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ABSTRACT

Richard Turner, a banned political science lecturer from the University of Natal, was
assassinated on the 8" of January, 1978. In the ten years preceding, Turner had been actively
involved in a wide range of activities radically opposed to apartheid and capitalism. Turner
was a remarkable professor, who taught his students more through questioning and dialogue
than lecture. Turner had a significant impact on left wing white students. He played an
important role in encouraging white activists to understand Black Consciousness as a radical
politics to be embraced, rather than shunned. Turner encouraged whites to find a role for
themselves within a struggle that he saw as driven by Black demands and programmes. In
addition, Turner was involved in the emerging trade union movement, following the wildcat
strikes in 1973. He participated in creating the Institute for Industrial Education, which had a
curriculum focused on increasing class consciousness amongst workers building democratic
trade unions.

In stark contrast to the predominantly reformist politics of the time, Turner’s vision
for South Africa called for a profound reshaping of the boundaries of possibility for social
change. Turner put forward a socialist critique of South Africa, grounded in a moral and
strategic aversion to authoritarianism. Central to Turner's politics was his book, The Eye of
the Needle: Toward Participatory Democracy in South Africa, written in 1972. In this book,
Turner called for a utopia in which hierarchy is minimized; a de-centralized polity and
economy, which would rely on structures of cooperative decision-making and management.

This thesis evaluates Turner’s capacity to encourage a shift in white politics towards
New Left radicalism. Despite Turner's influence on many, tensions arose between Turner's
politics and more orthodox forms of socialism, embodied in unions and in vanguard parties.
The socialist political culture which developed after his death was driven by leaders who
were determined to build organizations that could meet tangible, short-term goals. What was
lost in abandoning 'the necessity of utopian thinking' as outlined by Turner?

Eclipsed through banning and assassination, and simultaneously marginalized by
doctrinaire Marxism, Turner’s work has yet to take its proper place in the history of liberation
struggle in South Africa. This thesis aims to revive Turner's discourse by re-engaging with

the utopian elements of his thought, making them available for our present political climate.
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INTRODUCTION

I know it s difficult in this country, but we 've got to think more clearly than the State
allows...!

—Richard Turner

If a man happened to be 36 years old, as I happen to be, and some truth stands before the
door of his life; some great opportunity to stand up for that which is right and that which is
just, and he refuses to stand up because he wants to live longer, or he is afraid his home will
get bombed, or he is afraid that he will lose his job, or he is afraid that he will get shot, he
may go on and live until he is 80... and the cessation of breath is merely the belated
announcement of an earlier death of the spirit. A man dies when he refuses to stand up for
that which is right. A man dies when he refuses to stand up for that which is true. So, we are
going to stand up right here... letting the world know that we are determined to be free.
—Martin Luther King

(read at Turner’s funeral, by his daughters, Jann and Kim)

‘A MARKED ABILITY TO INFLUENCE PEOPLE’

As a form of repressing intelligent dissidents, the South African state used banning
orders to neutralize people. Perhaps even more effective than arrests and assassinations —
which often have the effect of making martyrs out of rebels — banning sought to isolate and
silence people. In February of 1973, Dr. Richard Turner, (known to his friends as Rick)
Professor of Political Science at the University of Natal, Durban, was banned. As a banned
person, Richard Turner was not allowed to be with more than one person at any one time,
other than family members, and he was prohibited from setting foot on any university
campus or factory, or to speak with any students or worker, or enter any neighbourhoods
designated for African, Indian, or Coloured people. He was forbidden to publish his writing,
and everyone else was forbidden to quote anything that he said or wrote. By all accounts,

banning worked; banned people did become more isolated and less visible in the public

' This quote by Turner is found in, P. Sacks, 'For Richard Turner Assassinated January 8, 1978,' The Antioch
Review, Vol. 41, No. 4, (Autumn, 1983), p. 451.



domain.

When Turner received his banning order, he immediately applied for a series of
exemptions to the banning. On the prohibition to interact with students, he applied for an
exemption only in order to ‘perform [his] normal teaching duties’. On the prohibition against
publishing, he applied for the right to publish scholarly articles and books. He applied for an
exemption in order to be able to enter Coloured and Indian areas of Durban.

Predictably, his application for exemptions was denied totally. The South African
Police Department in Durban stated to the Secretary for Justice that they 'considered [it]
highly undesirable that Turner be allowed on the premises of or to lecture at any institution...
or to publish works in any form.' The reasoning given is telling:

The applicant has a marked ability to influence others and was ardently followed
by students and student leaders while he was a lecturer at the University of Natal,
Durban... In an era of racial and labour conflicts, conditions are ideal for the
applicant with his influence and knowledge of social science and philosophy to
promote the idea of a social and economic change in the Republic of South Africa.
Turner has a gift to write and to convey his views to his readers.’

In short, the police saw Turner as an intelligent man — an unusually capable teacher and
writer, who, worst of all, was /iked by both his students and his peers. People were likely to
take his ideas seriously.

The banning was to last five years. On January 8, 1978, about a month before the
banning was to expire, Richard Turner answered a knock at his door around midnight. When
no one answered to ‘who’s there?” He went to the bedroom window to see. When he pulled
the curtain aside a pistol blast sent him flying to the ground, and he died a few moments later
in his thirteen-year-old daughter’s arms.*

Turner himself had foreseen such an outcome, writing in 1972 that:

A minority cannot rule a majority by consent, therefore they must be prepared to
use force to maintain their rule and this in turn requires a cultural climate that
sanctions killing... The secret police are the creation... of white supremacy. The
spies must inevitably act among the whites as well as the blacks, for dissent
anywhere may be contagious, and hence fatal.’

WHO ARE YOU, RICK TURNER?

South African Police file, Ref. S.1/8242, signed Brigadier H.G.V. Cilliers, 8.6.1973, Jann Turner Papers.
1bid.

'My Father, Rick Turner,' Documentary Film for e.tv South Africa, Jann Turner.

R. Turner, The Eye of the Needle: Toward Participatory Democracy in South Africa. (Johannesburg: Ravan
Press, 1980), p. 99.
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I feel as if I ask the same questions as the security police, trying to uncover what the
full impact of this one man’s life was on social change in South Africa. Just like them, I want
to believe — whatever the evidence — that he was a revolutionary and that he dedicated
most of his waking hours to this task. And actually, I do not think that either of us are too
nearly insane for this belief. Turner was involved in a large number of activities, prolific in
his writings and speeches and public dialogues, in his stubborn dedication to live towards a
new society.

When speaking before the government commission which decided to ban Turner,
Biko, and a number of other activists, Turner was asked:

Commission: In fact, you are politically a very active man, is that correct?

Turner: I would say active, for an academic on an English campus very active.

Commission: Could you explain that please?

Turner: Well, most of the academics are not very active or are completely inactive. So
relatively speaking I am very active.’

But it is not so useful to constantly interrogate the past and to ask of one man’s life
again and again, ‘“What impact did you have?’ Eventually I must allow my curiosity to sift
down into other levels of wondering, other levels of questioning.

What kind of man were you, Richard Turner?

Richard Turner was born in 1941 in Stellenbosch, the Western Cape, South Africa.’
He was a student at the University of Cape Town (UCT) from 1959-1963, and there became
involved in liberal opposition to Apartheid as a member of Nusas. From 1964-66 Turner
lived in France and completed a Ph.D. on the philosophical ideas of Jean-Paul Sartre.
Sartrean notions of human freedom were central to Turner's politics, the idea that 'Man has
no 'nature,’ because the structure of consciousness, a continual project into the future, is such

that it can never be bound to anything, and can always doubt any value. It is this structure of

¢ The Commission of Inquiry into Certain Organisations, 1974, p. 553. This commission was set up to
investigate a number of opposition organisations, including the National Union of South African Students,
the Christian Institute, The South African Institute on Race Relations, and the University Christian
Movement. Although it was purported to be an investigative commission, many individuals in these
organisations faced state action against them based on the findings of the commission, such as Richard
Turner's banning order.

7 The majority of the facts found in this biographical sketch can be found within T. Morphet, ‘Introduction,’ in
The Eye of the Needle: Toward Participatory Democracy in South Africa, Johannesburg: Ravan, 1980.
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consciousness to which we are referring when we say man is free.” Tony Morphet notes Rick
Turner's remarkable, 'refusal, or perhaps inability is a better description, to compromise the
insights won in the philosophic study when faced with the South African reality.”

In 1966, he returned to South Africa and began a career as a professor,'® working at
UCT, Stellenbosch and Rhodes University before settling at the University of Natal in 1970,
where he would remain until his death in 1978.

Andrew Nash writes that, 'It is a curious experience for one who did not know Turner
to talk to those who did. Whether they knew him well or only slightly, he made an almost
inexplicably powerful impression on them... In speaking of him today, as in speaking at his
graveside before, many of them have testified abundantly to the extraordinariness of Richard
Turner."!

By all accounts, Turner was an unusually gentle man, often spoken of as 'innocent,' or
even maive' in his lack of dogmatism and arrogance. Rather, 'he had that rare humility that
allowed him to associate with people of all levels... he always made you feel that you were
important to him and nobody’s fears or problems were irrelevant.'"? Despite his lifetime
vocation as a thinker, a teacher and a writer, he is remembered fondly and particularly for the
way that he shared his ideas and engaged other people’s ideas. Turner’s close friend and
colleague, Raphael De Kadt echoes many others when he writes that, 'perhaps most
remarkable of all was his ability to communicate the most complex and abstract idea in the
language of everyday life. This he did with patience, always ready to explain at length and
with lucidity precisely what he thought and why.'®

During his years as a banned person his two daughters, Jann and Kim, (both
elementary school aged) lived in Cape Town while he was confined to Durban. To keep in
contact with them, he wrote frequent letters and in these letters he often took time to explain

things going on in his life. He explained in language comprehensible to a nine year old girl

¥ From unpublished manuscript on Sartre, quoted within Turner, The Eye of the Needle, p. xv

Morphet, 'Introduction’, p. xvi.

