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Abstract 

This thesis analyses British policy towards cultural relations with South Africa in the 

period 1960 to 1994. These aspects of UK-South African relations have gained little 

scholarly attention, this thesis aims to rectify this, and demonstrate that these policies 

worked alongside more traditional diplomatic and economic links as a means of 

protecting Britain’s important interests in the country. British policy is analysed through 

three main themes, educational links, the exploitation of ‘cultural manifestations’, and 

sporting contact.  

However, as South Africa’s racialist Apartheid policies increasingly became an outlier 

in the post-colonial era, the British government’s (HMG) ability to utilise cultural 

connections became more difficult as African, Asian, and Caribbean Commonwealth 

members tried to isolate Pretoria, particularly through the sports boycott. This thesis 

highlights how HMG attempted to navigate its cultural policy options toward South 

Africa under these difficult circumstances, demonstrating the importance of the country 

in the minds of much of the UK’s political and administrative elite, even after its exit 

from the Commonwealth in 1961. British global power declined significantly in this 

period, and much of the academic literature suggests that Britain looked increasingly 

to Europe rather than its former imperial possessions. However, as this thesis 

demonstrates, officials clearly viewed South Africa as part of Britain’s ‘sphere of 

influence’, and were wary of attempts by both France and the United States to utilise 

sport or academic scholarships in order to enhance their own relationships with the 

Republic. Clearly, despite decolonisation, and South Africa’s exit from the 

Commonwealth, HMG still approached southern Africa with an imperial mind-set. 
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Introduction: British Policy Towards Cultural Relations with South 

Africa, 1960 to 1994.  

On 15 January 1987, James Barber, a British political scientist, delivered the Jan 

Smuts Memorial Lecture at the South African Institute of International Affairs. Barber 

was a prominent United Kingdom (UK) academic whose research focused on South 

Africa, but he also had first-hand experience of the tensions of nation-building in Africa 

in the 1960s, first as a colonial officer, and later as a visiting researcher at the 

University of Rhodesia.  In this speech, which was delivered at the height of political 

tension in the Republic, Barber emphasised the talent of prominent figures in all of the 

country’s different ethnic groups, and called on the South African people to ‘come 

together: work together – make a Nation’.1  

Barber’s speech, and presence in South Africa at this tense time, must be viewed 

within the prism of broader UK-South African relations, and offers an excellent example 

of the continued close cultural contact between the two countries. This thesis examines 

British government (HMG) policy towards cultural relations with South Africa from 1960 

to 1994. This title has been chosen as it encompasses both cultural diplomacy, that is, 

direct government funded initiatives such as British Council scholarships, but also 

HMG’s policy towards broader cultural contact that was not under direct government 

control; for example, performing arts or sports tours. It is argued that, while this has 

received little scholarly attention, cultural diplomacy was an important part of British 

 
1 Barber, J., ‘Is There a South African Nation?’ The South African Institute of International Affairs, Jan 
Smuts Memorial Lecture, 15 January 1987, 16. Available at 
https://www.africaportal.org/documents/1194/Is_there_a_South_African_nation.pdf [Accessed 
26 April 2018]. 
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policy toward the Republic, and shines new light on UK-South African relations more 

broadly.  

British efforts to utilise cultural diplomacy, particularly in the field of education, 

increased in South Africa over the period examined. This was justified by policymakers 

as a means of maintaining influence and potentially ‘liberalising’ the white minority, 

while also forging ties with the oppressed black majority. This expansion in cultural 

diplomacy is in contrast to Britain’s broader policy towards cultural relations, with many 

key policymakers ambivalent about the importance of such approaches to foreign 

policy in this period. In 1968, for example, the Leader of the House of 

Commons Richard Crossman dismissed a report that called for an increased effort in 

cultural diplomacy after the east of Suez withdrawal, as a ‘futile paper’ and ‘a kind of 

schoolboy essay on diplomatic relations’,2 while the Conservative government 

threatened the existence of the British Council (the main organisation responsible for 

prompting British culture overseas) in the late 1970s and early 1990s in line with their 

strict monetarist policies.3  

In 1978 a British government report placed cultural relations as a ‘low priority’.4 Yet the 

very next year, HMG rapidly expanded its educational links with South Africa through 

a British Council and Ministry of Overseas Development (ODM) joint initiative designed 

to forge closer links with leading members of the black South African communities.5 In 

the aftermath of the Soweto Uprising in 1976, Pretoria’s brutal response to African 

nationalist demonstrations, and the murder of Black Consciousness activist Steve Biko 

 
2 Crossman, R. H. S., The Diaries of a Cabinet Minister, Volume 3: Secretary of State for Social 
Services, Hamish Hamilton: Jonathan Cape, London, 1977, 159. 
3 Pamment, J., British Public Diplomacy & Soft Power: Diplomatic Influence & Digital Disruption, 
Palgrave Macmillan, Basingstoke, 2016, 26. 
4 Ibid. 
5 TNA, OD/52/14, Aid for Black South Africans, Draft Paper by Foreign and Commonwealth Office 
(FCO) and Ministry for Overseas Development (ODM), December 1978. 
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while in police custody in 1977, British policymakers decided that a new policy was 

needed which emphasised contact with the ‘successor generation’; black South 

Africans who it was believed would eventually hold key positions of power in the 

country. Educational and training support was seen as a key means of making inroads 

with such individuals, and over the course of the 1980s spending in this area increased 

considerably. By the early 1990s there were around 1000 South African students 

studying in the UK on some form of scholarship.6  

Dr David Carter, who served as the British Counsellor and Deputy Head of Mission in 

South Africa from 1992 to 1996, has stated that ‘by the time I was in post, there was a 

great deal of soft power diplomacy’.7 In recent years, there has been a considerable 

increase in academic, political, and public interest in the use of cultural relations as 

part of a nation’s diplomacy. This is in no small part down to the work of political 

scientist Joseph Nye, who coined the phrase ‘soft power’ in 1990 to describe a 

country’s power of attraction.8 Nye defined this concept more succinctly in 2004 when 

he contended there are three ways in which a large power can handle its relations with 

smaller countries. One method is to use the ‘stick’, that is to use force, or at least the 

threat of force, to ensure that another country does as you wish. The second tactic 

involves using the ‘carrot’. This is effectively the use of bribery to gain support.9 Nye 

criticises these two methods as they do not change the way someone thinks, the nation 

or person only does what you, or your country wants, because they are scared of you, 

or want the financial gain you are offering.10 Nye contends that the most effective way 

 
6 HC Deb 14 February 1990 vol 197 cc272-321272. 
7 Kandiah, M., (eds), South Africa Witness Seminar: The Role and Functions of the British 
Embassy/High Commission in Pretoria: 1987-2013, Map Room, FCO, 26 November 2013, 27. 
Available at https://issuu.com/fcohistorians/docs/fco736_witness_seminars_pretoria_v2/6 [Accessed 
24 September 2019]. 
8 Nye, J., Bound to Lead: The Changing Nature of American Power, Basic Books, New York, 1990, 32. 
9 Nye, J., Soft Power: The Means to Success in World Politics, Public Affairs, New York, 2004, 6.  
10 Ibid, 5.  



Introduction 

4 
 

for a country to meet its foreign policy objectives is by the use of careful diplomacy and 

the promotion of its cultural values to ‘win over’ the ‘hearts and minds’ of less powerful 

nations. 

Nye goes on to explain that the conditions in the target society are paramount to the 

chances of successfully utilising cultural relations as a part of diplomacy. He argues 

that ‘popular culture is more likely to attract people and produce soft power in the sense 

of preferred outcomes in situations where cultures are somewhat similar’.11 Britain’s 

relations with South Africa date back to 1795 when it occupied the Cape Colony after 

the Dutch Republic fell to French troops in the Revolutionary Wars.12 HMG began 

promoting emigration to the Cape Colony in 1820, resulting in a sizeable settler 

community in the country.13 Not only is English an official language (and only language 

of some of the British diaspora) but many aspects of British culture have permeated 

into white South African society. As John Lambert argues British settlers in South Africa 

‘came with values and beliefs that were reinforced by the way of life they established 

in a new environment which they reshaped and anglicised, surrounding themselves 

with the architecture, furniture, pictures, books and flowers of home’.14 Cricket and 

rugby, the country’s two most popular sports, were British exports. Much of the 

country’s legal, political, and education system was modelled on that of Britain. British 

literature and music was popular, the BBC had a strong listenership in English but it is 

also important to note that Afrikaans was the first language to have its own BBC service 

from 1939 (although this was closed in 1957).15  

 
11 Ibid, 15.  
12 Giliomee, H. & Mbenga, B.K., New History of South Africa. Tafelberg Publishers, Cape Town, 2007, 
85-7.  
13 Clark, N. L. & Worger, W. H., The Rise and Fall of Apartheid, Routledge, London, 2013, 12. 
14 Lambert, J., ‘‘An Unknown People’: Reconstructing British South African Identity’, The Journal of 
Imperial and Commonwealth History, 37:4, 2009, 603. 
15 BBC WAC E1/1,596, Head of Overseas Regional Services to COS, 17 May 1961. 
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Sir John Nicholls, British Ambassador to South Africa from 1966-69, emphasised these 

cultural similarities in a dispatch to Foreign Secretary George Brown in January 1968, 

stating that  

The newcomer to South Africa – particularly if he arrives at Cape Town or 
Durban and has no knowledge of the 'old dominions’ – can hardly fail to be 
struck by the deep imprint left by a century of British rule (at least in the Cape 
province) and another forty years or so of independence within the 
Commonwealth. It is an imprint which ranges from the sublime to the ridiculous: 
from monuments to the dead in two world wars to suburban villas called ‘The 
Nest’ or ‘Lingalonga’, and from a system of administration based in most 
essentials (and all inessentials) on British models to a more-than-English taste 
for tea at unseasonable hours. The shops are full of English books: the liberal 
professions look to London as their spiritual home: Place-names and street 
names, even in predominantly Afrikaner areas, often bear witness to the 
nostalgia of successive waves of immigrants from the United Kingdom; an 
Anglican church can be (and is) called ‘St. Martins-in-the-Veld’; sport, from 
cricket to croquet, is English in origin and inspiration; and, above all, it is rare 
(though not impossible in the country districts) to find a South African who 
cannot adequately sustain a conversation in English.16 

 

In theory, these cultural similarities made South Africa a perfect place for HMG to utilise 

cultural relations as part of its diplomacy. However, the main reason for Nicholls’s 

dispatch to was to warn his superiors that the English language was under threat in 

South Africa, and with it the potential ‘usefulness to the Anglophone South African as 

a vehicle for cultural intercourse with Britain’.17 The main threat to English was from 

Afrikaans, the language of the predominantly Dutch settler community that first arrived 

in the Cape in 1652. These two white groups had a long and difficult history. The arrival 

of the British settlers in 1820 caused an increase in the cost of land and angered the 

already well-established Afrikaner community.  

 
16 TNA, FCO/13/30, Nicholls to Brown, 8 January 1967. 
17 Ibid. 
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The abolition of slavery in the British Empire in 1833, and concerns regarding land and 

security, intensified the Afrikaner’s sense of marginalisation and many thousands left 

the Cape Colony embarking on Die Groot Trek (the Great Trek) into South Africa’s 

interior. These Voortrekkers were successful in establishing several Afrikaner free 

states, most notably the Transvaal, the Orange Free State, and Natalia. British 

expansionism in southern Africa continued, spurred on first by diamond and later gold 

discoveries.18 This brought the British into conflict with the Afrikaners, first in 1881, 

when they were forced to recognise the Transvaal’s independence, and, most 

famously, in 1899 when the Boer War began. Despite the initial ‘jingoism’ this was a 

brutal conflict which dragged on for three years as the Afrikaners employed guerrilla 

tactics in the face of a far stronger opposition. In an attempt to isolate combatants from 

the civilian population, the British employed the use of concentration camps where 

more than 20,000 Afrikaners, mainly women and children, died of starvation and 

disease.19 

Despite efforts on the part of Britain to promote reconciliation between the country’s 

two white communities in the aftermath or the Boer War, the radical Afrikaner National 

Party (NP) that came to power in 1948 still harboured anti-British sentiment and placed 

Afrikaner cultural nationalism at the heart of its agenda. By the mid-1960s, the NP had 

consolidated its hold on power by introducing legislation which further subjugated the 

country’s non-European majority and banned political parties who took direct action 

against their policies. While the NP did not explicitly target the British diaspora in the 

country (largely owing to this group’s predominance in the important mining and 

financial sectors) the government ‘Afrikanerized every state institution, appointing 

 
18 Clark. & Worger, The Rise and Fall of Apartheid 13; Giliomee, H., The Afrikaners: Biography of a 
People, University of Virginia Press, Charlottesville, 2003, 144.   
19 Barber, J., South Africa in the Twentieth Century, Blackwell Publishers, Oxford, 1999, 29. 
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Afrikaners to senior as well as junior positions in the civil service, army, police, and 

state corporations’.20 Increasingly too, Afrikaners rose to senior positions in the 

country’s private sector, helped by NP government policies designed to ‘close the 

economic gap between themselves and the English’.21 Nicholls expressed concern that 

in this context, and despite the importance of English as a world language, it was 

increasingly marginalised in South Africa and the quality of English, even as a mother-

tongue, had declined. In this context, and despite the similarities between the two 

counties, he argued not all South Africans would be receptive to the promotion of 

cultural relations with Britain.  

It is clear that Nicholls’ idea of South Africans was referring to the white minority in the 

country. Indeed, for much of the 1960s, this was the key target group in the promotion 

of UK-South African cultural relations. This was not, however, without its criticism. 

Labour opposition MPs were particularly critical of the British Council’s focus on white 

South Africans in their allocation of academic scholarships in the early 1960s, and 

efforts were made under Harold Wilson’s first administration (1964-70) to more equally 

distribute educational awards to South Africans of all races.22 By the late 1970s, British 

efforts to promote cultural relations with South Africa began to focus largely on the 

country’s black majority; it had now been accepted that Apartheid would end sooner 

rather than later and links needed to be forged with potential future leaders.23  The 

UK’s continued cultural relations with South Africa also drew domestic and 

international criticism in the context of the academic, cultural, and sporting boycotts 

 
20 Thompson, L. M, A History of South Africa, Third Edition, Yale University Press, Connecticut, 2001, 
188.  
21 Ibid.  
22 TNA, FO/924/1465, Le Quesne to WCAD, 27 May 1965. 
23 TNA, OD/52/14, Aid for Black South Africans, Paper by FCO and ODM, December 1978. 
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which were implemented to isolate the country as long as it continued to uphold 

Apartheid.  

It is clear, therefore, that UK-South African relations in the period 1960 to 1994 provide 

a dynamic case study for assessing how governments utilise cultural relations in their 

diplomacy. While there were clearly close cultural connections between these two 

countries, the divided nature of South African society made this a particularly sensitive 

case when it came to the promotion of British culture. British officials had to carefully 

walk a diplomatic tightrope as they tried to protect their interests in the country, while 

trying to avoid criticism from anti-Apartheid activists in the UK, and the international 

community, particularly African, Asian, and Caribbean Commonwealth members, who 

were quick to condemn Britain for its continued association with this pariah state.  

Existing Literature  

Several contemporary political scientists, and later historians, have analysed UK-South 

African relations in the period in question.  Nevertheless, little attention has been paid 

to the role of cultural relations and HMG’s attitude towards it. Geoffrey Berridge 

emphasises the importance of economic factors in UK-South African relations, 

contending that due to the high level of British exports that went to South Africa, and 

the import of strategic minerals from the Republic, Pretoria had a ‘formidable economic 

grip on Britain’.24 James Barber and John Barratt dismiss Berridge’s thesis, arguing 

that ‘there is no direct evidence of Pretoria using economic pressure in its dealings 

with Western states’, although they do accept that ‘in their diplomatic and political 

relations both sides were conscious of the mutual benefits they derived from economic 

 
24 Berridge, G., Economic Power in Anglo-South African Diplomacy: Simonstown, Sharpeville and 
After, The Macmillan Press Ltd., Basingstoke, 1981, 65. 
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links’.25 Indeed, while Barber’s Uneasy relationship: Britain and South Africa (1983), 

does look at UK-South African relations more broadly, the main focus is still on 

economic relations between the two countries in the late 1970s and early 1980s. These 

works offer little analysis of cultural relations, and owing to their contemporary subject 

matter, do not engage with government records which have been used extensively in 

this thesis.  

However, Barber’s article ‘‘‘An Historical and Persistent Interest’’: Britain and South 

Africa’ (1991), does discuss how  

British influence is also found in less formal ways. Part of Britain's legacy as 
‘‘the imperial factor'’ in South Africa's history is a shared cultural heritage, 
sustained by family, personal and educational contacts. An obvious link is the 
English language, which is already established as one of South Africa's official 
languages.26   

 

Barber also mentions how HMG attempted to use these links to its advantage by re-

enforcing them ‘through the cultural diplomacy of the British Council and the BBC’.27 

Still, like his previous work, this piece lacks the benefit of archival research owing to 

its contemporary analysis.  

Imperial historians, Ronald Hyam and Peter Henshaw, have analysed the relations in 

a broader sphere.28 While their work offers a fascinating analysis of the development 

of UK-South Africa relations, and does engage with British policy towards the sports 

boycott,29 the single chapter focussing on the period from 1960 onwards is the book’s 

 
25 Barber, J., & Barratt, J., South Africa's Foreign Policy: The Search for Status and Security, 1945—
1988, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1990, 51.  
26 Barber, J., ‘‘‘An Historical and Persistent Interest’’: Britain and South Africa’, International Affairs, 
67:4, 1991, 725.  
27 Ibid, 726. 
28 Hyam, R, & Henshaw, P., The Lion and the Springbok: Britain and South Africa Since the Boer War, 
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2003.  
29 Ibid, 325-33.  
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weakest aspect.  As a result of the thirty-year record release rule, this section relies 

largely on newspaper material, thus lacking the insight into government policy in the 

period offered in this thesis. More recently, Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO) 

Chief Historian Patrick Salmon has published two edited collections (the second with 

Martin Jewitt) which have reproduced a number of FCO files on UK-South African 

relations in the period 1985 to 1990.30 These documents, and Salmon’s insightful 

prefaces, are an excellent source which has helped strengthen the analysis of the final 

years covered in this thesis.  

The issue of HMG’s attitude to cultural relations also arises from scholarship on the 

Anti-Apartheid Movement (AAM). Indeed, HMG’s desire to promote educational and 

cultural links was at variance with anti-Apartheid activists’ attempts to isolate South 

Africa in this area. While the AAM was unable to directly influence policy, it is clear that 

British officials wished to avoid open conflict with this, and other, anti-Apartheid 

campaign groups. For example, in discussions over the wording of the Gleneagles 

Agreement, which restricted Commonwealth country’s sporting ties with South Africa, 

the potential reaction of anti-Apartheid activist and South African exile Peter Hain was 

specifically mentioned.31 Roger Fieldhouse discusses how, from 1965, the AAM 

attempted to persuade UK academics to refuse to have any contact with their South 

African counterparts. In 1979 the organisation was fiercely critical of HMG’s plans to 

rapidly expand its academic and educational programmes in the Republic.32 

Fieldhouse goes on to highlight how the willingness of African National Congress 

 
30 Salmon, P., The Challenge of Apartheid: UK–South African Relations, 1985-1986: Documents on 
British Policy Overseas, Series III, Volume IX, Routledge, Oxon, 2016; Salmon, P. & Jewitt, M., The 
Unwinding of Apartheid: UK-South African Relations, 1986-1990: Documents on British Policy 
Overseas, Series III, Volume XI, Routledge, Oxon, 2019. 
31 TNA, FCO/13/866, Leahy to Daly, FCO Cultural Relations Department (CRD) 30 May 1977. 
32 Fieldhouse, R., Anti-Apartheid: A History of the Movement in Britain, The Merlin Press, London, 
2005, 109-10.  
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(ANC) members to undertake educational scholarships offered by the UK weakened 

the AAM’s efforts to impose an academic boycott on South Africa.33 Fieldhouse also 

argues that the ANC’s request to HMG for help in reintegrating South Africa into 

international sports, while negotiations with the NP were still ongoing, angered the 

AAM, and led to conflict between the two organisations, the latter contending that the 

boycott should continue until Apartheid’s end.34 Nonetheless, despite the differing 

attitudes of the ANC and AAM towards UK-South Africa cultural relations at the end of 

Apartheid, the latter had still played a significant role as a leading critic of UK policy in 

the period 1960-94. The AAM was, at times, a thorn in the side for British officials who 

wished to utilise cultural relations to a much greater affect in South Africa.  

Defining Culture, Cultural Diplomacy, and Cultural Relations 

For this project it is essential that a working definition of what is meant by ‘cultural 

relations’ is fully articulated at the outset. Nye defines culture as  

the set of values and practices that create meaning for a society. It has many 
manifestations. It is common to distinguish between high culture such as 
literature, art, and education, which appeals to elites, and popular culture, which 
focuses on mass entertainment.35  

 

Raymond Williams offers an in-depth discussion of the development and meaning of 

the term in his ground-breaking work Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society 

first published in 1976. Williams argues that, at the time of writing, the most widespread 

use of the term culture referred to ‘music, literature, painting and sculpture, theatre and 

 
33 Ibid, 111.  
34 Ibid, 445. 
35 Nye, Soft Power, 10.  
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film’.36 Williams also contends that ‘philosophy, scholarship and history’ are also 

sometimes added to this definition. The Oxford English Dictionary (OED) definition 

goes further than Williams, defining culture as ‘the distinctive ideas, customs, social 

behaviour, products, or way of life of a particular nation, society, people, or period’.37 

For the purposes of this thesis, Williams’s interpretation will be used, but modified, to 

include forms of popular culture discussed by Nye, specifically sport and television, 

which is also in accordance with the OED definition. Playing sports can be considered 

an important custom or social behaviour in both the UK and South Africa, while 

television can be seen as an important cultural product from the second half of the 

twentieth century.  

The terms cultural relations, cultural diplomacy, public diplomacy, and soft power, all 

have a broadly similar meaning. They describe the dynamics of contact between 

different peoples and cultures from around the world.38 Nevertheless, despite their 

similarities, there are some key distinctions between these terms. This thesis looks 

specifically at HMG’s policy towards cultural relations with South Africa, but also its 

use of cultural diplomacy in its dealings with Pretoria. Cultural relations are, in the 

words of Richard Arndt, ‘literally the relations between national cultures, those aspects 

of intellect and education lodged in any society that tend to cross borders and connect 

with foreign institutions’. Arndt contends that these relations ‘grow organically and 

naturally, without government intervention’.39  

 
36 Williams, R., Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and Society, Revised Edition, Oxford University 
Press, New York, 1985, 90. 
37  Oxford English Dictionary, 2018: “culture, n.” Available at: http://oed.com [Accessed 4 September 
2018]. 
38 Rivera, T., Distinguishing Cultural Relations From Cultural Diplomacy: The British Council’s 
Relationship with Her Majesty’s Government, Figueroa Press, Los Angeles, 2015, 5.   
39 Arndt, R. T., The First Resort of Kings: American Cultural Diplomacy in the Twentieth Century, 
Potomac Books, Washington D.C., 2005, xviii. 
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Nevertheless, it is clear that, in the case of Britain and South Africa, despite the organic 

nature of contacts in sport, performing arts and other cultural fields, HMG was keenly 

aware of their potential use in improving, or at times damaging if pursued without care, 

broader UK-South African relations, and thus tried to influence these forms of contact 

to bring them in line with their own policies. However, owing to the independence of 

sports organisations and individual performing artists, this was no easy task, and it was 

difficult for HMG to formulate a coherent policy towards cultural relations. Policymakers 

were not in control of events but instead reacted to situations and attempted to shape 

them in a way which contributed to the broader foreign policy goal of maintaining 

influence in South Africa. 

More direct British engagement, through government-funded organisations such as 

the British Council or ODM, are clearer examples of cultural diplomacy, which Arndt 

states ‘can only be said to take place when formal diplomats, serving national 

governments, try to shape and channel this natural flow to advance national 

interests’.40 By analysing British policy towards both cultural diplomacy, and broader 

cultural contact, this thesis can offer a richer account of UK-South African relations, 

thus contributing to the expanding scholarship on the complex, yet persistent, 

relationship between these two countries in the years of Apartheid.  

Policymaking 

As with all state-to-state relations, UK policy towards cultural relations with South Africa 

in the years 1960-94 was not formed in a vacuum. Policies were, more often than not, 

made in response to events in South Africa itself.  Decisions were also influenced by 

both the domestic situation in the UK, and the international context at the time. While 

 
40 Ibid. 
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there were clear over-arching aims, namely to protect British economic and strategic 

interests in both South Africa and beyond, while also promoting gradual reform in the 

Republic, UK policy was largely reactive rather than pro-active. However, this did 

change over time, particularly after Pretoria’s repressive response to African nationalist 

protest in the mid-1970s. From this point, UK policymakers began to consider what 

steps could be taken to actively encourage political reform, while also forging ties with 

those who it was believed would inherit important positions in South Africa after 

Apartheid’s end.   

HMG’s approach to South Africa was also determined by a compromise amongst a 

number of different actors. While the Foreign Office (Foreign and Commonwealth 

Office from 1968) tried to take a lead in formulating the nature of UK-South African 

contact, and placed this relationship in a broader context which took into account the 

anti-Apartheid views of much of the international community, other government 

departments often contributed to British policy towards the Republic. In the case of 

South Africa, the Department of Trade rallied against sanctions, or any actions which 

could cut Britain’s important economic ties with the Republic.41 Indeed, Britain was the 

largest investor in South Africa throughout the period in question, and imported several 

key strategic minerals from the country including gold, uranium, and industrial 

diamonds.42 Meanwhile, the Ministry of Defence (MoD) also advocated continued close 

association with South Africa as the country was viewed as a bastion of anti-

communism and was also considered important to Britain’s wider strategic interests, 

 
41 Barber, J., The Uneasy Relationship: Britain and South Africa, Heinemann Educational Books, 
London, 1983, 88.  
42 Berridge, Economic Power. 
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particularly prior to the completion of the east of Suez withdrawal in 1971.43 These 

military links were solidified under the Simonstown Naval Agreement (1955-75) which 

gave the Royal Navy access to the base near Simon’s Town and saw joint training 

exercises take place with the South African Navy.44 

The British embassy in South Africa was another important actor in the formulation of 

HMG’s policy. In the 1960s, the views of diplomats in Pretoria were often echoed by 

government ministers when challenged by opposition MPs over the UK’s continued 

close ties with the Republic. While, by the 1980s, David Carter, who was head of the 

South Africa section at the Southern Africa Department claimed that:  

at the time, it was like having one’s teeth being pulled out on a regular basis. 
There were real tensions, between an essentially verligte Southern African 
department in the Foreign Office and a quite considerable number of, what I at 
least, would have viewed as verkrampte elements within the British Embassy in 
Pretoria/Cape Town.45 

 

In addition to this, as with most policies, the conflicting attitudes within parliamentary 

parties often played an important role in HMG’s approach to UK-South African 

relations. For Labour, the staunchly anti-Apartheid position of the party’s left made it 

necessary to take a tougher stance against South Africa. In 1967, for example, despite 

the unified position of the Foreign Office (FO), the MoD, and the Commonwealth Office 

 
43 See Dockrill, S., Britain’s Retreat from East of Suez: The Choice Between Europe and the World, 
1945—1968, Palgrave Macmillan, Basingstoke, 2002; Ashton, S.R. & Roger Louis, W. (eds), East of 
Suez and the Commonwealth, 1964—1971, The Stationery Office, London, 2004; Longinotti, E., 
‘Britain’s Withdrawal from East of Suez: From Economic Determinism to Political Choice,’ 
Contemporary British History, 29:3, 2011, 318-40; McCourt, D.M, ‘What was Britain’s “East of Suez 
Role”? Reassessing the Withdrawal, 1964– 1968’, Diplomacy & Statecraft, 20:3, 2009., 453-72.  
44 See Du Toit, A., ‘Simon's Town and the Cape Sea Route’ in Hore, P. (eds), Dreadnought to Daring 
100 Years of Comment, Controversy and Debate in The Naval Review, Seaforth Publishing, Barnsley, 
2012, 198–212; Du Toit, A., ‘The Anglo-South African Simon's Town Agreement’, Naval Digest, 24, 
2016, 129–65; Feather, D. J., ‘British Policy Towards Military Cooperation with the Republic South 
Africa, 1961-1975’, International History Review, 41:4, 2019, 729-52.  
45 Kandiah, South Africa Witness Seminar: The Role and Functions of the British Embassy/High 
Commission in Pretoria: 1987-2013, 27. Verligte and verkrampte are Afrikaans terms which were used 
to denote the two sides of the NP. Verligte literally means ‘enlightened’ and describes the more liberal 
wing of the party, while verkrampte refers to the party’s more reactionary right wing.   
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(CO) in favour of arms sales to Pretoria, Harold Wilson refused to modify the arms 

embargo as he feared it would split the Labour Party.46 While for the Conservatives, 

the attitude of right-wing backbenchers was no doubt a motivating factor in the refusal 

to take all but the softest forms of action against sportspersons and sports bodies that 

ignored the Gleneagles Agreement.47  

The attitude of individual ministers was also a key factor in the decision-making 

process. Dr David Owen, Foreign Secretary from 1977-79, was staunchly against 

Apartheid and worked to formulate policies which put moderate pressure on Pretoria;  

for example, the European Economic Community (ECC) Code of Conduct for 

companies which employed South African workers. Margaret Thatcher, while critical of 

Apartheid, was firmly against the use of economic sanctions against the Republic. 

Nonetheless, under Thatcher’s premiership, there was a renewed effort on the part of 

HMG to promote democratic reform in South Africa. This was in contrast to the attitude 

of the Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO), which by the late 1980s had retreated 

to a ‘damage limitation’ approach to try and avoid any further international criticism for 

continued UK-South African relations.48  

Thatcher personally appointed Robin Renwick as Britain’s ambassador to South Africa 

in 1987 with a remit of trying to forge ties with both the government and the internal 

opposition movements.49 Thatcher had intended to make a political appointment to 

South Africa immediately after taking office in 1979. She had also hoped Ted Heath 

 
46 Bale, T., ‘‘‘A Deplorable Episode’’? South African Arms and the Statecraft of British Social 
Democracy’, Labour History Review, 62:1, 1997. 
47 Llewellyn, M.P. & Rider, T.C., ‘Sport, Thatcher and Apartheid Politics: The Zola Budd Affair’, Journal 
of Southern African Studies, 44:4, 2018, 579-80. 
48 Renwick, R., A Journey with Margaret Thatcher: Foreign Policy Under the Iron Lady, Biteback, 
London, 2013, 188-9.  
49 Renwick, R., Unconventional Diplomacy in Southern Africa, Palgrave Macmillan, Basingstoke, 1997, 
113.  
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would become British ambassador to Washington. However, when Heath turned down 

this offer, she was reluctant to make Pretoria the only political appointment.50 Charles 

Moore, Thatcher’s official biographer, argues that Renwick had considerable autonomy 

and ‘because of Mrs Thatcher’s patronage, he was able to act like a nineteenth-century 

ambassador, making important decision himself on the spot’.51 

Thatcher believed that Britain was best placed to promote positive change in South 

Africa ‘because of its history and its economic and human presence’.52 Renwick 

contends that Thatcher wanted to play ‘a more active role in South Africa’ as Britain 

‘had more at stake there than any other country’.53 Indeed, in addition to being the 

largest external investor in the country, it was estimated that out of the one-and-a-half 

million English-speaking South Africans up to one million either had, or were eligible 

for, a British passport.54 If the country descended into a violent civil war this would no 

doubt result in an influx of large numbers of South Africans to Britain. As Geoffrey 

Howe explained, the influx of refugees to Portugal after it granted independence to 

Mozambique and Angola in 1974 ‘offered the precedent we wanted to avoid’.55  

The way the British Council was run and operated also changed significantly over the 

period in question. As the main organisation concerned with the promotion of UK 

culture overseas, the British Council played a vital role in UK-South African cultural 

relations through the allocation of scholarships, other forms of educational support and 

the organisation of exhibitions and book presentations. While the Council was (and is) 

 
50 BDOHP, Interview with Sir John Leahy, 21 August 2001, 24, Available at 
https://www.chu.cam.ac.uk/media/uploads/files/Leahy.pdf [Accessed 24 September 2019].   
51 Moore, C., Margaret Thatcher, The Authorized Biography, Volume Three: Herself Alone, Allen Lane, 
London, 2019, 433. 
52 Moore, C., Margaret Thatcher, The Authorized Biography, Volume Two: Everything She Wants, 
Allen Lane, London, 2016, 547.  
53 Renwick, Unconventional Diplomacy in Southern Africa, 109. 
54 Ibid.  
55 Howe, G., Conflict of Loyalty, Macmillan, London, 1994, 479.  
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in theory semi-official in nature, its role in pursuing cultural relations with South Africa 

was clearly in line with HMG’s policy of trying to maintain, and later expand, British 

influence within the country. In the early years of the British Council’s presence in 

South Africa its work focussed on developing links with university graduates and 

individuals already established in their particular field, whether it was in academia, 

science or industry. Over time, however, it became apparent that this led to a 

disproportionate amount of British Council efforts being directed to the country’s white 

minority, and Wilson’s first Labour government implemented changes that made the 

allocation of scholarships and bursaries fairer across all of South Africa’s racial 

groups.56  

These changes were by no means radical, however, and it was not until the aftermath 

of the Soweto Uprising in 1976, and murder of Steve Biko in 1977, that British 

policymakers argued that HMG should play a far more active role in assisting the 

education and training of black South Africans. In 1979, the Labour government 

introduced a new joint scheme between the British Council and ODM which saw 

educational contact with black South Africans increase rapidly.57 The nature of this 

contact also changed; rather than an emphasis on the academic, scientific and 

industrial elite, this venture focussed on training the leaders of the burgeoning black 

trade union movement, providing support for black South Africans who worked in 

teacher training, and other projects designed to help improve the position of the 

country’s oppressed black majority.  

This was also helped by broader changes in the organisation of the British Council. 

Increasingly, the Council fell under the remit of the ODM and later its successor the 

 
56 TNA, FO/924/1465, Le Quesne to WCAD, 27 May 1965. 
57 TNA, OD/52/14, Aid for Black South Africans, Paper by FCO and ODM, December 1978. 
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Overseas Development Administration (ODA), whose overseas work concentrated 

much more on basic education and training. From the ODM’s creation in 1964, efforts 

were made to combine the work of the two organisations with ‘the aim being to ensure 

that the Council contributes to the total British effort in the field of educational 

assistance as effectively as possible’.58 The content of the British Council annual 

reports changed gradually over the years in question. Activities which promoted British 

art, literature, and theatre were downgraded with reports instead focussing more and 

more on the development work being undertaken by the Council.59 In the 1973/74 

annual report for example, it was explained that ‘it is a primary requirement for the 

Council to be sensitive both to the development potential of education and to the 

evolving character of educational aid’.60 Speaking in 2004, Ness Graham, a retired 

British Council Officer who had been director of the Council’s work in Africa, explained 

that later on in his career the council ‘became much more a client of the ODA, carrying 

out specific ODA instructions and sometimes endeavouring to tailor our activities to 

meet ODA criteria’.61 This was clearly the case in South Africa, where by the late 1980s 

and early 1990s there was an extensive education and aid programme concentrating 

mainly on the townships, funded by the ODA but run largely by the British Council 

representatives in the country.62  

Political and Cultural Changes in White South African Society 

One of the key facets of British policy towards cultural relations with South Africa, 

particularly in the 1960s, involved maintaining links with those who were considered to 

be ‘liberal’ critics of apartheid. However, officials never set out explicitly who, or what, 

 
58 British Council Annual Report 1965/66, 17.  
59 See British Council Annual Reports for years 1958 to 1995, available at the British Library.   
60 British Council Annual Report 1973/75, 33.  
61 Interview with Ness Graham, British Council Oral History Project, 3 April 2003, Available to listen to 
at the British Library’s Sound Collections.  
62 See British Council Annual Reports from 1984 to 1994. 
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they understood this to be, other than making frequent references to the importance of 

the ‘liberal’ universities of Witwatersrand, Cape Town, and Rhodes. It is no surprise 

that these leading English medium institutions were considered of primary importance, 

as Melissa Steyn argues ‘white opposition [to apartheid] came largely from members 

of the English-speaking community who had never identified with Afrikaner nationalism 

and were more influenced by liberalism’.63 Much of the English-speaking community in 

South Africa were, of course, descendants of British settlers. Over a third of ‘British’ 

South Africans were born in the British Isles until well into the twentieth century.64 Early 

English-speaking liberals were uncritically pro-British, so much so that they were later 

criticised by Marxist historians who alleged they viewed British imperialism as ‘an 

enlightened counterforce’ to Afrikaner nationalism.65  

The continued attachment to Britain by the British diaspora in the country also drew 

criticism from Afrikaners who condemned their split loyalties. Steyn’s work, which drew 

on a number of interviews with white South Africans in the late 1990s, shows that this 

phenomenon continued to exist long past South Africa’s exit from the Commonwealth, 

with many respondents continuing to maintain close ties ‘back home’ in Britain.66 This 

was no doubt helped by South Africa’s re-entry into the Commonwealth in 1994, and 

the increased migration to the UK by South Africans of British descent in the latter 

years of Apartheid and the early years of majority rule. Indeed, on the author’s first 

research trip to South Africa, a group of University of Pretoria students explained the 

rather unflattering Afrikaans term a soute. This directly translates to ‘a salty’, and refers 

to part of a man’s anatomy which Afrikaners contend, in the case of the country’s British 

 
63 Steyn, M., Whiteness Just isn’t What it Used to Be, State University of New York, New York, 2001, 
40. 
64 Lambert, ‘‘An Unknown People’’, 604.  
65 Butler, J., Elphick, R. & Welsh, D., ‘Editors’ Introduction’ in Butler, J., Elphick, R. & Welsh, D., (eds), 
Democratic Liberalism in South Africa, Wesleyan University Press, Middletown, 1987, 8.  
66 Steyn, Whiteness, 31 and 90-1.  
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diaspora, is dipped in the sea owing to having one leg in South Africa and the other 

‘back home’ in Britain.  

