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This is an engrossing account of how student politics
came to change direction as the new radicals in

the 1970s emerged and started questioning the
too-easy assumptions underlying “protest politics”.
The linkages between apartheid and capitalism came
under scrutiny, protests appealing to the rule of law
were challenged as apartheid law held brutal sway,
multi-racialism was rejected in favour of non-racialism,
and liberal approaches to political analysis came
under attack as Marxist and neo-Marxist thought and
reading slowly entered the wider discourse.

The book provides a convincing and intriguing analysis
of the new radicals by an insider, for Glenn Moss

was a Wits SRC member and became SRC President

in 1974. He was a key activist on campus and a
significant member of the National Union of South
African Students (NUSAS), so his book, although
heavily drawn from his Wits experience, ranges across
a wider terrain and locates the new radicals within the
political context of South Africa. It looks at debates on
other campuses and in the emergent trade unions and
traces the impact of these on student radicalism.

The breakaway of the South African Students’
Organisation from NUSAS in 1969 and the emergence
of Black Consciousness formed early indications that a
sea-change was about to take place in student politics
on NUSAS-affiliated campuses. The 1970 Wits student
march into town in protest about deaths in detention,
leading to the arrest of scores of students, was one of
the first indications that new radicals were emerging.
Around this time both new radical discussion groups
and younger lecturers began studying the writings of
Gramsci, Poulantzas, Althusser and Lukacs to examine
if they had relevance to understanding apartheid
South Africa.
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Then came the NUSAS-led resistance to the 10th
anniversary celebration of the Republic and at Wits the
series of campus lectures on the history of opposition
to apartheid. This gave rise to a series of lectures on
opposition parties before the general election. Then

a critical and decisive event occurred in 1971 when
the first student Wages Commission emerged at the
University of Natal, Durban, and soon Wages Commis-
sions were established on all NUSAS campuses. These
looked into workers’ pay and conditions at universities
and later in other industries. The Wages Commissions
drew in some of the brightest and best students

and established contact with emerging unions. They
began running head on with multinationals and big
business, which alone helped widen the debate about
the connections between apartheid and capitalism.



The links to black workers and to the realities under-
pinning their lives deeply influenced the new radicals
and gave impetus to a 1974 campaign to release not
merely those in detention but all political prisoners.
This formed a radical and new call as a precondition
for ending apartheid.

This analysis is well told, dispassionately but with
humour, with many a familiar name appearing
(Cedric de Beer, Steven Friedman, Geoff Budlender,
Eddie Webster and Neville Curtis, among many
others). A former Wits SRC President, Taffy Adler, is
reported as having written to His Holiness the Pope
to ask for his assistance in reversing the banning of
Cos Desmond, a Catholic priest and campaigner for
justice; showing no student deference to authority,
he began his letter with the salutation: “Dear Pope”.
Perhaps unsurprisingly, no acknowledgement of the
letter was forthcoming! On another occasion Moss
was driving a Kombi-load of delegates through the
night to a NUSAS conference in Cape Town; a student
woke up as he drove through Bloemfontein and then
Kimberley, usually considered alternative routes to
Cape Town. Moss wryly adds: “I had to swear him to
secrecy against a backdrop of mutterings about my
ability to provide direction.”

Moss's courage in the face of severe harassment
shines through the narrative. He was under surveil-
lance from the police more often than not, his house
and flat were searched by the police, his passport
removed, he was detained and arrested, held in sol-
itary confinement, put in Pretoria Maximum Security
Prison, and ultimately placed on trial (with Cedric de
Beer, Charles Nupen, Karel Tip and Eddie Webster) to
face charges under the Suppression of Communism
Act and the Unlawful Organisations Act.
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After a year of court appearances, and skilful legal
work by George Bizos and Arthur Chaskalson, the
magistrate dismissed all charges in December 1976.
Moss also had to face police raids on his SRC offices
and police spies within the SRC — the 1972/3 SRC had
four such police spies as elected members. One of
these was the notorious Craig Williamson, who, after
leaving Wits and being uncovered as a police agent
at an international student organisation in Geneva,
later posted a parcel bomb to a former prominent
Wits activist, Jeanette Curtis, killing her and her young
child.

There is no method to accurately estimate the number
of “new radical” students in the 1970s. Many stu-
dents on NUSAS campuses at that time were angered
by the political thuggery of the apartheid regime but
were more intent on their studies, while others went
into their own “internal exile” and became politically
silent. The book however notes that the new radicals
made an impact far beyond whatever their numbers
may have been, for their ideas penetrated into student
discussion, into classrooms and into most student
publications and were central in key student organi-
sations.

The question it leaves me with is: do we now need
another generation of new radicals at South African
universities?

This is an important book, honest and hard hitting —
get it and debate with it.

Michael Savage

Michael Savage is Emeritus Professor of Sociology at UCT,
and was the first Executive Director of the Open Society
Foundation for South Africa before working with The
Atlantic Philanthropies. ]
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