He returned to South Africa initially at the request of his mother, to take over the management of her farm.
But he stayed with this for only about a year, and anyway he was simultaneously working as a professor
while he was at the farm. See, Morphet, 'introduction' for a full biographical account.

A. Nash, ‘History and Consciousness in South Africa Today: An Essay on the Political Thought of Richard
Turner.' Unpublished manuscript, n.d., p. 4.

2 R. De Kadt, D.Usher, S. Meer, T. Morphet, and J. Noel, 'Why We Needed Rick Turner,' South African
Outlook Vol. 108, No. 1024, (June 1978), p. 89. Jeannie Noel, Black working class activist and friend of
Turner.

3 De Kadt et. al., "Why We Need Richard Turner,' p. 89.
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everything from how to build a new bookshelf, to what exactly a banning order means, to
why workers go on strike and why the young people in Soweto started their uprising in June
1976."

Richard Turner responded to criticisms and attacks on his ideas with a stubborn
invitation to engage in dialogue. His repeated response in a debate would be to ask, ‘why?’
On one occasion, while picketing in down-town Durban, Turner was confronted by a group
of white racists who were screaming at the protesters, heckling. Turner insisted that they
should have a discussion and when the hecklers accused him of being a communist Turner
replied, ‘Why do you say that? What does it mean to you to be a communist?’'> His sense of
hope and possibility was not easily shaken.

Richard Turner’s commitment to imagining a free society — and matching his daily
practices with his values — was impressive, and rare. De Kadt explains how Turner strove to
practice his values in a tangible way. 'His domestic life was lived in strict accordance with his
moral principles; he lived simply, with very little luxury, always welcomed people into his
company, and, regardless of their colour, religious persuasions and social standing, was
willing to engage in dialogue with them. In truth, he really liked people, and always put them
above things."'®

Confirming and expanding on De Kadt’s portrayal, Turner wrote,

We must realize that love and truth are more important than possessions. We must
do this to be human... We can learn to live differently as individuals, and we can
also learn to live differently in small groups by experimenting with types of
communal living based on the sharing of property. Only if the new culture is
embodied in the process of moving toward the new society will that society work
when we get to it."’

In specific, his prioritizing of people over things meant that he dressed casually always, had
few possessions, abhorred the idea of having a domestic servant and refused to frequent
whites-only establishments, strove towards equality in his marriage and always shared his
home with a number of friends, loved ones, students and fellow activists.

In addition, for his second marriage, Turner converted to Islam in order to marry

Foszia Fisher."® As Fisher was racially classified as 'Coloured' the marriage broke three

Jann and Kim Turner, personal communication with the author, 17 October 2009.

Tony Morphet and Raphael De Kadt, personal communication with the author, 5 and 23 November 2009.
¢ De Kadt et. al., "Why We Need Richard Turner,' p. 89.

7" Turner, Eye of the Needle, p. 102.

Turner and Fisher were married in Fatima Meer's living room. It was a simple ceremony. Interview with
Meer, 2 December 2009.



separate apartheid laws regarding sex, marriage and housing. Foszia herself feels that it was
important to marry, to have their commitment out in the open because, 'what tended to
happen previously was that people who had mixed-race relationships tended to keep it hidden
and that added to the thing of being sordid.' Turner and Fisher wanted to assert clearly that

just, 'because it was illegal didn’t make it sordid."”

Tony Morphet responded to criticisms of
this marriage in his introduction to The Eye of the Needle:

Unsympathetic critics saw the marriage as a provocative political act challenging
the state but this was certainly not the case... If he was to be liberal first and white
second, then no compromise with irrational constraints, whether customary or
legal, was possible at this point. The marriage was a great triumph for both people,
yielding to them a personal growth and an emotional richness as well as serving to
unify private experiences and public life. The marriage aptly symbolizes the
barriers which Turner was prepared to break through in his quest for a life which
unified consciousness, values and actions.”

Morphet describes how during the banning, 'People came from everywhere to see
him, to discuss their projects, to clarify their thinking, to raise troubling issues. He mobilized
individuals; directed them towards action, away from despair and cynicism."'

Morphet clarifies that Turner’s weakness may have been his inability to recognize that
not everyone was able to think and articulate as clearly as him. 'l suspected that he was often
puzzled and occasionally exasperated that other people were unable to bring the same
clarifying power to their own situations. What was transparent to Rick remained opaque to
others."”> Morphet insists that Turner’s patience was not without limits. "His hostility was
drawn only by those who, in full knowledge, blocked rational thought and undermined
potentials for action.'”

Understandably, Rick Turner’s stubbornly gentle and patient demeanour put him in a
position of constant and fierce conflict with the repressive apartheid state. Dan O’Meara, a
colleague of Turner’s, described him as the ‘most fearless person’ he had ever met:

He’d invited my wife and I to dinner at his place. You know, he was living openly in a mixed
marriage, and illegally. I said to him, ‘Rick, why do you do this, I mean Foszia is lovely and I
can understand why you’re in love with her, but you know you’re going to get smashed, you
know you’re giving a finger to the government and they’re not going to leave you alone. Why
aren’t you more circumspect?’ And he said — and I will retain this till the day I die — ‘Look
Dan, if you live in a Fascist country like we do, you have two options: you can be cowed and

Interview with Turner-Stylianou, 17 October 2009.
T. Morphet, ‘Introduction,’ p. xix.

2l Morphet, ‘Why We Need Richard Turner,' p. 90.

2 Ibid.

3 Ibid.
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you can internalize the rules of fascism and live by them, so you become a fascist to some
extent, or you can choose to be free. I’ve chosen to be free and I accept the consequences’.
He was a constant finger to the eye to apartheid.**

NOT QUITE BIOGRAPHY

What is in a life? How can a life be understood, decades later?

Stories. Hints. Scraps.

Little bits of evidence that lead in possible directions.

Richard Turner emphasises that an essential characteristic of human existence is the
choices that we make:

Human beings can choose. They can stand back and look at alternatives.
Theoretically, they can choose about anything. They can choose whether to live or
to die; they can choose celibacy or promiscuity, voluntary poverty or the pursuit of
wealth, ice-cream or jelly. Obviously they can’t always get what they choose, but
that is a different question.?

Our lives are made up of all the choices that we make, or do not make. Choices made visible,
but not chosen. Choices made, but not understood, or not re-evaluated later, or regretted and
carried like a weight.

The work of studying history is — whatever else Historians might claim — quite
simply the study of human choices. We learn from other people’s life choices so that we can
ourselves choose how to live.

According to Rassool, in the modern, conventional conception of biography, 'The
presentation of lives was presumed to be objective, truthful and factually correct, with lives
as lived able to be told with reference to objective, verifiable dates. The resultant linear
biographical product stood as ‘the truth’ about the ‘real’ individual’s life."® This rational
organizing of human experience is based on certain basic premises about the lives of
individuals, the individual’s relationship to society, as well as the nature and meaning of
history. This thesis does not attempt to make such a rational, linear ordering of life, of
history.

Our lives are all quite messy, and perhaps even more so if we are living in opposition

# Interview with Dan O'Meara, 21 September 2009. O'Meara is currently a Professor at the University of
Quebec at Montreal and colleague of Richard Turner, 1972.
»  Turner, The Eye of the Needle, p. 8.

%6 C. 8. Rassool, ‘“The Individual, Auto/Biography and History in South Africa’ (Ph.D., UWC, 2004) p. 28.
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to an established order, against armies and ideas that try and constrain us. We do not really
live our lives 'in order,' so the attempt to make a clean chronology from the outside is futile
and pointless. We live our lives more in the form of a collage — or multiple collages layered
on top of each other — rather than in a simple linear progression from birth to death. We are
constantly connected to ideas and people and places and memories and dreams and plans, in
an endless web that has a coherent logic only if enough of the connecting threads are visible
at once.

In the paradigm of biography, the lives of great men are re-collected and narrated,
based on the assumption that these were the only significant shapers of human history — that
historical transformation happens through the actions of the exceptional, of the powerful, and
not otherwise. Robert Blake, in seeking to defend the traditional practice of biography, writes
that, 'the biographer was neither concerned with the 'common man,' nor with the 'statistically
average man.' To do this would be a ‘dismal project’ and ‘anything more boring would be
hard to conceive.”’ It is not my intention with this thesis to proclaim Rick Turner a 'great
man,' or a man who 'made history.' Neither do I proclaim Turner to be 'statistically average.'
Both notions are substantially beside the point.

While this investigation is, in a sense, of a biographical nature, it is not intended to be
read as a comprehensive life-story. It is rather, as strictly as possible, a select political
biography, dealing entirely with the political theory and praxis — and the legacy of these
politics — of one man’s life. In specific, my focus is narrowed in on the time period between
1968 and 1978. Therefore, aside from necessary contextual information, a great deal of
personal information about Richard Turner is not dealt with here. The focus is not placed on
the particularities of Turner’s life, but rather on the broader social transformation of which

Turner was a part.*®

In seeking to frame Turner’s work within a viable and productive historical context, I
have decided against evaluating him within a generalized narrative of the time period in
which he lived. Instead, Turner’s work is investigated in relation to three pivotal activist
initiatives: the Study Project on being Christian in an Apartheid Society (Spro-cas), the Trade
Union Advisory and Coordinating Council (TUACC) and the Black Consciousness

27

Blake, 'Art of Biography,' p. 81, as quoted in Rassool, 'The Individual, Auto/Biography and History in
South Africa,’ p. 38.