The apparent ‘liberal’ position of these anglicised target groups must also be drawn 

into question, however. While Steyn is right to point out that most white opposition to 

Apartheid did come from English-speakers, these individuals were not liberal by 

default. In the 1960s, the era of high Apartheid, many English-speakers abandoned 

their support for the traditional more anglophile United Party (UP) in favour of the NP.67 

Even those who considered themselves to be ‘liberal’ and were critical of the NP’s 

policies often held far more conservative views than liberals in Britain, and indeed 

much of the Western world. As Jeffrey Buttler, Richard Elphick and David Welsh note 

in their introduction to Democratic Liberalism in South Africa  ‘to be ‘‘liberal’’ in South 

Africa is to demand limitations on the power of government’, but in the 1950s and 

1960s this did not necessarily equate to being ‘democratic’, which is ‘to insist 

unambiguously on a universal franchise’.68 Indeed, as Butler, Elphick, and Welsh argue 

‘for all their courageous denunciation of injustice’ those who considered themselves to 

be ‘liberal’ in this period ‘often recoiled from a fully democratic South Africa’.69  

This ‘conservative liberalism’ in the 1950s and 1960s is epitomised by Helen Suzman, 

who went on to become one of the leading critics of Apartheid within South Africa. 

Several UK Ambassadors had very close relations with Suzman, most notably Sir John 

Maud (1959-61), whom Suzman’s daughter, Dr Francis Jowell, described as ‘a great 

friend of my mother’s, and always very supportive’,70 and Robin Renwick, who wrote 

 
67 Deegan, H., Politics South Africa, Second Edition, Routledge, London, 2014, 26. 
68 Butler, J., Elphick, R. & Welsh, D., ‘Editors’ Introduction’, 3.  
69 Ibid.  
70 Email exchange between author and Dr Francis Jowell, January 2019. 
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Suzman’s biography after her death.71 Despite the many accolades and praise 

Suzman has rightly received for her brave stance against the NP government, 

particularly the 13 years she spent as the only anti-Apartheid voice in parliament, it is 

important to note that she initially advocated ‘a non-racial qualified franchise based 

primarily on educational qualifications as a step towards universal suffrage’.72 

Nonetheless, this was not dissimilar to HMG’s approach to its colonies in Africa with 

sizeable settler communities, most notably the Central African Federation. The issue 

of the franchise also caused divisions within the short lived South African Liberal Party, 

which, despite its criticism of apartheid, was apprehensive of moving too quickly to 

universal suffrage. The Liberal Party also feared too closer association with anti-

Apartheid activists in the context of the Cold War and shied away from mass 

mobilisation.73   

While in opposition the UP became increasingly fragmented in the face of the radical 

right wing populism of the NP. The more liberal elements of the party (which included 

Suzman) argued that a much more critical stance should be taken towards the NP 

government’s policies.74 However, the party’s leadership, first under Jacobus Straus, 

and later under De Villiers Graaf, feared taking a more liberal approach and instead 

continued to advocate segregation. The UP ‘actually tried to outbid the Nationalists in 

racism by rejecting the purchase of more land for Africans’ in its 1959 election 

campaign.75 Ultimately, these splits were irreparable, despite weathering the storm of 

 
71 Renwick, R., Helen Suzman: Bright Star in a Dark Chamber: The Biography, Biteback Publishing, 
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defections by a number of MPs in 1959 and 1975, in the 1977 election the UP’s 

successor, the New Republic Party, saw its share of the vote collapse and it was 

replaced as the official opposition by the Progressive Federal Party, which  consisted 

mainly of more liberal former UP members.76  

Despite the weak opposition in parliament, the NP did modify its position in a number 

of areas under the leaderships of John Vorster (1966-78) and later PW Botha (1978-

89). However, these were simply reforms designed to preserve the system of 

Apartheid, many of which were only surface deep (for example Vorster’s sports 

reforms) while others were designed to divide and rule (Botha’s Tricameral 

Parliament). By the late 1980s, however, it had become apparent to a number of NP 

politicians that the white minority was losing its grip on power, and it would be wise to 

start negotiations with opposition movements sooner rather than later. Indeed, Helen 

Suzman remarked jokingly at the time that it was quite a strange experience hearing 

NP politicians advocate policies she had put forward in the 1950s and 1960s.77  

It is clear that by this stage leading NP politicians felt radical action had to be taken to 

stop South Africa descending into violence and chaos. Shortly after starting his tour as 

Ambassador to South Africa in 1987, Robin Renwick met future president FW de Klerk, 

who at the time was leader of the NP in Transvaal and Minister for Education. De Klerk 

knew of Renwick’s work in bringing about a solution to the Rhodesian crisis, and told 

him that if he had his way, he would not make the same mistake as the white minority 

regime in Salisbury. When pressed by Renwick on what this was he replied ‘leaving it 

far too late to negotiate with the real black leaders’.78 

 
76 Ibid.  
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While parliament gradually became more open to the idea of change in the later years 

being studied, white South African society also changed considerably in this period. 

The white minority, particularly the larger Afrikaner community, was traditionally 

conservative. The NP wished to protect this traditional society and enacted socially 

conservative polices. Abortion, for example, while legalised in 1975, was only allowed 

under very specific circumstances. In terms of popular culture, the NP government did 

not allow the introduction of television until 1976, fearing it may have a destabilising 

effect on society.79  

Some sections of white South African society did engage in a more critical way with 

race relations and politics in the late-1960s. The National Union of South African 

Students (NUSAS) protested against Apartheid policies from the early 1960s, although 

these were fairly moderate. John Daniel, who was president of NUSAS at the time, 

explained that he ‘followed the events in France in May and June 1968 with awe and 

fascination’.80 The biggest example of such demonstrations in South Africa came in 

August 1968 when several hundred, predominantly white students at the University of 

Cape Town, held sit-ins to protest the decision by the university to rescind a lectureship 

offered to black South African Archibald Mafeje, after pressure from the NP 

government.81 However, despite the international significance of 1968 as a time of 

worker and student demonstrations, there are few other examples of student activism 

or civil disobedience on this scale. The violent response to the sit-ins from Afrikaner 
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students at Stellenbosch University (one thousand of whom travelled to Cape Town in 

an attempt to physically attack the protestors) highlights the dominance of more 

conservative authoritarian views in the country, and the marginalisation of liberal 

student activism. 

Nonetheless, certain sections of the white student population continued to challenge 

the socially conservative nature of South African society, and criticise apartheid 

segregation. This became more widespread after Pretoria’s brutal response to the 

Soweto Uprising in 1976. Janice Warman, author of The Class of '79: Three Students 

who Risked their Lives to Destroy Apartheid (which tells the story of three of her fellow 

white students at Rhodes University: Marion Sparg, Zubeida Jaffer and Guy Berger, 

all of whom were arrested for anti-Apartheid activism) discussed the campus culture at 

Rhodes in the late 1970s in an interview with News24 in March 2015. Warman 

discussed the radical politics at Rhodes at the time and claimed that many students 

were politically progressive and socially liberal. She jokingly remarked that ‘on a 

Monday morning sometimes the class would be quite depleted, and I used to joke that 

either, unfortunately, they were being detained and questioned, or they’d been arrested 

for smoking pot’.82 She also discussed the relaxed attitude to marijuana, and told the 

interviewer about her friends who grew their own and ‘dried it on the washing line which 

I thought was quite casual’.83 

This liberal white South African attitude was also growing outside of higher education. 

Those working in the film industry were particularly critical of censorship, particularly 
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during the various states of emergency. During the 1986 state of emergency, for 

example, the Johannesburg group ‘Weekend Theatre’ made the film ‘Shot Down’. The 

film is a satirical comedy which charts a South African security agent Paul Gilliat’s 

search for a black artist. Over the course of the film, Gilliat begins to sympathise with 

the bohemians and artists he meets who are constantly harassed by the security 

services and right wing thugs. He ultimately turns his back on the authorities and kills 

his handler. The film was banned until after Apartheid’s end although has since 

became a cult classic in the country.   

Physical space also became a means of challenging Apartheid, particularly in urban 

areas. In Johannesburg, despite being officially demarcated as whites only under the 

Group Areas Act, racial barriers became more porous in trendy neighbourhoods like 

Hillbrow, Yeoville, and Berea. However, this racial mixing scared the local authorities, 

and, after a landmark ruling questioned forced removals from the area in 1985, it was 

reclassified as a ‘grey area’.84 Many key public services were cut and banks became 

reluctant to lend to people who wished to buy property or invest in these 

neighbourhoods. Nevertheless, Nechama Brodie, a white South African journalist, 

writer, and academic whose parents owned a shop on Rockey Street in Yeoville from 

1984-93, described the area as ‘a bridgehead of the new South Africa in the late 

Eighties and the Nineties’.85 Brodie even claims that her parents’ shop became an 

‘unofficial signing-up point’ for the ANC after its unbanning until a formal office could 

be established.  

 
84 Josephy, S., ‘Acropolis now: Ponte City as ‘portrait of a city’’, Thesis Eleven, 141:1, 2017, 68.  
85 Brodies, M., ‘Street of a past that foretold a future’, Mail and Guardian, 10 August 2012, Available at 
https://mg.co.za/article/2012-08-10-00-street-of-a-past-that-foretold-a-future [Accessed 25 September 
2019].  
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All these issues had to be taken into account by HMG when formulating policy towards 

cultural relations with South Africa. In the early years of this study, white South Africa 

was, in general, quite conservative and contact had to be handled with care. As this 

thesis will discuss, there were times when exchanges of persons between the two 

countries led to a clash of cultures. However, over time, white South Africans, 

particularly the younger generations, began to develop a more liberal outlook to 

fashion, music, and society meaning these same considerations became less relevant 

to policymakers tasked with promoting UK-South African cultural relations.  

Methodology and Sources  

Government records, both in the UK and South Africa, make up the key primary 

material for this research. In essence, this is a work of what Richard Evans describes 

as the ‘most traditional branch of historical scholarship, diplomatic history’.86 Despite 

efforts by postmodernist scholars to move history beyond its empirical approach to 

source material and to, in the words of Keith Jenkins, ‘modernise’ the subject in line 

with other humanities disciplines,87 archival research remains a key facet in this branch 

of history. This project has involved in-depth research in two countries at seven 

archives, supplemented by Hansard parliamentary records, online historical 

newspapers, and memoirs of individuals involved in UK-South African diplomacy.  

The key focus of this thesis is to assess HMG’s approach to cultural relations with 

South Africa, therefore the UK National Archives (TNA) is the main source of primary 

material. As with any archive material there will always be missing pieces. Indeed, 

owing to the slow implementation of the 20-year record release rule, source material 

 
86 Evans, R.J., In Defence of History, Granta Books, London, 1997, 103.  
87 Jenkins, K., Re-thinking History, Third Edition, Routledge, London, 2003, 3. 



Introduction 

28 
 

relating to the final few years of this project needed to be discovered elsewhere. To 

triangulate this research, and demonstrate the broader issues attached to UK-South 

African relations, the AAM files at the Bodleian Library, University of Oxford, have also 

been consulted. This offered a fascinating insight into how British cultural relations with 

South Africa was viewed domestically, and led to dissent from certain sections of the 

population. Similarly, the Actors Equity Archives provided an insight into performing 

artists’ attitudes towards the cultural boycott and their interactions with government. 

The BBC Written Archives were also consulted, to assess how a key arm of British 

cultural diplomacy was utilised in the case of UK-South African relations. Meanwhile, 

the personal papers of Robert Birley, the former Eton headmaster who worked at 

Witwatersrand (Wits) University, Johannesburg, from 1964-67, were consulted at the 

Borthwick Institute, University of York, and demonstrated the role played by a key 

individual outside of government in British cultural relations with the Republic, while 

the Commonwealth Secretariat Archives have also been useful in assessing the 

debates over sporting ties with South Africa, and the controversy they caused amongst 

member states. In addition to written archives, oral history records have been 

consulted. The British Diplomatic History Oral History Programme (BDOHP) records 

at Churchill College, Cambridge, provided an illuminating insight into the recollections 

of officials who were at the forefront of UK-South African relations in the years this 

thesis examines. While the two FCO Witness Seminars held in 2009 and 2013 

respectively also enriched the personal aspect of policymaking.   

In addition to the material utilised in the UK, this research is also underpinned by 

archival work in South Africa.88 While the project is less concerned with South African 

 
88 I am grateful to the Royal Historical Society for supporting this trip through the award of the Martin 
Lynn Scholarship.  
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policy, this material has illuminated how Pretoria perceived British policy and, in fact, 

made its own attempts to utilise cultural relations in its approach to the UK by the late 

1970s and early 1980s. For example, the South African National Archives (SANA), 

Pretoria, provided some useful information which strengthened the discussion 

regarding Archibald Mafeje and his protracted efforts to take up a scholarship at the 

University of Cambridge in 1964.89  

These records were also useful in highlighting how Pretoria viewed British visitors. For 

example, prior to undertaking his role as visiting lecturer at Wits, Birley was (wrongly) 

regarded as a subversive radical owing to his nickname ‘Red Robert’,90 while the visit 

of Edward Russel, Second Baron Russell of Liverpool, in 1962, was viewed as an 

opportunity for Pretoria to make inroads with a potentially sympathetic member of the 

British elite.91 The Department for Foreign Affairs Archive (DFAA), at the Department 

for International Relations and Co-operation, Pretoria, also proved to be a useful 

source for analysing how the South African government perceived its UK critics, and 

attempted to use cultural diplomacy through educational exchanges, art exhibitions, 

and by entering various flower shows. Finally, the Archive for Contemporary Affairs at 

the University of the Free State, Bloemfontein, provided a wealth of newspaper 

clippings and personal correspondence of key NP politicians, which again reflected the 

perception of UK policy in the Republic at the time. 

 
89 See for example SANA, BAO/3536/C/100/6/147, Chief Bantu Commissioner, Western Cape, to 
Secretary of Bantu Administration and Development, 10 February 1964; Secretary of Bantu 
Administration and Development to Minister for Bantu Administration and development, 19 March 
1964. 
90 SANA, BTS/1/20/3 Vol 1, H.L.T. Taswell, South African Ambassador to the Central African 
Federation, to Ambassador Extraordinary & Plenipotentiary, South African Embassy London, 7 
February 1963. 
91 SANA, BTS/22/1/20, D.B. Sole, Secretary for Foreign Affairs, to Secretary for Information, 22 Nov 
1962. 
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Despite the usefulness of this source material, there are considerable methodological 

issues attached with archival research in South Africa. As Mathew Graham argues, the 

DFAA, for example, ‘does not provide the complete picture of Apartheid era foreign 

policy’ as many of the files ‘were destroyed’ as the NP looked to conceal much of their 

Apartheid-era crimes.92 Despite this purification process, Sue Onslow, writing in 2005, 

described the material available here as a ‘veritable goldmine for students of South 

African foreign relations in the Cold War’.93 Sadly, since then, new regulations have 

been brought in which mean researchers can no longer use the DFAA independently, 

and must make an application in advance in accordance with the Promotion of Access 

to Information Act (2000). 94  Even once permission is granted to view the material, the 

actual research is carried out by the archivists who then print off, or send via email, the 

documents the researcher is allowed to view.  

The SANA had very limited relevant material after the early to mid-1960s, while the 

DFAA had little material prior to the late 1970s. It appears the files in between these 

periods have got lost in their transit between the two sites. As Onslow contends, 

although the SANA is ‘the official repository for documents for the pre-1984 period, this 

is by no means a hard-and-fast rule’.95 As Jamie Miller rightly argues, the SANA is 

‘poorly organised and staffed’ and while it no doubt holds many important files from the 

period being studied ‘it is currently impossible to know what the archives’ holdings 

comprise’.96 Despite these issues, these South African sources still provided a useful 

 
92 Graham, M., ‘Finding Foreign Policy: Researching in Five South African Archives’, History in Africa, 
37, 2010, 385.  
93 Onslow, S., ‘Research Report: Republic of South Africa Archives’, Cold War History, 5:3, 2005, 370.   
94 For more on the complicated bureaucratic processes of such research in South Africa see Dominy, 
G., ‘The Effects of An Administrative and Policy Vacuum on Access to Archives in South Africa’, 
Archival Science, 17:4, 2017, 393-408. I would like to thank DFAA Records Manager Ronel Jansen 
van Vuuren and her team who guided me through this process.   
95 Onslow, ‘Research Report’, 369. 
96 Miller, J., An African Volk: The Apartheid Regime and Its Search for Survival, Oxford University 
Press, Oxford, 2016, 341.  
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insight into Pretoria’s perception of UK policy, as well as highlighting successes and 

limitations of British cultural diplomacy in the country. It is important to clarify that this 

material has been used as supplementary information and to provide another layer of 

analysis to, rather than detract from, the main aim of this thesis, which is concerned 

primarily with British policy. 

Chapter Structure  

The first chapter places UK-South African relations in context, explaining the historic 

roots of these ties and the economic, strategic, and other interests which underpinned 

British policy towards the country in the period being examined. Chapters two and three 

focus on educational cooperation between the two countries, primarily the allocation 

of British Council scholarships and bursaries to South Africans to study in the UK, but 

also visits by UK academics and teachers to the Republic, either for short-term lecture 

tours or to work in South African universities and schools. Chapter two focuses on 

British policy in the years 1960-64. In this period, the white communities were the main 

target of scholarships and bursaries. It was argued that, since white South Africans 

held political power, only they could bring about changes to the racialist system in the 

Republic.97 Furthermore, the British Council was apprehensive about developing 

closer relations with non-Europeans for fear of alienating white South African officials 

and potentially being banned from operating in the country.  

The situation began to change when Wilson took power and Labour MPs voiced 

concerns over the disproportionate number of scholarships being offered to white 

South Africans. This led to the conversion of scholarships to bursaries to allow greater 

 
97 TNA, DO/35/9460, British Council Executive Committee, Council Work in South Africa, 3 May 1960.  



Introduction 

32 
 

access for non-Europeans.98 Nevertheless, as chapter three demonstrates, it was not 

until 1979 that major changes were made to shift the focus of British educational 

assistance in the Republic away from the white communities. A joint British Council 

and ODM initiative was started by Labour to develop relations with the ‘successor 

generation’ - those considered to be the heirs to political power in South Africa after 

Apartheid’s end.99 This policy was continued, and in fact greatly expanded under the 

Thatcher government that came to power in 1979.  

Chapter four examines British policy towards the use of performing arts and other 

forms of ‘cultural manifestations’ as a means of maintaining influence in the Republic. 

The term ‘cultural manifestations’ has been chosen because this was used by British 

officials to encapsulate a number of different displays of British culture in South Africa, 

which included, but was not limited to, performing arts visits, exhibitions, literature 

tours, radio, and television broadcasts.100 Officials hoped that through plays, concerts 

and art tours, Britain could maintain influence in the Republic.101 However, there were 

limitations to HMG’s policies, which initially focussed on courting white South African 

elites who already engaged with such cultural products. In addition to this, HMG was 

reliant on the willingness of British artists and performers to undertake tours of South 

Africa; yet these individuals were often liberal minded, both socially and politically, and 

objected to the racialist segregation enforced by Pretoria. By the 1980s performing 

artists were some of the most vocal public critics of Apartheid. Indeed, HMG’s ability 

to utilise this form of contact was constrained by the cultural boycott of South Africa 

 
98 TNA, FO/924/1465, Martin Le Quesne, Head of FO WCAD, to Department, 27 May 1965.   
99 TNA, OD/52/14, Aid for Black South Africans, Paper by FCO and ODM, December 1978.  
100 Examples include TNA, BW/107/9, Perchard, Regional Officer for British Council Africa South of 
the Sahara (ASOS) Department, to Director of ASOS Department, 20 June 1969; Frean to Director 
British Council London, 5 August 1969; FCO/13/574, British Council Representative South Africa, 
Annual Report 1971-72, 30 April 1972; BW/107/27, James Bottomley, British Ambassador to South 
Africa, to FCO CRD Head John Morgan, 13 June 1975. 
101 HC Deb 7 December 1959 vol 615 cc107-78. 
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advocated by Equity and the Musicians Union.102 This chapter analyses HMG’s policy 

towards such tours and highlights how British officials attempted to boost support of 

such visits despite the tough stance of the trade unions concerned.  

Chapters five and six consider HMG’s policy towards sporting links with South Africa. 

The first chapter analyses the period up to the 1977 Gleneagles Agreement.103 Prior 

to this agreement, the two Conservative governments (1951-64 and 1970-74) 

generally considered sporting relations with South Africa to correlate with a ‘bridge-

building’ approach, the notion that closer contact with the Apartheid regime would help 

break down barriers and offer a ‘liberalising’ influence.104 Labour, however, was more 

sceptical. The first Wilson government (1964-70) placed tacit pressure on the 

Marylebone Cricket Club (MCC) to cancel the 1970 Springbok cricket tour of England, 

for example.105  

Nevertheless, it should be noted that prior to the signing of the Gleneagles Agreement 

in 1977, the Labour government (1974-79) believed that sporting relations could be 

used as a ‘carrot’ to promote change in South Africa. It was argued that each sport 

should be viewed in isolation and, once it had made sufficient progress in becoming 

non-racial, contact could be resumed.106 This would, in theory, act as a ‘carrot’ to 

encourage other sports to become non-racial, which indicates that the Labour 

 
102 TNA, FCO/13/102, Sir John Nicholls, British Ambassador to South Africa, to Foreign Secretary 
George Brown, 8 January 1968, (Dispatch Two). 
103 Commonwealth Secretariat, The Commonwealth Statement on Apartheid in Sport, 1977. Available 
at http://thecommonwealth.org/sites/default/files/inline/GleneaglesAgreement.pdf [Accessed 
31 March 2019]. 
104 Williams, J., Cricket and Race, Berg, Oxford, 2001, 77. 
105 Murray, B., ‘The Sports Boycott and Cricket: The Cancellation of the 1970 South African Tour of 
England’, South African Historical Journal, 46:1, 2002, 234. 
106 TNA, FCO/13/866, Luard to Leahy, 1 June 1977.  
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government believed the withholding of cultural relations could act in the same way as 

harder sanctions in encouraging change in the Republic.  

However, the Gleneagles Agreement scuppered this policy as, in an effort to promote 

Commonwealth unity, Labour and the other ‘old’ Commonwealth countries agreed that 

contact should be avoided with South Africa as long as any sport remained segregated. 

While slightly apprehensive about this tougher stance, Labour policymakers did 

discuss potential responses to any breaches of the agreement, indicating that they 

were prepared to take considerable action to uphold it.107 Their Conservative 

counterparts were less than enthusiastic; many Tory MPs, particularly right-wing 

backbenchers, argued that politics had no place in sport.108 While the Conservative 

government maintained its commitment to the agreement, limited action was taken to 

sportspersons who breached it, usually nothing more than a strongly worded letter from 

the Minister for Sport.  

Terminology  

Analysing relations with a racialist regime is a sensitive issue and leads to the need to 

justify the use of certain terms. When the term ‘white South African’ is used, this is 

meant to denote all those of European descent who would have been part of the 

privileged minority in the country at the time, largely of British or Dutch (Afrikaner) 

extraction. The term ‘non-European’ is used when discussing the majority of South 

African citizens who were not part of this privileged group. While this is a somewhat 

uncomfortable term and suggests there is an element of superiority about being 

European, this is by no means the author’s intention. This term has been selected 

 
107 TNA, FCO/13/868, Draft letter FCO Secretary of State to Prime Minister, July 1977.  
108 HC Deb 30 January 1980 vol 977 cc1320-1 1320. 



Introduction 

35 
 

simply as British policymakers often combined black, mixed-race, and South Africans 

of Asian descent, into the same category in their discussions, and the term is more 

succinct than listing each of these groups. When the indigenous African majority is 

discussed, which itself is made up of over a dozen different ethnic groups, the term 

‘black’ is used. The term ‘Asian’ is used to describe South Africans who are largely of 

Indian descent, who reside mainly in Durban. Their presence in South Africa stems 

from the British colonial era when Indian workers were preferred to indigenous Africans 

for more skilled work, owing to the racist ethnic hierarchy which hampered these 

officials’ world view. The term ‘coloured’ will be used to describe the mixed-race South 

African community based mainly at the Western Cape (sometimes referred to as ‘Cape 

Coloured’). Although this has negative connotations in the UK, it was, and remains, the 

accepted term for this group in South Africa.



Chapter 1: Britain and South Africa in Context 

36 
 

Chapter 1: Britain and South Africa in Context  

It is essential when analysing British policy towards South Africa that the reasons for 

this relationship’s persistence, in the face of adversity, are contextualised fully. This 

chapter analyses the literature surrounding Harold Macmillan’s ‘Wind of Change’ 

speech, highlighting that a fissure in London’s relations with Pretoria was never HMG’s 

intention, and that in many respects, even after South Africa’s exit from the 

Commonwealth, it was ‘business as usual’ between the two countries. The chapter 

then goes on to discuss British interests in South Africa in the years 1960 to 1994, 

whether it be strategic concerns, economic considerations, or the belief that South 

Africa could play a key role in ending the Rhodesia crisis, before finally highlighting the 

international and domestic criticism that UK-South African relations provoked. These 

issues all need to be taken into consideration when analysing British policy towards 

cultural relations with South Africa, and the difficulties HMG had in utilising these softer 

ties to their fullest extent.  

1.1 The Wind of Change   

As the clamour for independence spread across Africa, British Conservative Prime 

Minister Harold Macmillan undertook a month-long tour of the continent in early 1960, 

visiting the four countries who were already, or were about to become, full 

Commonwealth members.1 After touring Ghana, Nigeria and the Central African 

Federation (CAF), Macmillan made his final stop in South Africa. On 3 February 1960, 

Macmillan delivered his now famous ‘Wind of Change’ speech in the Houses of 

 
1 TNA, CAB/129/101, Prime Minister’s African Tour, April 1960.  
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Parliament in Cape Town. Macmillan told his audience of all white South African MPs 

that: 

The wind of change is blowing through this continent, and whether we 
like it or not, this growth of national consciousness is a political fact. 
We must all accept it as a fact, and our national policies must take 
account of it.2 

 

Unsurprisingly, the speech was not received warmly by Macmillan’s white South 

African hosts. South African Prime Minister Hendrik Verwoerd responded by stating: 

‘On an occasion like this when we can be perfectly frank we can say we differ from 

you’.3 Others in the ruling NP were ‘taken aback and a little resentful’ of Macmillan’s 

outspoken criticism, while the United Party (UP), which was of more liberal and 

anglophile persuasion, was uneasy about Macmillan’s comments and did not know 

how to respond.4  

Saul Dubow contends that the speech helped  

empower Verwoerd by reinforcing his dominance over domestic politics and by 
assisting him make two hitherto separate strands of his political career seem 
mutually reinforcing: republican nationalism on the one hand and Apartheid 
ideology on the other.5  

 

UK-South African relations were already tense prior to Macmillan’s provocative speech 

as Verwoerd’s accession to power in September 1958 had galvanised the NP. As 

Henry Kenney notes in his biography of Verwoerd, although ‘he did not invent the term 

 
2 Ibid. 
3 ‘Plain Words to South Africa’, The Guardian, 4 February 1960.   
4 Dubow, S., ‘Macmillan, Verwoerd and the 1960 ‘‘Wind of Change’’ Speech’ in Butler, L. J. & 
Stockwell, S. (eds), The Wind of Change, Harold Macmillan and British Decolonization, Palgrave 
Macmillan, London, 2013, 33. 
5 Ibid, 21. 
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or the policy’ he ‘fully deserves to be called the architect of Apartheid’.6 Christi van der 

Westhuizen contends that Verwoerd ‘was the first and last NP leader to hold a firm 

conviction that he knew what Apartheid was’.7 While segregation had existed in South 

Africa in some form since the arrival of European settlers at the Cape in 1647, over the 

course of the early twentieth century, and particularly in the interwar period, this was 

enshrined in law with the passing of several acts which limited the political and land 

rights of the country’s non-European majority. The 1913 Natives Land Act, for example, 

prohibited land transfer between the races, which effectively fixed the African share of 

the country’s land at just seven per cent, while the 1923 Natives Act sought to 

segregate black South Africans living in urban areas. These segregationist policies 

were expanded under J.B. Hertzog’s administration (1924-39) to include measures 

such as pass laws. In 1934 black South Africans who had previously held voting rights 

in the Cape were disenfranchised as the Afrikaner government sought to strengthen 

their political control. 8   

Despite these restrictions, and greater autonomy from Britain, there were persistent 

calls by more radical elements in the Afrikaner community for cultural nationalism and 

‘protection’ from the indigenous population. The NP’s election victory in 1948 saw 

segregation expanded to virtually all areas of society through the implementation of 

Apartheid. Verwoerd had played a key role in the rise of the NP as a strategist and 

propaganda specialist and is consistently viewed as the intellectual powerhouse 

behind this racist system. As Prime Minister, Verwoerd expanded the African 

 
6 Kenney, H., Architect of Apartheid: HF Verwoerd, An Appraisal, Johnathan Ball Publishers, 
Johannesburg, 1980, 10. 
7 Van Der Westhuizen, C., White Power and the Rise and Fall of the National Party, Zebra Press, 
Cape Town, 2007, 39. 
8 See Collins, R. O. & Burns, J. M., A History of Sub-Saharan Africa, Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge, 2007, 346; Barber, South Africa in the Twentieth Century, 134. 
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homelands or Bantustan policy through the 1959 Promotion of Bantu Self-government 

Act.9 This was essentially an attempt by the NP to offer a different approach to the 

decolonisation process where a number of homelands were formed for the various 

ethnic groups. For example, the Xhosa population would live in either Transkei or 

Ciskei, the Zulus would live in KwaZulu and the Tswana would live in Bophuthatswana. 

These lands, however, were often low quality and some were fragmented. 

Bophuthatswana, for example, initially consisted of 26 separate pieces of land. After 

all but eliminating the internal threat posed by the ANC by the end of 1962, Verwoerd 

presided over the period of high Apartheid in which white supremacy was largely 

unchallenged and benefited from economic growth and an increase in white 

immigration.10  

In addition to entrenching racial segregation, the other key facet of Afrikaner 

nationalism was the desire for republican status; this was viewed as symbolically 

important as it would remove the Queen as the official head of state, thus casting off 

one of the last vestiges of British imperialism. While there had been a period of 

reconciliation between English-speaking South Africans and Afrikaners after the Boer 

War and in the early years of the Union, epitomised in the anglophile premierships of 

veterans Jan Smuts and Louis Botha, anti-British resentment remained amongst large 

sections of the Afrikaner population. This anger was more widespread amongst 

younger politicians such as Verwoerd who had been educated in Europe, mainly in 

Germany or the Netherlands. This culminated in the decision to call a referendum on 

becoming a republic on 20 January 1960.11  

 
9 See Appendix A; Dubow, S., Apartheid 1948-1994, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2014, 105. 
10 Feinstein, C., An Economic History of South Africa: Conquest, Discrimination and Development, 
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2005, 165.  
11 Dubow, Apartheid, 170. 
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On 5 October 1960, the white electorate narrowly voted for the country to become a 

republic. While Verwoerd did want South Africa to remain in the Commonwealth, 

largely for the economic and defensive benefits close ties with Britain entailed, he 

ultimately withdrew his country’s re-application for membership (a requirement for any 

country in the organisation that chose to become a republic) in 1961. It would appear 

therefore that Britain and South Africa were naturally moving towards a mutual 

separation in the early 1960s.  

Yet such an analysis ignores the many close economic, political, and cultural links 

between these two nations throughout the Apartheid era. Richie Ovendale contends 

that little had changed in UK-South African relations in the aftermath of the NP’s 

election victory in 1948.12 In 1951, Labour Commonwealth Secretary Patrick Gordon 

Walker stated ‘these relations [with South Africa] are also in our direct interest. Chief 

amongst them come co-operation in defence and in economic matters’.13 Ovendale 

argues that owing to the growing threat of international communism both countries 

looked to each other for support militarily.14 This is epitomised by the Simonstown 

Agreement (1955) which saw Britain return control of the naval base at Simon’s Town 

to Pretoria while maintaining use of the facilities at all times.15 In addition, Britain would 

also supply South Africa with an array of maritime military equipment and the two 

country’s navies would engage in regular joint exercises.  

While attitudes towards race and empire changed significantly over the course of the 

 
12 Ovendale, R., ‘The South Africa Policy of the British Labour Government, 1947-51’, International 
Affairs, 59:1, 1982-3, 41-58.   
13 Ibid, 57. 
14 Ibid, 46.  
15 See Berridge, Economic Power, 69-107; Spence, J. E. & Berridge, G., ‘The Simonstown 
Agreements 1955’, Collected Seminar Papers, Institute of Commonwealth Studies, 38, 1990, 195-202; 
Henshaw, P., ‘The Transfer of Simonstown: Afrikaner Nationalism, South African Strategic 
Dependence, and British Global Power’, Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History, 20:3, 1992, 
419-44; Hyam & Henshaw, The Lion and the Springbok, 230-53.    
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1950s, there is little evidence that that by 1960 policymakers had downgraded South 

Africa’s importance to the UK. Dubow contends that South Africa’s exit from the 

Commonwealth was ‘avowedly not Macmillan’s intention’ when he delivered the ‘Wind 

of Change’ speech, and he worked hard to try and keep South Africa in the 

organisation.16 Macmillan had tried to persuade Verwoerd to cancel, or at least 

postpone the referendum on republican status.17 During the Commonwealth Heads of 

Government Meeting (CHGM) which preceded South Africa’s departure from the 

organisation, Macmillan did his upmost to appease both Verwoerd and the African and 

Asian leaders who were most vocal in their criticism of Apartheid. He emphasised to 

the latter that there was more chance of change being brought about in the country if 

it remained in the Commonwealth.18 Macmillan would later write to the UK ambassador 

in Pretoria John Maud with sadness about South Africa’s Commonwealth departure, 

blaming himself in part for the decision stating ‘the wind of change has blown us 

away’.19  

Michael Makin contends that the speech was never meant to be anything more than ‘a 

gentle warning to Verwoerd’.20 Others emphasise that the speech was as much 

directed at black African leaders, particularly in the Commonwealth, as it was to white 

South Africans. Ovendale, for example, argues that in delivering the speech Macmillan 

‘was following Ghanaian Prime Minister Kwame Nkrumah's suggestion that Britain 

should make a declaration of policy’ regarding its future relations with Africa.21 Dubow 

 
16 Dubow, ‘Macmillan, Verwoerd’, 21.  
17 Hyam, R., ‘The Parting of the Ways: Britain and South Africa’s Departure from the Commonwealth, 
1951-61’, Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History, 26:2, 1998, 164. 
18 Ibid.  
19 Ward, S., ‘Whirlwind, Hurricane, Howling Tempest: The Winds of Change and the British World’, in 
Butler, L. & Stockwell, S. (eds), The Wind of Change: Harold Macmillan and British Decolonisation, 
Palgrave Macmillan, Basingstoke, 2013, 57.  
20 Makin, M., ‘Britain, South Africa and the Commonwealth in 1960: The “Winds of Change” 
Reassessed’, Historia, 41, 1996, 74.  
21 Ovendale, R., ‘Macmillan and the Wind of Change in Africa’, The Historical Journal, 38:2, 1995, 476.  
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contends that the speech was designed to ‘maintain a degree of British influence over 

the newly emerging multi-racial Commonwealth’.22  

The speech also emphasised many of the close ties that still existed between Britain 

and South Africa. In particular, Macmillan highlighted the mutually beneficial trade 

between the two countries, which saw raw materials, food, and gold exported to Britain 

and consumer goods and capital equipment imported into South Africa in return.23 

Dubow correctly points out that there was no mention of Britain cutting its profitable 

ties with South Africa.24 After the speech provoked a much tougher response from 

Verwoerd than expected, Macmillan was warned by the Governor of the Bank of 

England on his return to London that if South Africa were to leave both the 

Commonwealth and Sterling Area it could have ‘very much untoward’ economic 

consequences for the UK.25  

The planning, execution, and aftermath of the ‘Wind of Change’ speech should be 

viewed as an analogy for UK-South Africa relations for the following 34 years. While 

Macmillan did attempt to place some distance between HMG and the racist Apartheid 

state, in many respects, particularly economically, but also militarily (until the 

cancellation of the Simonstown Agreement in 1975 at least), it was business as usual. 

The speech must also be viewed within the Cold War context of the time, and as a 

warning to Pretoria that it ‘had become an actual liability to the West in the global east-

west struggle for men’s minds’.26 Time and again, these tensions dominated 

discussions regarding British policy towards South Africa as FCO officials attempted 
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to navigate Britain’s conflicting interests in the Apartheid state and African, Asian, and 

Caribbean countries who vocalised their disdain for continued UK-South Africa 

relations.  

1.2 Economic Considerations  

Economic considerations are a consistent theme in HMG’s approach to relations with 

Pretoria. Despite leaving the Commonwealth in 1961, and becoming increasingly 

isolated because of Apartheid, the UK and South Africa maintained close trading 

relations. It should be noted that in this period Britain’s trade with South Africa was 

more than with the whole of Commonwealth Africa combined.27 Saki Dockrill argues 

that Britain’s overall foreign policy in the 1960s was focused on maintaining ‘order in 

the world for the sake of its commercial and financial wealth’.28 Yet it must be stressed 

that, in relative terms this wealth had diminished somewhat, and over the period in 

question Britain had to re-evaluate its role in the world in accordance with its available 

resources. This made its close economic ties with South Africa all the more important, 

and was a key factor in Wilson’s decision not to go further than arms sanctions in 1964. 

Leader of the House of Commons Herbert Bowden for example warned that ‘Britain 

could ill afford to indulge in economic warfare with South Africa’,29 while British officials 

interpreted the UN resolutions on arms sales ‘as favourably as possible’ to the 

Republic.30  
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Barber argues that the ‘web of economic relations’ between the two countries showed 

‘great resilience’ in the 1960s and 1970s in the face of domestic and international 

criticism.31 Importantly, South Africa’s banking sector was dominated by British firms 

and their subsidiaries, most notably Barclays and Standard Chartered, who between 

them held over 60 per cent of commercial bank deposits in the Republic in 1977. 

Britain’s investments in the Republic were arguably the most important aspect of the 

economic relations between the two countries. As Dubow argues, the rapid returns on 

investments in the 1960s, the era commonly known as high Apartheid, did much to 

banish investor anxieties.32 This coincided with the NP abandoning its anti-capitalist 

rhetoric, instead embracing the economic benefits of an increasingly interconnected 

world. This was especially true after the pragmatic John Vorster’s accession to power 

in 1966.33 In the late 1970s and early 1980s, it was estimated that 10 per cent of all 

British overseas investments were in South Africa and that this counted for 16 per cent 

of returns. One international banker was reported to have said in 1980 ‘the rate of 

return and its reliability now clearly outweigh the political problems’.34 Barber contends 

that the size of Britain’s economic stake in the Republic had, at times, led to London’s 

isolation concerning its policy towards South Africa, even amongst its Western allies.35 

There is considerable evidence to support this view, most notably London’s reluctance 

to enforce all but the softest sanctions against Pretoria in the mid-1980s despite the 

increasingly tough position taken by both its EEC partners and the US.   

