recognition (1969), to recognition of SAS0 ds a body "well able"
to represent black students (1970), to non-competition with SAS0
on black campuses (1971). '

Other changes were also taking place within NUSAS. It was re-
structured in 1970 - but the changes that tock place were not .-
marely organisational, Affillate organisations were set up, and
with this came an Increasing movement away from "talking", and
towards "action'. -NUSAS became Involved in “project-politics” -
not at the expense of the old "protest-politics™, but alongside
I+. The protests becams more radical in their nature - both In
the Issues chosen, and In the protest methods.

fhs this took place, so the government's attacks on NUSAS took
place with renewed vigour. Passports werea removed from Executive
members as a matter of course; security police activities were
balievaed to Increase; dawn ralds took place; and studants were
deported.

The culmination of these attacks was the establishment of the
"Schlebusch Commission™ (then with Mr. J.T. Kruger as chalrman)

in February 1972, leading to the banning of ~ight people associated
with NUSAS - Including the President, Vi.u-President, Past President,
and Genaral Secratary. Further attacks were confider*!, expected.

And so the NUSAS of 1973 was forced back into a poslition whers it
had a clear cholce to make - defence or attack. The urge to
defend is always strong In this situation; the events In NUSAS
aftar 1964 Indicate the dangers Inherent In this choice.

Boundary=policy conflicts .in NUSAS remain, but the issues are

di ffarent. At the same time, there Is argument over whethar the
boundaries should be accepted as they stand = and whothar WUSAS
should accept that it Is largely 2 union of white English-speaking
students. Should [+ move towards the Afrikaans-=speaking students?
s there a basis for any organlisation on the basls of "contact",
bearing In mind the NUSAS experiencs with the formation of the
ASB and SASO? '

“NUSAS s baing forced at the present time to re-define its role.
I+s role Is clearly not with blacks - that has heen made clear by:
the black consciousnass movement., Yat 2t the same time It rejects
many of the values and attitudes presently dominant In the white
soclety.,

This Is = new period of growth and change for NUSAS - and the

decisions and activities of this year will play a mejor part in
datarmining the nature of the NUSAS of the 1970's. :
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