% Inevitably, however, as the thesis is centred on Turner, it falls into one of the pitfalls of biography, at times,
in that fellow colleagues do not always get adequate attention, with the spotlight on Turner.
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Movement. There are of course other lenses through which to understand Richard Turner.
Spro-cas was the research arm of the liberal Christian Institute, formed in 1968. Spro-cas is
chosen both because its work is characteristic of the political discourse of the time, because
The Eye of the Needle was published by it and written for it, and because Turner’s work
represents such a sharp contrast to the world views forwarded by Spro-cas. TUACC was the
emergent shape of a black trade union movement in the early 1970s. It was chosen as a focal
point because of Turner’s working relationships with key participants, such as Harriet Bolton,
David Hemson, Halton Cheadle, and Omar Badsha, and because of their connection (and
tension) around the Institute for Industrial Education. No analysis of Spro-cas in particular, or
white liberalism broadly, would be complete without an analysis of the Black Consciousness
Movement. Furthermore, Turner’s radical inputs into the discourse were very closely linked
to Black Consciousness, which had a profound effect on the New Left and anti-capitalist

organizing, generally.

It is important to note that Turner remains the focal point throughout. This thesis
should not be misunderstood as giving a thorough history of South African labour movement,

and neither is it an authoritative account of white liberal or black radical politics.

RESEARCH QUESTION

The life and work of Dr. Richard Turner is an anomaly; his choices are hard to
translate across the three decades since his death. He was a white anti-apartheid activist, an
atheist who wrote of the ‘Christian human model’ of ‘loving people over things’ and married
a Muslim woman, a socialist who spoke out against the Soviet Union and its satellite states, a
non-pacifist who criticized the use of armed struggle against apartheid, and, most
importantly, a man who stressed ‘the impracticality of realism’ and ‘the necessity of Utopian
thinking."” How could a man think and act like this in the repressive atmosphere of South
Africa during the 1960s and 1970s?

In stark contrast to the predominantly reformist politics of the time, Richard Turner’s
vision for a desirable future for South Africa called for a profound reshaping of the
boundaries of possibility for social change. In specific, Turner was an active supporter of the

radical student movement — both the whites in NUSAS and members of the Black

»  These are the titles of Chapters 1 and 8 in Turner, The Eye of the Needle.
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Consciousness movement — as well encouraging organizing initiatives amongst black
workers and co-founding an organization focused on radical educational reform. In addition
to his activist work, Turner wrote a number of telling political articles, 500 pages of
unpublished philosophical writing, and two books. Most well known of Turner’s writing is
The Eye of the Needle: Toward Participatory Democracy in South Africa. In this book,
Turner called for a utopia in which hierarchy is eliminated as much as possible; a radically
de-centralized polity and economy, which would rely on widespread structures of cooperative
decision-making and management.

This thesis starts from the premise that the life and work of Richard Turner represents
a significant discursive break within the political climate of his time. Responding to an
opposition viewpoint rooted in the reasonableness and paternalism of liberalism, Turner put
forward a socialist critique of South Africa, grounded in a moral and strategic aversion to
authoritarianism. What was the significance of this provocation? What impact did Turner's
politics have on the developing socialist political culture of the 1970s? It is the aim of this
thesis to evaluate the weight of Turner’s capacity to encourage a shift in white politics
towards New Left radicalism, as well as the weight of his absence.™

Richard Turner lived a short life. He was murdered brutally at the age of 36, after five
years of constant police surveillance and restrictions. In essence, then, Turner had only a few
years to fully make his mark on history. Eclipsed through banning and assassination, and
simultaneously marginalized by doctrinaire Marxism, Turner’s work has yet to take its proper
place in the history of liberation struggle in South Africa. Andrew Nash claims that,
paradoxically, the socialist culture which developed after Turner’s death lacked ‘a sense of
openness’ and, 'produced neither any vision of the future society, which might be given
clearer form by struggles to create it, nor a conceptual framework within which the difficult
problems of that future could be debated or decided through concrete action."'

The nature of the developing struggle against apartheid — its radicalization within an
essentially Stalinist/nationalist ideology and practice — guaranteed that an anti-authoritarian

critique of capitalism, such as Turner’s, could not be given serious consideration. Further, the

% The term New Left refers to variations of socialism which stress notions such as autonomy, de-

centralization, worker's control, and reduction of hierarchy. This is as opposed to the old Left, or Soviet
Marxism, which relies on a powerful Party and State apparatus, a hierarchical and heavily mechanistic
version of socialism. More on this is discussed in my chapters 2, 3 and conclusion.

Nash, ‘History and Consciousness in South Africa Today: An Essay on the Political Thought of Richard
Turner’. Unpublished manuscript, n.d., p. 12.

31
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deeply compromised nature of the ‘democratic transition’ after 1990 (a ruling alliance of the
African National Congress, the South African Communist Party and the Congress of South
African Trade Unions — all agreed on neoliberal economics) further ensures the
marginalization of Turner’s thinking and work. Therefore, it is crucial now, within the
increasingly stagnated political climate in South Africa (and globally) to dig deeper into the
largely forgotten possibility of 'participatory democracy.'

If it is acknowledged that Richard Turner made a significant contribution to the left
opposition to apartheid (a provocation, at the least) then it is of course worthwhile to
thoroughly investigate the nature and merit of that contribution. In determining the nature of
Rick Turner’s impact, it has been necessary to draw clear boundaries as to which of his
efforts will be prioritized within the thesis, and which to focus less on, or ignore. It is my
contention that, at the present historical moment, and in light of the development of scholarly
research since his death, The Eye of the Needle is the most essential of Turner’s works to be
critically analysed. While other writings of Turner’s are included here, they are not central to
my argument in the way that The Eye of the Needle is. Further, while it is a tragedy that
Turner’s philosophical writings were unable to be published due to banning restrictions and
family concerns, this is not the thesis that will revive those texts.

The Eye of the Needle was written at the height of Turner’s career, both as a professor
and as an activist. It marks the most compact and coherent explication of his theoretical
contribution. It was written at a relatively low point in terms of South African Left theory,
and was received immediately with many accolades from its intended audience. As such, the
book is also a central focal point for Turner’s eventual decline into obscurity. Within eight
months of being published Turner was banned (and therefore also the book was censored
material) and from that point forward, the central theses of the book moved to the margins of
political discourse in this country.

In short, Turner’s emphasis on the process of envisioning a 'good society,' as part of
re-shaping human consciousness in the direction of human beings having full control over
their social, political and economic decision-making, was eclipsed. In place of what could
loosely (often pejoratively) be described as the utopian thrust of Turner’s Eye of the Needle, a
new politics arose which was pragmatic; driven by strong leaders who were determined to
build organizations that could meet tangible, short-term goals. This development of the

liberation struggle had obvious successes, but also many shortcomings. It is my contention

11



that one of the most glaring shortcomings of the socialist political culture that developed after
Turner’s death is that it had lost sight of Turner’s emphasis on 'the good society.' Cut off from
any process of critical engagement with an ideal future, South African society finds itself, at
a fundamental level, without a 'moral compass,' without an independent critical intellectual
discourse.

It is not the aim of this thesis to prove Turner’s heroics, or even to proclaim that
Turner ‘charted a course’ for the South African liberation struggle, or any similar notion. In
fact, the more telling reality is that Turner’s influence was cut short, reduced, undermined,
over-taken, etc. by other more pragmatic ideologies. Though contradictory, both statements
are simultaneously true. For some tangible time period, Turner’s radical inputs into the white
liberal discourse of the early 1970s had a profound impact on a number of students and
activists. Likewise, his ideas steadily lost prominence in the years that followed, for a
number of different reasons.

This thesis aims to revive Turner's discourse by re-engaging with the utopian

elements of his thought, making them available for our present political climate.

LITERATURE REVIEW

For a man as dynamic and active as Richard Turner, there are surprisingly few traces
of him in contemporary South Africa. His book The Eye of the Needle has been out of print
since 1980 and is virtually impossible to find in local bookshops. Despite the fact that the
book is often mentioned as influential, there has been little scholarly analysis of the text or of
its impact. In addition, The Durban Strikes: Human Beings with Souls, which Turner wrote
(collaboratively, with a handful of others)** is likewise out of print, and all of his
philosophical writing, entitled, ‘From Rousseau to Sartre’ remains unpublished.”

While there are a handful of scholars who have consistently returned to Turner’s work
in their writings over the last decades, there is not a large ‘body’ of writing, much of it is
unpublished, and/or has not been responded to by other scholars. There is no biography, nor

any comprehensive academic account of his life’s efforts.

32 In collaboration with a number of others, including Gerry Mare, Foszia Fisher, David Hemson, Lawrence

Schlemmer, Harriet Bolton, published under the authorship of the Institute for Industrial Education, 1974.

3 The unpublished manuscripts are held at the Richard Turner archives at the University of Kwa-Zulu Natal.

12



Tony Morphet’s ‘biographical introduction’ to the 1980 Ravan Press edition of The
Eye of the Needle remains the most widely read and most immediately useful evaluation of
Turner’s life and ideas. Morphet identifies the 'most startling,' theme of Turner’s writing as
being the assumption ‘that this society, complex and cruel though it is, rests finally on
nothing more than men’s choices and therefore, for that same reason, it can be changed.”*
This tone of approaching the difficult task of social change, Morphet claims ‘breathes a

% into the political culture of South Africa.

different spirit

There are a few substantial works dealing with Turner’s ideas.

Andrew Nash has repeatedly focused his attention on the philosophical contribution
of Richard Turner. Nash has written a number of articles which address Turner from a
number of angles, and he attempted to be the editor for a published edition of the
philosophical texts Turner wrote while banned. Towards this end, Nash undertook in 1982 to
write an analysis of the political thought of Richard Turner, from The Eye of the Needle
through to his unpublished manuscript. The resulting 41-page text, entitled ‘History and
Consciousness in South Africa today: an essay on the political thought of Richard Turner,’*
was never published and essentially ends without any decisive conclusion. Still, Nash’s text
is perhaps the most extensive investigation into Turner’s political thought yet attempted;
critical and thorough, and with a marked appreciation of Turner’s work.

Another important work by Andrew Nash, entitled ‘The Moment of Western Marxism
in South Africa,”’ deals with what he calls the ‘conspicuous capitulation’ of Marxist
intellectuals in the late 1980s and 1990s. This analysis relies heavily on engaging with the
theoretical contribution of Richard Turner to the Western Marxist tradition in South Africa. It
is perhaps the most important text for understanding the resilience of ‘Soviet Marxism’
following Turner’s death, and the marginalization of the less authoritarian strands of Marxist
thought which Turner participated in.