Close trading relations were maintained between Britain and South Africa throughout 

the Apartheid era despite calls for sanctions from African and Asian countries, as well 
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as domestic pressure groups such as the AAM. British trade with South Africa in fact 

grew by 88 per cent during the 1960s.36 By 1976, British exports to South Africa were 

£632m while imports stood at £714m, which represented 2.5 per cent and 2.3 per cent 

respectively of total exports and imports trade. In the same year, the South African 

proportions were 22.2 per cent of exports (excluding gold) and 17.6 per cent of 

imports.37 While this trade suggests that Britain was the far stronger partner in the 

relationship, it was the nature of the goods traded that led Berridge to contend that 

Pretoria had considerable power over London. Minerals such as chromium, 

manganese, vanadium, gold, and the platinum-group metals were available in 

abundance in South Africa, and Britain was heavily reliant on the Republic for the 

purchase of these minerals, many of which were considered vital for British industry.38 

The only other nation to possess such an abundance of these important minerals was 

the USSR, which, of course, could not be considered a reliable supplier.39 This 

potential vulnerability affected other areas of UK-South Africa relations as British 

policymakers were careful not to anger their counterparts in Pretoria for fear of 

jeopardising the supply of these important strategic minerals.  

Despite protestations when in opposition, the Labour government (1964-70), ‘was 

almost as anxious to avoid giving unnecessary offence to the NP regime as under the 

Conservatives’.40 Berridge contends that this was due to Britain’s precarious economic 

circumstances at the time which meant ‘the gold-earning potential from South Africa's 

market became more important to Britain as the latter's balance of payments 

deteriorated even further and as dollar weakness further increased the attractiveness 
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of gold as a reserve’.41 However, by the mid-1970s, British policymakers became 

increasingly uneasy about this large economic stake in South Africa owing to external 

pressures from the African, Asian, and Caribbean Commonwealth and UN member 

states, but also concerns over the growing internal instability within the Republic. On 

16 June 1976, violence broke out in the South African township of Soweto as black 

schoolchildren, protesting against changes to the school curriculum which meant they 

would be taught in Afrikaans, were fired upon by police.42 The subsequent state of 

emergency in South Africa led to widespread international condemnation of Pretoria 

and an upsurge in support for anti-Apartheid groups around the world. The Labour 

government (1974-79) considered taking action to encourage disinvestment from 

South Africa, however lost office before implementing such measures.43  

Margaret Thatcher’s election victory strengthened South Africa’s economic position; 

as a staunch ‘free-marketeer’ she was unmoved by calls for economic sanctions 

against Pretoria. Thatcher’s government’s policies fell in line with her US counterpart 

Ronald Reagan’s, advocating ‘constructive engagement’ with Pretoria, which asserted 

that close economic relations could be used to break down barriers and lead to the 

gradual collapse of Apartheid.44 Indeed, moderate reforms did take place in South 

Africa in the late 1970s and early 1980s, implemented initially under the premiership 

of John Vorster and then expanded by his successor P.W. Botha, who in his inaugural 

speech warned the country’s white minority that they must ‘adapt or die’.45 Many 

aspects of petty Apartheid were eroded, for example, interracial marriage, while a new 
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constitution implemented in 1983 brought about the Tricameral Parliament in which 

white, Asian, and coloured South Africans were represented in three separate 

chambers.46 Nonetheless, Herman Giliomee argues that Botha was ‘ambivalent about 

how much adapting was necessary to avoid death and too confident of the 

overpowering strength of the state to be morbid about its survival prospects’.47 Van 

Der Westhuizen contends that ‘the 1983 constitution was drafted to fulfil the political 

aims of the NP, despite the appearance of consultation and scholasticism’.48 Despite 

this, Hyam and Henshaw argue that ‘the case for supporting the Botha government’s 

evolutionary reforms remained convincing enough for many in Britain in the 1980s’.49 

While economic ties were viewed as a key means of promoting gradual change, 

cultural relations also played an important part in encouraging this process. Over the 

course of the 1980s there was a rapid increase in the British Council’s work in South 

Africa, particularly with the black communities, as HMG wished to simultaneously 

maintain economic links with the white minority, while forging ties with leading black 

South Africans who it was believed would go on to take up influential positions in the 

future.50 

Despite HMG’s desire to promote constructive engagement, British public opinion was 

mounting against South Africa due to Pretoria’s increased use of state violence to 

silence dissent.51 While street protests and boycotts had long been seen as a way of 

undermining Apartheid, it was not until the 1980s that they began to be successful in 

the economic sphere. Håkan Thörn argues that this shift in public opinion was helped 
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by the new tactics used by anti-Apartheid activists which focused more than ever on 

the importance of the media in promoting their message.52 The intransigence of the 

NP government to take reforms further also benefited anti-Apartheid campaigners, 

particularly after Botha’s much-hyped ‘Rubicon speech’ failed to deliver the changes 

South Africa’s Western allies had expected, namely the release of Nelson Mandela 

from prison.53 The speech increased South Africa’s international isolation, the Rand 

dropped in value and major foreign banks refused to ‘roll over’ maturing debt.54 The 

speech also made it difficult for conservative governments in the West to hold firm 

against economic sanctions. The following month, Reagan announced nominal 

sanctions against the Republic. This was followed by the EEC’s decision to impose 

‘mild sanctions which included a ban on oil and arms exports’ as well as restrictions on 

cultural contact and sporting links and the withdrawal of military attachés.55 Initially 

HMG rejected all these measures, but soon accepted the majority of the sanctions, 

with the exception of those which limited cultural contact. This was justified as British 

officials claimed it was the black community who now benefited most from UK-South 

African cultural relations. It also re-affirms the importance HMG placed on such contact 

in its broader relations with the Republic.   

In 1986, after continual boycotts and protests, Barclays agreed to sell its stake in 

Barclays National, its South African subsidiary.56 In the same year, and despite 

Reagan’s previous attempts at a veto, the US Senate passed the Comprehensive Anti-

Apartheid Act which introduced a series of sanctions against Pretoria. Thatcher, 
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however, held firm in her stance against sanctions, and British companies did not dis-

invest in the same way as their US counterparts.57 Britain was still South Africa’s 

second biggest trading partner and largest external investor upon Mandela’s release 

from prison in 1990.  

1.3 Strategic Interests 

HMG did not only view relations with South Africa as important for economic reasons; 

many officials argued that, particularly in the context of the Cold War, South Africa was 

vital to Britain’s broader geo-political strategic interests. In the early 1960s, with the 

decolonisation process well underway, maintaining a military presence ‘east of Suez’ 

to safeguard British interests in the Persian Gulf and Far East was seen as essential if 

the UK was to remain a world power. This aim often overlapped with Cold War 

considerations, particularly as both the USSR and PRC began courting the leaders of 

newly independent nations. As Mathew Connelly argues, historians must take off the 

‘Cold War lens’ when assessing policymakers true foreign policy objectives, which 

were often far more nuanced.58 Indeed, Cold War strategic considerations were often 

used as a way of justifying Britain’s continued overseas military presence. 

Without formal colonial possessions, HMG’s ability to meet its ‘world-wide 

commitments’ was ‘dependent on facilities provided by others’.59 The Simonstown 

base, was a prime example of such facilities located at ‘one of the strategic points on 

the globe, the Cape of Good Hope’.60 Its position between the South Atlantic and Indian 
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Oceans made it important for maritime purposes, both commercial and military. The 

base was constructed during the British colonial occupation and was completed in 

1910, just as the Union of South Africa was formed.61 Despite the Union’s apparent 

autonomy, the Royal Navy (RN) maintained control of the Simonstown base in the 

absence of a professional South African navy.62 This situation continued until the 1955 

Simonstown Agreement saw control of the base handed to Pretoria.63 The agreement 

allowed Britain, and its allies, use of the base at all times, even during a war which did 

not involve South Africa.64  

The UK also maintained overflying rights for the whole territory of South Africa, which 

were important for access to the High Commission Territories, three colonies which 

bordered on, or in the case of Basutoland, were completely surrounded by South 

Africa, and did not gain their independence until 1966.65 Overflying rights were also 

important for access to Mauritius, where Britain maintained external and internal 

defence commitments until 1974, and the Seychelles, which did not achieve 

independence until 1976.66  The Simonstown Agreement also provided the UK with 

important communications facilities without which there would have been a ‘large gap’ 

in the Atlantic’s equatorial zone for both merchant shipping and warships.67 The Cape 

Route was also viewed as strategically important for western Europe; in 1970, for 
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example, 27 per cent of its overall trade and 34 per cent of its oil arrived via these 

seaways.68  

As Cold War tensions escalated in the early 1960s, it looked likely that they would 

increasingly influence events in sub-Saharan Africa, much as they had done in east 

and southeast Asia the previous decade. On 11 July 1960, the mineral rich province 

of Katanga seceded from the former Belgian Congo less than two weeks after it gained 

its independence. Katangese leader Moïse Tshombe cited Patrice Lumumba and his 

central government’s alleged communist leanings as justification. The ‘Congo Crisis’ 

which emerged from this went on for over five years and was the first instance of Cold 

War superpower rivalry in sub-Saharan Africa.69 British policymakers were concerned 

about communist penetration, particularly as the Congo bordered Northern Rhodesia 

and Tanganyika, both of which remained British responsibilities at the time.70  

These tensions looked set to spread further through southern Africa after Khrushchev’s 

speech at the UN on 6 January 1961 that declared the USSR would offer support to 

all ‘wars of national liberation’.71 Nationalist movements in Portugal’s southern African 

colonies were supported by both the USSR and PRC.72 Glyn Stone argues that 

Western governments, including Britain, were alert to the increasing – but often 

conflicting and opposed – Soviet and Chinese activity in Africa during this period.73 

Following an extensive review of Sino-Soviet penetration, the Foreign Office (FO) 
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concluded in late December 1964 that communist activity in Africa 'is significant and 

increasing' and that if communist influence was to be kept within reasonable bounds 

the West 'must continue to take positive counter-measures’.74 

Initially, in this Cold War context, Ministry of Defence (MoD) officials believed that the 

white minority regimes of southern Africa were more reliable partners than the newly 

independent black African states.75 However, continued UK-South Africa military 

cooperation was threatened when the Labour Party came to power in October 1964. 

Labour had been antagonistic towards South Africa while in opposition, and its 

manifesto had pledged to end the supply of arms to Pretoria in accordance with the 

UN voluntary arms embargo. Nonetheless, Wilson was committed to maintaining a 

British military presence ‘east of Suez’.76 The Simonstown base was a useful stop off 

point en route to the Far East, particularly as due to ongoing tensions in the Middle 

East access to the Suez Canal could not be guaranteed. In this context, and despite 

the implementation of the arms embargo, UK-South Africa military cooperation 

continued largely unchanged.77 This highlights that, when in power, the differences 

between the UK’s two major political parties was often less than would be expected as 

Labour ministers moderated their position against the republic due to broader strategic 

interests.  

Even after the ‘east of Suez’ military withdrawal was announced in 1968, the 

Simonstown Agreement was maintained and in many respects was re-energised with 

the election of Edward Heath’s Conservative government in 1970, when the arms 
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embargo was lifted to allow for the sale of defensive maritime equipment to the 

Republic. This was justified by the build-up of the Soviet Fleet in the Indian Ocean. 

Pretoria attempted to use this to its advantage, tirelessly emphasizing the Cape 

Route’s importance to Western security.78 Officials within the MoD and the FCO 

Defence Department viewed the Soviet threat in the area as credible. The main 

concern was the Soviet Navy’s ability to harass Western merchant shipping if a strong 

deterrent was not maintained.79 In August 1970, an MoD report argued that the 

facilities provided by the Simonstown Agreement were of considerable importance in 

the defence of the Cape Route but also that the South African Navy could play a role 

in maintaining a credible deterrent and ease the burden on the RN.80 Rear Admiral 

Peter Austin, Assistant Chief of the Naval Staff (Operations and Air), went as far to 

argue that the RN’s views ‘corresponded closely with those expressed by the South 

Africans’.81 

The second Wilson government, elected in February 1974, re-introduced the arms 

embargo, although it was agreed that ‘operationally necessary ship visits’ would 

continue.82 In October, there were claims in the British media that a recent visit by the 

RN to South Africa could still be viewed as having a ‘goodwill’ element.83 Foreign 

Secretary James Callaghan vigorously denied this, claiming that the South African 

government had ‘misrepresented’ the visit and seized the opportunity for propaganda 

purposes.84 This incident was the final straw for the Labour government, and in a 
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cabinet meeting on 31 October, it was agreed that ‘although the defence facilities 

available to use under the Simonstown Agreement were useful in peacetime and could 

be of importance in war, their value was not such to justify continuance of the 

Agreement in view of its political objections’.85 

Even after the Simonstown Agreement’s cancellation in 1975, Cold War strategic 

considerations still played a role in military relations with the Republic, and the UK 

maintained two defence attachés’ in the country. When their presence was threatened 

due to financial cutbacks in 1978, Defence Secretary Fred Mulley argued that these 

attachés were an invaluable source of intelligence stemming from their contacts in 

South African military circles.86 London did not have defence attachés anywhere else 

in southern Africa, which had become an even more volatile ‘Cold War theatre’ after 

Portugal's rapid decolonisation and Pretoria supported ‘moderate’ groups fighting 

against Marxist governments in Angola and Mozambique.87 When these 

representatives were finally recalled to the UK in 1985 it was at the behest of the EEC 

as part of a series of soft sanctions against the Republic rather than a decision taken 

in London.88 

While both Labour governments supported the UN voluntary arms embargo it was not 

until the aftermath of the Soweto Uprising in 1976, and Steve Biko’s murder in 1977, 

that Prime Minister James Callaghan supported a mandatory ban on arms sales. 

Nevertheless, Hennie van Vuuren contends that ‘the implementation of the arms 

embargo was not as thorough as has long been supposed’.89 Armaments Corporation 
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of South Africa (ARMSCOR), the South African Defence Department’s arms 

procurement agency, was still able to negotiate 553 foreign contracts, all of which were 

in violation of the embargo. 87 of those contracts went to British firms making the UK 

the third highest illicit supplier of arms after the United States and West Germany.90 

Rogue elements of the British military also continued to supply their South African 

counterparts with intelligence. Senior military intelligence official General Tienie 

Groenewald, for example, claimed that  

a party would be organised at a British military base and, at a certain point during 
the evening the British officers would withdraw, leaving the South Africans alone 
with a photocopying machine and whichever documents or plans were 
required.91 

 

Despite the continued tension and violence in South Africa after Mandela’s release 

from prison in 1990, and the start of negotiations between the ANC and NP, there was 

a loosening of the restrictions imposed on the country by the international community 

and an increase in contact between British and South African officials. In May 1993, 

the Chief of the South African Navy and the crew of the Drakensberg, a South African 

naval support vessel, visited the UK to take part in ceremonies to mark the Battle of 

the Atlantic.92 In July 1993, the South African Chief of Air Staff visited to attend the 

celebrations marking the seventy-fifth anniversary of the Royal Air Force (RAF).93 

While these were small scale visits they demonstrate the re-emergence of UK-South 

African military relations. Jeremy Hanley, the Minister of State for the Armed Forces, 

announced that a number of MoD personnel would visit South Africa in the period from 
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February to the country’s elections on 27 April 1994. On 4 October 1993, the European 

Union announced the lifting of sanctions concerning the exchange of defence attachés 

with the country. HMG quickly followed this up with the re-appointment of a new 

defence attaché to the country in November 1993.94   

At the end of January 1994, HMS Norfolk and the Royal Fleet Auxiliary Grey Rover 

visited South Africa. Hanley stated that ‘the aim of the visit was to renew relations 

between the Royal Navy and the South African Navy’.95 This was the first visit by a 

foreign naval ship to the country since sanctions were lifted, highlighting the 

importance HMG attached to renewing naval cooperation with South Africa. After the 

ANC was elected and Apartheid was officially brought to an end on 27 April 1994, 

Britain played an important role in assisting the country’s transition from pariah state 

to new country. In terms of defence, the new government requested help from the UK 

in integrating its new national defence force.96 The fact that Britain took a leading role 

in this and other areas is clear evidence that, even in the post-Cold War world, British 

officials still valued military links with Pretoria.  

It is clear that British officials viewed South Africa, and indeed southern Africa as a 

whole, as part of the UK’s ‘sphere of influence’. While this was paramount in their 

concerns over the potential spread of communism in the region, policymakers acted in 

a similarly concerned manner when Britain’s Western allies encroached on the region. 

In the case of South Africa, there was considerable concern when France became the 

main supplier of arms after Wilson’s decision to implement the arms embargo in 
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1964.97 This was also the case in the cultural realm, particularly in terms of academic 

scholarships, where British officials were envious of the resources available to their US 

counterparts and the potential advantage this gave them in this sphere. While Western 

officials did work together to solve the Rhodesia crisis, and to promote peaceful change 

in South Africa, it is clear that most British officials wanted to take a leading role as the 

main external partner in this region.   

1.4 Rhodesia Crisis  

The Rhodesia crisis, created by Prime Minister Ian Smith’s Unilateral Declaration of 

Independence (UDI) on 11 November 1965, was a cause of great embarrassment for 

Britain. As Onslow argues ‘the international community looked to London as the formal 

colonial power, to resolve the issue of UDI’.98 David French contends that an invasion 

of Rhodesia by Britain would have had international approval.99 Onslow reasons that 

this was not something HMG was ever willing to consider as it was ‘morally and indeed 

politically undesirable’.100 As Rhodesia was landlocked and its neighbours with coast 

lines, South Africa, South-African administered South West Africa, and the Portuguese 

colony of Mozambique, were all sympathetic to the white-settler regime, the prospect 

of an invasion was ‘logistically fraught with difficulty’.101  
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Solving the Rhodesia crisis is known to have become an obsession for Wilson. Richard 

Crossman, a leading figure in Wilson’s first administration, claimed he referred to it as 

‘his Cuba’.102 Pretoria, as regional hegemon, and Salisbury’s closest, if at times 

reluctant, ally, was viewed as playing a vital part in the negotiations over Rhodesia’s 

future. Wilson felt he could press Verwoerd to exercise influence behind the scenes to 

bring both sides in the conflict together.103  Richard Coggins claims that ‘South Africa’s 

influence was probably crucial’ in starting the ‘talks about talks’ which brought the two 

sides together for the first time.104 Barber contends that despite an element of distrust, 

Britain and South Africa looked to each other to help broker a Rhodesian settlement.105 

Pretoria endeavoured to use this situation to its advantage. Barber and Barratt argue 

that South Africa’s attempt to purchase an arms ‘shopping list’ from Britain in 1967 was 

incentivised with ‘the prospect of support in seeking a Rhodesian settlement’.106 While 

the order was refused, Bale contends that Wilson had been interested in the prospect 

of a deal if it encompassed Rhodesia.107 In advance of talks to re-negotiate the 

Simonstown Agreement in January 1967, a document was prepared by the FO and 

MoD which set out Britain’s objectives. In addition to a desire to maintain use of 

Simonstown in a time of war in which South Africa was not involved, and the hope of 

securing a large purchase order of naval equipment, the other key objective set out by 

HMG was to avoid ‘damaging our general relations with the South African 

government’.108 This was justified as Pretoria’s ‘attitude over Rhodesia in recent 
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months has not been unhelpful and is a vital factor in the success of our policy of 

bringing about the resumption of constitutional government there’.109 This highlights 

the importance policymakers placed on Pretoria’s potential role in bringing the 

Rhodesia crisis to an end.  

Despite British efforts, talks in 1966 and 1968 failed to halt the rebellion.110 

Negotiations re-commenced with the election of the Heath government in 1970, but, 

despite concessions, Smith’s government refused to moderate its negotiating position. 

Both Britain and the United States continued to look at ways to solve the crisis and 

South Africa was consistently viewed as playing an important role. In 1975, both 

Angola and Mozambique fell under the control of Marxist inspired nationalists after 

Portugal’s swift exit from the continent. This meant Rhodesia lost an important ally, 

particularly in the circumvention of sanctions. Concurrently, South Africa announced a 

change in policy, favouring ‘détente’ with the Frontline States, a coalition of African 

countries committed to ending white minority rule in southern Africa. Vorster negotiated 

a ceasefire in the Rhodesian ‘bush war’. Nevertheless, the Victoria Falls Conference 

that followed in August 1975 failed to end the crisis.111   

The situation in southern Africa continued to deteriorate. South Africa’s decision to 

enter the Angolan Civil War in 1975 led to international condemnation and provoked 

Cuba’s intervention in support of the People’s Movement for the Liberation of Angola 

(MPLA) government.112 In this context, the US State Department under Henry 
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Kissinger, became concerned to find a solution to the Rhodesia crisis as a way of de-

escalating tension in the region.113 Kissinger posited that there should be a two-year 

transition period before full majority rule, in which time a ‘council of state’ consisting of 

three whites, three blacks and a white chairman would draft a new constitution.114  

Onslow contends that both Britain and the US recognised the importance of South 

Africa in negotiating a settlement. They hoped Pretoria ‘would be both more 

susceptible to a joint approach to Rhodesia, and also more vulnerable to discrete 

diplomatic pressure’.115 Pretoria also wished to seek a solution to the crisis and Onslow 

argues that, after the failure of Vorster’s détente policy, hoped to use its role as a 

mediator to ‘restore South African international legitimacy and regional authority’.116 

This was compounded further following the international outcry at Pretoria’s brutal 

response to the Soweto Uprising. Smith later claimed that in a meeting at Libertas, the 

South African president’s residence, in September 1976, Vorster informed him that ‘his 

government had come to the conclusion that they were no longer able to go on 

supporting us financially or militarily’ and Salisbury should accept the deal Kissinger 

proposed.117 Despite a more compromising stance offered by Salisbury, the Geneva 

talks organised by British Secretary of State Tony Crossland in October, ultimately 

collapsed as the nationalists sought an immediate transfer to majority rule.  

Both the UK and US approached the issue with renewed vigour after the election of 

Jimmy Carter in late 1976 and Dr David Owen’s appointment as British Foreign 
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Secretary in February 1977.118 Despite Owen’s disdain towards Apartheid, Pretoria 

was still viewed as potentially playing an important role in solving the Rhodesia crisis; 

Barber argues that Owen even managed to ‘develop a timid working relationship’ with 

Vorster.119 A new plan was formed between Owen and US Secretary of State Cyrus 

Vance to allow for a peaceful transfer of power in Rhodesia which would see a British 

interim government take temporary control.120 Both Owen and Vance toured the 

Frontline States and South Africa to promote the new proposals. While there was some 

initial support, the Rhodesians felt that the US was ‘bullying’ Pretoria into pushing a 

deal Salisbury viewed as ‘unacceptable’.121 Ultimately, both Pretoria and Salisbury 

closed ranks over the demand by Frontline States’ presidents that the Rhodesia 

security forces should be replaced by guerrilla fighters.122  

Due to the understandably uncompromising stance of the Zimbabwean nationalists 

and the Frontline States, Salisbury sought an alternative approach to ending the 

stalemate and with it, it was hoped, international sanctions. The ‘Internal Settlement’ 

agreed between Salisbury and the United Africa National Council, a more moderate 

nationalist group, on 3 March 1978, led to the election of an interim government in April 

1979 with Bishop Abel Muzorewa as Prime Minister and included Smith as Minister 

without Portfolio. The UN Security Council branded the settlement ‘illegal and 

unacceptable’ and Zimbabwe-Rhodesia remained ostracised by the international 

community.123  
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Despite South Africa’s support for the internal settlement, British policymakers still felt 

Pretoria could play an important role in future negotiations. Christopher Lee contends 

that the new Conservative British Foreign Secretary, Lord Peter Carrington, believed 

that ‘the South Africans were finding it harder to support Smith’s failing economy’ and 

so would be receptive to new ideas which could bring about a negotiated end to the 

crisis.124 HMG’s belief in the importance of South Africa’s role is emphasised in 

Carrington’s decision to send Conservative peer Lord Harlech on a fact-finding mission 

to southern Africa in July 1979. During this visit, Harlech, alongside the new British 

ambassador to South Africa John Leahy, met with H.A. Geldenhuys of the South 

African Department of Foreign Affairs to ‘explain London’s case to Pretoria’.125 Harlech 

told Geldenhuys that HMG would look for help from South Africa in solving the crisis, 

namely applying pressure on Salisbury for Smith to step down from government, as he 

was viewed a ‘a symbol of white rule’.126 Harlech warned that if the current situation 

continued, the civil war in Rhodesia would escalate, something which South Africa 

wanted to avoid for fears it would affect its own internal security situation and due to 

the financial cost of continued support for Rhodesian forces.   

Pretoria support Britain’s proposal and despite no direct involvement in the Lancaster 

House talks, South Africa played an important behind-the-scenes role in offering 

support to Muzorewa. In addition to this, South Africa maintained a military presence 

in Rhodesia throughout the negotiating process, something which, while controversial, 

and a cause of criticism from the Frontline States when made public, was viewed by 

HMG as important to maintaining the ceasefire.127 While there were efforts by Pretoria 
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to shape the agreement in its own interests, Carrington’s diplomatic skill ensured 

Britain’s desired outcome: a transition to majority rule prior to independence for 

Zimbabwe. As Onslow argues, ‘South Africa provided a crucial piece of the diplomatic 

jigsaw in the final resolution of the long running crisis of Rhodesian UDI’.128  

1.5 Constraints I: Commonwealth Relations  

While South Africa was viewed as an important factor in solving the Rhodesia crisis, 

so too were the Frontline States who supported the liberation movements in the 

country, and HMG had to be careful to keep the leaders of states such as Botswana, 

Tanzania, and Zambia onside. Indeed, during the period 1960-94 HMG attempted to 

balance its interests in South Africa with those in the African, Asian, and Caribbean 

Commonwealth member states. Any potential benefit HMG derived from cultural 

relations with South Africa could be negatively offset elsewhere as Britain’s continued 

contact with the racist Apartheid state had the potential to damage its soft power in 

independent black African states. Cordial relations with a white minority regime were 

a reminder of Britain’s imperial past and contrasted with the ideas of multi-racial 

cooperation it attempted to convey to the ‘new’ Commonwealth countries. This 

epitomises the tightrope HMG had to walk if it were to maintain influence in both South 

Africa and other, more vocal critics of Apartheid in the Commonwealth and beyond.    

By the mid-1960s, the Commonwealth had evolved significantly from the small group 

of self-governing ‘white’ dominions first formed in 1926, to a multi-racial organisation, 

which Dubow argues ‘sought to transform itself into a post-imperial and non-aligned 

organisation, the problem of race and Apartheid featured as a central, and sometimes 
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an overriding concern’.129  This is reflected in South Africa’s de facto expulsion from 

the organisation in 1961 and the highly critical stance taken by a number of African, 

Asian, and Caribbean Commonwealth members to continued UK-South African 

relations.  

Britain’s commitment to the Commonwealth is also highlighted by its decision to side 

with the anti-Apartheid bloc over the issue. Still, as S.R. Ashton argues South Africa’s 

exit from the Commonwealth was ‘an indication of still greater racial tensions to 

come’.130 HMG’s belief in the ‘Commonwealth project’ began to dwindle over the next 

three decades; Wilson’s first labour government grew irritated by the barrage of 

criticism the UK faced from other members over its handling of the Rhodesia crisis.131 

Ted Heath is said to have come close to ‘wrecking’ the organisation at the 1971 CHMG 

in Singapore for his refusal to uphold the UN voluntary arms embargo against South 

Africa.132 Margaret Thatcher also had a difficult relationship with many of the other 

leaders, particularly over issues concerning southern Africa.133 Despite enthusiasm for 

the Commonwealth fading amongst British politicians, many in the FCO continued to 

value the relations with other member states and tried to navigate policy accordingly, 

attempting to maintain interests in South Africa while trying to appease the anti-

Apartheid elements in the organisation. French argues that, from the late 1950s 

onwards, world opinion was an 'absolute principle' dictating how HMG conducted its 

foreign policy.134 This became even more important as Britain’s global power 
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diminished; for example, in 1966 an MoD report stated that 'world opinion is quick to 

react to any incident and must be a major factor in determining our own reaction'.135  

Western governments realised that in this Cold War context they needed to re-evaluate 

policy towards issues that African leaders viewed as internationally important.136 The 

biggest concern these leaders had was 'the issue of white minority rule in southern 

Africa’.137  

This was taken into consideration by British policymakers, particularly under Wilson’s 

two administrations, both of which implemented the UN voluntary arms embargo and 

were tacitly in favour of some softer sanctions (such as the cancellation of the 1970 

South African cricket tour of the UK). Yet, as Berridge argues, when economic 

sanctions against South Africa were discussed in the UN, the Labour government 

continued ‘the Tory policy of stone-walling on Apartheid’, demonstrating its willingness 

to prioritise relations with Pretoria over the African, Asian, and Caribbean 

Commonwealth member states.138 Indeed, John Hargreaves argues that ‘Healey, 

Brown and other leading ministers [in Wilson’s first government] no longer shared the 

euphoria of Labour idealists about African nationalism and the multi-racial 

Commonwealth’ and contends that some of their advisers ‘even regretted the 

departure of South Africa’ from the organisation.139 

When the Conservative Party returned to power in Britain in 1970, the arms embargo 

was rescinded and the sale of weapons for maritime defence purposes recommenced. 

Arthur Snelling, UK Ambassador to South Africa, emphasised the potential importance 
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of the Republic in any future East-West conflict, but advised against any formal alliance 

as this would ‘augment the danger we face by forcing the rest of Africa (or at any rate 

the ex-British parts of it) further into the company of the East’.140 This position was 

supported by Malcolm MacDonald, an FCO adviser and former Governor General of 

Kenya, who explained that  

undoubtedly some sale of arms to South Africa would help to protect those 
interests against the Russian presence in the Indian Ocean; but without any 
doubt the gain for our interest would be far more offset by the much greater 
consequent damage done to them – to the Russians’ advantage – elsewhere.141  

 

Heath’s government pressed ahead with a resumption in arms sales and, when 

challenged by African Commonwealth leaders, remained committed to sales and to 

the Simonstown Agreement. In October 1970, Heath and Tanzanian President Julius 

Nyerere had a heated exchange at Chequers over the issue.142 The resumption in 

sales dominated the proceedings at the 1971 CHGM in Singapore, with a number of 

African and Asian members criticising the UK.143 Despite these tensions, the 

consensus amongst leading ministers was that continued UK-South Africa armed 

forces cooperation was, to some extent, worth the risk of alienating African, Asian, and 

Caribbean Commonwealth members. Defence Secretary Lord Carrington argued that 

South Africa was a more reliable partner in the region as it would ‘never join the Soviet 

Camp’.144   
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The Labour government’s decision to nullify the Simonstown Agreement in 1975 was 

taken because policymakers believed the criticism the UK received for continued 

military links with South Africa now outweighed the benefits.145 However, the main 

victory of the African, Asian, and Caribbean members of the Commonwealth was in 

isolating South Africa from international sports. The threat of a boycott at the Edmonton 

Commonwealth Games in 1978 saw the Commonwealth nations implement a joint 

statement against Apartheid sport, referred to as the Gleneagles Agreement, which 

called on each member state to take ‘every practical step’ to stop its sportspersons 

competing with, or against, South Africans.146  

While the Gleneagles Agreement was a great victory for the anti-Apartheid lobby in the 

Commonwealth, its long-term success was threatened by the 1979 Conservative 

election victory. Many backbench Tory MPs wanted the agreement scrapped and were 

vocal critics of government intervention in sport.147 While this did not happen, the 

Conservative government was unenthusiastic about the agreement and did very little 

to discourage British citizens competing with South African sportspersons. This 

situation was exacerbated further by the decision to fast-track South African sprinter 

Zola Budd’s controversial application for a British passport based on ancestry in 1984 

and ultimately led to the boycott of the 1986 Edinburgh Commonwealth games by 32 

countries.148  
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More broadly, Thatcher’s attitude towards both South Africa and the Commonwealth 

proved a strain during her premiership, and at times looked like it could tear the 

organisation apart. While she frequently condemned Apartheid, Thatcher advocated a 

policy of constructive engagement with Pretoria and, as John Parks argues, ‘was 

ideologically and morally opposed to sanctions’.149 Thatcher had an increasingly 

difficult relationship with many Commonwealth heads of government over the issue of 

sanctions. At times, much to the FCO’s despair, she even appeared to mock the other 

leaders in her unwillingness to engage in tougher sanctions against Pretoria stating 

that she had moved ‘only a tiny little bit’, when she agreed to a ban on the import of 

Krugerrands, and the ending of HMG’s support for trade missions to South Africa in 

1985.150 Indeed, Thatcher’s intransigence over South Africa, and attitude to the other 

Commonwealth heads of state, caused a strain in relations between Downing Street 

and Buckingham Palace.151 Elizabeth II, who, as both constitutional head of 16 

Commonwealth Realms, and as the symbolic head of the Commonwealth, placed 

great value on the organisation and allegedly considered cancelling her weekly 

meeting with the Prime Minister, a convention in British government between the 

monarch and prime minister for over 100 years.152  

Nonetheless, many of Thatcher’s ministerial colleagues and advisors have since 

dismissed accusations that she was sympathetic to the white regime in Pretoria. 

Charles Powell, Thatcher’s key foreign policy advisor during the 1980s, stated at an 

FCO Witness Seminar in 2009 that she viewed Apartheid as ‘detestable’ but ‘her 
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reaction was very rational, not emotional’.153 While, at the same event, Geoffrey Howe  

explained that ‘one of the many forces that secured an end to apartheid was convincing 

the South African leadership that Margaret Thatcher hated it as much as the rest of 

us’.154 Robin Renwick has also stated numerous times how important Thatcher’s role 

was in encouraging the NP government to release Mandela from jail and enter into 

negotiations with the ANC. One of his main motivations in writing A Journey with 

Margaret Thatcher: Foreign Policy under the Iron Lady was 

to address a question which is relevant to South Africa: how is it that this lady, 
who was really heavily criticised by a large section of the press and the foreign 
policy establishment at the time, was actually able to accomplish more in foreign 
policy over the period of her time as Prime Minister – in a number of areas, 
including South Africa – than most of her critics combined?155 

 

Howe contended that Thatcher’s staunch rejection of sanctions is one of the main 

reasons her attitude towards Apartheid was called into question. He argued that 

Thatcher ‘addressed the issue — as she did many issues — with high emotional 

content because she believed seriously in her position' which led to suggestions that 

she sympathised with Pretoria.156  While the Conservative administration remained 

firmly against sanctions, a less provocative tone developed towards the end of the 

1980s as both HMG and the Commonwealth sought to bring about an end to Apartheid. 

Indeed, Salmon and Jewitt contend that Thatcher ‘struck a conciliatory note’ at the 

1987 CHGM in Vancouver which was ‘in tune’ with Secretary Sonny Ramphal who 

proposed a ‘twin-track’ approach’ to promote change in South Africa, which involved 
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positive measures towards both the Frontline States and black South Africans, while 

allowing sanctions to be discussed ‘without dominating the proceedings’.157  

1.6 Constraints II: Domestic Pressure 

In addition to criticism from the international community, there were numerous 

pressure groups in the UK devoted to ending Apartheid or ostracising South Africa in 

one or more specific area.158 These groups had differing motivations and employed 

different methods in their activism. These approaches developed over time and moved 

towards more direct action, particularly as left-wing student groups played an 

increasingly active role in anti-Apartheid campaigning from the late 1960s.159 As 

Elizabeth Williams discusses, groups such as the Committee of African Organisation, 

combined their anti-Apartheid activism with existing efforts to promote equality for the 

black British community.160 Thörn argues that by the 1980s many left wing 

campaigners saw anti-Apartheid activism as a vehicle ‘for extra-parliamentary criticism 

of Thatcherist politics’.161 Christian groups such as the British Council of Churches also 

deplored Apartheid; for example, Cannon John Collins founded the Defence and Aid 

Fund in 1956 to help political prisoners and their families, while Father Trevor 

Huddleston was a leading figure in the AAM.162 Despite having differing motivations 

and utilising different tactics in their campaigns, the efforts of these groups successfully 
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kept the issue of Apartheid alive in the public eye, and particularly by the 1980s, as a 

subject of debate in mainstream British politics.   

The most prominent UK pressure group was the AAM, which began as the Boycott 

Movement in 1959 following an appeal by ANC Chairman Albert Luthuli for 

international support in the fight against Apartheid.163 As the name suggests, the 

movement was initially formed simply to promote a consumer boycott of South African 

goods. The movement’s main backers were students and left-wing fringe groups. 

However, more mainstream politicians, particularly in the Labour and Liberal parties, 

did offer their support. The group grew in popularity exponentially in the Sharpeville 

Massacre’s aftermath, exemplified by a meeting held at Trafalgar Square on 27 March 

1960, attended by over 15,000 people who demonstrated against Britain’s continued 

links with Pretoria.164 The group was re-named the AAM shortly afterwards, and its 

campaign aim expanded from simply advocating a boycott to emphasising the 

importance of keeping the issue of Apartheid at the forefront of British politics.   

Despite this initial success, the AAM struggled to maintain momentum. Many more 

moderate members of the organisation disengaged from activism after South Africa’s 

exit from the Commonwealth, as they no longer viewed the issue as a British 

responsibility. This led to a ‘very moribund period’ for the AAM, who struggled to gain 

popular support or success in achieving its aim of ostracising South Africa.165 This was 

compounded by a softening of attitudes towards South Africa brought about by the 

country’s growing economy and, on the surface at least, political stability which 

contrasted with the increasing ethnic conflict and bloodshed elsewhere on the 
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continent in the years after independence.166 The AAM instead concentrated its public 

efforts primarily on Rhodesia for much of the 1960s and 1970s.167 Even the election of 

Wilson’s first government, which included several AAM members, did not lead to a 

radical change in UK-South Africa relations. Despite the implementation of the arms 

embargo, there was little appetite for economic sanctions amongst ministers owing to 

Britain’s precarious economic position.  

