Boycott of South African Universities

“Council endorses LA/3394 as the basis for the further implementation of the AUT’s policy of the academic boycott of South Africa.”

LA/3394 March 1988

Association of University Teachers

To:
Council Members – for consideration

South Africa: an AUT Policy Statement

In May 1980, AUT Council passed resolution 29, which stated: “Council reaffirms its total opposition to the policies of apartheid and of censorship of academic work, books, literature, etc., and believes that the most effective action is the maintenance of a total boycott on any form of contact with South African universities and with South African Academics.”  In May 1987 Council passed resolution 43, which instructed “the Executive Committee and TUC representatives of AUT to press the TUC to adopt a policy of a total economic blockade of South Africa by the Trade Union movement.”

These two resolutions, together with a dozen others critical of South Africa also passed by Council during the last 15 years, but especially that of May 1980 form the basis for AUT’s current policy on South Africa.  Events last year surrounding the World Archaeological Congress at Southampton and other, less dramatic examples, illustrate the need both to explain AUT policy on South Africa and to offer guidance to AUT members on its practical implementation.  In a constantly changing political climate, it is in addition always necessary to keep policy under review to consider what changes might be needed in the future.

Why AUT support an Academic Boycott

For those of us outside South Africa, including the vast majority of AUT members, who abhor apartheid, there are few effective weapons available in the fight to improve the position of the black majority in South Africa.  However, there is widespread agreement among organisations such as UNESCO, the Council of Europe, the Commonwealth and the UN itself that a policy of total cultural boycott is most likely to succeed in effecting change within South Africa.  Most important of all perhaps is the support for such a boycott among those inside South Africa involved in the struggle for freedom, notably the ANC.  For those of us in the universities, the academic boycott called for by Council in May 1980 is the expression of that general boycott.  Because of the importance and prestige attached to academic exchange and other academic contact, not just by university but by the Government in South Africa as well, AUT’s policy of academic boycott is capable of having a significant impact on opinion in South Africa.  Recent improvements in some South African universities provide evidence that the policy is beginning to have some effect.  But there is still a tremendously long way to go and, not withstanding ambiguous signals coming out of Pretoria, it seems likely that a tough stance will need to be maintained for some time to come.  In some ways, limited success makes the continuation of a tough universal boycott more difficult to sustain, in the fact of requests to lift the boycott in certain cases and for certain individuals.  But while there will always be individual cases where it is clear that to boycott would negate the aims of the fight against apartheid, in general such selective implementation of a boycott is not practical and attempts to discriminate in this way could simply weaken policy.

Therefore, while we should acknowledge and applaud the stand taken by some universities and some white academics in opposing apartheid and discrimination within South African universities and where possible adopt a flexible attitude, we must at the same time make clear the importance of maintaining the policy of total academic boycott, even though this means that the academic freedom of some white academics in South Africa is threatened by the reaction of their Government to their efforts to demonstrate their opposition and that of their universities to apartheid.  Some will argue that academic freedom is indivisible but the academics concerned will be the first to recognise that freedom of expression and right to access educational opportunity for the black majority must come first.

Implementation of Policy and Advice to Members
Although the boycott is widely seen as being the most effective weapon available to those outside South Africa opposed to apartheid, to many AUT members it is seen as a highly controversial policy, not least because of the genuine dilemma in which individual members may find themselves in attempting to carry it out.  In addressing this problem and in giving advice to members on implementation, it is useful to recognise that the academic boycott, although it has become the most widely publicised component of AUT policy on South Africa, represents only one aspect of wider AUT policy which aims not just at putting pressure on the Government of South Africa, but also at improving and extending the educational opportunities offered to black South Africans.  Alongside the boycott policy and to some extent pre-dating its adoption as policy, AUT has worked with other organisations such as WUS in collecting information on the situation in South Africa, with NATFHE, NUT and NUS in a joint initiative on Namibia, and has successfully put pressure on SERC on the issue of South African telescopes.  A major thrust of AUT policy has been to encourage, in conjunction with WUS, the establishment of campus scholarships for black students to study in the UK.  Many new scholarships have been set up as a result though more could be done.  Also through its Education al Trust Fund, AUT commissioned WUS to prepare a factual briefing paper on universities in South Africa.  Publicised under the title “Divided Campus – Universities in South Africa” and presented to AUT Council in May 1986, this was recognised as a fair and factual assessment both by the Anti-Apartheid Movement and by the South African Embassy.  Two further publications by WUS: “Education under Apartheid” and “Namibia: education in conflict” followed conferences co-sponsored by AUT.