Within a larger book on the history of South African philosophical thought, Nash

includes a chapter entitled, ‘Marxism and Dialectic, from Sharpeville to the Negotiated

¥ Morphet, ‘Introduction’, p. xxiii.

1bid., p. xxiii.

% A. Nash, ‘History and Consciousness in South Africa Today: An Essay on the Political Thought of Richard
Turner.” Unpublished manuscript, n.d.

7 A. Nash, 'The Moment of Western Marxism in South Africa,” Comparative Studies of South Asia, Afvica and

the Middle East. Vol., XIX, No. 1 (1999).
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Settlement,"® which relates Turner’s philosophy to that of other South African dialecticians.

In 1988, Andrew Nash helped organize a philosophical conference at the University
of the Western Cape, where the philosophical works of Rick Turner figured prominently.
Nash presented a couple of short papers for this conference, as did Johann DeGenaar and
Michael Nupen. Degenaar’s is a summary look at The Eye of the Needle.”® Nupen’s, entitled
‘Turner and Dialectical Reason’ deals with the unpublished philosophical writings of Turner
and evaluates the validity of applying Sartrean analysis to South African society.*

Peter Vale has also taken a repeated interest in the significance of Rick Turner’s
concept of 'participatory democracy,' attempting to revive independent intellectual discourse
and utopian politics. Working with Tony Fluxman, of Rhodes University, together they wrote
an article in 2004 calling for 'Re-Reading Rick Turner in the New South Africa.' Seeing that
'ten years after South Africa’s transition, the mood of the country is one of resignation rather
than celebration,"' Fluxman and Vale find inspiration in the ‘different spirit’ Turner
‘breathed’ into thinking about social change. Further, Fluxman and Vale read Turner as
implicitly critiquing the nature of transition since 1994 for not conceiving of democracy in
sufficiently radical, participatory terms, and for failing to address, in any fundamental way,
the structures of economic inequality which continue to dominate the shape of South Africa.*

Taking this argument further, Vale worked with Kirk Helliker to write, 'Fanon’s
Curse: Re-imagining Marxism in South Africa’s Age of Retreat.' This article again revives
Turner’s influence as an independent, radical intellectual, contrasting his efforts with the
work of present day intellectuals whom Helliker and Vale see as 'infatuated with the state.'?

Essentially, this small body of scholarly work, produced by Tony Morphet, Andrew
Nash and Peter Vale, represent the ‘meat’ of the literature that directly engages with Rick
Turner’s contribution to South African politics. I have leaned quite heavily on these texts. It

is notable that all of these texts are written by sympathetic voices; they have not been

% A. Nash, 'Marxism and Dialectical, from Sharpeville to the Negotiated Settlement' (Ph.D., UCT 2002),
chapter 7.
3 J. DeGenaar, 'Untitled,' 15th Congress of the Philosophical Society of Southern Africa, UWC, January,

1988.
% M. Nupen, 'Richard Turner on Dialectical Reason,' 15th Congress of the Philosophical Society of Southern

Africa, UWC, January, 1988.

T. Fluxman and P. Vale, 'Re-reading Rick Turner in the New South Africa,' International Relations Vol., 18,

No. 2 (2004), p. 173.

2 Ibid., p. 184.

# P. Vale and K. Helliker, ‘Fanon’s Curse: Re-imagining Marxism in South Africa’s Age of Retreat,'
unpublished, 2009.
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responded to by any other scholars.

The fifth volume of From Protest to Challenge, by Karis and Gerhart, includes a
fairly balanced account of Richard Turner. Describing Turner as a 'particularly influential
catalyst,' Karis and Gerhart speak well of Turner’s role in the development of a radical
student left. They also acknowledge Turner’s involvement in worker’s struggles. 'At the
University of Natal, [Turner] inspired a circle of activists to begin investigating the
conditions of black workers, first on the campus and later in the Durban municipality."*

The multi-volume collection of The Road to Democracy in South Africa, produced by
the South African Democratic Education Trust (and funded by Nedbank and MTN) contains
over 700 pages per volume, devoted to resistance in both the 1960s and 1970s. However,
over two volumes, Turner is mentioned only on five occasions, and almost always briefly. In
the first volume, Legassick and Saunders quote from Turner’s article on 'Black
Consciousness and White Liberals."* His quote is used to stress that 'white opponents to
apartheid are not a significant political force.' Turner's suggestion that white radicals ought to
collaborate with black consciousness activists — whom Turner stresses are also radicals — is
not dealt with by the authors.*

A longer and more sympathetic account of Richard Turner’s contribution appears in
Legassick’s chapter on 'Nusas in the 1970s,' in the second volume. Here Turner is presented
as ‘a major figure in the radicalisation of the student movement’, and includes a lengthy
account of his ‘open style of life and engagement with students’, including various public
speeches and Turner’s role in a number of organisations.*’ Tellingly, two pages later
Legassick speaks of Turner’s role in encouraging Nusas students to form a Wages
Commission, only to immediately rebut this claim by saying that, 'In fact, contemporaries are
clear that the Wages Commission were the idea of Dave Hemson and Dudley Horner."* This
relegates Turner’s work solely to the field of student politics, and removes him from

narratives of working class organisation and resistance.

# T, Karis, and G. Gerhart, From Protest to Challenge: A Documentary History of Afvican Politics in South
Africa, 1882-1990, Volume 5: Nadir and Resurgence, 1964-1979 (Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
1997), pp. 70-71.

# M. Legassick and C. Saunders, 'Aboveground Activity in the 1960s.' In SADET, The Road to Democracy in

South Africa: Vol. 1, 1960-1970. (Pretoria, University of South Africa Press, 2006), p. 664.

For more on this, see my chapter two.

4 C. Saunders, M. Legassick, and U. Mesthrie, 'Aboveground Activity in the 1970s.' In SADET, The Road to
Democracy in South Africa: Vol. 2, 1970-1980. (Pretoria, University of South Africa Press, 2006), p 860-
861.

®  Ibid., p. 863.
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In a 70 page chapter by Hemson, Legassick and Ulrich, in the same volume, entitled
“White Activists and the Revival of the Workers’ Movement’ Turner is virtually ignored,* his
name appears but fleetingly. Most notably, although the Wages Commission, the South
African Labour Bulletin and the Institute for Industrial Education are all spoken of, Turner’s
role in founding and/or encouraging these projects is not mentioned. Further, Turner’s
extensive writing on the wave of strikes in 1973 are completely ignored.”® This oversight on
the part of Hemson et al therefore does not respond to different sources that specify Turner's
role in these areas. For example, just on the matter of the South African Labour Bulletin, a
number of sources verify Turner's role. Morphet writes that Turner ‘established a journal of
labour affairs written from the point of view of the workers... in favour of strong, well-
organised trade unions."”' Fluxman and Vale claim that during his years of banning, ‘Turner
clandestinely advised trade unions, while the journal he founded, the influential South
African Labour Bulletin, continued to appear, as it does to this day."”? Eddie Webster speaks at
length about Turner's role in the Bulletin in his history of the periodical.”

Nicole Ulrich’s Ph.D. thesis Only Workers Can Free the Workers focuses on what she
calls the ‘worker’s control tradition’ and the building of TUACC. Turner and the IIE show up
in her text on a few occasions, but completely from the perspective of the trade unionists.
Ulrich correctly describes Turner as, 'a... lecturer based at the University of Natal who played
an instrumental role in encouraging students to become involved in the workers movement."*
Ulrich questions whether Turner should be considered a radical, but still says that he had
some influence. Ulrich stresses that his influence 'was more nuanced' as a result of the

banning, and by the fact that his politics did not constitute a 'coherent school of thought' for

unionists to adopt. Nonetheless in her thesis Ulrich acknowledges Turner’s role in forming

¥ D. Hemson, M. Legassick, and N. Ulrich, "White Activists and the Revival of the Workers’ Movement.' In
SADET, The Road to Democracy in South Africa: Vol. 2, 1970-1980. (Pretoria, University of South Africa
Press, 2006), pp. 243-314.

0 R, Turner, [G. Maré, pseud.] ‘The East London Strikes’. South African Labour Bulletin Vol. 1, No. 5,
(August 1974) pp. 26-32. The book is called The Durban Strikes: Human Beings With Souls. Published as
Institute for Industrial Education, 1974.

Morphet, 'Introduction,’ p. xxv.

T. Fluxman and P. Vale. ‘Re-reading Rick Turner in the New South Africa’. International Relations 18, no.
2 (2004), p. 175.

3 E. Webster 'A History of the SALB" in J. Maree (ed.) Ten Years of the South Afiican Labour Bulletin 1974-
1984, Ravan, 1986. For more on Turner's role in labour, see my chapter three.

N. Ulrich, ‘Only Workers Can Free the Workers: the origin of the workers’ control tradition and the Trade
Union Advisory Coordinating Committee (TUACC), 1970-1979.” (Ph.D. diss., University of the
Witswatersrand, 2007), p. 119.
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the IIE, and in writing The Durban Strikes.

Steven Friedman’s book about the trade union movement, Building Tomorrow Today
references Turner on a handful of occasions, again, favourably, but strictly from a unionist
perspective. Friedman echoes other scholars in acknowledging that Turner ‘prodded students
to take an interest in worker issues.” Beyond this acknowledgement, Friedman also points
directly to Turner’s influence in getting Left student activists into the trade unions. According
to Friedman, trade union leader Harriet Bolton, ‘contacted Turner, who suggested that she
offer Wages Commission students jobs in registered unions, so giving them a base from
which to organise Africans.”® However, as for the IIE, Friedman claims that, ‘The IIE was
Harriet Bolton’s idea and she saw it, not as a way of turning union recruits into aware union
leaders, but of gaining recruits in the first place... “I thought it would be a way of contacting
workers, of getting us into the factories,” she recalls.”” The origins of the IIE clearly need to
be revisited.