However, the cultural, and, in particular, the sporting boycott did begin to gain traction 

by the mid-1960s. The Musicians Union was persuaded to agree to a full boycott of the 

Republic as long as Apartheid continued to be practised,168 while Equity tightened rules 

for members to emphasise that they should only perform in front of racially mixed 

audiences in the Republic.169 In addition to efforts to ostracise South Africa from 

performing arts tours and international sports, the AAM also advocated an academic 

boycott, which saw a number of British university lectures pledge not to work in or visit 

the Republic. Nevertheless, many academics believed that contact with South Africa 

should be continued as a means of combatting Apartheid. This made it easier for HMG 

to promote academic exchanges and scholarships.170  

Like the African, Asian, and Caribbean Commonwealth states’ campaigns against 

South Africa, the most successful means of isolating the Republic, and bringing the 

issue of Apartheid to the forefront of national debate, was by attacking continued UK-

South Africa sporting links. Pretoria’s decision to refuse to allow South Africa born 

coloured cricketer Basil D’Oliveira to tour the Republic as part of an MCC side, did 

 
166 Hyam & Henshaw, The Lion and the Springbok, 341.  
167 See Burkett, J., Constructing Post-Imperial Britain: Britishness, ‘Race’ and the Radical Left in the 
1960s, Palgrave Macmillan, Basingstoke, 2013, particularly chapters three and eight.  
168 Thörn, Anti-Apartheid, 63. 
169 ‘Non-Europeans in Theatres: Proposal to Equity’, The Guardian, 29 March 1961. 
170 Fieldhouse, Anti-Apartheid, 109.  
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much to reduce public sympathy for South Africa and raise the profile of anti-Apartheid 

activism.171 This coincided with an increase in student activism throughout the Western 

world, and led to more radical direct action by anti-Apartheid campaigners, firstly, at 

the Springbok rugby tour of 1969/70, but, most prominently, through the Stop the 

Seventy Tour campaign which eventually forced the UK cricketing authorities to cancel 

the remainder of the South African cricket side’s visit.172 There would be no further 

South African national cricket or rugby visits to the UK until after Nelson Mandela’s 

release from prison in 1990.  

The Soweto Uprising in 1976, and murder of activist and leader of the Black 

Consciousness Movement Steve Biko, while in police custody in 1977, gave rise to 

another increase in support for anti-Apartheid activism in the UK. Performing artists 

were much less likely to visit South Africa due to the growth in support for the cultural 

boycott, this was strengthened further in 1980 with the imposition of UN Resolution 

A/RES/35/206E which called for all UN member states to support cultural, academic 

and other boycotts of South Africa.173 This was followed by the imposition of a ‘blacklist’ 

of those who had performed in the Republic, placing further pressure on artists to 

support the boycott.174  

In the 1980s, anti-Apartheid activism took on a new meaning in the UK, as left-wing 

groups participated in AAM and other organisations’ activities as a way of attacking the 

Conservative government of Margaret Thatcher. Simon Stevens contends that there 

 
171 Murray, B., ‘Politics and Cricket: The D’Oliveira Affair of 1968’, Journal of Southern African Studies, 
27:4, 2001; Oborne, P., Basil D’Oliveira, Cricket and Conspiracy: The Untold Story, Time Warner 
Books, London, 2005; Williams, Cricket and Race.  
172 Fieldhouse, Anti-Apartheid, 97. 
173 UN General Assembly Resolution A/RES/35/206E: Ninety-Eight Plenary Meeting, ‘Cultural, 
Academic and Other Boycotts of South Africa’, 16 December 1980, Available at 
http://www.un.org/documents/ga/res/35/a35r206e.pdf [Accessed 6 October 2016]. 
174 Thörn, Anti-Apartheid, 63. 
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was an ‘explosion of interest in and campaigning against Apartheid in the 1980s’ in 

Britain due to the increasingly violent situation in the South African townships and 

Pretoria’s brutal response to it.175 Anti-Apartheid views also became increasingly in 

vogue amongst celebrities with several records devoted to the cause being released 

by UK musicians during the 1980s.176 The pinnacle of this celebrity support came in 

the form of the Nelson Mandela’s Seventieth Birthday Tribute at Wembley on 11 June 

1988, which was attended by 72,000 people and viewed on television by a further 600 

million in 67 countries around the world.  

While the British domestic campaigns against Apartheid struggled to force any major 

changes to UK-South African economic, or strategic relations, they did ensure that the 

issue of Apartheid was kept at the forefront of British politics, and the general public 

was aware of the plight of political prisoners such as Nelson Mandela, and indeed 

ordinary black South Africans who were forced to live an inferior existence to their 

privileged white countrymen. Additionally, through the use of direct action and civil 

disobedience, anti-Apartheid demonstrators helped isolate South Africa from 

international sports, while the cultural boycott, although not universally supported, did 

mean many artists refused to perform in the Republic. The visible nature of this contact, 

and the ability of anti-Apartheid activists (both domestically and internationally) to 

directly challenge it, placed serious constraints on HMG’s ability to fully utilise cultural 

relations in its dealings with South Africa.  

 
175 Stevens, S., ‘Why South Africa?: The Politics of Anti-Apartheid Activism in Britain in the Long 
1970s’ in Eckel, J. & Moyn, S. (eds), The Breakthrough: Human Rights in the 1970s, University of 
Pennsylvania Press, Philadelphia, 2015, 222. 
176 See for example Gabriel, P., ‘Biko’, Peter Gabriel (Melt), Charisma, 1980; The Specials, ‘Free 
Nelson Mandela’, In the Studio, 2 Tone, 1984; Artists Against Apartheid, ‘Sun City’, Sun City (Album), 
EMI, 1985; Grant, E., ‘Gimme Hope Jo’Anna’, File Under Rock, EMI, 1988.  
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Another domestic constraint on HMG’s ability to utilise cultural relations as a means of 

maintaining influence in South Africa was the nature of this form of contact. While more 

traditional forms of cultural diplomacy such as scholarships and technical assistance 

could be directly controlled by government, cultural relations in the form of musicians’ 

tours or sporting ties are free from government control. Indeed, the independence of 

individual performing artists and sports bodies made it very difficult for HMG to manage 

contact with South Africa in these areas. With regards to performing artists, the anti-

Apartheid sentiment of the two main unions, Equity and the Musicians Union, made it 

very difficult for HMG to persuade performers to tour the Republic. While in terms of 

sports, particularly after the signing of the Gleneagles Agreement, the opposite was 

true, the Rugby Football Union (RFU) continually ignored pressure from HMG to cancel 

fixtures against South African opposition. Individual sportspersons, particularly in 

cricket, were also willing to risk domestic bans to play in South Africa due to the 

lucrative contracts on offer, worth several times what they would be paid to ply their 

trade in the UK.  

1.7 British Policy Towards Cultural Relations in Context   

As this chapter demonstrates, despite Macmillan’s ‘wind of change’ speech and South 

Africa’s Commonwealth departure, British policymakers still viewed the UK’s economic 

links with the country as important, and worth maintaining, despite the controversy 

entailed. Strategic considerations were also an important factor, particularly in the Cold 

War context. While this lost some of its importance after the east of Suez withdrawal 

was completed in 1971, the potential threat of the Soviet Navy’s expansion into the 

Indian Ocean, and the emergence of southern Africa as a key Cold War battleground, 

meant that strategic considerations continued to play a part in Britain’s overall relations 
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with South Africa, even after the Simonstown Agreement was terminated in 1975. In 

addition to this, Pretoria was viewed as playing an important role in deciding 

Rhodesia’s future, and British officials frequently looked to their South African 

counterparts to put pressure on Smith’s rebel government at key moments in the 

negotiating process. 

All these factors must be taken into consideration when analysing British policy 

towards cultural relations with South Africa. Indeed, these interests were frequently 

mentioned by policymakers when discussing cultural policy towards the Republic and 

how it was hoped areas of ‘soft’ diplomacy could help maintain British influence. 

Conversely, while these cultural relations could be considered far less controversial 

than continued economic links and military collaboration, the domestic and 

international constraints placed on British policy towards Pretoria often had a far 

greater impact on this form of contact. In many respects, the public nature of sporting 

events or performing arts tours made it all the more difficult for cultural contact to 

continue, particularly compared to trade and investments which were less immediately 

visible. 

As has been discussed, the African, Asian, and Caribbean Commonwealth members 

had only limited success in pressuring the UK to cut its economic links with Pretoria. 

While they fared better in terms of military ties, having played a part in the UK’s 

decision to nullify the Simonstown Agreement, the base had lost much of its strategic 

significance by this point, owing to the reduction in Britain’s global military role. 

However, when these states used the threat of a boycott of major international sporting 

events, such as the Olympics or Commonwealth Games, they managed to ostracise 

South Africa and eventually pressure HMG to sign the Gleneagles Agreement, which 
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formally required each Commonwealth government to take measures to stop its 

citizens competing with South African sportspersons. Domestic pressure groups also 

had little impact on HMG’s policy towards economic or military links with South Africa. 

Nonetheless, in the late 1960s, when anti-Apartheid activists employed more radical 

civil disobedience in their efforts to stop South African sports teams visiting the UK, 

Apartheid was pushed to the forefront of public and political debate, which helped 

isolate the Republic from international sport. 

The rest of this thesis highlights how HMG believed cultural ties could play an important 

part in broader UK-South African relations, and help promote, and maintain, Britain’s 

economic and strategic interests in the Republic after its exit from the Commonwealth 

in 1961. This thesis will demonstrate the potential barriers to continued cultural 

relations, and the interdepartmental friction they created within the FCO. Officials in 

the West and Central Africa Department (WCAD) for example were sceptical of 

maintaining close contact with South Africa for fear of alienating newly independent 

African countries under its departmental remit. There were also hostilities between the 

British Council and ODM, which (as chapter 3 demonstrates) had different attitudes to 

how educational and technical assistance should be delivered to black South Africans 

in the 1970s and 1980s. The differences in opinion between the British officials in South 

Africa and their colleagues in London will also be discussed. These officials, 

particularly in the 1960s, often appeared more sympathetic to the ruling white minority, 

and unaware of the potential broader international impact of certain areas of 

cooperation. These individuals had often started their careers working in the Colonial 

Office, or at the very least were part of the civil service prior to the rapid decolonisation 

of the 1950s and 1960s. This background no doubt affected these individuals’ outlook, 

and meant they did not fully comprehend the realities of the post-imperial world. 
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Indeed, many may have felt they had to emphasise the importance of cultural relations 

with their host countries to justify their own position. Meanwhile, those in London, 

chiefly in departments more concerned with relations with black African countries, were 

often sceptical of too closer association, even with ‘liberal’ white South Africans. It 

should be noted however that the position of the British officials began to change by 

the mid-1970s as younger officials, with less connection to the bygone days of empire, 

came to the forefront of diplomatic relations. These individuals were often more keenly 

aware of the changing dynamics of international relations and the need for Britain to 

be seen as taking the correct moral position when it came to white minority regimes 

like South Africa.  

This thesis contributes to the ever-increasing body of literature which examines 

Britain’s declining power post-1945, and analyses how HMG adjusted to a reduced 

role in international affairs.177 Indeed, in the years of empire, the ‘Lion’s’ roar was often 

enough to scare many countries into submission. In the years after, however, Britain 

had to walk a shaky tightrope in maintaining its ties with Apartheid South Africa, while 

risking its relations with an anti-imperialist, and anti-racist, Commonwealth bloc, 

supported by politicised student and worker activists on the ground in the UK. 
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from Empire in the Post-War World, Macmillan, Basingstoke, 1988; Darwin, J., The End of the British 
Empire: The Historical Debate, Blackwell, Oxford, 1991; Reynolds, Britannia Overruled (particularly 
chapters eight, nine and ten); Sanders, Losing an Empire, (particularly chapters four, five and six); 
Tomlinson, J., The Politics of Decline: Understanding Post-War Britain, Routledge, Oxon, 2000.  
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Chapter 2: UK-South African Educational Cooperation, 

1960-64 

The next two chapters of this thesis focus on educational links, primarily through 

academic scholarships, between the UK and South Africa in the years 1960 to 1994. 

This first chapter looks specifically at the period 1960-64, when the main focus of 

British educational support was the white South African communities. The second 

chapter analyses how, due to changes in the international political climate, political 

changes in the UK, and an increase in anti-Apartheid activism in the Republic, the 

nature of educational cooperation changed over time to favour contact with black South 

Africans.   

In the late 1950s and early 1960s British officials were concerned that forging too closer 

links with non-European South Africans would invoke suspicion from the Apartheid 

state, and jeopardise educational cooperation between the two countries.1 In 1956, for 

example, British High Commissioner Sir Percivale Liesching argued that ‘until securely 

established the cultural advisor [at the British embassy] should avoid any contact with 

non-Europeans except of a purely routine nature’.2 Officials also believed that the gross 

inequalities in educational provision under Apartheid meant non-Europeans were 

‘bound to be at a disadvantage’ and thus less likely to qualify for academic awards on 

merit.3 The Bantu Education Act (1953) had separated education in South Africa based 

on race, with different syllabi being used for different races, the most basic of which 

was reserved for the black majority. Rodney Davenport and Christopher Saunders 

 
1 TNA, DO/35/9460, British Council Executive Committee, Council Work in South Africa, 3 May 1960. 
2 Ibid.     
3 TNA, FO/924/1466, Peter Foster, FO WCAD Desk Officer for South Africa to Robert Cecil, Head of 
FO CRD, 2 October 1963. 
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contend that this policy was ‘based on the assumption of an inferior potential in African 

minds’ and was designed explicitly to ‘prepare blacks for an inferior place in society’.4 

While Herman Giliomee argues that the motivations were more nuanced, contending 

that it was designed to improve literacy rates and prepare black South Africans for 

semi-skilled work, it is impossible to move away from the fact this was a racist, two tier 

education system, designed to entrench white economic and social supremacy. While 

Giliomee points to the higher levels of spending on black education brought about by 

the act, there were big racial disparities in state spending. In 1953, the spending on an 

African child’s education was only 14 per cent of that of a white pupil. By 1968, this 

had dropped to 6 per cent.5 In 1959, the act was extended to also include universities. 

This meant that black South Africans were unable to attend white universities unless 

the course they wished to study was not available at an ‘African’ institution.  

As a result the vast majority of British Council scholarships went to the white minority. 

British officials attempted to justify the disproportionate allocation of awards as, in the 

words of British Deputy High Commissioner John ‘Jack’ Johnston, ‘the best we can do 

for the Africans is to develop and encourage those liberalising influences among the 

European population which alone, in the long run, can secure their emancipation’.6 

There was also a belief that educational links should be maintained in an effort to 

protect British influence in the country against radical Afrikaner cultural nationalism.7 

In particular, officials were worried about the decline in the use, and standard of, 

English in South Africa, and the effect this would have on Britain’s ability to use cultural 

 
4 Davenport, R. & Saunders, C., South Africa: A Modern History, Macmillan, London, 2000, 674.  
5 Giliomee, H., ‘A Note on Bantu Education, 1953 to 1970’, South African Journal of Economics, 77:1, 
2009, 196.  
6 TNA, DO/35/9460, Johnston to Cockram 16 September 1959.  
7 TNA, DO/35/9460, British Council Executive Committee, Council Work in South Africa, 3 May 1960. 
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channels as a way of maintaining contact with the country.8 The British Council 

Controller (Establishments) contended that ‘the danger of deteriorations [of English], 

perhaps as a result of the more rapid growth of the Afrikaans-speaking section, must 

be countered’.9 Many British officials believed that English-speaking South Africans 

were more liberal than their Afrikaans countrymen. While this was true of some, 

particularly those working in academia for example, it was not a prerequisite of being 

an English speaker in the country. Indeed, Heather Deegan argues that ‘the increased 

votes gained by the National Party in general elections during the 1950s indicates that 

support came from English-speaking voters’.10  

Unsurprisingly, many were unconvinced by these attempts to justify continued 

educational links in their current capacity, and this policy led to criticism in parliament, 

particularly from Labour MPs who were aligned to the AAM. The election of a Labour 

government in 1964 saw a change in the number of British Council scholarships 

provided to South Africa and an emphasis on converting scholarships into a number 

of short-term bursaries, which were more accessible to non-Europeans. While this was 

not a radical change, it did lead to an increase in contact with non-European South 

Africans.  

2.1 Commonwealth Scholarship and Fellowship Plan  

As Britain reluctantly entered the period of decolonisation in the late 1950s, 

policymakers hoped the Commonwealth would provide a means for Britain to maintain 

a role in the new superpower age. The turn to the Commonwealth would emphasise 

 
8 Liesching, High Commissioner Pretoria, to Earl of Home, Secretary of State for Commonwealth 
Relations, 26 July 1956. 
9 TNA, DO/35/9459, E.E.R. Church, British Council Controller (Establishments) to Forster, CRO, 10 
February 1958.  
10 Deegan, H., Politics South Africa, Second Edition, Routledge, London, 2014, 26. 
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the cultural bonds that existed between Britain and its former colonies as a means of 

preserving British influence and prestige on the world stage, as the empire 

disintegrated, and British power was dwarfed by both the USA and USSR.  

An area in which it was hoped this could be achieved was educational cooperation 

between member states. In 1959, the Commonwealth Education Conference, held in 

Oxford, inaugurated the Commonwealth Scholarship and Fellowship Plan (CSFP). The 

conference included delegates from 11 Commonwealth member countries as well as 

representatives ‘from the colonial empire, from Aden through Northern Borneo and 

Sarawak, to Zanzibar’.11 While the representatives were from a diverse range of 

countries Hilary Perraton contends that ‘they were mainly educators, and nearly all 

men’.12  The initial cost of this scheme was £2.3 million over the first five years.13 

Perraton argues that the plan was implemented as a means of promoting 

‘Commonwealth cohesion’, which at the time was viewed as one of three key foreign 

policy aims alongside countering the USSR’s influence, and maintaining the balance 

of sterling and British trade.14 Ogechi Anyanwu, who looks specifically at educational 

provision in Nigeria, emphasises the importance of the ‘context of the Cold War, 

particularly Soviet’s [sic] expansion in Africa’, as well as the ‘uncontrollably fast’ 

increase in anti-colonial nationalism in ‘opening the minds of British administrators on 

 
11 Perraton, H., Learning Abroad: A History of the Commonwealth Scholarship and Fellowship Plan, 
Cambridge Scholar Publishing, Newcastle, 2009, 7.  
12 Ibid.  
13 HC Deb 25 November 1959 vol 614 cc374-460. 
14 Perraton, Learning Abroad: A History of the Commonwealth Scholarship and Fellowship Plan, 37. 
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the importance of working in partnership with nationalists or jeopardising future 

relations’.15  

However, this project goes beyond a simple Cold War framing; indeed the complicated 

position of South Africa in the period 1960 to 1994 makes it difficult to approach 

scholarship provision in the same way. While some British officials called for efforts to 

make inroads with black South Africans through educational contact, for much of the 

1960s and 1970s the white communities were the biggest beneficiaries of academic 

scholarships. Indeed, in contrast to other African states, the USSR was not involved in 

this process in South Africa meaning the main ‘competition’ for scholars was amongst 

the Western powers, primarily Britain and the US.16 This indicates that the provision of 

scholarships to South Africa by the UK was far more about maintaining post-imperial 

(or post-Commonwealth) influence than any ideological motives related to the East-

West conflict.  

The Commonwealth Conference saw the implementation of two kinds of award: 

scholarships and visiting fellowships. The bulk of awards would be scholarships 

 
15 Anyanwu, O., ‘The Anglo-American-Nigerian Collaboration in Nigeria's Higher Education Reform: 
The Cold War and Decolonization, 1948-1960’, Journal of Colonialism & Colonial History, 11:3, 2010, 
1. It should be noted that there is literature devoted to analysing the use of academic scholarships in 
the developing world during the Cold War. See for example Bu, L., ‘Educational Exchange and 
Cultural Diplomacy in the Cold War’, Journal of American Studies, 33:3, 1999, 393–415; Branch, D., 
‘Political Traffic: Kenyan Students in Eastern and Central Europe, 1958–69’, Journal of Contemporary 
History, 53:4, 2018, 811–31; Coombs, P., The Fourth Dimension of Foreign Policy: Educational and 
Cultural Affairs, Harper and Row, New York, 1964; Katsakioris, C., ‘Burden or Allies? Third World 
Students and Internationalist Duty Through Soviet Eyes’, Kritika, 18:3, 2017, 539–67; Gerits, F., 
‘Hungry Minds: Eisenhower’s Cultural Assistance to Sub-Saharan Africa, 1953-1961’, Diplomatic 
History, 41:3, 2017, 594-619; Kret, A.J., ‘‘‘We Unite with Knowledge’’: The Peoples’ Friendship 
University and Soviet Education for the Third World’, Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and 
the Middle East, 33:2, 2013, 239–56; Matusevich, M., ‘An Exotic Subversive: Africa, Africans and the 
Soviet Everyday’, Race and Class, 49:4, 2008, 57–81; Matusevich, M., ‘Probing the Limits of 
Internationalism: African Students Confront Soviet Ritual’, Anthropology of East Europe Review, 27:2, 
2009, 19–39.  
16 The USSR did provide various scholarship for members of the South African and Namibian 
liberation movements living in exile. See for example Williams, C. A., ‘Education in Exile: International 
Scholarships, Cold War Politics, and Conflicts among SWAPO Members in Tanzania, 1961–1968’, 
Journal of Southern African Studies, 43:1, 2017, 125-41.  
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awarded to men and women of high intellectual calibre to allow for postgraduate study 

in another member state. The visiting fellowships were for senior scholars who were 

already well established in their field and allowed the opportunity for them to undertake 

similar work on a temporary basis in the UK.17 Perraton explains that ‘there was no 

central mechanism so that, while the plan was multilateral in scope, and its intentions, 

it was bilateral in its operation’.18 Nominating countries put forward lists of candidates 

to participating states who were offering awards. The country that was offering the 

award selected their preferred candidates and covered the full costs of the scholarship 

or fellowship. While a Commonwealth Education Liaison Committee in London kept 

statistics, it did not have anything to do with the policy which remained the preserve of 

the individual participating states. In 1960, the first year of the scheme, 297 men, but 

just 38 women, were granted an award.19 

While officially the scheme was created to promote Commonwealth cohesion and aid 

the development of colonial and newly independent nations, to British officials it was 

viewed as an important means to ‘attract potential leaders – whether in the educational 

field or more generally in public life’.20 Although developing countries within the 

Commonwealth argued that support for undergraduate students would have a far 

greater impact on their societies, Britain, Canada, and Australia remained steadfastly 

committed to a focus on postgraduate awards, highlighting that their main motivation 

was to forge links with these nations’ academic, scientific, and potentially political 

elites.21   

 
17 Perraton, Learning Abroad, 11.  
18 Ibid, 1. 
19 Ibid.  
20 Ibid, 32.  
21 Ibid, 33. 
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As South Africa was a Commonwealth member, its citizens had access to these 

educational opportunities. However, the NP government was initially unwilling to 

commit to the CSFP.22 Dr J.J.P. Op’t Hof, the South African Secretary for Education, 

Arts and Science, spoke informally to Eleanor Emery, First Secretary at the British High 

Commission, Pretoria, about his concerns during a cocktail party in December 1959. 

Opt’ Hof spoke ‘not only of his despondency about the attitude of Union ministers to 

the [Oxford] Education Conference, but of his anxiety about South Africa’s growing 

intellectual isolation’.23 Not only was Pretoria taking an isolationist stance but, earlier 

that year, the Boycott Movement (the AAM’s predecessor) had been formed in London 

with the aim of ostracising South Africa. Increasingly, an academic boycott was viewed 

as an important part of AAM policy and by 1965 this was deployed against the 

Republic.24  

Op’t Hof was in favour of the CSFP and worked tirelessly to persuade NP government 

ministers of its merits.25 Pretoria’s initial reluctance to join the scheme appears to have 

been driven by a disdain for the ‘new’ Commonwealth, which included newly 

independent African and Asian countries such as Ghana and Malaya, and a total 

rejection of any potential educational exchanges with these member states. In 

February 1960, the Union announced its participation ‘to the extent of offering 

scholarships on a bilateral basis’.26 Scholarships to study in South Africa only went to 

the UK, Canada, New Zealand, Australia, and the CAF; territories where white 

populations occupied all dominant political and economic positions.27 Indeed, South 

 
22 TNA, DO/35/8118, Emery, Office of the High Commissioner, to Chitty, CRO, 31 December 1959. 
23 Ibid.   
24 Fieldhouse, Anti-Apartheid, 108-9. 
25 TNA, DO/35/8118, Emery to Chitty, 19 April 1960. 
26 SANA, BTS/24/66/1 Vol. VI, The Working of the Commonwealth Scholarship and Fellowship Plan 
for Period of 12 Months Ending 30 September 1960.  
27 SANA, BTS/24/66/1, Vol. VI, The Association of Universities of the British Commonwealth, 
Commonwealth Scholarship and Fellowship Plan, Union of South Africa, 1960. 
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Africa’s intransigence towards educational and technical contact with ‘new’ 

Commonwealth countries is demonstrated by the Secretary for Education, Arts and 

Sciences (External Relations) Pieter Grobbelaar’s blunt refusal of a request from 

Malaya for teachers, inspectors and advisers in May 1961. Grobbelaar justified this 

decision as ‘South Africa participates in the scheme only as far as the Scholarship and 

Fellowship Plan is concerned and cannot consequently entertain the Malayan 

request’.28 While South Africa did place some value on international educational 

cooperation, it was clear this was limited to its white ruled Commonwealth partners.  

When Emery questioned Op’t Hof regarding the eligibility of non-European South 

African candidates for Commonwealth scholarships, he was ‘a little ill at ease’ and 

admitted that the prospects of this occurring were limited, arguing that this was due to 

the educational ability of these communities, rather than the policy of Apartheid (the 

link between these two issues, and the disparities in the education system that were 

enshrined under the Bantu Education Act, were not discussed).29 Emery pointed out 

that Op’t Hof did not mention the fact that ‘it would be quite contrary to the Union 

government’s theory that education for the non-European should be specifically 

adjusted to his own traditional and ethnic background and to his future needs in an 

Apartheid society’.30 Emery also asserted that to many in the NP government 

education at universities overseas would mean non-Europeans would be ‘subjected to 

‘‘liberal’’ influences which do him harm’.31  

Emery also probed Op’t Hof on the scholarship being offered by the University of 

London specifically for a non-European South African, and asked if the successful 

 
28 SANA, BTS/24/66/1, Vol. VI, P. Grobbelaar to High Commissioner, London, May 1961.  
29 TNA, DO/35/8118, Emery, Office of the High Commissioner to Chitty, 19 April 1960. 
30 Ibid. 
31 Ibid.  
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candidate would be granted a passport. This was already a contentious issue as a 

black South African award holder who had been accepted for a place at the University 

of Cambridge was refused a passport by the South African authorities in February 

1960.32 This had proved embarrassing for HMG when on 18 February 1960, Leslie 

Plummer, Labour MP for Deptford, asked Prime Minister Macmillan in the House of 

Commons to ‘make representations to his South African counterpart’ and to warn him 

that ‘Apartheid in South African universities is bad enough but he should not try to 

extend segregation to Cambridge and other English universities’.33  

Op’t Hof argued it was essential that the South African government ‘take account of 

the political suitability of non-European students’ who applied to study overseas.34 

Tensions were running high in the Union at the time due to increased African nationalist 

activism. In December 1959 Luthuli had called for 1960 to be ‘the year of the pass’ 

leading to anti-Pass Law protests across the country which culminated in the 

Sharpeville Massacre. Op’t Hof argued that future applicants should find out if they 

would be granted a passport in advance of applying for a scholarship to avoid an 

‘unpleasant public fuss’.35 The South African authorities appear to have used the 

passport application process as a delaying tactic to discourage or frustrate non-

European applicants. Emery admitted that the six months this decision often took 

caused ‘practical difficulties for candidates and scholarship granting bodies in the 

United Kingdom’.36 Conversely, the British Council, which provided two annual 

scholarships to South Africa at the time, pandered to the Apartheid authorities and an 

informal deal was in place whereby a list of potential candidates was sent to the South 

 
32 ‘No Passport for African’, The Guardian, 16 February 1960.   
33 HC Deb 18 February 1960 vol 617, cc1432. 
34 TNA, DO/8118, Emery to Chitty, 19 April 1960. 
35 Ibid. 
36 Ibid.  
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African authorities to be checked prior to the award being made. If there was little to 

no chance of a passport being granted then the applicant would simply be told they 

had been unsuccessful on this occasion with no further explanation.37 

These instances highlight the contradiction which ran through British policy towards 

South Africa at this time. HMG’s desire to maintain educational cooperation with the 

country was often justified as a means of providing a liberalising influence. However, 

to achieve this, British policymakers had to appease the very illiberal Apartheid state, 

whose acquiescence was required for any continued educational contact between the 

two countries. To critics of Pretoria, both in the UK and overseas, this was abhorrent, 

leading to a degree of domestic and international condemnation of the UK’s continued 

relations with South Africa. Yet, despite the contentious nature of continued relations, 

and strict rules put in place by Pretoria, British diplomats celebrated what was 

considered ‘a great victory’ against the NP government’s reluctance for South African 

involvement in the CSFP.38  

In April 1960, less than a month after the Sharpeville Massacre, HMG decided that 

Raymond Butlin, the British Cultural Advisor to South Africa, should sit on the South 

African Commonwealth scholarship selection panel, because there had been a 

considerable delay in the selection of candidates by the panel for the first round of 

funding.39 Despite heightened tensions and the pariah status of South Africa among 

much of the international community, British officials were unwavering in their 

commitment to maintain educational links with the country. This non-political channel 
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was viewed as an important means of maintaining influence with South Africa even at 

times of political tension.  

Despite the initial difficulties in persuading the Union government to take part in the 

scheme, South African students took full advantage, with 20 scholarships offered in 

1960.40 This was considerably more than any other African country and only slightly 

less than the number offered to Australia and New Zealand. It should be noted that this 

was a mutually beneficial area of cooperation, and South Africa requested ten 

nominations of potential British scholars to undertake awards to study in South Africa. 

Despite the isolationist rhetoric of some government officials, contact with the outside 

world, particularly with South Africa’s traditional allies, was still considered important 

to Pretoria. Indeed, as will be seen over the course of this thesis, Pretoria became 

increasingly concerned with its overseas image and by the early 1980s was actively 

pursuing its own cultural diplomacy in the UK via educational exchange and cultural 

exhibitions. However, at this time of political tension in South Africa, a scholarship to 

study in the country was not a tempting prospect; only one potential scholar was put 

forward by the British authorities and even that individual stalled on accepting the 

award.41 

2.2 Maintaining Contact with the Republic of South Africa: British Council 

Expansion  

Despite the scholarship scheme’s initial success, South Africa’s exit from the 

Commonwealth on 31 May 1961 forfeited its citizens’ rights to access these 

educational opportunities. Nevertheless, despite their initial scepticism about the 

 
40 HC Deb 24 June 1960 vol 625 c.77w.  
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CSFP, South African officials wanted to continue educational cooperation with the UK. 

A.J. Oxley, First Secretary at the South African High Commission in London, wrote to 

the Secretary for Education, Arts and Sciences and argued that ‘to seek membership 

of the [Commonwealth Education Liaison] Committee beyond 31 May, 1961, would be 

further to demonstrate the Union’s great regret at having to withdraw from the 

Commonwealth’.42 In January 1962, ‘in accordance with South Africa’s policy to 

promote educational exchanges with certain western European countries’, the South 

African Department for Foreign Affairs discussed the possibility of approaching the UK 

authorities ‘with a view to concluding a bilateral agreement for the introduction of a 

bursary scheme’.43 Despite the rupture in relations between the two countries with 

South Africa’s exit from the Commonwealth, it is clear that Pretoria viewed its relations 

with the UK as an important link to what it viewed as the ‘civilised’ world. The NP 

government sought international legitimacy and had in the past indicated a desire to 

join the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO), despite its geographic location.44 

South Africa’s close association with the UK was seen as an important link to the 

organisation. Evidently this was not restricted to the economic or military sphere, and 

to many South Africans continued cultural relations offered an important means of 

maintaining links with the UK.  

It is also clear that HMG wanted to maintain its profitable links with South Africa after 

its exit from the Commonwealth. On 20 March 1961 an interdepartmental report was 

produced detailing a plan of action for when South Africa became a republic. This 

review discussed the preference for continued economic and defensive ties but also 
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contemplated how HMG could maintain educational links with South Africa. It was 

agreed that the provision of scholarships could not continue in its present format as 

this would be rejected by other Commonwealth member states. Nevertheless, ‘it would 

be possible for us [HMG] to offer scholarships through the British Council’. 45 While 

HMG funded the organisation, it is, in theory, autonomous from government which 

allows it greater freedom in orchestrating cultural diplomacy overseas.46  

The Council already had a presence in the educational field in South Africa, all be it in 

an unofficial capacity through Raymond Butlin, who had been appointed to the new 

role of cultural advisor at the British High Commission in 1958.47 The potential value of 

a British Council presence in South Africa was first discussed in 1947 in response to 

the growth of Afrikaner nationalism.48 One of the main concerns was ensuring the 

English language survived in South Africa, as this was viewed as a vital link between 

the two countries, and made it easier for London to exert its influence.49 Indeed, when 

the role was finally established one of the main reasons Butlin was chosen was his 

background as an English language teaching specialist, having worked as a linguistic 

advisor at the British Council headquarters and editor of its English language teaching 

journal.50 

Butlin had steadily made contacts with various universities in South Africa, providing 

books and periodicals, filmstrips and other educational materials since his 

 
45 TNA, FO371/154717, Interdepartmental Study of Effects on UK Interests of South Africa Becoming 
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47 TNA, DO/35/9459, Note from Establishment Office, July 1958. 
48 TNA, DO/35/9459, Liesching, British High Commissioner South Africa, to Earl Home, Secretary of 
State for Commonwealth Relations, 26 July 1956. 
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appointment.51 Despite this modest progress, there had been many difficulties in 

Butlin’s early years in South Africa. The role was initially meant to focus almost entirely 

on the white population, particularly the Afrikaner community. The Deputy High 

Commissioner argued in September 1959 that a key facet of the British Council’s work 

should be to make ‘European South Africans less illiberal and less introspective’, while 

in March 1960 the High Commissioner contended that any change in South Africa ‘has 

got to come from within’.52 Despite the NP entrenching its power under Verwoerd, 

these British officials believed that it was only white South Africans who could make 

positive changes happen in the country.53  

Educational contact with non-Europeans was not prioritised as it was argued that, 

despite the increase in anti-colonial nationalism elsewhere, in South Africa these 

African nationalists had limited political capital, and faced too strong an opponent in 

the Apartheid state. It was also claimed that if the British Council made close contact 

with these communities it would alienate the white South African authorities and could 

damage the council’s work in the country.54 On his appointment, Butlin was advised 

that if he was approached by non-European South Africans with questions relating to 

British Council assistance he should politely recommend that they contact the British 

Council in London directly.55  

While this may have made sense to diplomats and officials, it was hard to defend such 

a stance to anti-Apartheid critics. As mentioned, the AAM increasingly viewed the 

academic isolation of South Africa as one of its key aims.56 The scholarship policy was 
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also attacked by Labour and Liberal MPs for appearing to accept the Apartheid system. 

Megan Lloyd George, Maurice Edelman, and Christopher Mayhew, who were all British 

Council Executive Committee members, were particularly critical of what they 

perceived to be the unfair distribution of the council’s awards in the country.57 

Nevertheless, when the Executive committee met to discuss this in May 1960, the 

majority of members agreed with Sir John Maud, the High Commissioner to South 

Africa, and Butlin, who argued that there were two choices in regards to the British 

Council position in South Africa: continue as things were, or remove the council 

completely. It was decided that the council should maintain a presence in South Africa 

as removing it would seriously weaken the UK’s ‘efforts to counter Afrikaner cultural 

influence’. 58 It is clear that British officials placed high importance on continued cultural 

relations with the Republic as a means of maintaining influence and protecting the UK’s 

interests in the country.   

When South Africa left the Commonwealth, the British Council essentially took over 

the role of Commonwealth officials in providing scholarships and facilitating the 

undertaking of British examinations.59 As a result of South Africa losing access to the 

20 Commonwealth scholarships, the number of British Council awards was gradually 

increased, with 12 offered in the year 1962/63, rising finally to 22 per year from 

1963/64, thus matching the number previously available when both schemes were in 

place.60 In essence, the British Council had directly replaced the CSFP and in many 

respects HMG officials still viewed South Africa as part of the UK’s sphere of influence, 

both culturally and economically, even after the country’s exit from the Commonwealth.  
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In addition to educational support for South African students to study in the UK, the 

British Council also helped organise exchanges between more established academics 

and technical specialists. This was on a more ad hoc basis rather than a structured 

exchange scheme.  In 1962, Butlin was contacted by R.F. Copeland, Rector of St 

Aiden’s Catholic college in Grahamstown, who asked for assistance with the 

organisation of a conference on the teaching of English (as a mother tongue) in South 

Africa.61 In this letter, Copeland emphasised that ‘the aims and ideals of the schools 

represented are similar to those of the public schools in the United Kingdom’.62 

Copeland called on the British Council to help identify inspirational lecturers who could 

assist with teaching English in the classroom, as well as modern trends in linguistics 

and literature.  

British officials feared that the NP’s consolidation of power and emphasis on Afrikaner 

cultural nationalism was a threat to the position of English in South Africa. Butlin argued 

that there was ‘evidence of a decline in standards’ of the English language in the 

country.  In this context, Butlin contended that a contribution to the conference should 

be prioritised as ‘assistance in the maintenance of standards of English in South Africa 

among English-speaking South Africans is a cardinal point of council policy’.63 Butlin 

contended that if there were only two British Council sponsored visitors to go to South 

Africa in the year 1963/64, then both should go to offer their expertise at this 

conference. Butlin’s arguments were successful and Fran Stevens, Senior Lecturer at 

Leeds University Institute of Education, agreed to visit the country as part of the 

conference.64 Stevens had already had some contact with Copeland and had 

 
61 TNA, FO/924/1465, Copeland to Butlin, 14 December 1962. 
62 Ibid.  
63 TNA, FO/924/1465, Butlin to Specialist Tours Department, 8 January 1963. 
64 TNA, FO/924/1465, Fillery, FO to Lort-Philips, FO, 25 April 1963.  



Chapter 2: UK-South African Educational Cooperation, 1960-64 

95 
 

impressed him with the quality of teaching material she had sent him.65 The other visitor 

was Mr Walsh, the Head of English at Sidcup Grammar School for Boys.66 The two 

experts went on to visit South Africa for a period of six weeks. They toured the relevant 

schools so as to have an accurate picture of the state of English medium education in 

South Africa. The experts combined this with their existing expertise to take a leading 

role in the organisation of the conference itself.  

The British Council’s focus on relations with white South Africans continued to draw 

criticism from Labour and Liberal MPs in parliament. On 18 November 1963, Mayhew 

asked Foreign Secretary Rab Butler ‘how many scholarships have been granted by 

the British Council to South Africans; and how many of these were for Europeans, 

Indians, Coloured and Africans, respectively’.67 The statistics did little to suggest that 

the British Council was offering its scholarships to a diverse range of candidates, with 

18 of the 22 award holders for the year 1963/64 going to whites. Butler did point out 

that there were also ten short-term bursary awards offered by the British Council in the 

same year, and only one of these had been taken up by a European, with two Asian, 

two coloured, and five black bursary holders. These awards were usually around three 

months and focused more on offering those already established in their field (often 

vocational rather than academic) the opportunity to undertake a visit to the UK.   