In the context of this broad policy it is clear that, while some members may have reservations about the boycott, all members can contribute in some way to the implementation of the overall policy.  What is also clear from the experience of the World Archaeological Congress last year is that AUT must give active, wholehearted support to members carrying out AUT policy, often in very difficult circumstances.  AUT must be ready with advice and encouragement for members faced with difficult choices, whether over academic exchanges and visits or over South African students wishing to study here, where a broad spectrum of circumstances may apply in practice.  At one extreme, official invitations to visit South Africa or to receive officially sponsored visitors from South African universities are clearly in conflict with AUT policy, but at the other extreme, visits from academics (black or white) known for their opposition to apartheid may not be.  Similar conflicts may arise in the case of students, especially postgraduates.  Can we distinguish between undergraduates who are not officially sponsored by the South African Government and postgraduates who may be supported, indirectly perhaps, by Government funds?  Again, members may be faced with deciding whether to visit South Africa to make a hart-hitting speech attacking apartheid.  Given that the visit will probably by reported for Government propaganda purposes while the speech may not, the advice in general is likely to be: “don’t go”.  We cannot offer blanket advice but members will expect and should receive some guidance.  The ANC has indicated its willingness to advise on difficult cases.  If, after discussion with AUT locally and nationally, it is not possible to decide whether a particular form of contact should go ahead, an approach should be made to the ANC for guidance.  In the end however, members must make their own decisions.

Development of Future Policy

Until change in South Africa has become irreversible, and at the present rate of progress it seems likely that it will take many years for that to happen, it will be necessary to continue and to develop the boycott and other strands of AUT policy.  In particular, we need to renew our commitment to the campus scholarship scheme and use our influence to see it extended to every university in the UK.  It will also be necessary from time to time to update the information from the WUS surveys so that we can keep under review what progress has been made in extending educational opportunity for the black community in South Africa.  In our local Associations we might try to put pressure on universities to adopt a policy of cutting all academic links with South Africa to show their disapproval of apartheid.  In line with TUC policy but requiring consultation with other campus unions and NUS would be a commitment to ban all South African goods from the campus.  Also requiring very careful judgement would be a policy of disinvestments of university funds in South Africa.  In both these areas, AUT Local Associations should take the initiative in getting discussion going on campus.

Recommendations

1
AUT should continue to collect and update information on the situation in South Africa and keep policy under review.

2
AUT should continue to work closely with those, such as WUS, ANC and the Anti-Apartheid Movement involved in the struggle against Apartheid.

3
AUT should, in conjunction with WUS and NUS, mount a major initiative to establish more South African scholarships.  The objective being that were no scholarship exists one should be established, and where one exists, consideration should be given to establishing another.

4
AUT must declare its readiness to give advice to members on the implantation of policy, if necessary calling on the assistance of bodies such as WUS and ANC in particular cases.

5
Local Associations should be encouraged to put pressure on their universities to declare their opposition to apartheid and to end all academic links with South Africa.

6
In consultation with other campus unions and NUS, LAs should consider working towards a policy of total exclusion of South African goods from the campus and towards disinvestments from South Africa.

7
Every AUT member is urged to fully support AUT policy and if in doubt about its implantation, should consult AUT locally or nationally.

MOTIONS ON SOUTH AFRICA

AUT council motions: South Africa

Council believes that the policy on South Africa proposed in LA/1543 is unacceptable in that it seeks to distinguish between Afrikaans language universities, English language universities and Black universities (ie tribal colleges).  Council reaffirms its total opposition to the policies of apartheid and of censorship of academic work, books, literature, etc, and believes that the most effective action is the maintenance of a total boycott on any form of contract with South African universities, and with South African academics.  Council therefore instructs the Executive Committee to reconsider the recommendations made in LA/1543. (passed May 1980)

Having removed by its resolution L11 of December 1993 all the academic elements of the Association's boycott of South Africa, Council now affirms, for the avoidance of any doubt, and in the light of the continuing need of the new democracy for economic development, that it would not oppose any use of funds for the benefit of the Association's members or employees on the grounds that it would involve an investment connected with South Africa.   (passed summer 1995)