A notable exception to the general rule regarding Labour History and Richard Turner
is Johann Maree’s article, 'The IIE and Worker Education.”® This ten page text provides an
analysis of the Institute for Industrial Education — its inception, vision, and eventual
collapse. This text was my starting point for all of the research I did regarding the IIE.

In conclusion, the general tendency in scholarly writing regarding the movement
against apartheid in the 1970s is to acknowledge Turner’s role, but in a limited way.
Academics are often comfortable speaking of Turner as an ‘influential’ lecturer, or as a
‘catalyst’ amongst students, but tend to downplay or obscure his contribution in other
domains (principally labour organizing).

In addition to academic works, there are a number of other tributes to Turner.
Immediately following Turner’s assassination, in February of 1978, South African Outlook
published a special edition dedicated to Rick Turner, including a number of short articles
about him, written by friends and family and colleagues. These essays give some insights
into the nature of Turner’s personality, and the extent to which he was appreciated by a wide-

range of people. Other memorializations, such as Phyllis Naidoo’s brief biographical sketch

S. Friedman, Building Tomorrow Today (Johannesburg: Ravan Press, 1987), p. 42.

% Ibid.

7 Ibid, p. 97.

% J. Maree, 'Institute of Industrial Education and Worker Education,' South African Labour Bulletin Vol. 9,
No. 8, (July 1984), pp. 77-91.
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t.* Turner’s daughter Jann produced a documentary movie

in Footprints in Grey Street exis
regarding her father, My Father, Rick Turner,” which investigates Turner’s death, as well as
giving a brief biographical sketch, rooted in interviews with key figures.

Between 1986 and 1997, the University of (Kwa Zulu) Natal held yearly memorial
lectures on Richard Turner.®" All of these lectures were presented by students and colleagues
of Turner that were sympathetic to his work. All of them attempt to place a particular aspect
of Turner’s thought into the present tense conditions of the lecturer. The lectures vary widely
in the extent to which they grapple in any depth with Turner’s ideas. For example, the 1987
lecture, by Duncan Greaves, deals at length with what he calls Turner’s 'Politics of
Emancipation,' which includes his pedagogical style, his participation in student protests, as
well as the Eye of the Needle, the 1IE and his version of socialism.® Some of the lectures
were given at particularly important historical moments, and therefore focus heavily on the
demands of the day, such as Ari Sitas’ lecture, given in 1995 and entitled, ‘Reconstruction or
Transformation?’® Others, such as Elizabeth De Kadt’s, look only marginally at Turner’s
work, using him more as a springboard to address another topic.** Despite some
shortcomings of the material, certain lectures in particular — as well as the collection as a
whole — provide important analytical entry points into understanding Richard Turner.

Beyond texts that deal relatively directly with Richard Turner, I have also consulted a
number of materials related to organisations that Turner was involved with. As The Eye of
the Needle was published by Spro-cas, I have read through all of the other books published
by the commission that are related to Turner's book. These include: Education Beyond
Apartheid,” Power, Privilege and Poverty,” South Africa's Political Alternatives,” and
Towards Social Change.” Furthermore, Spro-cas published a book on their initiatives

towards developing a 'white consciousness' politics, and Richard Turner contributed an

*  P. Naidoo Footprints in Grey Street. (Durban: KwaZulu Natal Press, 2007), pp. 108-110.

My Father, Rick Turner is available in streaming format, online at: http://www.barbara-
follett.org.uk/richard turner/part 1.html

" Richard Turner Archive, UKZN.

2 D. Greaves, 'Richard Turner and the Politics of Emancipation,' Theoria Vol., 70 (Aug 1987) pp. 31-40.

8 A. Sitas, 'Reconstruction or Transformation?, Theoria Vol. 87, (June 1996), pp. 66-78.

% E. De Kadt, 'Language, Power and Emancipation: A South African Perspective,' Theoria Vol. 78, (Oct 1991),
pp. 1-15.

% SPRO-CAS, Education Beyond Apartheid. (Johannesburg: Ravan Press, 1971)

% SPRO-CAS, Power, Privilege and Poverty: Report of the SPRO-CAS Economics Commission.
(Johannesburg: Ravan Press, 1972)

8 SPRO-CAS, South Africa’s Political Alternatives. (Johannesburg: Ravan Press, 1973)

% SPRO-CAS, Towards Social Change. (Johannesburg: Ravan Press, 1971)
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article to this book.” The final book published by Spro-cas, entitled 4 Taste of Power,
provides a detailed and very useful analysis of the development of the project as a whole,
practically and politically.” This text, written by Peter Randall, provides significant insight
into Turner's impact on the discourse of Spro-cas, and as such was invaluable to my research.
Further, for an understanding of the Christian Institute as a whole, and Spro-cas in particular,
I relied heavily on Peter Walshe's book, Church vs State in South Africa.”' This text, written
from a radical perspective and sympathetic to the Black Consciousness movement, was very
useful in understanding the transition within a prominent white organisation from liberalism
to radicalism. Furthermore, Christopher Saunder's chapter on 'Aboveground Organisations
and Activities' in the second volume of SADET provides a short analysis of the Christian
Institute in the context of the 1970s.”

I consulted a number of sources to gain an understanding of the Black Consciousness
movement. Of course, Steve Biko's book, I Write What I Like, is a critical source.” I also
found an article by him, entitled 'Black Consciousness and the Quest for True Humanity'
helpful.” Donald Woods' books, Biko and Asking for Trouble, both give some contextual
insight into Biko's life.” Bounds of Possibility, edited by Barney Pityana et al, gives a
broader analysis of the movement as a whole.”® The Karis and Gerhart also provide a broad
understanding of Black Consciousness. In particular, Karis and Gerhart draw attention to the
repression of Black Consciousness activists, and the strategies of various groups to survive
this repression.”’

The literature review points to the need to engage the question of Turner's overall

% SPRO-CAS, White Liberation. (Johannesburg: Ravan Press, 1972). Turner's article is entitled, 'Teaching
Social Justice.'

" SPRO-CAS, A4 Taste of Power. (Johannesburg: Ravan Press, 1973)

' P. Walshe, Church Versus State in South Afvica: The Case of the Christian Institute. (London: C. Hurst,
1983)

2 c. Saunders, M. Legassick, and U. Mesthrie, 'Aboveground Activity in the 1970s.' In SADET, The Road to

Democracy in South Africa: Vol. 2, 1970-1980. (Pretoria, University of South Africa Press, 2006), pp. 847-899.

" S. Biko, I Write What I Like. (London: Bowerdean, 1978)

™ S. Biko, 'Black Consciousness and the Quest for True Humanity.' S4SO Newsletter, May/June 1972. pp 4-8.

 D. Woods, Asking for Trouble. (New York: Atheneum, 1981). D. Woods, Biko. (New York: Paddington
Press, 1978)

6 N. B. Pitanya, M. Ramphele, M. Mpumiwana, and L. Wilson, eds. Bounds of Possibility: The Legacy of
Steve Biko and Black Consciousness. (Cape Town: David Phillip, 1991)

77 Karis, T. and Gerhart G. From Protest to Challenge: A Documentary History of African Politics in South
Africa, 1882-1990, Volume 5: Nadir and Resurgence, 1964-1979. Chapter three, 'Aboveground Multiracial
Opposition', pp. 63-88, Chapter four, 'The Black Consciousness Movement: The Formative Years, 1967-
1971,' pp. 89-117 and Chapter five, 'The Black Consciousness Movement: Confronting the State, 1972-
1976.' pp. 118-153.
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significance, theoretically and practically, on the South African left. This is clearly an area
calling for investigation. On the level of discourse, there is a clear need to evaluate Richard
Turner's radical politics in relationship to the liberalism that was dominant at the beginning
of his career, as well as in relationship to the Black Consciousness viewpoint and Soviet
Marxism. On the level of political organisation, there is a clear need to thoroughly investigate
Turner's role in opposition organisations, and in labour struggles in particular.

In my thesis, I will study in depth the central premises of Turner's Eye of the Needle
and will evaluate the impact of these ideas on opposition discourse. I will then make an in-
depth evaluation of Turner’s participation in the radical struggles of the early 1970s,
including his relationship to Black Consciousness and to labour organising. Lastly, I will
trace the decline of Turner’s influence on the socialist political culture which developed in

his later years and further marginalized him after his death.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

My research has consisted of extensive investigation of archival material, (including a
great deal of unpublished texts by Richard Turner and organisations he was involved in)
scholarly articles and books, and interviews with people that knew Richard Turner well.

Much of the research process has — by necessity — been focused on finding and
recovering rare texts to the public domain. Much of the materials related to Richard Turner
remain in private collections, neither digitised nor catalogued, and in many cases not even
typed. Where possible, I have sought to expand the accessibility of these documents to
anyone interested in further research. For example, when I began my research, there were no
copies of any of the workbooks of the Institute for Industrial Education available in any
public domain. Through my contact with Jann Turner, two of these workbooks have now
been scanned, and are in the process of being added to the Richard Turner website.

I began my research at the Richard Turner archives at the University of Kwa-Zulu
Natal. The collection consists of four boxes, including published texts by Turner and about
him, many of his manuscripts, notes, and a few letters, as well as newspaper clippings and
documentary videos. I photocopied and read through roughly 1,000 pages from this
collection, but quickly realised that the archive is by no means comprehensive and that I

would need to consult other sources.
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The personal collection of Richard Turner’s second wife, Foszia Turner-Stylianou,
located in London, is perhaps the most complete collection of Turner materials, including a
great number of materials that have yet to be copied and transferred to the Durban archive
(including the full set of IIE workbooks and much of the minutes from organisational
meetings, all the materials on the Education Reform Association, and a great deal of lecture
notes and notes for speeches made by Turner). I spent a number of days looking over this
material, and again photocopied and read through a great deal of it. The organisational
materials, particularly regarding the Institute for Industrial Education were invaluable to my
research.