Butler admitted he was ‘not satisfied with the proportion of scholarships granted as 

between Africans, Europeans and so forth’ and vowed to ‘take this up with the British 

Council’.68 Still, that did not stop Mayhew criticising the British Council for working 

through the Bantu Education Department, and thus tacitly accepting Apartheid. 
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Mayhew was fiercely critical of the fact that out of only two black scholarship holders, 

one was refused an exit visa while the other was an official in the Bantu Education 

Department. Mayhew’s criticism was not without merit as Pretoria essentially had the 

final say regarding who would be awarded a scholarship due to the informal deal it had 

with the British Council, which essentially meant any non-European applicants were 

vetted prior to any award being offered.   

In the months preceding Mayhew’s parliamentary attack, the disproportionate 

allocation of scholarships had been discussed by FO officials. Robert Cecil, head of 

the Cultural Relations Department, contended that it may be better to re-allocate some 

of South Africa’s scholarships to other African countries which received a much lower 

number of awards but did not have complex racial politics.69 Peter Foster, WCAD Desk 

Officer for South Africa, privately admitted that the current allocation was ‘difficult to 

defend before Mr Mayhew or anyone else’.70 Foster was sympathetic to the arguments 

that, owing to the gross inequalities of the Apartheid system, it was hard to find non-

European candidates for these awards. But he contended that it was even harder to 

argue in favour of continued contact with the Republic when on the rare occasions 

qualified individuals from these communities were found they could still face the 

prospect of being refused a passport by the white authorities.  

Despite his concerns, Foster was against reallocating the awards: he argued that while 

it might be difficult to make contact with non-Europeans in South Africa ‘the importance 

of maintaining influence’ over these groups was ‘very great’ and failure to do so could 

lead to the ‘emergence of an anti-Western pro-communist government in the most 
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powerful state on the continent’.71 Even if only limited contact could be achieved with 

these groups in South Africa Foster viewed this as essential to the UK’s long term 

interests in the country. This view no doubt came from his experience in the WCAD; 

several countries under its diplomatic remit, for example Guinea, Mali, and most 

famously, the Congo under Patrice Lumumba, turned to the Soviet Union for external 

aid in the early 1960s. This highlights that from as early as 1963 some British officials 

were already thinking about the importance of preparing for a post-Apartheid future. 

Nevertheless, as the following chapter demonstrates, it was not until the late 1970s 

that this became the prevailing FCO view and policy was changed accordingly.  

A meeting of the British Council Executive Committee took place on 5 November 1963, 

at Mayhew’s request, to discuss the council’s presence in the Republic.72 FO officials 

desired a continuation of educational cooperation with South Africa, and attempted to 

talk Mayhew down prior to the Executive Committee’s get-together. Deputy Under-

Secretary (Information and Culture) Sir John Nicholls (who was also a member of the 

British Council executive committee) met him for lunch in late October.73 Nicholls 

stated that Mayhew’s two biggest issues were the British Council’s dealings with the 

Bantu Education Department (which in his opinion was tantamount to condoning 

Apartheid), and the fact that the council’s presence in South Africa could jeopardise its 

important work elsewhere on the continent. Despite some sympathy, the committee 

was unconvinced by Mayhew’s arguments concluding that removing the council from 

South Africa would be ‘a political decision’ and was thus the responsibility of HMG.74 
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2.3 Archibald Mafeje’s British Council Award and UN Resolution 191 

In March 1964, British Council Director General Paul Sinker visited South Africa and 

was impressed by the ‘gradual improvement in the distribution of awards’.75 Sinker 

argued that the executive committee could ‘feel re-assured that it is possible, even in 

the present circumstances for the representative to operate effectively in accordance 

with the policy laid down by the committee’ of extending contact with non-European 

South Africans whenever possible.76 The number, and proportion, of British Council 

awards to candidates from these groups had both increased on the previous year. In 

1963/64 14 awards went to non-European candidates, 39 per cent of the total, while 

for the year 1964/65, the number had risen to 16, constituting 55 per cent of the total 

awards.77 Furthermore, the council had increased the amount of book donations it 

made to ‘African’ educational institutions. 

Sinker argued against South Africa’s academic isolation as it would do harm to the 

liberal forces in the country. Sinker pointed to Dr Malherbe and Professor MacCrone, 

Vice Chancellors of the Universities of Natal and Wits respectively, whom he had met 

while in the country. Sinker contended that they were ‘out-spoken critics of Apartheid’ 

but ‘were unhesitatingly in favour of the continuation of the council’s presence’ in the 

country.78 He  argued further that there were many white South Africans who detested 

Apartheid but accepted that to help those in need they had to work through the current 

framework, most prominently in terms of academic contact, in the Bantu Education 

Department. Sinker also praised the South African scholarship selection committee, 
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which, he argued, while choosing candidates largely on academic merit sought to 

‘stretch a point in favour of non-European candidates’.79 Sinker believed that the 

council was having a positive impact as the numbers of applications for awards from 

non-Europeans was increasing each year. Sinker concluded that the British Council’s 

work in South Africa was of ‘exceptional value’.80 

Despite the apparent progress made by the British Council in South Africa in extending 

contact with non-Europeans, there were still obstacles put in place by the Apartheid 

regime. An excellent example that deserves greater consideration, and neatly 

demonstrates the NP’s intransigence, and the British response, concerns Archibald 

Mafeje. Mafeje was a young South African social anthropologist who went on to 

become one of the most prominent black African academics of his era. In 1964, he 

received a British Council award to allow him to continue his postgraduate research at 

King’s College, Cambridge.81 However, because he had recently been fined £100 for 

being illegally present at a banned party meeting in the Transkei, and was awaiting 

trial for the alleged offence, there were fears that if found guilty he would not be issued 

a passport. Indeed, while British officials were discussing the matter, the Chief Bantu 

Commissioner for the Western Cape told his superiors in Pretoria that Mafeje ‘is not 

considered fit to be allowed to go to England’ as police reports recommended against 

granting his application for a passport.82  

Fears that Mafeje would not be allocated a passport led to Dr Richards, his potential 

supervisor at Cambridge, to plead with the British Council to offer the award quickly to 
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put pressure on the South African authorities to issue him a passport.83 Sir John 

Nicholls was concerned that if the South African authorities did not issue the passport, 

it would become difficult to justify the council’s continued presence in the country, 

therefore urging Ambassador Sir Hugh Stephenson to make representations to the 

South African authorities.84 Stephenson, however, protested against his instructions. 

Clearly, British officials in South Africa had a different attitude to policymakers in 

London, the views of which are highlighted by Henry J. Downing, an FO official, who 

argued that: 

If the number of scholarship awards to non-white South Africans is not 
increased, or if the number is increased but the South African authorities 
repeatedly refuse passports to the scholarship holder, then it will become 
increasingly difficult to defend British Council policy in South Africa against 
public and parliamentary criticism.85  

 

Usually an issue such as this would not arise as, due to the understanding the British 

Council had with the South African authorities, all non-European candidates were 

vetted.86 On this occasion, the University of Cambridge had already informed Mafeje 

that he had been successful in his application for a scholarship, meaning that the 

British Council had no option but to formally issue the award despite the likelihood he 

would be unable to leave South Africa.87 If the council reneged on the offer, it would 

have been highly embarrassing and would have led to further criticism in Parliament.  

This example neatly demonstrates the difficult path policymakers had to navigate if 

HMG was to maintain educational contact with South Africa at this time, particularly 
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with the non-Europeans. While there was a desire to make inroads with these 

communities, and parliamentary pressure to offer a fairer distribution of British Council 

awards, the South African authorities put barriers in place making it very difficult for 

Britain to operate freely in this area. At the same time, the fact that the British Council 

accepted these restrictions was in itself controversial, and led to claims that they were 

accepting Apartheid in their relations with South Africa, and led to calls from Labour 

and Liberal MPs for the council to withdraw from the country, which would have led to 

a complete loss of educational contact with the Republic.  

British officials in South Africa were far less critical of Pretoria’s reluctance to offer 

Mafeje a passport than their colleagues in London. Butlin, for example, was angered 

by the decision to issue the award to Mafeje ‘despite the fact’ he had ‘reported that the 

odds against his obtaining a passport, are to say the least, considerable’.88 Butlin also 

argued that this went against ‘the agreement previously arrived at as a method of 

dealing with this case’, which was to wait until the South African authorities had made 

the decision regarding the passport before formally offering the award. Stephenson 

argued that making representations to the South African authorities was ‘unlikely to 

succeed’ and that it was ‘for the South African government, like any other government, 

to decide whether or not a passport should be granted to one of its nationals’.89 

Stephenson was also ‘satisfied that any refusal to grant [a] passport is based on 

reasons satisfactory by South African standard quite unconnected to the council 

award’. Stephenson went on to explain that the council’s presence in South Africa was 

subject to certain conditions which we ‘do not like but can’t change’ and provoking the 

South African authorities could jeopardise its future in the country. Stephenson also 
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argued that out of the leading Western nations who offered scholarships to South 

Africans the vetting process undertaken by the British Council was the least stringent. 

For example, the US did background checks on all their candidates, and if the South 

African authorities had any concerns they would simply withdraw the award without 

giving a formal reason. In a similar vein, the Netherlands and Germany left the 

selection of candidates entirely to the South African authorities.90  

The Secretary of Bantu Administration and Development wrote to his minister on 19 

March 1964 about the ‘Mafeje affair’, delving into much greater detail regarding 

Mafeje’s supposed political activities.91 While Mafeje claimed that his presence at the 

meeting in the Transkei was part of his MA research rather than for any political 

reasons, the secretary claimed that Mafeje had, in fact, addressed meetings at a 

coloured school in Kokstad in July 1963 and a number of ‘Bantu’ at the Botha Sigcau 

School in Flagstaff. 92 Mafeje allegedly called on the students at Flagstaff to start a 

branch of the Cape Peninsula Students Union, which campaigned for the rights of ‘non-

white’ students. It should also be noted that prior to commencing his studies at the 

University of Cape Town, Mafeje had been expelled from Fort Hare University for 

political activities.93 Despite these more detailed claims about Mafeje’s apparent 

political activism, the Secretary of Bantu Administration concluded that ‘it seems to me 

that, all in effect, Mafeje's application can be recommended. It would do more harm 

than good, from the point of view of possible criticism, not to allow the application’.94 
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Minister for Bantu Education and Development, Michiel Daniel Christiaan de Wet Nel, 

agreed with this conclusion and approved Mafeje’s application for a passport on 20 

March.95 Despite the warnings from Stephenson and Butlin, now that there was more 

interest amongst HMG and UK academics in the case, South African officials feared 

the potential fallout from refusing Mafeje’s request. The British officials in the Republic 

had overestimated Pretoria’s resolve; South African officials could, on occasion, be 

pressured into modifying their policies.  

The growth in overseas educational opportunities for black South Africans was also 

helped by geopolitical changes taking place in the early 1960s. With the number of 

independent African countries increasing exponentially, the anti-Apartheid lobby in the 

UN was strengthened. Western nations, particularly the US, feared that a lack of action 

against the white minority regimes in southern Africa might give the USSR the upper 

hand in the battle to win over the hearts and minds of these newly independent nations. 

While the USSR had a dubious domestic record on racial issues, it maintained a 

rhetoric of equality and universalism which appealed to the peoples of previously 

colonised nations in Africa and Asia. As Alex Thomson argues ‘events had shown at 

the United Nations, one issue that clearly unified the Third World was its opposition to 

Apartheid’.96 This led to the Security Council’s adoption of Resolution 181, a voluntary 

arms embargo against Pretoria.  

Pressure from the General Assembly continued. On 20 November 1963, the United 

Nations Declaration on the Elimination of all forms of Racial Discrimination was 

adopted. As Özdemir A. Özgür argues, ‘the Declaration solemnly affirmed the 
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necessity of speedily eliminating racial discrimination throughout the world in all its 

forms and manifestations’.97 This continued pressure led to the Security Council’s 

adoption of Resolution 191 on 18 June 1964. The resolution was fiercely critical of the 

South African government and demanded an immediate end to Apartheid. As part of 

the resolution, UN members were called upon to provide education and training for 

South Africans living abroad.  

On 28 July 1964, Labour MP Barbara Castle asked the Prime Minister in the House of 

Commons:  

what steps he has taken to coordinate the activities of Ministers responsible for 
complying with the Security Council resolution of 18 June in the immediate 
provision of education and training facilities for non-white South Africans; and 
what finance Her Majesty's Government are proposing to earmark for this 
purpose.98 

 

Castle was also critical of HMG’s slow response, stating that ‘the Scandinavian and 

many African governments have already been giving assistance to young South 

Africans in exile in order to enable them to take up university scholarships and other 

training facilities’.99 Prime Minister Alec Douglas-Home argued that ‘the initiative must 

come from the Secretary-General’ who was yet to approach HMG with information on 

the programme. Furthermore, the Prime Minister pointed out that Britain already 

provided ‘22 scholarships of one year or more’ to South African post-graduate students 

each year through the British Council, and 12 short-term bursaries ‘to candidates with 

lower academic qualifications’.100 This led to an immediate response from Labour MP 

 
97 Özgür, O. A., Apartheid, the United Nations and Peaceful Change in South Africa, Transnational 
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Christopher Mayhew who condemned the lack of diversity of the scholarship award 

holders and argued that ‘the vast majority of the cases he [the Prime Minister] has 

quoted related to white South Africans and that this discriminates against Africans in 

South Africa’.101 

2.4 Labour Elected  

In the 1964 general election, Wilson’s Labour government was brought to power with 

a slim majority. In terms of UK-South African relations, the Labour Party was more 

antagonistic towards the Apartheid regime than their Conservative counterparts and 

adopted the UN Voluntary Arms Embargo shortly after taking office. In late 1964, 

Foreign Secretary Patrick Gordon-Walker requested a report on the British Council’s 

work in the Republic.102 The FO later decided that although the council could continue 

working in South Africa, there would be a much deeper focus on helping the black 

communities. It was also decided that South Africa’s scholarship allocation was 

disproportionately high; in 1963, for example, South Africa was allocated 22 British 

Council scholarships, compared to 32 for the rest of Africa combined.103 As a result, 

Gordon-Walker warned that the number of British Council scholarships in South Africa 

might be reduced by as much as 50 per cent.104 Ambassador Stephenson argued 

strongly against this, claiming that progress had been made to ensure that by this point 

more than half the British Council awards (when also taking into account short term 

bursaries) went to non-European candidates.105 Stephenson also claimed that the 

South African government had actually only ever blocked one candidate from taking 
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up an award. This claim, however, was rather disingenuous. While the South African 

authorities may only have formally blocked one award, the understanding that existed 

with the British Council essentially allowed the white authorities to veto a candidate 

prior to the award being offered. Finally, Stephenson also argued that, while a 

disproportionate amount of scholarships still went to the white communities, almost all 

of those selected were liberal-minded and against the Apartheid system. However, he 

did not offer any clarification about how he came to this conclusion so this may have 

been a cynical attempt to justify continued educational contact with white South 

Africans.  

In a further effort to emphasise the usefulness and importance of providing British 

Council scholarships to South Africans, Christopher Ritchie, the British Council 

Assistant Controller, sent a number of testimonies of former award holders to the FO 

Cultural Relations Department.106 These accounts provided evidence of the value of 

offering scholarships to South Africa. An Afrikaner student studying at the University 

of Edinburgh placed great emphasis on the number of people they had met as a result 

of their opportunity to study in the UK, claiming they had made friends with people from 

Nigeria and Uganda. Another scholar studying for a PhD in Engineering at Cambridge, 

stated that ‘the opportunity of talking to students from all over the world both within the 

university and through the British Council was also a most interesting experience’.107 

A common theme in the testimonies is that the time in the UK gave the scholars the 

chance for debate and discussion. An Afrikaner lawyer who studied in the UK stated 

that ‘discussion, even of ideas we hate, is good’.108 An Afrikaner who studied English 

Language Teaching at Bangor shared this enthusiasm, stating that the South African 
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scholars were well received and enjoyed the ‘enlightening discussions’ they engaged 

in during their time in the UK.  

The final testimony talked so strongly about the positive benefits of British Council 

scholarships that Ritchie admitted ‘it might almost have been commissioned’.109 The 

individual in question claimed that ‘while it is highly desirable that all racial groups 

should benefit equally from British Council awards’ it was unlikely that many black 

applicants would ‘receive the necessary travel documents from the South African 

authorities’.110 Nonetheless, this scholarship holder hoped awards for white South 

Africans would continue even if Pretoria blocked all awards to non-Europeans as it was 

‘impossible to overestimate the great benefits’ these awards entailed. They argued that 

the only way white South Africans ‘mixed freely with non-whites and particularly African 

students’ was through schemes like this, which were ‘performing a wonderful service 

to South Africa and the cause of race relations’.111  

While there is no direct mention of the effect these testimonies had on the officials’ 

decision, a compromise was eventually reached in regard to South Africa’s scholarship 

allocation, with the decision that the number of awards to the country would be 

immediately reduced from 22 to 20 for the academic year 1965/66. The two surplus 

scholarships would be redistributed to Côte d'Ivoire where the British Council had 

previously been unable to offer any form of educational support for postgraduate 

students to study in the UK.112 Furthermore, there would be further reductions over the 

next two academic years, with the total number of full scholarships falling to 16 by 

1967/68. There would also be an important change made to the form of financial 
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educational support offered by the British Council. Previously, scholarships were 

favoured over bursaries as a means of supporting postgraduate study for South African 

students in the UK. Nevertheless, officials believed that scholarships were less 

favourable to non-European candidates as they were unable to leave their families for 

long periods of time for fear of financial hardship. It was decided that scholarships 

should, therefore, be converted into bursaries which were shorter in length to 

encourage more non-European applications.  

Stephenson and Butlin were less than enthusiastic about the proposed changes. 

Stephenson stressed that there should be no cut in the number of scholarships at all, 

and that a number of awards were already converted to bursaries to allow greater 

access for non-Europeans.113 Butlin contended that this decision would greatly anger 

the South African selection committee which he argued had ‘bent over backwards’ to 

increase the number of non-European candidates being put forward for awards.114 

Nevertheless, their complaints were ignored, highlighting the conflict between British 

officials in South Africa and policymakers in London. For the next few years, there was 

a gradual reduction in the number of full scholarships in favour of bursaries, which 

slowly led to a fairer distribution of awards to non-European South Africans.  

2.5 Conclusion 

The changes made under the Labour government can be considered a starting point 

in the gradual shift in HMG’s policy towards educational links with South Africa. British 

Council assistance was almost exclusively the preserve of the white communities in 

the late 1950s and early 1960s. However, these discussions began the change in 
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emphasis to increasingly focus on contact with non-Europeans. The initial policy had 

been internally justified because the white communities held political power, and thus 

this section of society was regarded as being in a position to bring about change within 

the country.  

The UK had extensive interests in South Africa, be it economically, due to large, 

profitable investments in the country, or strategically owing to the Simonstown 

Agreement. British officials were not prepared to risk these interests so were careful to 

avoid policies which may have brought them into conflict with the white authorities. At 

the same time, British officials had, since Apartheid’s inception, considered the 

segregationist policy to be unworkable, particularly against the backdrop of the rising 

tide of indigenous anti-colonial nationalism throughout the world.115 As previously 

stated, from the late 1970s onwards many policymakers believed that majority rule 

would happen either in the medium or long term, and if British interests were to be 

safeguarded then connections would need to be made with leading members of the 

black communities, who it was believed would inherit important positions in post-

Apartheid South Africa.  

In addition to this, British officials were wary about how this new society would come 

about. Ideally power would be gradually, and peacefully, transferred to the majority in 

a way that did not threaten British interests. If, for example, the country fell into a brutal 

civil war or extremist ideology came to dominate the African nationalist resistance, 

British investments, trade, and strategic interests would be threatened. For this reason, 

policymakers adopted a gradualist approach, taking limited action which, it was hoped, 

would have a liberalising effect on influential white South Africans, while also making 
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moderate efforts to forge links with the black communities which it was believed would 

hold similarly important positions in the future.     

While this was, as several officials admitted, hard to defend on moral grounds, it was 

a necessary evil of cultural diplomacy towards a country like South Africa. Working 

with, and at times placating the white authorities drew criticism from anti-Apartheid 

groups, backbench MPs, and sections of the international community. Nonetheless, it 

also allowed the UK to maintain a level of influence over prominent white South 

Africans as well as making tentative contact with important individuals from the non-

European communities. It was hoped this would safeguard British interests in the 

country both at the time and in the future. However, with the Labour government’s 

accession to power in 1964, the criticisms that had previously been the preserve of 

opposition MPs came to be a concern of the new government. While this did not result 

in an outright withdrawal of scholarships and cultural contact with South Africa (as 

Messrs Mayhew and Edelman would no doubt have preferred), it did mark a turning 

point towards a more balanced and morally defensible policy, with a clear aim of 

fostering connections with the majority of South Africa’s citizens, as well as offering 

them opportunities which were greatly limited within their own country.  

In addition to this, the role of the British officials in South Africa was a contributing 

factor to the unwillingness on the part of HMG to make changes to the nature of British 

Council scholarships, and educational contact with South Africa more broadly, prior to 

Labour’s accession to power in 1964. These officials had very different attitudes to 

their counterparts in London. They were sceptical of attempts to forge educational ties 

with the non-European communities in South Africa fearing repercussions from the 

Apartheid state. This was coupled with a racist perception on the part of some British 
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officials (both in the UK and South Africa) that non-European South Africans had larger 

families and were thus unable to leave the country for longer periods.  

As well as the favouritism shown towards white applicants, British officials worked 

within the framework of Apartheid when selecting non-European candidates, enquiring 

with the South African authorities if an applicant would be granted a passport prior to 

offering a scholarship or bursary to avoid unwelcome criticism later in the award 

process. Many of the black South Africans who did undertake awards in the UK were 

themselves employees of the Bantu Education Department, which was detested by 

most black South Africans due to the deliberately inadequate education it provided. 

This lessened the impact of educational links with black South Africans as it was 

unlikely these individuals would play a major role in the country after Apartheid’s end 

owing to their close association with the NP regime.   
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Chapter 3: UK-South African Educational Cooperation, 

1964-94  

The changes made by Wilson’s first Labour government to the nature of educational 

cooperation with South Africa, marked a move towards emphasising contact with the 

country’s non-European community, over that of the ruling white minority. This policy 

change coincided with the assassination of South African Prime Minister Hendrik 

Verwoerd in September 1966. Verwoerd was, in the words of his successor John 

Vorster, ‘an intellectual giant’ who ‘thought for everyone of us’.1 He possessed a clear 

vision of what Apartheid was, and under Verwoerd’s stewardship South Africa’s white 

minority strengthened its grip on power through the passing of a number of legislative 

acts (including the 1959 Extension of University Act) and the clampdown on African 

nationalist groups. Vorster, while conservative in many respects, proved far more 

pragmatic, particularly with regards to relations with the outside world. Over the course 

of his premiership, Vorster attempted to limit South Africa’s international isolation. 

The changes in policy by both London and Pretoria were paralleled by the AAM’s 

efforts to implement an academic boycott of South Africa from 1965. While the boycott 

did gain some support, many academics were against isolating South Africa, believing 

that contact with the outside world was a key weapon in the fight against Apartheid. 

Robert Birley was the most prominent advocate of this view. While a staunch critic of 

Apartheid, he argued that academics should continue to engage in debate and 

discussion with their South African counterparts as change had to come from within 

the Republic.  

 
1 Giliomee, The Afrikaners, 530.  



Chapter 3: UK-South African Educational Cooperation, 1964-94 

113 
 

With much of the academic community in favour of continued contact with South Africa, 

HMG ignored calls from the AAM to cut these ties. This was in stark contrast with both 

the cultural and sporting boycotts which will be discussed in later chapters. As many 

performing artists were vocal in their criticism of Apartheid, and unions such as Equity 

and the Musicians Union called for a total boycott of the Republic, HMG was reluctant 

to promote contact in this area. With regards to sporting contact, while sports bodies 

in the UK, most notably those representing cricket and rugby, were unenthusiastic 

about a boycott, major international organisations such as the International Federation 

of Association Football (FIFA) introduced measures to ostracise South Africa. In 

addition to this, many African, Caribbean, and Asian countries criticised Britain for its 

continued sporting ties with the Republic. It meant HMG took the idea of isolating South 

Africa from world sports more seriously than the academic boycott. The much more 

open nature of both performing arts tours and sporting ties also meant this form of 

contact was brought into the public eye, whereas academic contact did not garner such 

attention. This again gave HMG more freedom to continue to promote academic links 

despite the AAM’s position.  

Notwithstanding the antipathy to the academic boycott shown by HMG, major changes 

to UK-South African educational contact occurred in the late 1970s. In the Soweto 

Uprising’s aftermath, the Labour government sought to refocus its relations with South 

Africa in the field of education to prioritise contact with black South Africans. This 

culminated in a joint initiative between the British Council and ODM which emphasised 

the importance of contact with the ‘successor generation’ - leading members of the 

black communities who it was believed would hold important positions in post-

Apartheid South Africa. The election of Margaret Thatcher’s Conservative government 

in 1979 did little to change this move towards fostering links with black South Africans. 
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Despite Thatcher’s closeness to the white authorities, and the decision for the FCO to 

absorb the ODM’s work as part of the Tory government’s monetarist-inspired austerity, 

contact with black South Africans in the field of education grew considerably and was 

prioritised over contact with white South Africans, even those of a ‘liberal’ persuasion. 

By the early 1990s, thousands of black South African students were in the UK under 

various scholarships which had been expanded to include support for undergraduate 

study.  

While HMG began to prioritise engagement with black South Africans, Pretoria 

increased its own efforts to forge links with UK universities, academics, and schools. 

Initially, this policy was focussed on gaining knowledge and expertise while also 

bolstering South Africa’s white communities through immigration of skilled British 

workers to the Republic. Eventually this became part of South Africa’s own form of 

cultural diplomacy as officials looked to promote educational exchanges as a means 

of improving the country’s image, particularly after the formation of the Cultural Affairs 

Section at the South African embassy in London in 1981. South African attempts to 

forge educational ties with UK institutions had only limited success owing to the 

increasingly anti-Apartheid stance of those that worked in these sectors. The 

Association of University Teachers, for example, supported the total academic boycott 

of South Africa from 1980.2 While the Counsellor (Cultural Affairs) at the South African 

embassy found school teachers equally unresponsive to his approaches.3   

 
2 Fieldhouse, Anti-Apartheid, 110. 
3 DFAA, 1/20/20 Vol. 5, Dr J.M. Leighton, Half-year Report, 1982, Educational and Cultural Affairs, 9 
July 1982.  
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3.1 Successes and Limits of Labour’s Changes  

Despite the positive changes undertaken by the Labour government designed to offer 

a fairer distribution of British Council awards in South Africa, it took some time before 

they had a major effect. The British Council continued its policy of vetting candidates 

through the South African authorities to ensure offers were not made to anyone that 

might not be granted a passport. In December 1965, for example, the Secretary for 

Bantu Education vetoed Alexander Letsoalo’s application for an award as the police 

‘strongly opposed his application’ due to his continued ‘interest in the banned ANC’ 

and support for Nelson Mandela.4 In contrast to Archibald Mafeje’s case, no prior 

contact had been made from Letsoalo’s potential employer/university so the issue did 

not lead to a diplomatic stand-off as the British Council accepted Pretoria’s veto. 

While barriers remained in place, British efforts to foster educational contact with non-

Europeans did gradually increase. Concurrently, HMG grew hesitant about supporting 

too closer contact with white South African institutions in this field. In June 1964, Mrs 

Haythornwaite, the head teacher of the independent St George Diocesan School in 

Windhoek, South West Africa wrote to Cultural Advisor Raymond Butlin requesting 

financial and logistical assistance. Haythornwaite emphasised the importance of St 

George’s as ‘the only purely English-medium primary school’ in South West Africa.5 

The number of pupils at the school was increasing, but it struggled to recruit the 

necessary number of staff. Haythornwaite called on UK assistance in recruiting a new 

member of staff (or possibly providing someone through the Voluntary Service 

Overseas) to replace Michael Redhead whose voluntary placement was due to end.   

 
4 SANA, OEO/1/1098/17/1/23, Vol. 1, Secretary of Bantu Education to Regional Director of Bantu 
Education, 23 December 1965.  
5 TNA, FO/924/1545, Haythornwaite to Butlin, 27 June 1964. 
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The school had been struggling financially since South Africa’s exit from the 

Commonwealth, which saw it lose access to the Rhodes Trust funding it had previously 

enjoyed. Butlin contended that ‘in the opinion of everybody here’ this was ‘a very proper 

use’ for British Council money.6 There was clearly a desire to offer tangible assistance. 

Nevertheless, the FO were apprehensive due to the uncertainty surrounding the British 

Council’s future in South Africa following Labour’s election victory.7 For this reason, 

discussions regarding this request from St George’s, and another similar one from the 

Kingsmead School, a private girl’s primary school in Johannesburg, were initially 

postponed until the council’s future in the country was decided.  

When discussion resumed the following May, Robert Cecil, head of the FO Cultural 

Relations Department, argued that HMG should regard its activities towards English-

speaking schools as it did towards any other aspect of contact with South Africa; 

‘namely, how far they contribute to our policy of encouraging and maintaining contact 

with liberal and anti-Apartheid elements in the country’.8 Cecil contended that helping 

schools like St George’s and Kingsmead would fit perfectly with that policy through 

helping ‘liberal forces’ in South Africa as it was believed the English-speaking 

population was more moderate, and could potentially play an important role in 

changing the racialist system in the Republic.  

The British Council agreed to encourage the Voluntary Service Overseas (VSO) to find 

a replacement for Redhead. However, this proved fruitless due to the lack of interest 

in a placement of this kind, and the fact that any potential volunteer would have to pay 

 
6 TNA, FO/924/1545, Butlin to British Council Africa Department, 7 December 1964. 
7 TNA, FO/924/1545, Croom-Johnson to Butlin, 21 December 1964. 
8 TNA, BW/107/8, Cecil to Croom-Johnson, 14 May 1965. 
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their own travel costs to South West Africa.9 There continued to be enthusiasm for the 

notion of supporting independent schools. Nevertheless, it was very difficult to justify 

such assistance as it was clear it would lead to domestic and international criticism for 

supporting segregated schooling. Help of this kind could not be treated the same way 

as scholarships since technically these were open to all races, while English-medium 

independent schools practiced segregation.10  

In June 1965, Butlin was approached by the Transvaal Teachers Association which 

asked about the possibility of the UK re-starting a teaching exchange programme with 

South Africa.11 The South African authorities were happy for such exchanges to re-

commence. Nonetheless, there was little enthusiasm from officials in the UK. There 

were, unsurprisingly, fears about the political implications of re-starting such a scheme, 

due to potential criticism from the AAM, certain Labour and Liberal MPs, and the anti-

Apartheid lobby at the Commonwealth and the UN.12 There was also concerns over 

funding, and it was felt there was no educational advantage for the UK in exchanges 

with South Africa. These examples demonstrate that the impetus behind educational 

contact often came from institutions in South Africa itself, highlighting the ‘soft power’ 

British education exercised in the country, particularly amongst the English-speaking 

communities.  

While the UK was making moderate changes in its policy towards educational contact 

with South Africa, the UN was also taking steps to increase its involvement in this area. 

The organisation looked to set up a special education and training scheme for South 

 
9 TNA, FO/924/1545, Cecil to Donald McD. Gordon, Counsellor and Head of Chancery at the 
Embassy in South Africa, 16 July 1965. 
10 TNA, FO/924/1545, Cecil to WCAD, 15 July 1965. 
11 TNA, FO/924/1545, Gordon to Op’t Hof, South Africa Secretary for Education, 1 June 1965. 
12 TNA, FO/924/1545, Cecil, Education Policy in South Africa, 19 October 1965.  
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Africa, which would allow around 40 non-European South Africans to study abroad in 

the year 1965/66.13 HMG agreed to contribute £25,000 to the scheme, and British 

universities would take on those selected for the awards.14 Despite this contribution, 

British officials in South Africa were critical of the scheme. Stephenson dismissed the 

idea arguing that the South African authorities were very unlikely to allow the students 

to take up the awards.15 There were also concerns over who would administer the 

awards within the British Council, especially as the ODM was less than enthusiastic. 

The latter was apprehensive about involving itself in South Africa as it was not 

considered a developing country and was thus viewed as outside its remit. There were 

also fears over the academic standards of applicants, with a belief they might not be 

up to the standard required to attend a higher education institution in the UK due to the 

inequalities of the Apartheid education system.16 John Wilson, a British official in 

Pretoria, sympathised with the Republic’s position and argued that ‘it was difficult to 

deny’ the South African Foreign Minister Dr Muller’s argument that this was a ‘blatant 

intervention in South Africa’s own internal affairs’.17 Wilson went on to state that he 

could ‘imagine the reaction in this country if the [UN] Secretary General, without any 

consultation with HMG, were to produce a scheme, for example, speeding up the 

establishment of comprehensive schools and the abolition of private schools’.18  

The negative responses from these officials to a scheme that HMG had committed to 

is reflective of the difficult position Britain was in when it came to South Africa and the 

rest of the world. African, Asian and Caribbean countries were highly critical of 

Apartheid and called on more action to be taken against Pretoria. South Africa, on 

 
13 TNA, FO/371/182168, John Wilson, FO, to Le Quesne, 2 July 1965. 
14 TNA, FO/371/182168, Cecil to FO CRD, 18 May 1965. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid.  
17 TNA, FO/371/182168, John Wilson to Le Quesne, 2 July 1965. 
18 Ibid. 
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the other hand, had little respect for the UN, seeing it as an arena for developing 

world countries, liberals, and communists to criticise its policies. Indeed, some British 

officials felt these countries were hypocritical in their attacks on South Africa, as 

many of them were dictatorships with questionable human rights records. Former 

Prime Minister Douglas-Home, for example, argued that the UN had ‘double 

standards’ when it came to South Africa and western Europe, which he believed, 

received far greater criticism than the USSR as well as certain African and Asian 

countries, which committed blatant human rights violations.19 Simultaneously, British 

officials working in the Commonwealth Relations Office, understood how important it 

was that HMG be seen as taking the right moral position when it came to South 

Africa. If this was not the case, it could impact Britain’s relations with the newly 

independent African and Asian countries.  This again reflects the balancing act British 

policymakers had to consider in managing the UK’s relationship with both South 

Africa and the newly independent nations of the developing world. 

The change in policy towards increasing contact with non-European South Africans 

was, to an extent, helped by events in South Africa. On 6 September 1966 Prime 

Minister Verwoerd was assassinated, and on 13 September Johannes Balthazar 

Vorster was chosen as his replacement. Initially, British policymakers feared that the 

‘ruthless pro-Nazi’ Vorster’s accession to power could see an even greater fissure in 

UK-South African relations.20 Indeed, there were concerns that Vorster was fiercely 

anti-British as he only had a ‘distant relationship’ with the embassy.21 However, the 

Prime Minister adopted a more pragmatic approach to government than was expected, 

 
19 Holt, A, The Foreign Policy of the Douglas-Home Government: Britain, the United States and the 
End of Empire, Palgrave Macmillan, Basingstoke, 2014, 6. 
20 TNA, PREM/13/1211, Fenn to Palliser, 6 September 1966. 
21 TNA, PREM/13/1211, FO & CO to Certain Missions 19 September 1966. 
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particularly regarding South Africa’s English-speaking community and the country’s 

relations with the outside world. Vorster feared South Africa’s isolation and sought 

contact with neighbouring African governments.22  

In January 1968, in the context of Pretoria’s more outward looking attitude, Sir John 

Nicholls, the UK Ambassador exclaimed to Foreign Secretary George Brown that  

it is becoming necessary for us to make a deliberate effort if South Africa is to 
remain not merely an important centre of English-speaking culture, but a country 
where British concepts of civilisation and social justice can still exercise a 
powerful, if indirect, political influence.23  

 

Nicholls emphasised that the pragmatism of Vorster’s administration provided an 

opening which British policymakers could exploit to expand their work in terms of 

educational and cultural contact with the Republic. One aspect Nicholls called for was 

support for the supposedly liberal English-speaking community, something which he 

believed could be helped via assistance to English-medium schools and universities.24  

J.D.B. Fowells, the British Council Overseas Controller, stated that there was no 

possibility of assistance largely as a result of budget restrictions.25 Therefore, lecture 

tours and scholarships continued as the key means of preserving contact with South 

Africa’s liberal white community in the 1970s, with a steady year on year increase in 

the number of visits to the UK. Despite the lack of enthusiasm for Nicholls’s proposals, 

HMG and the British Council did go on to make a special scholarship available for 

 
22 See Miller, An African Volk, 62-87. 
23 TNA, BW/107/8, Nicholls to Brown, 8 January 1968. (Dispatch One). 
24 Ibid.  
25 TNA, FCO/13/102, Brief for FCO Head of Personnel (Operations) Department, John Duncan, for 
Meeting with British Council Representative in South Africa, Dennis Frean, 20 August 1968.  
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postgraduate research into the field of English-language teaching in October 1971.26 

Not only was this award focused on rectifying the language issues Nicholls mentioned, 

it was also a contribution to the celebration of Britain’s historic ties to South Africa, 

marking the one hundred and fiftieth anniversary of the arrival of the first wave of British 

settlers to the country in 1820. 

Whilst Nicholls’s calls for greater contact with the English-speaking communities met 

with a somewhat muted response, by the late 1960s HMG was making some moderate 

progress in furthering educational links within the black community. For example, 

Thamsanqa Wilkinson ‘Wilkie’ Kambule, Headmaster of Orlando High School, Soweto, 

was able to travel to the UK on a British Council bursary, and tour the country visiting 

a number of schools. Kambule enjoyed his time in the UK, telling The World (a black 

Johannesburg newspaper) ‘oh England I love you’.27 In another article, he explained 

how he was very nervous when initially travelling to the UK, yet was pleasantly 

surprised when he arrived in London and realised what a cosmopolitan city it was. He 

stated ‘to my amazement, the city abounds with many of my pigment. The stare I had 

anticipated was non-existent. Within twenty-four hours I forgot my colour’.28 Kambule 

was greatly impressed with the tolerance he witnessed while visiting the UK and 

commented on the multicultural nature of the schools he visited, something which 

would be completely alien to a South African. These reports do seem overly positive 

in regard to race relations in the UK, which at the time was struggling to come to terms 

with a more multicultural population. Only ten years previously, the capital had been 

rocked by violence in the Notting Hill race riots. In the 1964 general election, Peter 

 
26 SANA, OEO 1/1098, Secretary of Bantu Education to all Principles of Teacher Training Colleges 
Regional Directors, 13 May 1970.  
27 TNA, FCO/25/628, ‘Oh England I Love You’, The World, 13 July 1968.  
28 TNA, FCO/25/628, ‘They Didn’t Even Notice My Skin Was Black’, The World, 18 August 1968. 
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Griffiths, the Conservative candidate for Smethwick, West Midlands, adopted a 

vehemently racist and divisive stance in what Wilson described as an ‘utterly squalid’ 

campaign.29 Nevertheless, Kambule enjoyed his visit and adopted a positive view of 

the UK. Even with the racial tensions of the 1960s, Britain was still a far more open 

and tolerant country than South Africa.  

3.2 Robert Birley’s Visiting Lectureship  

In addition to scholarships and bursaries to study in the UK, British officials also wished 

to utilise tours by UK academics and experts in science and industry. The most 

successful of these was Robert Birley, former headmaster of Eton College, who 

worked at Wits University from 1964-67. While Birley was in South Africa in a private 

capacity it is clear that, as his biographer Arthur Hearnden argues, there was a ‘quasi-

diplomatic’ element to his presence in the country.30 In 1962, prior to starting his visiting 

lectureship, Birley briefly worked in South Africa with the 1961 Education Panel.31 The 

panel was essentially a private commission formed to defend independent schools 

from interference by the Apartheid state.32 Sir John Maud, the UK ambassador to 

South Africa who was a good friend of Birley and his wife, had urged him to accept the 

panel’s invitation. Maud hoped that the visit would provide an opportunity to persuade 

Birley to take up the soon-to-be vacant vice chancellorship at Wits, as several of the 

panel’s organisers had close connections to the institution.33 Ultimately the panel was 

unable to influence the appointment of the next vice chancellor, however, a second 

 
29 Butler, D.E. and King, A., The British General Election of 1964, Macmillan and Co. Ltd., London, 
1965, 361.   
30 Hearnden, A., Red Robert: A Life of Robert Birley, Hamish Hamilton Ltd, London, 1984, 200.  
31 Ibid, 197.  
32 Ibid.  
33 Ibid, 198.  
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chair was created in Wits’ Faculty of Education, which paved the way for Birley to take 

up a role on a visiting basis in 1964.  

As a well-connected outsider, Birley was able to push boundaries further than most 

academics in South Africa.34 This gave him the chance to speak plainly to the South 

African public, and attempt to stimulate debate and discussion around how the country 

could be improved for all its citizens. For example, at formal events at Wits and other 

institutions, Birley often delivered speeches that criticised the Apartheid government. 

After having been awarded an honorary doctorate at Wits in June 1965, Birley was 

asked to deliver the chancellor’s speech. He used the opportunity to call for greater 

academic freedom in South Africa stating that  

in a country where so much public policy is really dictated by fear, fear above 
all of change because it is felt that it could not be controlled, it is here more than 
ever necessary for institutions of learning to persuade men to have the courage 
to face the truth.35 

 

Birley’s work in South Africa was considered important to British officials. John Wilson, 

who worked at the British embassy in Pretoiria, ‘read this impressive address with great 

interest’ and argued that it should be disseminated throughout the UK. 36  

Birley also played an important role in forging links with South Africa’s non-European 

communities. Birley stated some years later that this was something that Wits 

specifically wanted him to do as it had lost touch with ‘African’ education since ‘racial 

segregation had been forced on them in 1959 by Act of Parliament’.37 While this was 

 
34 Ibid, 200. 
35 TNA, FO/924/1545, Currie, Consul General Johannesburg to Gordon, 5 May 1965. 
36 TNA, FO/924/1545, John Wilson to Gordon, 3 June 1965. 
37 BI, CSAS/BIR/1, The Middle East and Africa as Pivot of Superpower Politics, Concluding Session, 
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no easy task, Birley went to schools in townships as often as he could to meet and 

teach black schoolchildren. He frequently did so without an official permit, which was 

not necessarily illegal, but could certainly have caused an unpleasant response from 

the authorities.38 Birley had to be careful not to fall foul of the South African state, which 

was increasingly issuing banning orders on academics who spoke out against 

Apartheid. Nevertheless, Birley’s aforementioned ‘quasi-diplomatic’ position gave him 

a degree of ‘immunity’ not afforded to his South African colleagues at Wits and the 

other more liberal universities.39  

The school Birley had the most contact with was Orlando High School in Soweto. 

Despite the difficult circumstances, Orlando High strove for the highest educational 

standards with its students taking the hardest possible matriculation exams, including 

the highest-level English test, despite having the option to do the lower paper. After 

Birley played a pivotal role in raising money for a new library at Orlando High, staff and 

students decided that the new building should be named after him.40 This decision 

outraged the South African authorities. Birley claimed that the Secretary for Bantu 

Education argued (incorrectly) that he was a ‘well-known communist’ and was referred 

to as ‘the Red Dean’ in England.41 The secretary was most likely confusing Birley’s 

nickname of ‘Red Robert’ with that of Hewlett Johnson, the USSR-supporting ‘Red 

Dean’ of Manchester and Canterbury. When the school sought permission to open the 

library to the public outside of school hours, they were only given permission to do so 

if they changed the building’s name. Orlando’s headmaster, Wilkie Kambule, simply 

put a very thin layer of paint over the words ‘Sir Robert Birley’ on the library’s sign, to 

 
38 Hearnden, Red Robert, 202.  
39 Ibid, 200.  
40 BI, CSAS/BIR/1, Kambule to Birley, 12 December 1966.  
41 BI, CSAS/BIR/1, The Middle East and Africa as Pivot of Superpower Politics, Concluding Session, 
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ensure it was still readable.42 Birley was a popular figure in Soweto, and in the 

controversies over the library’s name, many people protested to the Bantu Education 

Department, claiming that ‘Professor Birley is one of our people’.43  

Birley also made contact with influential members of the black community during these 

visits; he and his wife became friends with Winnie Mandela, and helped send her 

children to Waterford School in Swaziland.44 Established in 1963 by educator Michael 

Stern, Waterford was the first multi-racial school in Southern Africa.45 Birley also came 

into contact with Black Consciousness leader Steve Biko when visiting the University 

of Natal in 1970, where he had been invited to give a speech on academic freedom. 

After the talk, two white students took Birley to the black students’ accommodation 

where he met with Biko. Birley stated when interviewed on the Granada Documentary 

The Life and Death of Steve Biko that he could tell immediately that ‘here was someone 

who was going to mean something’.46 Birley was particularly impressed that Biko 

wanted the white South African community to contribute to the country’s multi-racial 

democratic future.47 After Biko’s death in 1977, Birley told The Guardian that he had 

been a ‘potential Prime Minister of South Africa’.48 

Furthermore, Birley championed the merits of improving education for the black 

community in a speech at the South African Institute of Race Relations in 1966.49 He 

argued that it was totally illogical that the South African state was against training the 
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country’s black majority in anything other than the most basic of skills as the country 

was desperate for skilled workers and was forced to look abroad to alleviate these 

shortages. Even after leaving South Africa in 1967, Birley continued to campaign for 

better standards in education for the country’s black communities, while encouraging 

general academic contact with the country as a means of offering a liberalising 

influence.50 Birley regularly wrote to British government officials requesting meetings 

over the issue of education in South Africa, something which he was more often than 

not granted.51 Officials also looked to Birley for advice over educational contact with 

South Africa, and he made several visits to the Republic on what appears to have been 

in a semi-official capacity, reporting back to HMG and advising on policy towards the 

homelands for example.52 Birley also continued to voice his criticism of Apartheid to 

South African audiences. For example, in an interview with the Rand Daily Mail in 

November 1978, he referred to the Republic as a ‘police state’ and condemned the 

closure of schools in Soweto (including Orlando High) in the aftermath of the uprising 

as an ‘appalling situation’.53 

Despite the critical stance Birley took towards the Apartheid state, his presence in the 

Republic, and belief in contact over ostracism was at variance with other members of 

the academic community. One of the AAM’s main campaigns was the academic 

boycott of South Africa. In 1965, 500 prominent UK academics had pledged not to 

‘apply for or accept academic posts in South African universities which practice racial 

discrimination’.54 However, this was not something that was universally supported. 

 
50 TNA, FCO/13/360, Carr-Gregg to Cosmo Stewart, Head of the FCO CRD, 31 October 1968.  
51 See for example TNA, FCO/13/360, Stewart to Goodfellow, Department of Education and Science, 
5 November 1968.  
52 See for example TNA, BW/107/11, Birley to Cowan, British Council, 26 July 1974; TNA, 
BW/90/2103, Maxwell to Director, 24 October 1974; The Homeland in SA, Maxwell, Deputy Director of 
the Inter University Council for Higher Education Overseas, 12 November 1974.   
53 BI, CSAS/BIR/1, ‘Still a Role for Whites’, Rand Daily Mail, 17 November 1978.  
54 BL, MSS/AAM/1488, ‘Academic Boycott’, The Times, 14 December 1965. 
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Many academics agreed with Birley’s belief that contact in this areas was more 

beneficial than ostracism. This was also a view shared by much of the ‘liberal’ 

opposition to apartheid within South Africa. Helen Suzman, for example, who was a 

lecturer at Witwatersrand University before entering politics, argued that it was the 

liberal English-speaking universities who would suffer most from an academic boycott. 

She contended that advocates of such ostracism ‘think they are on the side of the 

angels. In fact they are on the side of the idiots’.55  

Nonetheless, the AAM was highly critical of the argument that the English-speaking 

universities in South Africa were places of liberal thought. In a letter to Sir Eric Ashby 

of Clare College, Cambridge, who had recently decided not to continue his support for 

the academic boycott, the AAM pointed to the ‘separate student societies’ and 

‘segregation in lectures’ as evidence that the supposedly ‘open’ University of Natal still 

practiced race-based discrimination.56 Es’kia Mphahlele, a prominent South African 

writer and scholar, who had been forced to go into exile, was also highly critical of the 

apparent liberalism of these institutions, pointing to the recent banning of Dr Edward 

Roux and Dr H.J. Simons of the universities of Wits and Cape Town respectively.57 He 

argued that liberalism could only exist in the Republic so far as it obeyed the country’s 

strict laws. This meant that liberalism in South Africa was ‘trying to exist on impossible 

terms, in conditions that make it irrelevant’.58 

These criticisms had some merit. Academic freedom was limited in South Africa and 

the presence of a figure like Birley could help legitimise the situation in the country. A 
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total boycott would have made it clear that Apartheid was not acceptable to the 

international academic community. In addition to this, the lack of support given to the 

academic boycott by Birley and others allowed HMG to continue to support contact in 

this field, something they were unable to do in other aspects of cultural relations. It 

should also be noted that while the Apartheid authorities allowed Birley a degree of 

freedom that would not be granted to South African academics, his movements were 

carefully monitored and, even before the Orlando High library naming fiasco, Birley’s 

nickname ‘Red Robert’ drew suspicion from the South African authorities, fearing that 

he might ‘hold extremely leftist views’ after reports from a former pupil of his (who by 

this time was living in Salisbury) who had ‘been keeping an eye on his activities’.59   

3.3 Educational Assistance to the Homelands 

It is essential when analysing British educational assistance to black South Africans to 

discuss HMG’s policy towards the homelands. Segregation was not a new idea 

introduced by the NP on their election victory in 1948. There had been a clear policy 

of separating black and white South Africans as far back as the nineteenth century 

under British rule, and ‘reserves’ were set aside to home different ethnic groups in what 

would later be referred to as ‘Bantustans’. The idea was radicalised by the NP 

government which began to forcibly resettle non-Europeans into specific homelands 

based on their ethnicity. This was a policy of divide and rule, as the state tried to 

emphasise that the racial makeup of South Africa was not as simple as a white minority 

ruling over a black majority.  
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This policy should also be viewed as a reaction by the South African government to 

the decolonisation process accelerating elsewhere across Africa. In 1959, for example, 

Secretary of the Bantu Administration Department Werner Eiselen compared the policy 

to that of the British Commonwealth, contending that it was a ‘harmonious multi-

community development’ with South Africa playing the part of the ‘mother country’.60 

The long-term plan was for each racial group to live in an ‘independent’ homeland 

(albeit with most of South Africa in white hands) which would allow the NP government 

to claim all groups had gained their political freedom. Transkei and Ciskei were the first 

two territories to gain ‘self-government’ in 1963, with eight more to follow during the 

1970s and 1980s. Four of the South African homelands (Transkei, Bophuthatswana, 

Venda and Ciskei - sometimes referred to as the TBVC states) were granted ‘full’ 

independence from Pretoria.  

To African nationalists and other critics of Apartheid, these territories were nothing 

more than puppet regimes under the full control of Pretoria. The policy has also been 

viewed as a means by which white South Africans could benefit from cheap labour 

while preserving white only areas. Steve Biko, for example, described the Bantustans 

as ‘nothing else but sophisticated concentration camps where black people are allowed 

to ‘‘suffer peacefully’’’.61 This criticism was reflected externally; not a single country 

recognised the apparent independence of these territories.  

Recent literature, however, has argued that the situation was more nuanced. Some of 

the African leaders in these territories did obey Pretoria fully, but others acted far more 
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autonomously.62 Tim Gibbs argues that historians ‘need to find a language that goes 

beyond the narrative of “Bantustan stooges” and “nationalist liberation movement” in 

order to incorporate the shades of grey that were so important in the Apartheid 

endgame’.63 William Beinart contends that while ‘homeland’ leaders were usually 

‘authoritarian and self-interested’ some ‘particularly [KwaZulu Chief Minister] 

Mangosuthu Buthelezi and to a lesser extent [Lebowa Chief Minister Cedric] Phathudi, 

opened important political space during the early and mid-1970s, worked to some 

degree with broader anti-Apartheid forces and could be highly critical of the central 

government’.64 Shirleen Ally goes further in her assessment of the KaNgwane 

homeland, which she argues ‘became an important centre for sustained resistance to 

Pretoria, including underground activism associated with the ANC’.65 

Initially, British officials looked to take advantage of the nominal control of internal 

affairs offered to the homeland leaders. After the Transkei became the first ‘self-

governing’ homeland, J.D.B. Fowells, the British Council Africa Department Director, 

contacted Butlin to enquire about the level of autonomy the territory would have over 

its educational system. After making several enquiries, Butlin discovered that, while 

there would be financial assistance from the South African government, who 

maintained a veto and control over many areas in the homelands, ‘educational policies 
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and administration in the territory are now a matter for the Transkei government 

itself’.66  

Furthermore, Transkei officials were preparing to change the syllabus to bring it in line 

with the one used in the European schools.67 The Transkei government clearly had a 

degree of freedom when it came to deciding educational policy even if other powers of 

government were limited by Pretoria. This was also seen as a prime opportunity to 

offer English language teaching support to the non-European communities. Fowells 

discussed the matter with Christopher Hill from the Institute of Race Relations, London. 

Hill explained that having undertaken investigations in the Transkei, it was clear that 

there was resentment for the ‘mother tongue’ teaching policy of the Bantu Education 

Department. Indeed, Neville Alexander, a prominent South African anti-Apartheid 

activist who worked on a new language blueprint for the country after Apartheid’s end, 

argued that the hatred of the Bantu Education Department meant that mother-tongue 

education was ‘equated in the minds of most black people with inferiority and racial 

ghettoization’ and led to ‘the corollary orientation towards English as the language of 

power, of ‘‘unity’’ and of ‘‘liberation’’’.68 Hill claimed that there would be great 

enthusiasm for extra English teaching in the Transkei, as the black population feared 

being ‘left behind’ by the current educational system in an increasingly globalised 

world, in which English was the lingua franca.69 As Vivian de Klerk and David Gough 
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67 TNA, BW/107/8, Fowells to Christopher Hill, Institute of Race Relations, London, 13 October 1964. 
68 Alexander, N., ‘English Unassailable But Unattainable: The Dilemma of Language Policy in South 
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argue, ‘English was seen by many [black South Africans] as the key to socio-economic 

advancement’.70   

The FCO encouraged support for the Transkei as promoting the English language was 

seen as a key means of maintaining influence in the Republic. Chancellor and Head 

of Chancery at the UK embassy in South Africa Donald McD. Gordon, wrote to Butlin 

in April 1965, and contended that ‘it is in our interests to do anything we can to 

encourage the spread of English teaching in the Transkei and improve its standards’.71 

Transkei also sent a mission to the UK to recruit teachers to work in the territory. Butlin 

was aware of these efforts, but felt it would be better if the British Council recruited for 

the Transkei authorities (though he admitted this would be very difficult to address, as 

it would then no longer be possible to refuse to help with recruitment for other schools 

in South Africa).72  

By the mid-1970s, the British Council’s work in Transkei and Ciskei was quite extensive 

and well established. In his annual report for 1975/76, Cultural Advisor Derek Sharp 

explained that British Council staff regularly visited educational institutions in Transkei 

and Ciskei, and had established a good network of contacts. While the main focus was 

on English-language teaching, there were book and periodical donations on a variety 

of subjects including maths, science, and education. The minister for education for 

QwaQwa, and the secretaries of education for Transkei and Bophuthatswana, had also 

recently visited the UK under HMG and British Council auspices.73 Programmes for 

four educational officials were also paid for by the visitor and bursary funding scheme. 
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There were also two Ciskei government scholars in agriculture placed on courses by 

the British Council, and there were indications that more students would be sent to the 

UK for further study financed by the various homeland governments. Support was also 

given to a special English-language teaching course at Lumko, Ciskei, in July 1976, 

including a visit by two British lecturers to help with its delivery. The course was 

attended by 50 senior officials working in education from both Ciskei and Transkei. 

Transkei was set to become the first fully ‘independent’ homeland on 26 October 1976. 

In his annual report on the British Council’s activities in South Africa, Sharp made clear 

that he was very anxious for the Council’s work to continue in the territory.74 Sharp had 

contacted HMG’s legal advisors who felt that this would be possible even if HMG did 

not recognise Transkei’s independence.  The semi-autonomous nature of the British 

Council provided a key advantage for British cultural diplomacy, and allowed it to 

continue to provide educational assistance in the Transkei, without leading to 

accusations that the UK had formally recognised its independence.75 The funding to 

pay for such contacts continued to come from the British Council’s budget for work in 

South Africa, thus emphasising it was still considered a part of the country. There were 

also discussions within the FCO about the possibility of the ODM offering assistance 

to the homelands. However, this had the disadvantage that it would be considered 

government-to-government aid, and could be viewed as HMG’s recognition of 

Transkei’s ‘independence’ from Pretoria.76    

By 1981, Transkei and Ciskei, along with Venda and Bophuthatswana were considered 

fully independent by the South African government.  While in reality this was a facade, 
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it posed a potential challenge for British cultural policy towards the Republic, as it made 

it more difficult to focus its work on black South Africans, who were increasingly the 

main target of educational assistance. HMG’s policy was to avoid any course of action 

which could be considered as recognition of the homelands’ independence, which 

might attract criticism from the international community, while also offering useful 

propaganda to Pretoria. This meant that HMG officials were unable to develop closer 

links with educationalists and other influential individuals in the homelands that were 

considered ‘independent’ during the 1980s. Nevertheless, the British Council 

continued to offer assistance wherever possible.   

3.4 Forging Links with Future Leaders  

By the mid-1970s HMG’s attitude towards educational contact with South Africa had 

changed considerably. In 1973, the recently appointed ambassador James Bottomley 

told Morgan at the FCO Cultural Relations Department that he was ‘not convinced that 

we are doing as much for blacks as we might’ in the field of education, reflecting a clear 

change from his predecessors who argued that this could lead to conflict with the white 

South African authorities.77 The British Council Assistant Director-General was 

pleased by Bottomley’s attitude, telling his colleague in South Africa that ‘if the 

ambassador takes up the question we should listen’ since ambassadors in Pretoria 

‘have usually taken the opposite view’ and ‘been ready to jettison the blacks in favour 

of ‘‘converting’’ the whites’.78 Bottomley was indicative of a new type of British diplomat 

who had only ever worked in independent nations such as Pakistan and Malaysia. 

Prior to becoming ambassador to South Africa, he had been tasked with re-starting the 

talks to end the Rhodesian crisis and visited the country in 1968 in an attempt to bring 
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the Smith government to the negotiating table. Officials like him would have had a far 

better understanding of the geo-political zeitgeist in the post-imperial world, and the 

anathema with which many newly independent nations viewed the racialism of 

Apartheid South Africa.    

HMG continued to expand its educational contact with black South Africans, although 

this remained focused on those who worked for the Apartheid state. In November 1975, 

for example, the British Council made a request to the Department of Bantu Education 

for six members of staff engaged in the teaching of English at teacher training colleges 

to undertake three months training in the UK.79 Awards like this were quite common 

and usually organised on an ad-hoc basis. In September 1976, however, the British 

Council contacted the Department of Bantu Education with a proposal to create a 

tailored three-month training course for black South African English teachers at the 

University of Leeds. Bantu Education Planning Director K.B. Hartshorne was in favour 

of the scheme as the department was ‘very thin on the ground as far as English is 

concerned’.80 Clearly, the white authorities had adopted a more open attitude to 

contact with the outside world, even for certain members of their black communities.  

This openness was almost certainly motivated by a desire to offset some of the 

international condemnation which followed the South African authorities’ brutal 

response to the Soweto Uprising and the disturbances that followed it. As Onslow 

argues Pretoria sought ways to ‘restore South African international legitimacy’ in this 

period.81 These events, and the murder of Steve Biko while in police custody the 

following year influenced the British government to adopt a new approach to 
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educational contact with South Africa. FCO officials began to consider how they could 

increase contact specifically with the black South African communities. When 

challenged by the AAM in January 1979 regarding continued contact with South Africa 

in this area, FCO Minister Ted Rowlands argued that as Apartheid ‘disadvantages 

black South Africans in the field of education’, the FCO was ‘concerned, therefore to 

ensure that possible opportunities for the educational advancement of black South 

Africans do not go by default. The exchanges between Britain and South Africa should 

be seen in this light’.82 Indeed, 1979 saw a new initiative formed between the British 

Council and the ODM, specifically designed to increase contact with the black South 

African communities in the field of education. This saw the total budget for British 

Council activities in South Africa rise substantially from £350,000 to £500,000 per year.  

The ODM was first mentioned as a possible area for educational links as early as May 

1965 in the discussions about how to finance the attendance of 40 ‘non-white’ South 

African students at university in the UK as part of a UN initiative. However, at that time, 

it was reluctant to be involved in such a scheme as ‘South Africa hardly falls in the 

developing country category’.83 Indeed, despite the gross inequality in the country 

South Africa had undergone rapid industrialisation and economic diversification in the 

1960s and was considered to be a developed country by the UN’s economic criteria.84  

In 1974, the potential of ODM funding was discussed again, in relation to proposed 

Inter University Council assistance to black universities in South Africa. This was after 

Professor Mathivha from the University of the North, one of the few black universities 
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in South Africa, contacted The Times calling for assistance from the UK as these 

institutions taught almost exclusively in English.85 Nonetheless, this was still viewed as 

an inappropriate area for the ODM due to South Africa being considered a wealthy, 

developed country.86  

The Soweto Uprising caused uproar throughout the world and led to increased 

domestic pressure for HMG to take action against Pretoria. This prompted the Labour 

government to look for ways it could help the cause of black South Africans. While 

HMG already supported a number of UN and Commonwealth programmes of 

education and training for exiled South Africans and Namibians, it was felt similar 

support could be given to black South Africans who were still in the country. The 

possibility of ODM funding for the Transkei was discussed, although it was concluded 

that this was not possible without providing formal recognition of the country’s 

independence.87 However, it was during these discussions that the idea arose of 

funnelling ODM money through the British Council, which was semi-autonomous from 

government, as a means of offering educational assistance to the black communities.88 

While this policy was not implemented at this stage, it would later prove to be a key 

part of the new policy framework towards South Africa’s black communities.  

A report set out by the FCO and ODM in 1979 had a long-lasting effect on British policy 

towards South Africa. This report envisaged five possible scenarios for the Republic’s 

future, as internal political pressure for change increased: 
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(i) Peaceful but fundamental adjustments leading to an integrated society 
with blacks playing an ever-increasing role and eventually becoming the 
dominant political force; 

(ii) Growing dissatisfaction between the whites and the blacks with mounting 
violence perhaps escalating to serious guerrilla warfare leading to eventual 
partition and the emergence of one or several independent black nations 
enjoying an uneasy relationship with the white populated rump of the present 
Republic; 

(iii) Outright civil war and the imposition of black rule of what was left of South 
Africa; 

(iv) Continuation more or less of the status quo; 

(v) A serious upset in the trend of north/south relations leading to a decision 
by the West to bolster the regime in South Africa and the establishment of 
the Limpopo as a frontier to be defended against all comers.89 

 

The report contended that (iv) and (v) were unlikely, and (i) could not be ruled out, but 

(ii) and (iii) were distinct possibilities, which called for a need for closer association 

between HMG, and the black majority in South Africa. It was seen as essential for HMG 

to gain a foothold with South Africa’s potential future rulers as it was ‘an area of 

continuing importance to our national interests’.90 It was argued that contact should be 

made with key members of the black South African communities, and it should be 

emphasised that ‘Britain’s place in their lives is not purely historical’.91 Nonetheless, 

the British Council maintained that it would avoid contact with South African liberation 

activists in the ANC or Pan Africanist Congress (PAC). The focus instead was on 

targeting black South Africans involved in education, social work and the burgeoning 

trade union movement. Clearly, HMG was still apprehensive about supporting those 

actively fighting against Pretoria and instead targeted individuals working within the 

Apartheid state apparatus.  
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There were, however, problems envisaged in initiating an aid policy directed towards 

black South Africans. Firstly, HMG generally only offered aid to countries that were 

considered ‘developing’, and this was not the case with South Africa, although the 

report argued that due to the extreme inequalities created by Apartheid, South Africa 

could in fact be considered two nations.92 The white population in the country lived in 

a developed world. Yet, the conditions of the black communities were similar to that of 

a developing nation. This shows a change in policymaker’s thinking and a realisation 

of the actual situation in South Africa.  

Another issue was aid of this kind was generally orchestrated from government to 

government; there was no way HMG could allow money to be given to Pretoria, so 

other channels would have to be used, most likely through non-government 

organisations (NGOs). Another potential criticism was that by providing this money 

HMG might be seen as absolving the South African government of its responsibilities. 

Nevertheless, the FCO argued that, as the South African government had neglected 

these responsibilities for so long, there was little reason to think that would change 

now.  

The paper proposed four key areas where funding could be supplied as a means of 

providing educational and technical support to black South Africans. The first was 

training for trade unionists, as it was believed that their development could act as an 

important ‘vehicle for political expression’ in South Africa. Indeed, the trade union 

movement had become an important means of challenging the Apartheid state in the 

aftermath of the 1973 Durban Strikes.93 The workers’ movement was strengthened in 

 
92 Ibid. 
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1979 by the NP’s adoption of the Wiehahn Commission’s recommendations to 

recognise black trade unions.94 The ODM’s support for South African trade unions 

would be in collaboration with the Trade Union Congress (TUC), and would involve 

officials attending trade union courses in the UK. It was decided that ODM funds of 

roughly £5,000 per month would be adequate. Secondly, the paper advocated the 

expansion of the British Council’s work in the Republic through the creation of training 

programmes. This would see its funding increase by £150,000 per annum, which would 

be paid for by the ODM. This focus would be on training black South Africans in areas 

their communities needed most, for example, social welfare. This would initially be a 

pilot scheme with estimated costs of £1 million over five years. Furthermore, it was 

suggested that funding be provided to NGOs; this was an experimental idea but was 

designed to involve funding for church schools, and possibly even support for families 

of political prisoners. It was estimated that this would cost £250,000 for a period of five 

years. 

The ODM agreed to the proposals in a meeting with the British Council and FCO in 

March 1979.95 By the early 1980s, despite the ministry being incorporated into the FCO 

as the Overseas Development Administration (ODA), this new education policy 

towards South Africa was taking shape. In 1981, there were 60 South African students 

on scholarships in the UK with funding from the British Council, ODA, and the UN 

Education and Training Programme for southern Africa.96 The radical shift towards 

favouring non-Europeans was highlighted by the fact that only six of these award 

holders were white, which was a drastic change from 20 years previously when the 
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vast majority of British Council scholars were of European descent. In fact, the entire 

policy had been turned upside down by the 1980s; British officials were reluctant to 

offer scholarships and bursaries to white South Africans. While it was seen as 

important to try and influence the ‘authority generation’, as well as white liberals, it was 

seen as essential not to alienate the black communities as it was felt these would soon 

make up the political elite, or, as HMG officials described them, the ‘successor 

generation’.97 This policy shift is epitomised in the decision not to invite Jaap Strydom, 

who was in charge of state education in Soweto, to the UK despite his interest in a 

visit.98 While contact with Strydom could have been a valuable inroad into black state 

education in South Africa, it was felt that if the British Council assisted him in visiting 

the UK then it would be seen by the black South African communities as supporting 

the Apartheid system. By this point, as earlier discussion have shown, HMG officials 

believed that Apartheid would end, at least in the medium term, and appropriate action 

had to be taken to ensure British interests in the country remained secure after this 

happened.     

While HMG’s appetite for educational cooperation with the white South African 

communities began to fade in the late 1970s, Pretoria began to look more favourably 

on such contact, as the regime sought ways to improve its national image in the Soweto 

Uprising’s aftermath and much publicised state brutality. Efforts had been made to 

promote South Africa overseas during the 1970s by bribing journalists and even 

attempting to purchase the Washington Star newspaper. Money for these endeavours 

was siphoned from the defence budget, and when this was made public the ensuing 

‘Muldergate Scandal’ (in reference to Minister of Information Connie Mulder) led to 
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Vorster’s fall from power in 1978.99 After this, Pretoria made more legitimate attempts 

to utilise cultural diplomacy in its foreign relations. 

On 24 December 1981, Pretoria appointed Dr A. J. Leighton to the role of Counsellor 

(Cultural Affairs) to establish a new section at the South African embassy in London.100 

The Cultural Affairs section aimed ‘to foster, extend, and develop the cultures of the 

Republic and to provide for the fostering of educational and cultural relations between 

the Republic and foreign countries’.101 Leighton toured the UK’s universities to promote 

scholarships to work and study in South Africa (although he struggled to attract a great 

deal of interest due to what he perceived as the ‘powerful’ influence of ‘the 

predominantly left-wing Association of University Teachers’).102 

Educational contact with black South Africans was increasingly prioritised by HMG 

over that of the white communities during the 1980s. Indeed, this form of contact 

correlated with the Thatcher government’s endorsement of constructive engagement 

with South Africa, which emphasised the use of positive measures over that of 

sanctions. In a draft paper set out to formulate British Council policy towards South 

Africa in 1982, it was explained in what order various groups in South Africa would be 

prioritised in regards to educational and cultural exchange.103 The key focus was now 

explicitly on those in the black communities viewed as potential future leaders in a 
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post-Apartheid South Africa.104 This was also reflected in the changing attitudes of 

British officials working in South Africa. Ewen Fergusson, British Ambassador from 

1982-84, explained in a 1998 BDOHP interview that his ‘approach to South Africa was 

on the basis of previous Third World experience’ having worked in Ethiopia for four 

years prior to his posting in Pretoria.105 Fergusson went on to argue that because South 

Africa had a white government and ‘a significant European-educated class’ people 

often mistakenly viewed it ‘as if it was on the way to becoming an enlarged Hampstead 

Garden Suburb’.106 However, this was not the reality on the ground as the vast majority 

of South Africans were economically and educationally disadvantaged. 

While this policy change was a significant shift from the position pertaining in the early 

1960s, when HMG authorities were apprehensive of involving themselves too deeply 

with non-Europeans for fear of alienating the white authorities, HMG (in theory) 

remained firmly against contact with South Africans who were linked to anti-Apartheid 

liberation groups, particularly the ANC or SACP. Nevertheless, Roger Fieldhouse 

contends that the situation was more complex, and, despite the Conservative 

government’s exclusionary rhetoric, a number of British Council award holders 

‘appeared to be members of the ANC or its allies within South Africa’.107 Robin Renwick 

explains that ‘virtually all the projects we supported were run by 

determined opponents of the regime, and when their parties were unbanned we 

discovered what we already knew – that we had established contact with most of the 

internal leadership of the ANC and PAC’.108 In 1986 Foreign Secretary Geoffrey Howe 
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had a ‘breakthrough meeting’ with Oliver Tambo, albeit in an unofficial capacity, and 

new FCO guidance was issued on British policy towards ANC and PAC which 

emphasised the importance of increasing contact.109  

In 1987 Renwick met with a number of black opposition leaders, including Nthato 

Motlana, who had been tried alongside Mandela, for his part in the 1951/52 defiance 

campaign, and had played a leading role in the organisation of the Soweto Uprising. 

These leaders were particularly receptive to the scholarships on offer from the UK as 

‘these might be used to help prepare people for the future participation in 

government’.110 This was at variance with the attitude shown by certain sections of 

Conservative Party support and some right wing backbench MPs. Thatcher is known 

to have had little sympathy for the ANC, and even as late as 1987 described it as a 

‘typical terrorist organisation’.111 Some activists went much further in the vitriol against 

the organisation. In 1985, for example, the Federation of Conservative Students 

produced merchandise calling on Pretoria to ‘hang Nelson Mandela’.112  

There was a significant gulf between the Tory’s public denouncements of the ANC and 

government policy in practice which tacitly supported an increase in contact with ANC 

members and supporters. For example, in a debate over scholarships to ‘non-white’ 

South Africans in March 1987, Conservative backbencher Sir Ian Lloyd (who was born 

in South Africa and often accused of being ‘Botha’s mouthpiece’113) asked ‘what 

proportion of the students currently selected to attend British institutions of higher 
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education from South Africa at public expense have been sponsored or in any way 

recommended by the African National Congress’.114 Chris Patten, the Minister for 

Overseas Development replied abruptly stating ‘none’. Patten almost certainly knew 

that ANC members were taking advantage of British educational assistance but 

thought it wise not to publicly admit it, especially when challenged by a right-wing 

backbencher with close ties to the Republic.   

There were some more formal difficulties in initiating the new policy, namely the 

fractious relations between the British Council and the ODA. The latter remained 

hesitant about contacts with South African officials, preferring to focus its efforts on 

non-formal education.115 These disagreements often meant it took longer than 

expected to negotiate new policies which could potentially limit their impact. In 1984, 

for example, representatives of the University of Cape Town approached the British 

Council to ask for assistance with a new community work course.116 This was seen as 

particularly important as South African President P.W. Botha had embarked on a 

process of moderate reforms which included new measures loosening the strict 

limitations on freedom of black citizens to move into the Cape.117 It was estimated that, 

as a result, there would be a huge increase in the Cape’s black population, meaning a 

greater need for community and social work in that area. Cultural Advisor Richard 

Watkins and Veronica Tarimo, at the British Council Africa South of the Sahara 

Department, both felt that supporting this project should take priority over all other 

educational assistance to South Africa.118 Conversely, ODA Chief Education Advisor 
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Roger Iredale, and Joan Lawrence at the ODA’s Central and Southern Africa 

Department, were less than enthusiastic about this project due to their distrust of the 

formal education system in South Africa, preferring to foster contacts with the informal 

sector.119 While on this occasion the ODA representatives relented, this demonstrates 

the different nature of the two UK organisations working in the field of education in 

South Africa, and the problems in formulating policy that this led to.  

It should also be noted that British Council policy towards South Africa at this time drew 

criticism from its own trade union. In March 1980, its members argued that this positive 

approach would do little to undermine the Apartheid regime and ‘may actually serve to 

further the aims of an evil and oppressive government’.120 The AAM had also been 

against this increase in educational support for black South Africans since its inception 

in 1979. In 1983, AAM Executive Secretary Mike Terry warned the British Council that 

this policy would do little to change the NP government’s stance and later argued that 

its dealings in the country helped legitimise Apartheid’s continuation.121 In 1984, the 

AAM criticised the British Council for the £500,000 it had spent in South Africa that 

year. Yet, as Fieldhouse argues, the AAM’s position was greatly weakened by the 

willingness of ANC members and supporters to undertake British Council awards, 

which undermined the academic boycott and helped legitimise British Council and 

HMG policy.122  

Despite the increase in educational support for non-European South Africans during 

the 1980s, many MPs felt more could be done. Conservative Tim Rathbone called on 

the FCO to rapidly expand its education programme in South Africa after visiting the 
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country in 1985, observing that English is ‘becoming a common tongue for all races in 

South Africa’.123 This shows how much the situation had changed in the country. In the 

1960s many influential figures were fearful about the decline in English in South Africa, 

which would lessen the impact of British soft diplomacy. However, by the 1980s, the 

language was taking a more prominent role, particularly amongst members of the 

country’s non-European majority. FCO Minister Malcolm Rifkind agreed that English-

language teaching was a key area that HMG should be operating in, and argued that 

it was because of HMG’s desire to continue educational and cultural contact with South 

Africa, that they had refused to endorse a new EEC policy that included proposals to 

ostracise the Republic in this area.124 Rifkind contended that it was the black 

communities in South Africa who would have suffered as a result of this, and that it 

would also negatively impact Western interests in the country. At the time of this debate 

the British Council was allocated £1.5 million per year for its work in South Africa, and 

Rifkind explained that this would be increased the following year.  

While in general those who came on courses to the UK were positive about their 

experiences this was not always the case. Neville Alexander, a coloured campaigner, 

academic and Robben Island ‘graduate’, and Karen Press, a white Jewish radical 

educationalist and poet, were fiercely critical of a course they attended in the UK in 

1984. They felt that the programme was too focused on the UK experience and gave 

little opportunity for audience participation.125 Alexander and Press were both 

members of The South Africa Committee for Higher Education (SACHED), an 

organisation founded in 1959 as an ‘innovative response’ to the University Extension 
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Act designed to ‘provide alternative access to tertiary education through 

correspondence education with the University of London’.126 It appears, however, that 

their response was different to that of the other course attendees. The feedback 

questionnaires had been generally positive about other participants’ experiences on 

the course.127 Cultural Advisor Richard Watkins claimed that Alexander and Press 

were ‘not the easiest people to come to terms with’ while Bob Nielson, Senior 

Consultant in the British Council English Language Service Department, contended 

that they were ‘extreme and frequently intransigent in their views and attitudes’.128 

Indeed, one must question what Alexander was looking for in attending such a course; 

surely a radical activist who worked in black South African education would expect a 

course in Britain to be predominantly Euro-centric, and to have suspicions that its 

organisers had neo-colonial motives. While it is unlikely the British Council mis-sold 

Alexander on the course’s content, it cannot be discounted. Another possibility, 

however, is that Alexander took advantage of the course as it offered an affordable 

way to travel to the UK and develop links with leftist anti-Apartheid campaigners in the 

country.   