Following my time in London, I spent a few days in Johannesburg researching the
materials in Jann Turner's personal collection regarding her father. This collection includes a
great deal of material from the South African police files on Richard Turner, much of the
correspondence regarding the publishing of Turner's writing after his death, materials related
to the Truth and Reconciliation Comission investigation into the assassination, and personal
letters between Turner and his children. This collection contributed greatly to my
understanding of Richard Turner as a person (and my understanding of the significance of his
death), though little of it was directly relevant to the thesis.

I also consulted the UCT manuscripts collection, as this is where material regarding
NUSAS and the Student Wages Commissions can be found. As the Wages Commission was
relatively marginal to my thesis, this archive was of minimal assistance.

In a similar vein as my archival research, my principal motivation for conducting
interviews has been to recover information which is scantily documented in the literature. In
sum, the two main goals of my interviews were to obtain information about Richard Turner's
personal qualities, life details and relationships and the Institute for Industrial Education.
Where my initial reading of the available literature acknowledged Turner's popularity as a
lecturer, for example, I found that it was necessary to give claims such as these more
substance through the interview process. The emphasis on the Institute for Industrial
Education in my interviews was rooted in the fact that attention to this in the literature is
lacking. In order to write in any detail about the Institute, and therefore about Richard
Turner's relationship to labour organising in general, my interviews were absolutely essential.

I have conducted a dozen interviews. These were with: In Cape Town - Halton

Cheadle, Tony Morphet, Lawrence Schlemmer, Omar Badsha, Alec Erwin and Ari Sitas, in
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Johannesburg - Eddie Webster and John Copelyn, in Durban - Gerry Mare and Fatima Meer,
in London - Foszia Turner-Stylianou, in Montreal - Dan O’Meara.” Some of these interviews
were very narrowly focused on one topic (Copelyn spoke principally about the I1E, Sitas
about the unions and Inkatha, etc.) and others were much broader in scope, depending on the
particular knowledge of the participants. There was not a standard set of questions asked of
each interviewee, but rather the interviews were tailored to each person. My interview
process also including a fair amount of cross-referencing. That is, many of my questions
were attempts to verify, or understand from new angles, information and analysis offered by
previous participants. The participants included colleagues, (Morphet, Schlemmer, Webster,
Meer and O'Meara) students, (Cheadle and Mare) and trade union activists (Badsha,
Copelyn, Erwin, and Sitas). My interview with Foszia Turner-Stylianou was the most
extensive, spanning a series of four or five sittings over a full weekend. As Turner-Stylianou
is the only person who lived with Richard Turner for the bulk of the years in question in this
thesis, and as her involvement spanned a wide range of activities, from the university setting
to home life to the work of the Institute for Industrial Education, it was essential to do as
thorough as possible an interview with her, on all possible topics.

While a number of participants mentioned that, in their opinion, no one else has ever
done such extensive interviews with so many people related to Turner, I am aware that my
participant pool is biased in certain ways. It is of course significant that such a high
proportion of the interviewees are white, and male. It is also a significant absence that my
sources do not include anyone that was heavily involved in the Black Consciousness
Movement in Natal at the time, nor of Black rank-and-file trade unionists. These are certainly
weaknesses in my approach to the interview process. This weakness developed as a
consequence of the fact that my principal concern in the interview process was to speak with
people that knew Turner deeply, and most of Turner's closest contacts were with white people
or people classified as Indian or Coloured. I hope that the lack of Black voices in the
interviews has been remedied by consulting numerous sources on Black Consciousness and
Black trade unionists.

As a methodology, and by necessity, I have worked hard through my research to

increase the available information regarding Richard Turner. Where the archival material is

®  In addition, I have had informal discussions with Raphael De Kadt, Kim Turner, Andrew Nash, David

Hemson, Peter Vale and Tony Fluxman.
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less complete than necessary, and where contextual material written on the time period
provides limited insight into Turner's work, I have leaned heavily on primary sources, both in
the form of text and interviews with people that knew Turner well. This is not meant to
exclude a careful reading of secondary sources, but rather to supplement and deepen the

analysis contained in these writings.

CHAPTER OUTLINE

Chapter 1: The Eye of the Needle

The first chapter places the main concepts of The Eye of the Needle within the context
of political discourse at the time of publication. I argue that the repressive atmosphere of the
1960s marginalized radical thought and forced the channels of dissent into a narrow, liberal
lens. This politics was bogged down in its own white paternalism, fear of the apartheid state,
and inability to imagine alternatives to capitalism. Spro-cas, commissioned in 1968 to study
various aspects of society and offer alternatives to capitalism, was therefore deeply immersed
in this limited political discourse. Turner’s utopianism breaks into this discourse explosively,
shattering many of the key assumptions of South African liberalism and provoking new
values and new thinking. Turner’s proposal for a Participatory Democracy in South Africa
calls for a re-structuring of every level of society, in order to place decision-making power
directly in the hands of workers — and his conception of ‘workers’ includes everyone. |
argue that Participatory Democracy is linked, conceptually and practically, to historical
examples of worker’s councils and other forms of directly democratic bodies. Further, I argue
that Turner theorized about some of the possible negative dynamics that might develop in
South Africa after the fall of apartheid, and advocated for Participatory Democracy as a
solution to many of these problems. That is to say, it is my contention that The Eye of the
Needle is a ‘living’ document, in that the central theses of the book remain relevant despite
the passage of time and the tremendous changes in the political and economic system in

South Africa.

Chapter 2: The New Left
Chapter 2 interrogates the nature of Turner’s impact on the New Left in the early

1970s. I argue that Turner’s teaching methods were intimately connected with his broader
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radical vision, causing his teaching to be both rooted in diligent study of society, philosophy
and history as well as intensely dialogic. In other words, Turner’s pedagogical methods
stressed the integrity of the individual to interrogate their own values and shift their
consciousness in relation to the society at large. Further, I argue that these teaching methods
made Turner a very popular lecturer, such that he extended significant influence over a
number of students. This influence went in two main directions. First, Turner encouraged
white liberals — both amongst his students and his peers — to take seriously the challenge
presented by Black Consciousness, and to find a role for themselves within the struggle
against apartheid. As Spro-cas radicalised, they increasingly sought to integrate this position
into their own programmes. Second, Turner encouraged the development of a class analysis
of societies and conscious action against the capitalist system. A number of students took this

provocation seriously and increasingly involved themselves in the struggles of Black labour.

Chapter 3: Worker's Education and Organisation

This chapter will examine Rick Turner’s relationship to black working class
organizing following the wildcat strikes in Durban in 1973. Starting from Turner’s own
analysis of the Durban strikes, and his conception of class consciousness amongst black
workers, the chapter will then analyse Turner’s initiative to assist black worker’s developing
consciousness, the Institute for Industrial Education (IIE).

The story of the Institute for Industrial Education is crucial to understanding the
practical application of the theoretical concepts put forward in The Eye of the Needle. It is my
contention that Turner’s vision of the IIE was rooted in his overall vision of the goal of a
radical transformation of society in the direction of a Participatory Democracy. I argue that
Turner’s belief in what he called 'the educative value of participation,' caused him to design a
worker’s education program that was, 'creatively open-ended'” and stressed increasing
interaction amongst workers and raising their general class consciousness. This radical vision
differed sharply from others who got involved in labour struggles at the time. Whereas other
people saw their activities as having the principal goal of developing leadership cadres that
could steer a trade union movement, Turner’s conception was much less one-dimensional. As

a result of this tension, the IIE was shut down by the leadership of TUACC. In my

" Interview with Lawrence Schlemmer, 8 December 2009. Schlemmer is a Sociologist, and was a member of

the board of directors of IIE, and a friend of Richard Turner.
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estimation, TUACC opposed the IIE because it disrupted their conception of the priorities of
working class struggle and undermined their authority. Further, education initiatives
generally were viewed sceptically in light of the needs to #rain leadership cadre in the form

of shop stewards.

Conclusion: The Weight of Absence
In sum, my conclusion is that Rick Turner’s radical vision has been undermined by
the political culture which has developed in the decades since his death. The final chapter
traces the process by which this side-lining took place and evaluates the significance of the
shift away from Turner’s politics. The conclusion considers the following two questions:
What is lost in abandoning 'the necessity of utopian thinking' as outlined by Turner
in The Eye of the Needle?

What kind of politics emerges in its place?
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Chapter 1

Toward Participatory Democracy in South Africa

Let us, for once, stop asking what the whites can be persuaded to do, what concessions,
other things being equal, they may make, and instead explore the absolute limits of
possibility by sketching an ideally just society.”’

—Richard Turner
INTRODUCTION

This chapter analyses the central theses of Richard Turner's book The Eye of the
Needle: Toward Participatory Democracy in South Africa. Duncan Greaves, in a memorial
lecture about Turner, claims that, 'In academic terms, [The Eye of the Needle] is not a
particularly good book; it was written in perhaps 36 hours, and under such circumstances it is
not surprising that it is ambiguous and even at times contradictory.”" Turner, writing to a
newspaper in 1972, defending his own book, wrote that, 'whatever its other faults (it is)
cheap, short (86 pages in the original), non-academic and free from philosophical name
dropping."™ Accordingly, The Eye of the Needle has received limited academic scholarly
analysis. The primary focus of my investigation is on the political context that Turner was
writing within, and the impact that he had on that discourse. I take as a guiding influence
Tony Morphet's articulation of the way in which the significance of The Eye of the Needle
must be assessed:

The first [significance] is evidenced by the fact that the South African state
authorities clearly identified the book as a work of theory which has exercised
strong influence on opposition thinking since its publication. Turner appeared in
1976 as an expert witness called by the defence in the trial of nine leaders of the
Black Consciousness movement under the Terrorism Act. The cross-examination
led by the state prosecutor sought to establish that the fundamental concepts of the
book were shared by the accused leaders and that they had been influenced by it.
Any assessment of its influence requires that the book be examined within the
general context of opposition thinking.*

% Turner, Eye of the Needle, 1980, p. 1.