Regardless of this, Press and particularly Alexander, were the sort of people the 

Council believed needed to target if it was to meet its policy of fostering links with the 

next generation of leaders in South Africa. Alexander went on to compete in the 1994 

elections with the Workers List Party. While the party performed poorly, failing to win a 

single seat and polling just over 4000 votes, Alexander continued to be involved with 
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South African national politics. He became director of the Project for the Study of 

Alternative Education in South Africa (PRAESA) in July 1994. One of this 

organisation’s main aims was to promote unity amongst all South Africans. Alexander 

was later appointed chair of the committee that was tasked with implementing the 

Language Plan Task Group’s proposals for a language blueprint for the new South 

Africa.129 In addition to this, offering scholarships to individuals like Alexander was a 

good way of demonstrating that, despite its reluctance to implement sanctions, Britain 

was helping important African leaders. Renwick later used this argument in discussion 

with Archbishop Desmond Tutu and managed to win his support against those who 

contended British educational support was simply ‘ameliorating Apartheid’.130  

As mentioned previously, it was not just individual states that were engaging in 

educational support to black South Africans. The UN also played a prominent role in 

this area, particularly through the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 

Organization (UNESCO). After the Soweto Uprising, for example, the organisation 

provided educational scholarships for South African youths forced to go into exile in 

Tanzania.131 Nevertheless, in December 1985, the UK followed the United States’ lead 

and withdrew its membership of UNESCO citing ‘corruption, inefficiency and 

politicisation’ as justification for this decision.132 It should be noted that UNESCO was 
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vehemently anti-Apartheid and had, over the years, published several books and 

reports that were highly critical of Pretoria.133  

The UK contributed £6.4 million to UNESCO, and it was decided that on leaving the 

organisation, the money should be invested in the UK’s own sphere of cultural and 

educational assistance.134 Some of this money was allocated to a Commonwealth 

training scheme for black South Africans. This demonstrates that by the mid-1980s, 

targeting educated members of the black South African communities had become a 

key aspect of the UK’s cultural and educational engagement overseas. The fact that 

this was a Commonwealth scheme could also be viewed as a means of preparing 

South Africa for re-admission into this organisation. At the same time, withdrawing from 

UNESCO, an organisation highly critical of Apartheid which supported exiled members 

of South Africa’s liberation movements, highlights how HMG felt educational contact 

with the Republic’s black communities should be navigated.  

Rather than targeting those who were willing to rise up against the regime, the UK 

generally courted black South Africans who worked within the framework of the 

Apartheid system. Charles Moore argues that Thatcher ‘opposed the existing regime 

and wanted it replaced, but not in such a way that the country would collapse into 

revolution’.135 British policymakers had a longer view of the importance of the South 

African economy to the wider region and this cautiously reformist policy was clear 

evidence that they wished to see the socio-economic advancement of the country’s 
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black citizens. As Ewen Fergusson, Deputy Permanent Secretary of State for Foreign 

Affairs and former ambassador to South Africa, told Soviet Deputy Foreign Minister 

Anatoly Adamishin in 1986 ‘Apartheid will not last long’ but every effort should be made 

to promote a peaceful transfer of power as ‘it is not difficult to destroy a country, but 

how does it live then’.136  

HMG increased its educational assistance to South Africa’s black communities 

throughout the 1980s. This was also designed as a counter to the Commonwealth 

criticism the UK received for its resistance to institute far-reaching economic sanctions, 

particularly at the 1985 and 1986 CHGMs in Nassau and London respectively. On 1 

July 1986, the Prime Minister announced that there would be an additional £15 million 

allocated over a period of 5 years from 1987/88. It was later revealed that £12 million 

of this new allocation would be used to provide funding for non-Europeans to undertake 

undergraduate study in the UK.137 This was the first time that such a fund had been 

implemented; the previous focus was on postgraduate scholarships or short-term 

bursaries for people already established in their particular fields. HMG clearly wished 

to make contact with a new generation of South Africans, whom it was hoped would 

play a major role in the post-Apartheid era. This funding provided 80 places per year 

on undergraduate courses, and would see the number of non-European South Africans 

on sponsored study programmes in the UK increase rapidly.  

By 1987, HMG was sponsoring 280 ‘non-white’ South Africans studying in the UK. This 

number was expected to rise to 400 for the following academic year.138 In fact, by 

 
136 Admishin, A., White Sun of Angola, 23-4, Translated for Cold War International History Project by 
Goldberg, G. & Onslow, S., Available at https://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/the-white-sun-angola 
[Accessed 5 December 2019].  
137 HC Deb 13 November 1987 vol 122 cc676-741. 
138 Ibid. 
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December 1988, this target had been surpassed. By this point there were 500 non-

European South Africans studying on a scholarship in the UK.139 Britain’s efforts in this 

area were also proving beneficial in how it was perceived by African, Asian, and 

Caribbean Commonwealth members. FCO Southern Africa Department head Kieran 

Prendergast contended that  

it has become apparent that when other countries are made aware of our 
positive efforts they are usually appreciative. Thus, at a recent meeting of the 
Commonwealth Committee on South Africa, we received a great deal of support 
of the Commonwealth Scholarship Scheme, in the establishment of which we 
played a major role. Appreciation was expressed also for the help Britain 
continues to give to South Africa’s neighbours.140  

 

It should also be noted that this significant increase in support from Britain coincided 

with a decline in the number of scholarships offered from US sources.141 Many of the 

awards provided to study in the US were sponsored by the private sector rather than 

Washington. After the 1986 Comprehensive Anti-Apartheid Act was implemented US 

firms began to abandon South Africa, and with them the scholarships they provided. 

In response to this the British embassy stepped in to ‘bail out’ a number of projects in 

Soweto supported by oil giant Mobil, which disinvested from South Africa in 1989.142  

In a speech in the House of Lords in 1988, Minister of State Lord Glenarthur stated 

that HMG had rejected a negative approach (sanctions and isolation) in favour of 

engagement with South Africa. In many respects, this approach was going against the 

trend of ostracising South Africa in the late 1980s. Yngve Nordkvelle argues that by 

 
139 HL Deb 14 December 1988, vol 502 cc943-79. 
140 TNA, FCO/105/2353, Prendergast to Dougal, High Commission, New Zealand, 3 December 1986. 
Reproduced in Salmon & Jewitt, The Unwinding of Apartheid, 29-32. 
141 TNA, FCO/105/2694, Renwick to Howe, 31 December 1987. Reproduced in Salmon & Jewitt, The 
Unwinding of Apartheid, 137-40. 
142 Renwick, The End of Apartheid, 123.  
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this time the ANC ‘managed to gain strong support for sanctions of all types of 

collaboration with South Africa, including the academic boycott’.143 This emphasis on 

what Thatcher described as ‘fostering contact not ostracism’ was a key aspect of the 

Conservative government’s opposition to sanctions against South Africa.144 Hyam and 

Henshaw argue that ‘Thatcher and her supporters thought that the British policy of not 

isolating South Africa had been ‘‘proved right’’ by Mandela’s release’ in 1990.145 While 

existing literature has emphasised that this meant working with the white South African 

government, it is clear that an emphasis was also placed on forging links with the 

country’s black majority, particularly in the field of education.146  

3.5 Conclusion  

The changes made by the Labour government in the 1960s were by no means radical, 

and it was not until 1979 that Labour took steps to fundamentally change the UK’s 

educational policy towards South Africa. In the aftermath of the Soweto Uprising in 

1976, the murder of Steve Biko in 1977, and the state’s increasingly violent response 

to anti-Apartheid dissent, world opinion turned sharply against Pretoria. The strength 

of the Apartheid state was also questioned, and officials in the FCO saw the end of 

white minority rule as a distinct possibility in the medium term. British policymakers had 

to take heed of this changing atmosphere and adapt HMG’s approach towards South 

Africa accordingly. British officials moved away from a focus on maintaining links with 

young members of the white elite, to a policy of cultivating ties with young black South 

 
143 Nordkvelle, Y., ‘The Academic Boycott of South Africa Debate: Science and Social Practice’, 
Studies in Higher Education, 15:3, 1990, 253-4. 
144 Williams, The Politics of Race, 52. 
145 Hyam & Henshaw, The Lion and the Springbok, 337.  
146 See for example Barber, J., ‘Britain, South Africa and the Fall of Margaret Thatcher’, The South 
African Institute of International Affairs, Brief Report 3/91, January 1991, Available at 
https://www.africaportal.org/documents/1749/Britian__South_Africa_And_The_Fall_Of_Margaret_That
cher.pdf. [Accessed 6 March 2019]. 
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Africans who, it was believed, would take up influential positions in the country after 

Apartheid’s end. A new joint venture was initiated between the British Council and 

ODM that shifted the emphasis of HMG’s educational contact with the Republic to a 

focus on forging links with influential black South Africans who were seen as the 

country’s future leaders.  

The policy was continued, and vastly expanded, under the next Conservative 

administration (1979-97). The Thatcher government, while often being viewed as 

defensive of the white South Africans, in fact offered more educational assistance to 

the country’s non-European communities than any other British government in the 

period being examined. This became a key part of the government’s constructive 

engagement with the Republic, epitomised in the words of Ambassador Renwick in 

1987: 

Our chance of having some influence here in the (very) long term future will, I 
suspect, depend on whether British companies—using their own commercial 
judgement—stay here (few if any of those that have left are likely to have any 
future in South Africa) and on maintaining contact with the ANC (far more 
important than the UDF) and with internal opponents here. One crucial way of 
doing this is through the gifts and small projects schemes, which increase our 
access in the townships and bring us a great deal of credit with leading figures 
in the black community.147   

 

It was clear Apartheid would not last forever, and it was most likely that whatever 

government followed its destruction, would be one which was controlled by the 

country’s black majority. HMG’s policymakers had realised this by the late 1970s and 

this was reflected in the change in emphasis in the UK’s educational policies towards 

South Africa. 

 
147 TNA, FCO/105/2693, Renwick to Prendergast, 29 September 1987. Reproduced in Salmon & 
Jewitt, The Unwinding of Apartheid, 90-4. 
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Chapter 4: British ‘Cultural Manifestations’ in South Africa, 

1960-94 

This chapter assesses how HMG attempted to utilise ‘manifestations’ of British culture 

as a means of promoting its influence in South Africa between 1960 and 1994. The 

term ‘cultural manifestations’ will be deployed as this is the phrase British officials used 

to encapsulate a number of different displays of British culture in South Africa, which 

included, but were not limited to, performing arts visits, exhibitions, literature tours, 

radio, and television broadcasts.1  

The ‘cultural manifestations’ HMG attempted to utilise, particularly in the 1960s, would 

largely be considered ‘high culture’, for example, ballet, art and theatre. These 

pastimes were mainly, but not exclusively, enjoyed by the upper-middle and upper 

classes in both the UK and South Africa. This reflects the nature of those working for 

the FO at the time, many of whom came from privileged backgrounds, and would 

themselves have enjoyed such pastimes. They had little respect for what they 

considered forms of mass culture and were unwilling to engage in its potential use as 

a form of soft diplomacy in the Republic. A striking example of this was the emphasis 

placed on the Royal Ballet Company’s tour in 1960, as part of the fiftieth anniversary 

Union Festival celebrations, over that of a British folk dancing team. While folk dancing 

may not be considered popular culture in the UK, at the time it was very popular 

amongst large sections of the Afrikaner community, whereas an interest in ballet was 

 
1 Examples include, but are not limited to TNA, BW/107/9, Perchard to Director British Council Africa 
South of the Sahara Department, 20 June 1969; Frean to Director British Council London, 5 August 
1969; TNA, FCO/13/574, British Council Representative South Africa, Annual Report 1971-72, 30 April 
1972; TNA, BW/107/27, Bottomley to Morgan, 13 June 1975. 
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largely confined to urban elites. Yet, HMG officials enthusiastically supported the ballet 

tour, including a guarantee against any potential losses from the British Council.2 

Conversely, despite requests from the South African organisers of the Union Festival, 

and British officials in the country, HMG refused to offer financial support to allow a 

British folk dancing team to tour the country.3 To these officials, high cultural products 

were a far better representation of Britain to promote overseas. It could also be 

indicative of the type of South African they were trying to ‘attract’; educated, middle or 

upper class, predominantly men, and almost certainly white individuals, who held 

important positions in the country.  

A chronological approach is taken in this chapter which assesses the changes and 

debates surrounding HMG’s policy towards the use of cultural manifestations in South 

Africa over time. In contrast to educational links discussed in the previous chapters, 

the cultural boycott advocated by the AAM placed major constraints on HMG’s ability 

to promote performing arts tours of South Africa. Assistance to performing arts visits 

became increasingly difficult as the actor’s union Equity, and the Musicians Union, took 

a tougher stance over its members making appearances in South Africa in response 

to Apartheid segregation. In 1957, Equity introduced rules which insisted that any 

performances in South Africa had to feature a proportion of shows for non-European 

audiences.4 Concerns remained, however, that this was not working in practice, with 

many Equity members finding the venues for non-European performances highly 

unsuitable and of a low standard. Therefore, in 1961, Equity brought in new rules for 

its members, stipulating that they should only perform in South Africa when they had 

 
2 TNA, BW/1/308, The British Council Executive Committee, Royal Ballet Visit to South Africa, 5 
January 1960. 
3 TNA, BW/107/3, Dundas, British Council Controller Overseas A, to Regional Officer, South Africa, 16 
December 1959. 
4 AEAA, GS01, File 1, Discussion on Future Performances in South Africa, 1965.  
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assurances that they could deliver performances to non-European audiences in the 

same venue as those used for white-only performances.5  

The Musicians Union went further than Equity by issuing a total ban on its members 

performing in South Africa from 1961.6 In June 1963, 48 playwrights from both the UK 

and US signed a declaration forbidding their works from being performed in front of 

segregated audiences. Fieldhouse contends that this action ‘really launched the 

cultural boycott’.7 Despite this, Thörn argues that the boycott had only ‘varied success’ 

over the course of the 1960s and 1970s (indeed numerous performing artists were 

persuaded to perform in South Africa by the lure of lucrative contracts).8 Nevertheless, 

while individual artists were happy to ignore the ban, it is clear that HMG was reluctant 

to offer support to performing arts tours for fear of coming into conflict with Equity or 

the Musicians Union. There were even calls in 1968 by British officials working in the 

Republic to sponsor a visit by union officials in an effort to persuade these 

organisations of the apparent merits of continued cultural contact.9  

Notwithstanding these difficulties, HMG did try and promote ‘cultural manifestations’, 

but with limited success. Despite protracted efforts by Ambassador Nicholls for a more 

elaborate contribution to the 1970 Grahamstown Festival, which celebrated the one 

hundred and fiftieth anniversary of the first wave of British settlers to arrive in the 

country, Britain’s input was limited to the gifting of some plants, benches, and a sun 

dial for a period garden.10 Pretoria’s reluctance to allow the development of television 

in the country was another barrier to British cultural diplomacy. Even when the NP 

 
5 ‘Non-Europeans in Theatres: Proposal to Equity’, The Guardian, 29 March 1961.  
6 Thörn, Anti-Apartheid, 63.  
7 Fieldhouse, Anti-Apartheid, 103.  
8 Thörn, Anti-Apartheid, 63.  
9 TNA, FCO/13/102, Nicholls to Brown, 8 January 1968, (Dispatch Two). 
10 TNA, FCO/45/315, Frean to Director General British Council, London, 3 June 1969. 
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government relented in 1976, this medium was far more beneficial to the US, which 

was the world’s leading producer of television programmes.  

Utilising performing arts as a means of promoting British culture in South Africa 

became even more difficult after the UN General Assembly passed a resolution 

condemning cultural collaboration with South Africa in 1981, and began blacklisting 

artists who had worked in the country.11 While some artists, for example Cliff Richard, 

Queen, and most controversially Equity’s own president Derek Bond, were willing to 

ignore the boycott, by the 1980s the performing arts community, and in particular 

musicians, were some of the most outspoken public critics of Pretoria. In 1980, for 

example, Peter Gabriel released ‘Biko’, in commemoration of the anti-Apartheid 

campaigner beaten to death while in police custody three years earlier. In 1985 the 

Artists United Against Apartheid, which included but was not limited to Bob Dylan, 

Ringo Star, and U2, released the song ‘Sun City’, which criticised their fellow artists for 

their willingness to perform in the Bophuthatswana mega-resort. In 1986 the Artists 

Against Apartheid (AAA) was formed and helped focus attention on the cultural 

boycott.12 In addition to this, the AAA kept the issue of Apartheid in the public eye 

through the organisation of events such as the Mandela concerts held at Wembley in 

1988 and 1990. This increasingly hostile climate made it all but impossible for HMG to 

provide support for cultural manifestations in the Republic, and their focus became 

confined to improving BBC radio broadcasts as a means of providing a counter to the 

state-owned South African Broadcasting Corporation (SABC).  

It should also be noted that, as with educational links, Pretoria looked for ways to 

promote its own culture overseas. From the late 1970s, the Cultural Affairs Section at 

 
11 Thörn, Anti-Apartheid, 63. 
12 Fieldhouse, Anti-Apartheid, 106.  
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the South African embassy helped support arts exhibitions and, in particular, entries to 

flower shows, throughout the UK, which is indicative of the more elite sections of 

society Pretoria wished to ‘win over’. In addition to this, the Cultural Affairs Section 

looked to take advantage of the high levels of unemployment amongst British 

performing artists by tempting them with lucrative work in the Republic in an effort to 

flout the Equity ban. The section did have some limited effect in these areas, 

particularly in comparison to educational links (which as chapters two and three have 

highlighted often failed to get off the ground).  

This chapter also continues the theme of highlighting the enthusiasm of British officials 

in South Africa who wished to utilise cultural relations with South Africa as much as 

possible, and more reluctant officials in London who were concerned with both the 

domestic and international repercussions of, for example, accepting the segregated 

nature of performance venues in the country. Ambassador Nicholls’s desperate efforts 

to persuade his superiors in Whitehall to try and convince the likes of Equity and the 

Musicians Union to call off the cultural boycott is indicative of the narrow focus of these 

individuals. It must also be noted that these events took place in times of budgetary 

constraints and, to officials like Nicholls, performing arts tours, which were largely self-

funding, were a cost-effective way of promoting British culture in the Republic.  

As with educational policy it is also clear, particularly in the 1960s, that British officials 

based in South Africa placed far higher importance on maintaining links with the 

country’s white community rather than forging links with non-Europeans. This is 

exemplified in Cultural Advisor Dennis Frean’s furious reaction to the Cambridge 

Dryden Society’s decision to cancel a theatrical performance at the University of Fort 

Hare in 1970, when it became apparent the audience would not be mixed, as the 
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performers had been led to believe. This, and other similar incidents are discussed in 

more detail, highlighting the difficulties HMG faced in utilising ‘cultural manifestations’ 

as a means of maintaining influence in South Africa after its exit from the 

Commonwealth. 

4.1 Equity and the BBC Transcription Service after South Africa’s exit from the 

Commonwealth  

In terms of manifestations of British culture, one of the many challenges that emerged 

from South Africa’s exit from the Commonwealth was to the BBC’s transcription service 

in the country. As Marie Gillespie and Alban Webb argue, the BBC’s ‘diplomatic 

significance has come to be seen in terms of the soft power it exercises’.13 In Apartheid 

South Africa, however, the organisation’s presence was divisive; while it was generally 

popular with the country’s British diaspora, hard-line Afrikaners, and particularly NP 

politicians, were distrustful of the BBC, and believed it portrayed events in South Africa 

in an overly negative light.  

The BBC had a regular listenership in South Africa.  A 1961 survey of white South 

Africans revealed that 1.2% of those asked, approximately 24,000, had listened to the 

BBC direct from London the day before the interview while around 400,000 people said 

they listened daily, several times a week or less often.14  Sixty per cent of the listeners 

were English-speaking South Africans.15 Indeed, people from this community lobbied 

HMG to improve the reception of the BBC World Service in the country. Joyce Worsley, 

for example, wrote to the UK Director of Information in South Africa in November 1958, 

 
13 Gillespie, M. & Webb, A. (eds), Corporate Cosmopolitanism: Diasporas and Diplomacy at the BBC 
World Service, 1932-2012, Routledge, Oxon, 2013, 5.  
14 BBC WAC, E1/1,596/3, English for South Africa, 17 May 1961. 
15 Ibid.  
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explaining how important she felt BBC news was in the country because it provided 

‘unbiased information’ which was ‘terribly necessary in this country’ to counter the 

SABC which she rightly argued ‘reflects the government viewpoint’.16 While this may 

seem trivial, it is clear that HMG officials took her comments seriously, with the issue 

being discussed by officials who agreed that the creation of a relay in South Africa to 

improve signal would be greatly welcomed.17 Still, there were fears that this would be 

viewed as a political matter and would not be acceptable to the South African 

government.  

In contrast to the views expressed by Worsley, the South African authorities felt the 

BBC was biased against them. Representatives at South Africa House made 

complaints to HMG officials, stating that a recent report demonstrated that 89 per cent 

of BBC reports on the country were anti-South Africa.18 There was some sympathy 

from British officials for South Africa’s position. For example, E.L. Sykes, who had 

previously worked as a diplomat in Salisbury, stated that he was ‘very much disposed 

to believe that the South African complaint is justified’.19 Sykes went on to claim that 

he had a very similar experience when stationed in Rhodesia and that he believed 

Flynn, the BBC correspondent in South Africa, should be removed.20 In July 1960, The 

Pretoria News reported that Minister for Lands Paul Sauer had experienced a ‘stream 

of poison’ targeting South Africa during a recent overseas tour which he believed had 

its origins in Britain.21 Saur counter-claimed that there was much sympathy in Europe 

for South Africa, but the British press, and the BBC in particular, persisted with their 

 
16 TNA, DO/35/9545, Worsley to CRO Director of Information, 10 November 1958.  
17 TNA, DO/35/9545, Hodson, CRO Controller, Overseas Services, to Cockram, CRO Director of 
Information Services, 14 January 1959.  
18 TNA, DO/35/9545, Scott, Head of News Department, to Cockram, 29 June 1959.  
19 TNA, DO/35/9545, Sykes, Head of CRO Southern Africa Department, to Scott, 11 March 1960. 
20 Ibid.  
21 TNA, DO/35/9545, ‘He found Sympathy in Europe: Everywhere He Went Saur Heard ‘‘Hymn of 
Hate’’ from Britain’, The Pretoria News, 1 July 1960.  
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‘hymn of hate’ towards the country.  

Despite these allegations, the British representatives in South Africa were dismissive 

of their host country’s claims, arguing that this was simply a case of ‘tit for tat’ and the 

SABC was far more blatant in its reporting than the BBC.22 This is in contrast to 

previous issues where British officials in South Africa appeared sympathetic to 

Pretoria’s position, for example, in the field of education as chapters two and three 

have discussed, but also in terms of promoting British artists performances in front of 

segregated audiences. The continuity between these two examples, however, was a 

desire to maintain a British presence in South Africa; in the educational field officials 

were willing to tolerate Pretoria’s racism to maintain contact. Nevertheless, in the 

BBC’s case, the British officials in Pretoria viewed the organisation’s presence as an 

important way of targeting the South African public, even if this led to conflict with the 

Apartheid state.   

As with many other countries, South Africa’s radio stations bought material from the 

BBC, which they then broadcasted themselves.23 BBC programmes were fairly popular 

in the country, indicated by the SABC ordering 772 programmes out of a possible 994 

available to them in 1960, at a cost of £5000 per year.24 As a Commonwealth member, 

South Africa enjoyed a reduced fee for this service, which equated to 50 per cent of 

the normal fees payable in the UK.25 However, following South Africa’s withdrawal from 

the Commonwealth, the BBC had to increase the cost to the Republic to the equivalent 

charged to foreign countries, which was 75 per cent of the normal fees. Despite this 

 
22 TNA, DO/35/9545, Foster, Office of the High Commissioner, Cape Town, to Britten, CRO, 25 
August 1960.  
23 TNA, DO/191/72, Frost, BBC Transcription Service, to Smedley, CRO, 6 June 1961. 
24 Ibid. 
25 TNA, DO/191/72, Frost to Crook, CRO, 8 May 1961. 
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fairly small increase, M.A. Frost, head of the BBC Transcription Service, argued that 

the South African government was unlikely to pay the difference, and might in fact ‘use 

this is an excuse to cuff off British listeners in South Africa from the BBC’.26 Indeed, by 

1961, Afrikaner nationalists had cemented their control over the SABC by pressuring 

the more independently minded Director-General Gideon Roos into resigning.27  

If current levels of BBC programmes were to continue in South Africa then it would be 

the BBC which would subsidise the difference out of its grant in aid. Importantly, this 

would have to be negotiated with the various trade unions such as Equity, which, as 

Frost argued, held a ‘strong prejudice’ against South Africa and was ‘unlikely to agree 

to anything which could be regarded as a concession to that country’.28 In advance of 

entering into negotiations with Equity, the BBC approached HMG to ask for its support 

for the continued use of its material in South Africa. Government officials supported the 

BBC’s stance, but they were also wary of getting directly involved in the discussions.29 

British officials were increasingly aware that there was considerable public and 

international criticism of Apartheid. If the issue was brought into the public eye by 

Equity, it could potentially lead to difficult questions concerning UK-South African 

relations in the House of Commons from opposition MPs, as had happened over the 

unequal distribution of educational scholarships to the country. Officials did, however, 

offer the BBC advice on what arguments to use against Equity and the other unions. 

Peter M. Foster, at the Office of the High Commissioner in Cape Town, suggested the 

following points be made:  

 
26 Ibid.  
27 Harrison, D., White Tribe of Africa: South Africa in Perspective, University of California Press, 
Berkley and Los Angeles, 1981, 207.  
28 Ibid.  
29 TNA, DO/191/72, Crook to Lewis, Office of the High Commissioner South Africa, 15 May 1961.  
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a) An increase in charges would very likely result in a reduction in the use 
of BBC material;   

b) The BBC could draw upon the High Commissioner’s recent 
memorandum to demonstrate the growing NP control and political slanting of 
the SABC; 

c) The reduction of the transcription service would have a negative effect 
not only on English-speaking South Africans but also on non-Europeans who 
listened to English programmes; 

d) To give the SABC a pretext for reducing its use of BBC material would 
play into the hands of its extreme Nationalist directors and of the Union 
government.30 

 

The main concern would have been point a). HMG wanted to maintain as much BBC 

material in South Africa as possible as it correlated with the UK’s cultural projection in 

the country. The other three points are all valid. However, points b) and d) were most 

likely offered as it would be hoped they would play on the anti-Apartheid feelings of 

those in Equity who would not wish to do anything which could help Afrikaner 

nationalists. Point c) was slightly more complex. While HMG would no doubt have 

wished to reach non-European listeners, as has been discussed previously the 

emphasis on cultural contact in the early 1960s was on white South Africans. It is most 

likely this statement was made to try and persuade anti-Apartheid elements in Equity 

that continued BBC transcription in the country was also of benefit to non-European 

communities. 

As negotiations progressed, HMG decided to offer a more formal show of support for 

the BBC as Britain’s main medium for speaking to the world. Kenneth R. Crook at the 

Commonwealth Relations Office informed Frost that HMG was happy for the BBC to 

state the following to Equity: 

 
30 Paraphrased from TNA, DO/191/72, Foster to Crook, 19 May 1961.  
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The UK government regard this as a matter for settlement between the BBC, 
Equity and the Variety Artists Federation. On general grounds however they 
would naturally regret any curtailment of the distribution of BBC programmes, 
and it is their view that British influence in South Africa would be assisted if 
arrangement could be made so that BBC programmes will continue to be 
available there.31 

 

After months of negotiations Equity relented, and agreed that ‘South Africa should 

continue to be treated, for transcription purposes as though it were still in the 

Commonwealth’.32 The current deal would continue until December 1962, however, as 

the end of that deal approached, SABC Director of Programmes and staunch 

nationalist Douglas Fuchs made it clear that the ‘only basis of negotiation which would 

suit our requirements’ was to purchase BBC material on an ‘ad hoc basis’ rather than 

pay an annual subscription.33 The BBC could not accept this type of agreement, not 

only was it logistically difficult, but it could lead to other countries requesting broadcasts 

on a similar basis.34  

Frost concluded that ‘I think it is quite clear that at least Douglas Fuchs does not wish 

to find a compromise solution’ but decided to visit Johannesburg and sound out 

English-speaking SABC board members in a last ditch attempt to find a solution.35 

While the main power lay with staunch Afrikaner cultural nationalists, Fuchs and SABC 

Chairperson Piet Meyer (who was also chairperson of the Afrikaner Broaderbond), 

there were still a few English-speaking members who sought to maintain links with the 

BBC. Henry Howell, for example, who was Assistant Director of Springbok Radio, an 

SABC service which broadcast mainly in English, wrote to Frost explaining that he had 

 
31 TNA, DO/191/72, Crook to Frost, 2 June 1961.  
32 BBC WAC, E17/238/1, GM Turnell, Head of BBC Transcription Service, South Africa: Payment of 
Transcription Fees, 29 September 1961. 
33 BBC WAC, E17/238/1, Fuchs to Frost, 19 November 1962. 
34 BBC WAC, E17/238/1, Frost to Fuchs, 13 November 1962. 
35 BBC WAC, E17/238/1, Frost, South Africa Broadcasting Corporation, 23 November 1962. 
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tried to persuade the board to come to an agreement but was ‘not optimistic’.36 Howell 

contended that from the moment Fuchs took over as SABC director-general it had 

been his ‘avowed intent’ to ‘sever our connection with the BBC in every way possible’.37  

Howell also explained that Fuchs had now won the board round and a decision had 

already been taken to cut the BBC transcription service. According to Howell, this was 

for ideological reasons and had little to do with finance. Unsurprisingly, negotiations 

broke down and the BBC’s transcription service to South Africa ended in December 

1962.38 

Equity’s anti-Apartheid stance position also strengthened in the early 1960s. In 1963, 

a motion was put forward at Equity’s annual general meeting calling for a total ban on 

performances in South Africa.39 While this motion was not passed, it does demonstrate 

the strong anti-Apartheid views held by certain sections of the performing arts 

communities. Other artists were more pragmatic about contact with the Republic, and 

saw some benefit in it continuing. Indeed, in 1964, singers and Equity members Adam 

Faith and Dusty Springfield both undertook tours of South Africa in which they vowed 

to perform only to non-segregated audiences. This proviso could be seen as fitting with 

the apparent ‘liberalising influence’ British officials emphasised and a positive for 

HMG’s soft diplomacy in the country. However, both tours were cut short as the South 

African authorities intervened due to the unsegregated nature of performances. 

Springfield was forced to leave the country in December 1964,40 and Faith was even 

temporarily jailed prior to his own expulsion on 9 January 1965.41 These events led to 
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another unsuccessful attempt by the fiercely anti-Apartheid section of Equity to ban all 

performances in South Africa except those to unsegregated audiences.42 In response, 

South African Minister of the Interior Jan de Klerk stated that ‘no government could 

allow a body like Equity or any of its members to dictate how it should run its internal 

affairs’.43 This demonstrates the limits of any ‘liberalising influence’ of performing arts 

visits and attempted desegregation, thus undermining one of the key arguments put 

forward by British officials in favour of increased cultural contact with South Africa.  

Despite these controversies, there was a thaw in the relations between the SABC and 

the BBC in the mid-1960s. In the summer of 1965, Meyer visited the UK and discussed 

the prospect of renewing the transcription agreement with Frost. Meyer also indicated 

that when the senior director retired at the end of the year he would be replaced by 

Swanepoel, ‘a more middle-of-the-road Afrikaner’ rather than the more radical Fuchs.44 

Frost remained sceptical and concluded that ‘in the meantime Fuchs will undoubtedly 

do everything to prevent a renewal’.45 Nevertheless, in November 1965, a new deal 

was agreed to re-start the BBC transcription service to South Africa in January 1966.46 

The SABC would pay 10,000 Rand per year for a much reduced volume of 

programmes than they had previously enjoyed. Clearly, in the aftermath of the Rivonia 

Trial and in the context of strong economic growth and high levels of immigration from 

Europe, leading Afrikaner nationalists felt more self-assured and confident in their hold 

on power. This meant they could take a more relaxed view than the previous cultural 

isolationism demonstrated in the early 1960s.  

 
42 ‘Minister to See Actors’ Union Over S. Africa’, The Guardian, 13 January 1965.  
43 AEAA, GS01 File 1, ‘Equity Cannot Dictate to Us’, The Star (Johannesburg), 26 January 1965.  
44 BBC WAC, E17/238/1, Frost, Transcription Agreement: South Africa, 17 August 1965. 
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46 BBC WAC, E17/238/1, Frost, South African Broadcasting Corporation, 5 December 1965.  



Chapter 4: British ‘Cultural Manifestations’ in South Africa, 1960-94 

168 
 

4.2 British Response to Vorster’s ‘Outward Policy’  

By the mid-1960s, there were a series of barriers in place affecting Britain’s ability to 

utilise ‘cultural manifestations’ as a form of soft diplomacy in South Africa. Efforts to 

ostracise the Republic had gained traction, particularly amongst performing artists. 

Nevertheless, Vorster’s accession to power provided a potential opening for increased 

cultural contact. Vorster offered an olive branch by delivering part of his inaugural 

speech in English.47 It quickly became apparent that attracting English-speaking South 

Africans to the NP was an important policy objective of the Vorster administration.48 

Furthermore, Vorster looked to build closer relations with South Africa’s moderate 

black neighbours through his ‘outward policy’.49  

British policymakers, particularly those based in the Republic, saw these moderate 

reforms as a sign that South Africa’s attitude was changing, and believed the time was 

ripe to take advantage and re-double HMG’s efforts in terms of cultural relations. On 8 

January 1968, the UK Ambassador to South Africa, Sir John Nicholls, sent two 

dispatches to Foreign Secretary George Brown regarding UK-South African cultural 

relations. The first dispatch warned against the decline of the English language in 

South Africa. Nicholls argued that English was a ‘vehicle for cultural intercourse with 

Britain’.50 If the decline of both the usage and quality of English in the country 

continued, it posed a great threat to UK-South African relations. However, while 

Nicholls emphasised the policy implications, the content of this dispatch eluded to a 
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broader consideration, simply that, at the time of writing, South Africa was part of the 

‘British world’, both linguistically but also in terms of its culture. Nicholls clearly feared 

that the decline in the English language could threaten this, and potentially lead to 

South Africa continuing to drift from Britain’s traditional sphere of influence.  

In the second dispatch, Nicholls made a number of suggestions about how to combat 

the decline in English, which included an expansion of the British Council through the 

opening of an office in Cape Town and appointment of additional staff, more 

educational support, and greater support for ‘English theatre, opera, ballet and music’ 

tours of South Africa.51 Nicholls was well aware of the difficulties in implementing such 

a policy, primarily because of budget cuts due to the precarious position of the UK 

economy at the time. 

While he did discuss the difficulties in persuading Equity and the Musicians Union to 

ease their bans, Nicholls showed little concern for any potential international and 

domestic criticism. This is most likely as he was sheltered from these views while 

working in the Republic. Nicholls argued that performing arts was an area where 

contact could be greatly increased at a limited cost to HMG. Nicholls felt that, if Equity, 

and the Musicians Union, could be persuaded of the benefits of cultural contact with 

South Africa over that of ostracism, it would lead to a greater role for British culture in 

the country.52 Indeed, Nicholls explained his relief at the failure of the academic boycott 

as he believed the ‘liberal’ universities had a key role to play in holding the government 

to account, and argued that the removal of the cultural boycott would have similarly 

positive effects on the country. Nicholls contended that the FCO should sponsor a 

playwright, or someone similar, to tour South Africa on a fact-finding mission, and then 
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report back to Equity and the Musicians Union on the situation in the country. Such 

reporting back could be used in considerations about modifying their policy towards 

the Republic.53  

It is no surprise that Nicholls valued the potential of cultural relations with South Africa; 

two of his previous positions in the FO were focussed on information and cultural 

affairs.54 In general, his suggestions were positively received by FCO officials. 

However, as he had already predicted, there was little possibility of expanding British 

cultural diplomacy in South Africa due to the UK’s precarious financial situation. With 

regards to encouraging performing arts, attitudes were more divided. Martin Le 

Quesne, head of the FCO WCAD, was quite dismissive of the idea arguing that he 

could ‘not see much connection between the promotion of English cultural 

manifestations and the sort of impact which it is our political interest to make on the 

South African intelligentsia’.55 In contrast, D. Warren-Knot, at the Cultural Relations 

Department, agreed with Nicholls that in the current financial climate persuading Equity 

and the Musicians Union to soften their policies towards South Africa could help 

increase cultural contact at a low cost to HMG.56 John Henniker, FCO Assistant Under-

Secretary for Southern Africa and Rhodesia, was also more sympathetic, agreeing that 

an increase in UK performing arts would be a positive thing, but he dismissed Nicholls’s 

suggestion of a sponsored visit.57 Henniker felt that Equity and the Musicians Union 

would consider someone selected by HMG officials for this task as a ‘renegade’. 

Henniker instead felt that HMG officials should discuss the matter with Equity in the 

 
53 Ibid.  
54 From 1949-51 Nicholls served as Assistant Under-Secretary for Foreign Affairs (Information and 
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UK, and ‘try to put over the idea that ostracism is not the best way of operating’ towards 

South Africa or, if that failed, offer to provide sponsorship for their own fact-finding 

mission.58  

Despite these discussions, there is little evidence that Nicholls’s ideas ever went past 

the planning stages, and it appears that the ‘fact-finding mission’ never took place. This 

could be as a result of the lack of interest in the use of cultural manifestations 

demonstrated by Le Quesne, or it could simply be that HMG officials knew that Equity 

and the Musicians Union would not change their policies until South Africa did. This 

demonstrates that these organisations did, to some extent, influence government 

policy through their boycott of South Africa. British officials feared coming into conflict 

with these unions and generating unwelcome public focus on UK-South African 

relations.  

During 1969, the dilemma of public support for British performing arts in South Africa 

was raised again as the Dryden Society, the Trinity College Cambridge dramatic group, 

embarked on a three-month tour of the Republic. The announcement of the tour led to 

fierce criticism from a number of other student groups at Cambridge. The Trinity 

College Union called for the £1000 the society had been awarded from the college’s 

funds to be immediately withdrawn, arguing that the tour would be a propaganda coup 

for Pretoria, especially as Prince Charles was a member of the group (although there 

was no question of him taking part in the tour).59 The Dryden Society’s claim that the 

tour would bring a ‘whiff of liberalism to South Africa’ was dismissed by the Cambridge 

University Newspaper Varsity as ‘nonsense’, with its editor stating ‘there is no evidence 
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that any amount of drama has liberalised the regime’.60 This highlights the very 

different views certain sections of the public had to HMG, with ostracism being viewed 

as a stronger means of forcing change in the Republic than continued cultural relations. 