81 D. Greaves, 'Richard Turner and the Politics of Emancipation.' Theoria 70 (1987), pp. 37-38.
82 Morphet, 'Introduction,' p. vii.

Ibid., p. vii-viii.
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I argue that the limitations of liberal opposition in the 1960s and early 1970s —
combined with the severe repression of marxist and nationalist organisations — provided a
crucial opening for Turner to present an autonomous radical critique of South African society.
The Eye of the Needle responded directly to the narrow vision of liberal Christianity that was
prominent within the Study Project on Christianity in an Apartheid Society (Spro-cas). His
utopian conception of a participatory democratic system in South Africa was grounded in the
broader discourse of the New Left globally and helped to instigate white activists (within

Spro-cas and beyond it) to take up an anti-capitalist ethic and practice.

POLITICAL CONTEXT OF THE 1960s AND 1970s

The 1960s were known as the 'golden age' of apartheid, as the brutal methods of state
repression allowed the economy to grow, 'faster than almost any other capitalist country.'
White South Africans experienced an excessively high standard of living, a 'collective white
consumer orgy... uninterrupted by black resistance to apartheid.™

In 1960, at a place called Sharpeville, hundreds of protesters gathered to defy the law
that required black people to carry passbooks at all times because they were not allowed to
enter the 'white' cities for more than 72 hours without being employed — with a stamp from
both their boss and the police. It was a simple non-violent demonstration, with everyone
arriving without their pass and being willing to be arrested. Instead, the police opened fire on
the crowd and killed 69 people (and injured 180). After this massacre, the state declared a
'state of emergency,' and banned the major organisations of resistance.* From there onwards,
the repression intensified.

The state introduced detention without trial and set out to break the back of all forms
of resistance. When a scheduled nationwide strike in defiance to the declaration of the white
'Republic of South Africa' was met with more than 10,000 arrests, the nationalist groups and
the Communist Party turned towards armed struggle. The early attempts at sabotage
bombings on electricity pylons, pass offices and military barracks were met with fierce

pressure on the leadership. After 1964, when a white armed group called the African

% D. O'Meara, Forty Lost Years: the Apartheid State and the Politics of the National Party. Johannesburg:
Ravan Press, 1996, p. 116.

African National Congress [ANC], Pan-African Congress [PAC] and the Congress of Democrats. The South
African Communist Party had been banned already, since 1950.
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Resistance Movement® (ARM) bombed the white waiting room of the Johannesburg train
station®’ the armed struggle died down significantly, with most of the Congress leadership
either in jail or exile. From then forward, the banned groups set up permanent infrastructure
in exile, focused on military training and international diplomacy.

Within South Africa, the channels of protest were very narrow. Political opposition
was carefully curtailed through legislation and African trade unions were denied legal
recognisition and denied the right to strike. Accordingly, those groups that coalesced in the
1960s in South Africa to advocate for social change tended towards reformist politics.

A standard position amongst liberals at the time was the view that capitalism would
inevitably lead to the end of apartheid as business owners would see that their racial
prejudice was getting in the way of their capacity to make money. This position is attributed
often as 'the O'Dowd thesis,' which is a reference to 'a young executive at the Anglo
American Corporation, Michael O'Dowd, [who] had predicted that just as industrialisation in
Britain had led to greater democracy, so South Africa would follow a similar path.” On the
contrary, apartheid provided profits that were unparalleled in other parts of the world. Many
policies viewed by liberals as focused only on 'race,' had profound economic consequences
(and causes).”” Most notably, the racist pass laws were part of an overall plan at 'influx
control.' By this, the apartheid planners meant to control the numbers of blacks entering the
cities so as to guarantee a steady supply of cheap labor for mine owners, large farmers, and
industrial capitalists, all at once. At the same time, the so-called 'Colour-bar' reserved certain

jobs to be only available for white workers, and therefore created a standard of living for the

8 It was an off-shoot of the Liberal Party. The Liberal Party was a mixed-race political party, which operated

until legislation for forbade mixed-race parties in 1968. According to Saunders and Legassick, more than 40
party members suffered bannings, and a number of members became radicalised as a result of the
repression. See, M. Legassick and C. Saunders, 'Aboveground Activity in the 1960s.' In SADET, The Road
to Democracy in South Africa: Vol. 1, 1960-1970. (Pretoria, University of South Africa Press, 2006), pp.
666-669 and also Karis and Gerhart, 'Above-Ground Multiracial Opposition,' From Protest to Challenge, p.
21-24. Both of these chapters provide, in addition, a more general overview of above-ground opposition
politics in the 1960s.

The man responsible for the bombing, John Harris, was hanged. For more on Turner and ARM, see
Morphet, 'Introduction,’ or R. Turner, 'Should South African Students Riot?' speech, 1971. Richard Turner
archive, UKZN, Durban.

C. Saunders, The Making of the South African Past: Major Historians on Race and Class. Cape Town:
David Phillip, 1988, p. 137.

For an alternative analysis of the South African economy, see, for example Harold Wolpe's texts, which deal
extensively on this: H. Wolpe, Race, Class and the Apartheid State. London: James Currey, 1988 or H.
Wolpe, 'Capitalism and cheap labour-power in South Africa: From segregation to apartheid,' Economy &
Society, Vol. 1, no. 4, 1972 or H. Wolpe and M. Legassick, 'The Bantustans and capital accumulation in
South Africa,' Review of African Political Economy, Volume 3, Issue 7 September 1976, pp. 87-107.
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average white person that was unfathomably better than their black co-workers. Indeed, the
design of the apartheid system was crucially focused on accelerating capitalist 'growth,' and
white wealth.

Not only were liberal claims about the economy deeply misguided, but in addition
liberals were so thoroughly intimidated by the state that what passed as proposals for change
were frequently so mildly stated that a reader looking back now could hardly grasp the
courage behind the words.” A persistently cautious approach, combined with genuine and
deep ignorance, characterized much of the white opposition that Turner entered into in the
late 1960s and early 1970s. Michael Nupen summarizes the political climate as follows:

Opposition to the racist ideology of South African domination was conducted at the
time Turner wrote either as etiolated” liberalism or as a dogmatic mechanistic
marxism. Both were philosophically impoverished to the point of incoherence.
They were also politically bankrupt having been thoroughly defeated.”

For Turner and others who analysed the political situation similarly to Nupen, the
'bankruptcy' of liberalism and the narrow options for radicalism forced a new politics to
develop.

Ironically, the repressive measures of the apartheid state created new openings for
resistance. During that period, a different kind of politics was able to emerge, unfettered by
connections to more doctrinaire and authoritarian structures of opposition, and unbeholden to
the Soviet Union, or any other patriarchal champion of the oppressed masses. Whereas the
ANC and SACP had been forced by circumstances to develop secretive methods of
leadership and communication in order to survive, and had embraced military hierarchy as a
tactical necessity, the internal resistance in South Africa was — also, by necessity —
nonviolent, open to everyone, and with a new ethic around structures of authority. Andrew
Nash characterizes these changes as follows:

a flexible approach to leadership emphasized continual recruitment and training of
new layers of leadership. This took the place of an entrenchment of leadership,
acceptance of hierarchy and dependence on authority, which had characterized the
struggle for generations.... These strategic innovations were by no means
specifically Marxist in inspiration. Their most frequent source was probably the
civil rights Movement in the United States, where the idea of organizing 'at the

% I base this claim principally on a reading of the Spro-cas texts. For a further analysis of Spro-cas, see below,

and in Chapter two.

Worn-thin; completely transparent; void.

2 M. Nupen, 'Richard Turner on Dialectical Reason.' 15th Congress of the Philosophical Society of Southern
Africa, UWC, January, 1988, p.15.
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grassroots' was popularized by the Student Nonviolent Co-ordinating Committee.”

While Nash stresses the influence of SNCC and the fact that the new politics were 'by no
means specifically Marxist,' it is not to imply that these developments were not radical.

Richard Turner was part of instigating a resurgence of anti-capitalist politics and
organizing, which was, refreshingly, independent and, at a certain level, utopian. Nash
explains that, "The critique of South African capitalism which emerged in the 1970s was
radical, in this sense, in a way which had no real precedent here: it had the potential to call
into question all structures of authority and identity, and treat them as the outcome of
struggles which had no natural stopping point.”*

This development of a radical politics that was not only hostile to capitalism and
racialism, but also the 'eastern bloc' and rigid Marxist groupings was widespread throughout
the world. Described elsewhere in the world as the 'New Left,' this politics was referred to in
South Africa as 'Western Marxism."”” According to Andrew Nash, "Western Marxism — in
Europe and in South Africa — was premised on a belief that those whom capitalism had
exploited and degraded (workers, above all, but not only workers) could learn to see for
themselves the need to overthrow its structures, and that human liberation could not take
place without this process.”® The major difference between the New Left in South Africa and
in Western Europe and North America is that in the west this new politics developed in direct
contradiction to the established left, which still had a strong presence. SNCC placed a radical
emphasis on the grassroots in opposition to Martin Luther King and the adult civil rights
organizations. Student radicals in Paris openly attacked communist party leaders and trade
unionists, etc. Describing this development internationally, Herbert Marcuse, who was both
very much influenced by the developments of the New Left, and also very influential to
Turner and others, writes that:

The student opposition is spreading in the old socialist as well as capitalist
countries... The radical utopian character of their demands... were developed and
formulated in the course of action itself; they are expressions of concrete political
practice... The young militants know or sense that what is at stake is simply their

A. Nash, 'The Moment of Western Marxism,' p. 67. For more on the politics of SNCC, as it relates to
developing a new ethics of grassroots organizing, see, C. Payne, I 've got the light of freedom: the organizing
tradition and the Mississippi freedom struggle. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996.

% Ibid., p. 67.

% By this phrase Nash is referring to a wide variety of interpretations of Marxism, loosely all having their
origins in Western Europe, and all of them critical of or totally opposed to the rigid, dogmatic and even
murderous practices of Soviet Marxism.

% Ibid., p. 68.
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life, the life of human beings that has become a plaything in the hands of politicians
and managers and generals. The rebels want to take it out of these hands and make
it worth living...”’

In South Africa, apartheid repression meant that the New Left was operating essentially in a

vacuum:

The philosophical conceptions which would have been familiar to an earlier
generation — of the laws of history, the Soviet Union as model and bastion, the
vanguard party and its discipline — are entirely absent from their writings. Instead,
the arguments of this new generation depend on conceptions of freedom as
conscious agency, ideology as psychological adaptation to the realities of
capitalism, consciousness as inherently changeable and dynamic.”

It is precisely within this void space that Richard Turner's contribution was most
fruitful. Dan O'Meara claims that, 'The kinds of people who ended up being influenced by
Rick arrived at university at just the moment when there was no organized and no structured

left wing influence at all."”

CHRISTIAN OPPOSITION TO APARTHEID

The story of the Study Project on Christianity in Apartheid Society (Spro-cas) is a
story of dramatic transformation. The stated goals at the beginning of the project and the final
statements made by its leadership some five years later are drastically different. The changes
that Spro-cas went through echo and amplify the larger transformation in the political
discourse of the time period. This is because the organization explicitly invited in to their
discussions a growing number of Black Consciousness activists and anti-capitalists such as
Richard Turner, who inevitably shifted the discourse in increasingly radical directions.

Spro-cas was an initiative of the Christian Institute. The Christian Institute was
founded in 1963, principally led by the dissident Afrikaner minister Beyers Naude. Naude
was from a prominent Afrikaner family and had risen to a substantial level of power within
the Dutch Reformed Church by the time he began to take stands that were critical of
apartheid. In fact, he was one of a small handful of men who were members of the Afrikaans

Broederbond, a secretive organization which set policy for the Afrikaner Nationalist

7" H. Marcuse, An Essay on Liberation. Boston: Beacon Press, 1969, pp. viii-x.

%8 Nash, ‘Moment of Western Marxism’, p. 68.

% Interview with O’Meara, 21 September 2009. Halton Cheadle, a student and friend of Turner's for a number
of years, agrees. 'l suppose that’s where Rick fits in you know — in the milieu in which there was no serious
organised underground organisation.' Interview with Halton Cheadle, 9 November 2009.
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administration, both politically and culturally. As a result of his resignation from the
Broederbond and his dissident religious viewpoints, he was increasingly marginalized and
within fifteen years stripped of all authority within the church and banned by the state. But
Naude's initial criticisms of apartheid were strikingly mild.'"”

A far right-wing minister described the Christian Institute at its formation as 'nothing else
than a church front against apartheid... the Institute tends to use the churches to wreck the
policy of separate development.'”! But he was greatly exaggerating the goals of the
organization at the time. Naude's emphasis in the beginning could scarcely be described even
as liberal. For example, in 1962 Naude wrote that, 'Churches can no longer operate in
isolation... and hope to challenge worldwide movements like communism, Islam, and
secularism... and are inadvertently strengthening the forces of evil."” The initial intention of
the Christian Institute was merely to build an ecumenical organization that would stand
against defending apartheid based on scripture. Naude and others were frustrated by the
state’s insistence on using Christianity to justify apartheid ideology and policy. That’s it. That
was the foundational objection. It was not, quite, a condemnation of apartheid in and of itself.
Furthermore, Naude’s starting premise for the Institute was that it would serve as a body that
could influence other Afrikaner ministers to change their viewpoint, and these ministers
would therefore pass the message down to their congregations. That is, his concept of social
change was deeply patriarchal: the powerful men will give instructions down to the rest of
the people. So, for the first years of its existence, the Institute was involved mostly in bible
study groups and the publishing of a newspaper.

In June of 1968 the Christian Institute helped to draft 'A Message to the People of South
Africa.' It was the first statement the group had made with a broad rejection of apartheid. The
larger part of the text emphasized the teachings of the gospel and the need for human beings
to submit to the authority of Jesus Christ. But at least, for the first time, they wrote also of the
hardships brought about by policies of separate development and racialism:

Christians are called to witness to the significance of the Gospel in the particular
circumstances of time and place in which they find themselves. We, in this country,
and at this time, are in a situation where a policy of racial separation is being
deliberately effected with increasing rigidity... this doctrine, together with the
hardships which are deriving from its implementation, forms a programme which is

19 All biographical information regarding Beyers Naude is taken from, C. Ryan, Beyers Naude: Pilgrimage of
Faith. Johannesburg: Africa World Press, 1990.

As quoted in Ryan, Beyers Naude, p. 82.

192 Ibid., p. 69.
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truly hostile to Christianity and can serve only to keep people away from the real
knowledge of Christ.'®

The message was widely distributed and received a good deal of positive feedback.
Nonetheless, concerned that they were merely making religious objections without offering
any concrete alternatives, Spro-cas was initiated in 1969.

The work of Spro-cas was divided into a number of commissions, which studied the
effect of apartheid on the legal system, education, politics, economics, the church and social
policy. The commissions were made up of experts in whatever field, and in theory, 'All ethnic
groups and a wide range of occupations were to be represented. However, in practice the
white professional class and particularly university faculty were predominant, with no more
than token black representation on the commissions."* Spro-cas apologized for the lack of
black participation by placing the blame on the racially divided society. They admitted only
to having, 'a weakness which we felt we could not remedy by any belated action on our part
but which only too accurately reflects the lack of communication between black and white
which characteristic most planning today."*

Comprised of primarily well-educated and well-mannered whites, the commissions put
heavy stress on being reasonable. Abhorring violence as a means towards social change and
rooted firmly in a gospel of love and brotherhood, Spro-cas proceeded with its work in the
persistent hope that powerful people in South Africa could be influenced by clearly
articulated and moderate expressions of moral outrage. The stress on being realistic and
objective meant that Spro-cas advocated many things which in hindsight hardly seem like
beneficial reforms at all: federalism, limited franchise, employer codes of conduct, etc.
Further, at least with the early reports, they insisted on sending copies to the relevant
departments within the government, (such as the Bantu Affairs Department (BAD) or the
Minister of Education) which seems contradictory, both in hindsight and in terms of their
own condemnations of the 'totalitarian' system they were up against. For example, in 1971
Spro-cas analysed the role of the church in relation to state power, making explicit reference

to Nazism:

19 http://www.sacc.org.za/about/celebrate16.html

194 P Walshe, Church Versus State in South Africa: The Case of the Christian Institute. London: C. Hurst, 1983,
p- 102. Walshe cites here examples of the ratios. e.g., Black/white ratio of the Politics Commission 1:24 and
Economics 1:20.

15 SPRO-CAS. Power, Privilege and Poverty: Report of the SPRO-CAS Economics Commission.
Johannesburg: Ravan Press, 1972, p. 7.
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The Church may have to intervene if there is a strong move towards further
totalitarianism. The lesson to be learned from Nazi Germany is that the Church is
the only effective institution for combating a totalitarian regime. The efforts of
trade unions, newspapers, universities, opposition parties are of little avail. Hitler
succeeded against all of these but never succeeded in “breaking” the Church to his
will.'”

This contradictory awareness of the totalitarian nature of South African government and the
simultaneous attempts to appeal to that same government to act reasonably signifies what

Peter Walshe describes as the naivety of Spro-cas:

Sprocas... was a somewhat naively conceived venture in that it was hoped that
when white South Africans were provided with more information on the injustices
wrought by existing policies, they would be prompted to take a vigorous stand
against apartheid. Of course nothing like this happened.'”’

Despite their spirit of moderation, Spro-cas did make a useful provocation into
imagining social change in South Africa. Morphet argues that, 'The Spro-cas reports
amounted to a considerable achievement. They performed a valuable function in drawing
together in a common project a wide range of opposition thinkers, but they went further in
providing descriptions of the basic institutions and processes of the society."* It was an
admirable impulse to begin to catalogue the atrocities of the current system and to make
plausible recommendations. Ultimately, however, being reasonable and articulate was simply
not enough. The liberalism of Spro-cas eventually came to be a burden to the developing
understanding and capacity of the organization.

Having begun by establishing links with independent African churches, the Christian
Institute increasingly began to have contact with Steve Biko and other Black Consciousness
thinkers. These relationships challenged the white moderates to reconsider the politics which
had once felt comfortable and clear to them. Steve Biko accused Spro-cas of 'looking for an
'alternative' acceptable to the white man. Everybody in the commission knows what is right,
but they are looking for the most seemly way of dodging the responsibility."” Nonetheless,
Spro-cas essentially ignored these criticisms for the better part of its existence. Having

committed themselves firmly to opposing policies of racial separation — and paying at times
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some cost amongst their peers for this stance — the willingness of whites in Spro-cas to take
Black Consciousness seriously was quite low. They remained skeptical of any attempt to
'polarize’ South African society, and stayed committed to the role of sounding the alarm to
other whites. As Lawrence Schlemmer explained in one Spro-cas publication, 'One very
broad strategy in itself is communicating to white South Africans the imperative need to
avoid greater tragedy later by working for ameliorative conditions now."'” Indeed, this was a
central premise of Spro-cas straight through its existence. It was a politics fused with the
religious concept of 'prophetic witness,' a patient realism joined together with unflinching
moral condemnation. What role the group accorded to blacks was defined by the Social
Commission as, 'constructive pressure on whites and within white-controlled institutions.""
There is merit in the group's articulation of Christian ethics, but as a coherent strategy for
social change, it was deeply lacking. 'In short, its vision was limited to bleaching racism out
of the existing system in the hope that this would release political forces which might then
press for gradual changes in the country's economic structures.''?

In addition to dragging their heels in response to black demands for an end to
paternalistic reforms, and their stubborn pacifism, Spro-cas was probably most stuck around
economic questions. Though their interpretation of Christianity drew them towards concepts
such as 'serving the poor,' few were willing to go as far in their commitment to 'service,' as
clergyman David Russell, who believed that, 'The church must throw in its lot with the
needy, the underprivileged, the insulted; it must be poor with the poor, but not in any
patronizing or romantic way... struggle for the freedom of all