The AAM also dismissed any potential liberalising influence and pleaded with the 

Dryden Society to cancel the tour as it would do ‘little, if anything, to arouse opposition 

to Apartheid; but it will be a rejection of the call by the African liberation movements for 

a boycott of South Africa, and it will give the South African government propaganda 

ammunition’.61  

The Dryden Society came under further criticism when it emerged that Anfin Nathrani, 

an Indian member of the society, was unable to take part in the tour as a result of South 

Africa’s Apartheid policies.62 Nathrani was not directly excluded by either the Dryden 

Society or the South African authorities, but decided not to take part in the tour to save 

himself, and the society, any potential embarrassment. This showed a willingness on 

the part of the Dryden Society to follow Apartheid regulations and led to accusations 

of ‘concealed discrimination’.63  

HMG became embroiled in the saga when the Cambridge Fabian Society contacted 

Ben Whitaker, Labour MP for Hampstead, after obtaining a Dryden Society memo that 

claimed that the tour was receiving help and advice from the British cultural advisor to 

South Africa.64 Whitaker had recently asked a written parliamentary question regarding 

cultural performances in South Africa. FCO Under-Secretary of State Maurice Foley 

responded by stating: ‘assistance from public funds is not given for cultural 
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performances before segregated audiences in South Africa’.65 This was taken as a 

precedent for government policy towards South Africa in this field.  

Whitaker, clearly concerned that this policy was not being followed in relation to the 

Dryden Society tour, raised the issue with Foley.66 FCO Under-Secretary of State 

William Whitlock (responding in Foley’s absence) explained that, as was British policy 

towards performances to segregated audiences, there would be no public funds made 

available to the Dryden Society for its tour of South Africa. The society members would 

be free, however, to seek guidance from the cultural advisor as this was the right of 

any British citizen visiting the Republic.67  

Whitlock’s response was not considered adequate by several student groups across 

the UK, the National Union of Students (NUS) for the East Anglia region, for example, 

argued that because the British Council was publicly funded and would be providing 

advice, at no cost to the society, then it could be considered ‘concealed support’.68 This 

was seen as a ‘fallacious’ argument by Cosmo Stewart, head of the FCO Cultural 

Relations Department, who stated that ‘normal consulate facilities are available’ to any 

British person in South Africa and Dryden members were welcome to use them.69  

The issue surrounding the British Council association with the Dryden tour did place 

British officials in South Africa in an awkward position. There was press attention from 

The Guardian and, as stated, the issue was discussed in the House of Commons. 

Despite the fact that the tour did not receive any public funds, the ambassador had 
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planned on hosting a formal reception for the society while it was in the Republic.70 

This was seen as fairly normal procedure for those who were, despite having no official 

support, effectively representing British performing arts in the country. Nevertheless, 

HMG officials decided that no formal entertainment should be offered to the Dryden 

Society, because it was feared that it would only lead to more protests by student 

associations, and therefore generate accusations of official government support for the 

tour.71 Ambassador Nicholls was particularly disappointed by this, fearing that giving 

the ‘cold shoulder’ to a reasonably high profile tour might reflect badly on HMG in South 

Africa, even to those of a ‘liberal’ persuasion.72 It was clearly lost on Nicholls that any 

tacit support for the tour could have been resented by non-European South Africans, 

and his arguments highlight how British officials in the Republic were still far more 

concerned about the views of the country’s white communities. This also further 

demonstrates the difference of opinions between policymakers in the metropole and 

British officials in Pretoria when it came to cultural relations with South Africa; those at 

home feared domestic, and possibly international repercussions, which were less of a 

concern to those working in the Republic.  

The tour went ahead and can be described as an unmitigated disaster. One of the 

stage managers died while climbing Table Mountain, and another had to be repatriated 

for medical reasons. Cosmo Stewart sarcastically remarked: ‘I suppose this will be 

saluted by the President of the Cambridge Union and the Secretary of the NUS East 

Anglia as the judgement of God on our society’.73 The members of the society appear 

to have offended many who they met in South Africa due to their ‘arrogance’ and ‘poor 
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appearance’.74 The performances were widely criticised by those who saw them, and 

many felt there had been little organisation and rehearsal prior to their delivery. The 

biggest controversy came about at the University of Fort Hare, a black only institution 

in Ciskei, where the Dryden Society expected to play in front of a mixed audience. 

However, as they were about to go on stage, they noticed that the audience was made 

up entirely of Europeans, and a number of black students had congregated outside. 

Harriet Walter, a Dryden Society member, claimed that after discussions with black 

student leaders, it was discovered they had not been invited to see the performance. 

After further consultation, the society decided that the show would be cancelled. This 

angered the European audience, and according to one member of the Dryden Society, 

led to one of the professors at the university angrily telling the actors that this is why 

they did not allow visitors to the university and that the leaders of the black student 

group would be punished.75 In contrast to this, Walter claimed that the black students 

outside the venue ‘cheered our announcement and slow handclapped the audience as 

they left’.76  

Cultural Advisor Dennis Frean was angered by the Dryden Society’s behaviour. In a 

report about the visit he exclaimed: ‘it is a relief to everyone that they are gone, not 

least themselves’.77 Frean went on to explain that several high-profile South Africans 

had contacted him stating how angered they were by the society’s decision to cancel 

the performance at Fort Hare. The Director of the Performing Arts Council of the 

Orange Free State, for example, told Frean that the society was ‘a deplorable advert 
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for Britain’.78 The Vice Chancellor at Wits (usually known for its more liberal nature 

compared to other South African institutions) described members of the society as 

‘very scruffy and arrogant’, a view he claimed was shared by the Wits students.79 

Although Frean went on to admit that the society may well have had good intentions, 

he argued that they did not have the ‘judgement, tact and humility’ for a tour of this 

kind.80  

Many in the FCO felt that Frean’s comments were too critical and demonstrated that 

he was out of touch with the attitudes and style of young people in the UK (possibly a 

symptom of working in a society as conservative as Apartheid South Africa). British 

youth culture, and that of much of the Western world for that matter, was rapidly 

changing in the 1960s.81 Indeed, the tour took place only a year after student and 

worker demonstrations had swept across Europe and North America in 1968. While 

the Dryden Society members were hardly anti-capitalist radicals, they had obviously 

adopted the fashion and elements of the more liberal outlook of the time which seemed 

alien to the generally socially conservative nature of white South Africa.  

After touring the Republic, the Dryden Society delivered a series of performances in 

Lesotho, the recently decolonised High Commission Territory. As Lesotho was an 

independent black African country that was not divided on racial lines, the group was 

able to receive official British support while in the country. Ian Watt, High Commissioner 

to Lesotho, felt Frean’s criticism of the Dryden Society was misplaced. While Watt 

admitted that the performances were poorly rehearsed, and the members’ dress sense 
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somewhat eclectic, he argued that their behaviour was perfectly acceptable.82 Harriet 

Walter’s testimony in The Observer also contradicted the views put forward by Frean; 

she admitted that the group was slightly naive about South African society, yet when 

confronted with the difficult decision of whether or not to perform at Fort Hare, they had 

made the correct moral calculation.83 Furthermore, John Macrae, an FCO official who 

went on to become head of the Cultural Relations Department, was critical of Frean in 

light of these two accounts; while he felt Walter’s observations had to be taken lightly 

owing to her direct involvement in the tour, Frean does appear to have been 

unnecessarily antagonistic about the Dryden Society’s behaviour.84 In fact, Macrae 

argued that Frean did not even meet the society, but was relying entirely on the 

accounts of South African officials, even the most liberal of whom were conservative 

by nature, and would thus find a group of UK university students hard to fathom.85 It 

should also be noted that Frean made no reference to the positive response Harriet 

Walter claims the society received from the black South African students upon 

cancelling the performance at Fort Hare. Again, this emphasises that British officials in 

South Africa in the 1960s were far more concerned about maintaining links with the 

country’s white minority than fostering contact with non-Europeans.  

The example of the Dryden Society demonstrates that not all forms of British cultural 

manifestations in South Africa had a positive effect on the perception of the UK, 

particularly amongst socially conservative sections of the white elite. Nonetheless, this 

incident may have had a positive effect on how the black student demonstrators at Fort 

Hare viewed the UK. Fort Hare was one of the major centres of radical liberation 
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ideology in South Africa, its alumni includes, but is not limited to, Nelson Mandela, 

Robert Mugabe, Oliver Tambo, Govan Mbeki and Chris Hani. Yet, Frean’s reaction 

suggests that this potential benefit was ignored, which emphasises that the priorities 

of British officials in South Africa a time was not forging connections with the country’s 

non-European communities, but maintaining cordial relations with the white minority. 

4.3 The 1820 Settler One Hundred and Fiftieth Anniversary Celebrations, 1970 

Shortly after the Dryden Society’s disastrous tour, HMG had another opportunity to try 

and promote British culture in South Africa. 1970 marked the one hundred and fiftieth 

anniversary of the first major wave of British migration to South Africa. The idea for 

some form of anniversary celebration at Grahamstown, where the majority of these 

migrants settled, was first formulated by Tom Bowker, a UP MP and descendant of 

one of the original 1820 settlers. Bowker approached Guy Butler, an anglophile poet 

and academic based at Rhodes University, to ask for help with the project.86 It was 

decided that the most adequate commemoration would be in the form of a multi-

purpose festival venue that would emphasise the English language tradition in South 

Africa. The venue would be used for an annual festival to celebrate the role of English 

language and culture in South Africa, but it would also be open for use by Afrikaner 

groups, and importantly, by non-Europeans.87  

The project also benefited from the NP government’s efforts to attract support from 

English-speaking South Africans as a means of strengthening the white minority’s grip 

on power.88 The 1820 Memorial Foundation Society was successful in gaining a grant 
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of 1.5 million Rand from the government to help with the building of the monument hall; 

Vorster even laid the first foundation stone at a ceremony in September 1968.89 In 

discussion over the monument hall, Pieter K. Le Roux, the South African Minister of 

the Interior, uncharacteristically praised the contribution made to South Africa by the 

British settlers and their descendants stating; ‘if it had not been for the British, the 

Afrikaners would still be ignorant peasants sitting on the platteland (countryside)’.90 

The possibility of a British contribution to the anniversary celebrations was first 

mentioned by Ambassador Nicholls in 1967, who had discussed the matter with Guy 

Butler. Nicholls passed on his requests for either a first class Shakespeare or ballet 

company to perform in the hall once it was opened, and a British historian or literary 

expert to visit Grahamstown in 1970 as part of the celebrations.91 These suggestions 

were not met positively as many officials felt there was little chance of getting around 

the boycott imposed by Equity, and the Musicians Union, which limited the possibility 

for successfully providing public money for a tour of this nature.92 Robert Cecil, head 

of the FCO Cultural Relations Department, argued that an exhibition focusing on ‘some 

aspect of [British] life in the twentieth century’ might be a better idea.93 However, many 

officials in the British Council felt that this lacked ‘bite’ and would do little to help 

promote English culture and language in the long term.94 It was argued that this money 

would be far better spent on enhancing Britain’s educational assistance to South 

Africa, which, as has been discussed, was viewed as a key means of maintaining links 

with influential individuals in the country.  
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Nicholls had only limited success in persuading his superiors in London of the merits 

of some form of cultural contribution to the Grahamstown celebrations. Nevertheless, 

it was agreed that there would be a British contribution to the period garden that was 

attached to the hall. The idea came directly from the Grahamstown Memorial 

Committee, with the initial suggestion that HMG contribute with a sculpture.95 The only 

concern policymakers had about such a contribution was that the garden might be 

segregated, yet after further research, it was discovered that the garden would be open 

to all races.96  

At the unveiling of the British contribution in September 1970, Ambassador Arthur 

Snelling delivered a speech in which he discussed Britain’s contribution to South 

Africa, praised Afrikaner achievements, and perhaps most crucially, emphasised that 

if it was not for the country’s black population, South Africa would be nowhere near as 

great of an economic success.97 The speech was praised by British officials. William 

Wilson, head of the FCO Central and Southern African Department, stated that it was 

‘a masterful exposition of the British contribution to South Africa’ which also hit ‘out at 

Afrikaner complacency’ in regards to utilising the potential of the country’s non-

European majority, who were restricted to unskilled professions.98 Wilson was so 

impressed that he sent copies to other diplomatic posts in sub-Saharan Africa, the 

Caribbean, and Asia.  

The speech was met with a somewhat cooler reception in the South African press. Die 

Transvaler, a strongly Afrikaner newspaper, attacked Snelling for his praise of the 
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African population, quoting Professor Van Jaarsveld, head of the History Department 

at the Rand University, who stated ‘the white is the brain and the black the muscle of 

the South African economy’.99 Van Jaarsveld had argued that without the enterprise 

and know-how of the white community, South Africa would have been a backwards 

country. Despite Vorster’s apparent ‘outward policy’ which saw relations thaw with 

neighbouring African states, it is clear that prominent Afrikaners still strongly believed 

in a racial hierarchy.  

The Grahamstown festival and celebrations emphasised the conflicting priorities of 

policymakers in London and British representatives in South Africa. Ambassador 

Nicholls felt that HMG needed to utilise the event as a way of projecting British culture 

in South Africa, particularly as it was felt the NP government was more open than ever 

to outside contact. Nicholls believed a contribution to the event would correlate with 

Britain’s overall aims in the Republic of ensuring the survival of the English language, 

and thus its usefulness as a form of cultural contact. Nicholls superiors did not share 

his view, and proved unwilling to negotiate with Equity and the Musicians Union, while 

being equally dismissive of the usefulness of such cultural manifestations as a means 

of ensuring the survival of the English language in the country, preferring contact in the 

educational field.   

4.4 The Introduction of Television, 1970-76 

Despite the setbacks to the British performing arts visits to South Africa, the 1970s did 

mark a significant shift in another area of vital importance: the decision by the NP 

government to allow the introduction of a television service in 1976. South Africa was 
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one of the last countries globally to introduce a national television service, owing to 

fears of the negative cultural influence it may have had on its people. Rob Nixon argues 

that ‘the South African ban on television ranks as the most drastic act of cultural 

protectionism in the history of the medium’.100 Garry Allighan, editor of the Electrical 

and Radio Journal and member of the Television Society of South Africa, which 

campaigned for the implementation of television in the country, wrote in 1959 that 

South African fear was ‘based on an exaggeration of the ‘‘low cultural level’’ of 

overseas television programmes’.101 By the mid-1960s, the main barrier to the 

introduction of a national television service came from Dr Albert Hertzog, Minister of 

Posts and Telegraphs from 1958-68, who, according to Randall Harrison and Paul 

Ekman, viewed television as ‘‘‘an evil black box’’ which would undermine morals and 

family life’.102 Hertzog also feared that ‘the effect of the wrong pictures on children, the 

less developed races and other races, can be destructive’.103 Hertzog and many others 

in the NP feared the potential cultural influence of television believing it was a threat to 

their grip on power and to the socially conservative society they wished to protect. 

Nixon argues that to many in the party ‘liberals were merely the shock troops of 

communism, and, in combination, the two forces rendered TV an inherently pink 

technology’.104  

Nonetheless, by the late 1960s, South Africa’s fast-growing economy had led to the 

development of a capitalist Afrikaner class, which was keenly aware of the economic 

importance of overseas relations. While this group generally still supported the NP, its 
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new found economic security saw many move away from the staunch social 

conservativism of previous generations.105 This ‘new’ Afrikaner was epitomised by 

Captain J.H. du Plessis, a South African businessman, who, according to Noel Harvey, 

BBC head of Liaison, Overseas and Foreign Relations, was a ‘man of influence’ who 

undertook ‘unofficial reconnaissance for the S.A. government in spheres ranging from 

huge gold transactions to TV’.106  

In 1968, Vorster removed Hertzog from his position as Minister of Posts and 

Telegraphs. Hertzog left the NP the following year and formed the right wing Hersitigte 

Nasional Party (Reconstructed National Party), while this party did achieve some 

electoral success in 1981, polling 14 per cent of the vote, in all other elections it 

contested it polled less than 4 per cent of the vote. Herzog’s removal allowed the 

introduction of a national television service to become a genuine possibility. Television 

had the potential to be both a cultural advantage for HMG, and a commercial benefit 

for British companies; despite the animosity that existed between the two countries, 

the UK remained South Africa’s biggest trading partner and the most likely ally in the 

introduction of new technology. As early as 1959, J.B. Johnston, at the High 

Commission in Pretoria, stated television ‘is bound to come’ to South Africa ‘but the 

present Nationalist government will hold out against it for as long as they can’.107 In 

1955, the BBC had also held high hopes for the implementation of television in South 

Africa. In July that year, Gideon Roos, head of the SABC visited the UK and held 

informal discussions with the BBC’s chief engineer R.T.B. Wynn. Wynn contended that 

‘the heat is now on him [Roos] to open a television service’ and contended that an 

‘experimental service’ should be implemented to cover Johannesburg and its 
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surrounding suburbs.108 Indeed, Gary Allighan argued that prior to Verwoerd becoming 

Prime Minister, and the appointment of ‘the ox-wagon Voortrekker’ Hertzog as Minister 

for Post and Telegraphs, the ‘pro’ television section of government was stronger than 

those whom argued against it.109 The BBC continued to promote television in the 

country providing brochures to the Television Society of South Africa for distribution in 

the country. Allighan believed this material demonstrated ‘how the BBC provides a 

much higher standard of TV programmes’ than those of a ‘low cultural level’ on 

American networks and the British independent service.110  

Hertzog’s removal as Minister for Posts and Telegraphs increased Britain’s interest, 

particularly after the South African Rand published an article in 1968, which discussed 

the increasing likelihood of the country changing its stance on television. Michael 

Robb, Minister at the embassy in Cape Town, stated that if this was the case it ‘would 

obviously offer opportunities both for British manufacturers and for the BBC’.111 South 

African Minister for Information Dr Connie Mulder had recently travelled to the UK on 

a sponsored visit, and held informal talks with BBC representatives about the potential 

cost of television equipment. The BBC was already selling television equipment to the 

country on a small scale, largely for educational purposes.112 Still, the South African 

government remained cautious about introducing television, with one minister arguing 

in a debate in the house that ‘it would be fatal for the intellectual future of our country 

if we were to introduce a television service similar to those which exist in most other 

countries of the world’.113 Even more liberal ministers such as Mulder placed television 
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as a ‘low priority’.114 Clearly, despite some interest in introducing television, the socially 

conservative nature of the NP government prevailed, which meant the Republic 

continued to be one of the only ‘developed’ countries not to have its own service.  

Even so, the BBC continued to make steady inroads. In 1969 the Sales Manager for 

the Middle East and Africa was in contact with the SABC and visited the country.115 

Pretoria’s attitude continued to soften, and the fact that South Africans were unable to 

witness the moon landing in July 1969 was regarded as a great disappointment to 

many.116 Importantly, 1969 marked the creation of satellite television, which meant that 

South Africans who could afford a television set, and the 150 Rand for a satellite dish, 

could now access international television, despite there being no national service in 

the country. This led to a change in attitude amongst leading members of the NP; the 

introduction of a national service, which could be carefully monitored by the 

government, now seemed a much lesser evil than that of uncensored international 

broadcasts.117 This highlights that the NP government was unable to control the flow 

of cultural products in an increasingly globalised world. Rather than continue an 

isolationist policy, the government was forced to adapt to changing circumstances in 

an attempt to offset the negative consequences they feared television could have.  

In October 1969, Captain du Plessis met with BBC representatives Noel Harvey, Peter 

Chiswell, and J.M. Chorley while visiting London. Du Plessis had recently visited Japan 

for discussions about the purchase of television equipment. However, he told the 

British contingent that he was ‘thoroughly convinced that S. Africa had more to gain 
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using British equipment and BBC expertise’.118 Du Plessis also told the BBC 

representatives that SABC micro-wave transmitters were being adapted for television 

and that Vorster was waiting to make any formal announcement until after the 1970 

election as it would ‘politically play into the hands of the opposition’.119 Pretoria 

commissioned an inquiry later that year which examined television’s alleged ‘harmful 

effects’ on young people. The twelve-man commission concluded in 1971 that 

television itself was not damaging, as long as it was carefully controlled and 

monitored.120 It recommended to the cabinet that a national service should be 

introduced in South Africa. Soon afterwards television broadcasts gradually began, 

before a full national service was introduced on 5 January 1976.   

In 1972, the SABC approached the BBC, requesting an experienced professional to 

come and assist with training at the country’s first TV academy. They also asked if it 

was possible for their trainees to be placed on BBC courses in London.121 Prior to this, 

the Information Section at the Johannesburg consulate was approached by the 

television academy’s founder, Rhodesian producer Mr C. Jaffe, shortly after opening 

in 1970.122 Jaffe had requested assistance from the UK film library in Johannesburg 

through the use of British films for training purposes.  

Despite this previous contact with British officials, the BBC declined to help the SABC, 

as the organisation feared that by working so closely with a key instrument of the 

Apartheid regime, they would lose respect from other African countries.123 Clearly TV 
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was no different to other areas of UK-South African cultural relations in this period. 

While British officials and BBC decision makers wished to utilise links with South Africa, 

this had to be placed within a broader international context, and interests elsewhere 

had to be carefully considered. Nevertheless, this did not deter Information Office 

Overseas Controller Donald Kerr who contended that ‘an alternative form of training 

might be for firms which get contracts for equipment’ to train South African 

personnel.124 Cultural Advisor Dennis Frean also encouraged ‘South Africans to study 

the various aspects of television, and particularly educational television in Britain’.125 

In the year 1971/72 the British Council was able to assist six South Africans to visit the 

UK to help with such training. 

When television was finally introduced in 1976, it proved less useful as a tool of cultural 

dissemination on the part of the UK than HMG had hoped. The English service was 

often ridiculed for its poor standard of programming. Moreover, while the Afrikaans 

service did use British programmes (for example, The Sweeney and Thunderbirds) 

these were dubbed (thus diminishing any role in promoting the English language).126 It 

is also doubtful that these were the sort of programmes HMG would have wished to 

use as a means of spreading British culture to the Republic. The puppets in 

Thunderbirds usually had American accents, thus weakening any association with 

Britain, while The Sweeney’s violent content and crime did not convey a particularly 

positive image of life in the UK.  

The country which benefited the most from the introduction of television to the Republic 

was the United States, which is unsurprising as television was, of course, an American 
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invention, and the industry was dominated by its programming.127 The impact of 

television on the part of British soft diplomacy was further limited by Equity. The 

organisation continued to uphold a tough anti-Apartheid line, and imposed a total ban 

on the distribution of any material featuring its members to South Africa in 1976, for 

fears that broadcasters in the country would discriminate against black and Asian 

actors by refusing to buy programmes in which they featured.128 This was a serious 

limitation to television’s use as a means of disseminating British culture to the Republic, 

with the ban in operation until 1993. For example, Equity was even able to successfully 

block the broadcast of the Royal Wedding to South Africa in 1981, meaning an 

important projection of British culture was of no use to HMG’s soft diplomacy in the 

country.129 Despite the hopes of policymakers in the 1960s and early 1970s, television 

never became an important means of projecting British culture to South Africa. This 

was due in part to the USA’s dominance of this cultural medium, but also due to the 

continued constraints placed on British television producers by Equity and other unions 

which made it difficult to sell material to South African broadcasters.  

4.5 Constraints on British ‘Cultural Manifestations’ and South African Soft 

Diplomacy in the UK 

By the late 1970s, the AAM had grown in both public support and membership, and 

with it the cultural boycott they advocated. This was in large parts inspired by the 

Soweto Uprising which Dan O’Meara argues ‘was one of those rare historical catalysts 
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which irreversibly transformed the political landscape’.130 Thörn contends that the 

uprising is ‘often mentioned as initiating a renewed international engagement in South 

Africa’.131 Indeed, in December 1980, the UN passed Resolution A/RES/35/206E 

‘Cultural, Academic and other Boycotts of South Africa’.132 The resolution called for all 

UN member states to increase their efforts in preventing cultural exchanges with South 

Africa. While British policy had always advocated contact over ostracism, the growing 

international anti-Apartheid sentiment, and the views of large sections of the British 

public made it very difficult for HMG to contribute to cultural manifestations in the 

Republic. Equity followed this trend by making it increasingly difficult for its members 

to work in South Africa, this was helped by the publication of a register (blacklist) of 

artists who had performed in South Africa by the UN Special Committee Against 

Apartheid, which Thörn argues ‘contributed in putting further pressure on cultural 

workers’.133 Equity’s policy, and the gradual change in public opinion placed 

considerable constraints on HMG’s ability to offer any form of assistance to British 

cultural manifestations in the Republic.  

One of the few areas HMG continued to be able to promote was the BBC radio service 

in the country. After visiting the country in 1971, Clive Small, the BBC Head of Home 

and Foreign Correspondence, claimed that despite the frequent criticism the 

organisation faced for ‘denigrating South Africa’ much of the white minority ‘cherish a 

platonic ideal of the BBC’.134 Indeed, Small contended that ‘after they have finished 

complaining about policy, they complain about reception’ showing that despite their 

 
130 O’Meara, D., Forty Lost Years: The Apartheid State and the Politics of the National Party, 1948-
1994, Ravan Press, Randburg, 1996, 170.  
131 Thörn, Anti-Apartheid, 159. 
132 UN General Assembly Resolution A/RES/35/206E: 98th Plenary Meeting, ‘Cultural, Academic and 
Other Boycotts of South Africa’, 16 December 1980, Available at 
http://www.un.org/documents/ga/res/35/a35r206e.pdf [Accessed 6 October 2016]. 
133 Thörn, Anti-Apartheid, 63.  
134 BBC WAC, R49/962/1, Small, South Africa and the BBC, 19 February 1971.  



Chapter 4: British ‘Cultural Manifestations’ in South Africa, 1960-94 

190 
 

issues with the BBC many white South Africans still wanted to listen to it.135 This is 

supported by the BBC World Service’s continued success in drawing in a respectable 

number of listeners in the country. In 1976, for example, a United States Information 

Agency survey showed that the BBC World Service had a regular weekly audience of 

3.5 percent of white listeners equating to roughly 85,000 individuals.136  

In 1979, an FCO planning paper stated that the improvement of BBC audibility in South 

Africa should be a key policy in relations with the Republic.137 Audibility remained poor, 

however, and in 1984 Lord Greenhill of Harrow, former permanent Under Secretary of 

State for Foreign Affairs, and a seasoned diplomat, called on the service to be 

improved.138 Greenhill argued that ‘South Africa should be a priority target for the BBC’ 

as many in the country were sympathetic to the UK and wished to receive news from 

it. Greenhill also suggested that Afrikaans broadcasts, which had been terminated in 

1957, should be restarted.  

Increasingly, the BBC looked to expand its listenership amongst the black South 

African community. This coincided with similar policies implemented by Britain in the 

educational sphere and showed that policymakers were thinking long term about how 

to maintain British influence in South Africa. In June 1985, Graham Mytton, BBC Head 

of International and Audience Research, contacted Dirk Pretorius of the SABC’s 

Audience Research Department and requested statistics for black South African radio 

listenership.139 The figures revealed that radio listenership was very high amongst 

black South Africans. A 1985 survey revealed that 83 percent of those asked had 
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listened to radio the day before, while 90 percent had a radio in their home.140 The 

survey also revealed that the vast majority of those asked, roughly 72 percent, listened 

mainly to the SABC vernacular services which reflected their own first language.  

In October 1985 Conservative Tim Rathbone, MP for Lewes, who had recently 

returned from a visit to South Africa, praised the BBC’s broadcasting in the country but 

argued it should ‘seek new ways to promote programmes to the maximum 

audience’.141 Rathbone contended that the BBC ‘is all the more important in South 

Africa where broadcasting is very much under direct government control’.142 In April 

1986, Lord Chelwood called for more support for the BBC in South Africa as on a recent 

visit to the country he found the BBC very difficult to listen to but ‘Moscow and the 

Voice of America were booming out the whole time’.143 Chelwood believed it was 

essential that medium–wave transmission from a neighbouring country be introduced 

in the Republic, and was shocked when he was told this may take three or four years 

to happen. He concluded that South Africans wanted to listen to the BBC, but to the 

corporation it was considered a peripheral zone, something he felt must change.  

Despite efforts to expand listenership, audience figures in a 1989 survey showed that 

the type of South African most likely to listen to the BBC World Service had not 

changed since the 1960s. A listener was more likely to be male, white, English-

speaking, reasonably well educated, and live in a city rather than a town.144 Despite 

the relatively low numbers of regular black listeners (35,000 compared to 70,000 
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whites) the authors of the survey remained hopeful that there was ‘potential for growth’ 

amongst black listeners, particularly because the average black listener was much 

younger, and many had only recently started tuning in regularly. In addition to this, 

white South Africans were increasingly likely to use other news media, namely 

television, while black South Africans were more likely to receive their news from the 

radio. Many black South Africans who took part in this survey also spoke highly of the 

BBC’s reporting. One stated that ‘the BBC is very objective’ while another viewed the 

organisation as ‘a model of what the news media is meant to be’.145 

As stated above, one of the regular complaints the BBC faced in South Africa (apart 

from accusations of ‘bias’) was that audibility was poor. Another issue was that the 

BBC broadcasts in South Africa were shortwave but most South Africans owned 

mediumwave devices.146 The BBC called on the FCO to help improve mediumwave 

broadcasts by locating a network of new transmitters within South Africa. This, 

however, was ruled out for ‘political reasons’. Instead, it was agreed that a new 

transmitter would be built in Lesotho, at a cost of £1.4 million.147 This was officially 

opened on 2 February 1991.   

As Apartheid drew to a close in the early 1990s, it became apparent that the BBC could 

play an important role in the country. In 1993 Conservative MP Peter Bottomley (whose 

father James was the UK ambassador to South Africa from 1973-76) stated that the 

World Service, and the BBC in general, had an important role to play in the run up to 

the country’s first democratic elections due to the distrust the majority of the population 

had for the SABC.148 Nonetheless, the role of the organisation should not be 
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exaggerated. In this period, listenership, particularly amongst black South Africans, 

remained low. The authors of a 1995 BBC survey concluded that ‘there has been little 

change in audience size’ since the 1989 survey and that the average listener was 

‘predominantly male, white and living in metropolitan areas’.149 

While HMG’s ability to utilise ‘cultural manifestations’ became increasingly constrained 

in the 1980s, as with educational assistance Pretoria gradually looked to promote its 

own culture as a means of maintaining links with the outside world. The Cultural Affairs 

Section at the South African embassy in London was formed in 1981 to expand its 

cultural work in the UK.150 The section had more success in promoting this form of 

contact than in the educational field. Dr Leighton, Counsellor (Cultural Affairs), for 

example, stated in 1982 that despite the Equity ban, the fact that ‘one in four actors 

and theatre managers are unable to find regular work in Britain’ meant they were likely 

to take work in ‘whatever country is prepared to receive them’.151 Indeed, the 

willingness of actors to flout the ban was epitomised by Equity President Derek Bond’s 

decision to perform in South Africa in ‘An Inspector Calls’ for the Natal Performing Arts 

Council in 1984.152 While Bond initially claimed that all performances would be in front 

of mixed audiences, after the tour he admitted that ‘one or two school performances 

ended up as white only audiences as ‘‘An Inspector Calls’’ was a set book for the white 

schools, but not for the black schools’.153 The fact that this was most likely as a result 

of the gross inequalities in the South African education system was either lost on Bond 

or simply ignored. While Bond survived an initial motion calling for his resignation he 
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stood down as president in 1986 after a referendum of Equity members led to a total 

ban on members performing in South Africa.154   

The Cultural Affairs Section was also active in promoting South African art in the UK. 

In 1984, an exhibition by South African artist Douglas Treasures was displayed at the 

Mall Galleries in London. The exhibit was opened by the ambassador, and Leighton 

claimed it was well received by those who saw it.155 The main area the Cultural Affairs 

Section was involved in was supporting South African exhibits at various flower shows 

around the UK. At the Chelsea Flower show the South African exhibit won gold medals 

three years running from 1976-79, while the 1979 exhibit at the Southport Flower show 

won three major prizes.156 In 1983, the Cultural Affairs Section supported exhibits at 

the Chelsea, Southport and Royal Highland Flower shows. Leighton claimed that ‘each 

case won the highest award and was seen by thousands of people. Participation in 

these three shows results in excellent positive publicity for South Africa and is a ‘‘soft 

sell’’ project which must continue’.157  

4.6 Conclusion 

In the early 1960s, HMG took a fairly active role in utilising cultural manifestations as 

a means of disseminating aspects of British culture to South Africa. However, this 

became increasingly difficult as the Musicians Union, and later Equity, took a tougher 

stance against its members performing in the Republic. This restricted HMG’s ability 

to offer formal support to performing arts tours, thus limiting its ability to utilise this form 
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of cultural relations as a means of maintaining links with South African society. This 

cultural boycott was far more successful than the attempts to isolate South Africa 

academically as discussed in the previous two chapters. This is most likely due to the 

high-profile nature of exchanges in this area; tours by famous musicians would 

generate much more press and public attention than academic exchanges, thus 

significantly raising the profile of the cultural boycott. The detention of Adam Faith, and 

de-facto deportation of Dusty Springfield in 1964, made headline news, and 

demonstrated to the British public how far the South African state was willing to go to 

enforce segregation. This undermined British arguments that cultural contact could 

provide a liberalising influence on the racialist views of white South Africans.     

There was also a great deal of conflict between enthusiastic British officials in South 

Africa who saw soft diplomacy as an important means of orchestrating relations with 

the country, and policymakers in London who were wary of increasing HMG’s 

involvement in this area, and risking conflict with campaign groups and trade unions in 

Britain, as well as the anti-Apartheid lobby in the UN and Commonwealth. British 

officials in South Africa clearly began to take on some of the characteristics of their 

conservative hosts, viewing events in the Republic in isolation, with a clear focus on 

maintaining cordial relations with the white minority in the country, rather than 

considering the impact of Britain’s actions on the views of non-European South 

Africans, and the broader international community.  

In general, when HMG was able to support manifestations of British culture they were 

fairly well received in the Republic. Yet, as was the case with the Dryden Society’s 

tour, when British performing artists visited the Republic even in an unofficial capacity, 

they ran the risk of offending a conservative white South African society, due to their 
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lack of cultural awareness. In addition to this, television was never utilised in the way 

HMG policymakers envisaged before its late introduction in the Republic, due to the 

blanket ban by Equity in 1976, which was only withdrawn at the very end of Apartheid. 

American dominance in the market for television material was another barrier to British 

efforts. 

Despite the promise offered by the historic cultural connections between Britain and 

South Africa as a tool of diplomacy, and the occasional success of tours and visits, this 

area was never utilised to its full potential and was not considered as important by 

policymakers as continued educational links. By the 1980s, as the work of the Cultural 

Affairs Section at the South African embassy in London demonstrates, Pretoria was 

far more actively engaged in promoting its own cultural manifestations in the UK, than 

their counterparts in HMG. By this time, the efforts of the UN, the AAM, the various 

performing arts unions, and individual performing artists themselves, made it all but 

impossible for HMG to support contact in this field. The one area that HMG was able 

to utilise was BBC radio broadcasts, and despite the hostility of the NP government, 

these were expanded, and reception improved, over the years examined. However, it 

must be made clear that listenership remained low, particularly amongst black South 

Africans, and doubts remain over how much influence these broadcasts had.  
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Chapter 5: UK Policy Towards Sporting Contact with South 

Africa, 1960-77 

The following two chapters analyse British policy towards sporting contact with South 

Africa during the period 1960-1994. As Håvard Mokleiv Nygård and Scott Gates argue 

‘sport can be employed domestically and internationally as a form of soft power’.1 Kevin 

Freeman contends that ‘international sport, as it is used by decision-makers, serves 

as a type of ‘‘force’’, albeit a softer one’ and ‘therefore, becomes a form of soft power’.2 

Sport can be used to aid a country’s foreign policy goals by attracting and co-opting 

other nations. Indeed, sports are increasingly viewed as playing an important role 

politically, both domestically and in terms of international relations. For example, there 

is a growing body of literature which analyses sport’s role in South Africa’s post-

Apartheid reconciliation, epitomised in the famous image of Nelson Mandela in full 

Springbok regalia presenting Francois Pienaar with the Rugby World Cup at Ellis Park 

in 1995.3   

However, during the period 1960-1994, sports became a key weapon in the fight 

against Apartheid. Thörn contends that sport was a ‘highly relevant target’ for anti-

Apartheid activists due to the media attention it gained, and as participation in sport 

played an ‘important ideological function’ to Pretoria and much of the white South 
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Building’, International Area Studies Review, 16:3, 2013, 236. 
2 Freeman, K., ‘Sport as Swaggering: Utilizing Sport as Soft Power’, Sport in Society, 15:9, 2012, 
1263.  
3 See for example Carlin, J., Playing the Enemy: Nelson Mandela and the Game That Made a Nation, 
Penguin Press, New York, 2008;  Keim, M., Nation Building at Play: Sport as a Tool for Social 
Integration in Post-Apartheid South Africa, Meyer & Meyer Sport, Oxford, 2003;  Höglund, K., & 
Sundberg, R., ‘Reconciliation Through Sports? The Case of South Africa’, Third World Quarterly, 29:4, 
2008, 805-18.   
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African public.4 Fieldhouse goes further arguing that ‘the Sports Boycott was the most 

publicised and high profile of the AAM’s activities, gaining considerable media 

coverage and impacting on white South African society where it was particularly 

vulnerable because of its worship of sport’5 A significant number of MPs (particularly 

backbench Conservatives) and members of various sports organisations were critical 

of efforts to ostracise South Africa, arguing that politics had no place in sport. However, 

the two clearly cannot be separated, particularly as Pretoria’s efforts to segregate 

sports had in itself politicised the issue.  

The sports boycott limited HMG’s ability to utilise sports as a form of soft diplomacy in 

UK-South African relations and continued contact in this area drew both domestic and 

international condemnation. UK-South African sporting contact must therefore be 

placed in the context of Britain’s broader relations, particularly with the African, Asian, 

and Caribbean Commonwealth countries, which played an active role in the Republic’s 

isolation from international sport. The threat of an African boycott of the 1968 Olympics 

in Mexico City helped ensure that South Africa could not compete, and contributed to 

the Republic’s eventual expulsion from the International Olympic Committee (IOC) in 

1970. The boycott of the 1976 Montreal Olympics in response to New Zealand’s 

continued sporting contact with South Africa, and the threat of a similar walkout of the 

1978 Commonwealth Games, were important factors in the signing of the Gleneagles 

Agreement by all Commonwealth members’ heads of government on 15 June 1977. 

While this was not a binding agreement as its name suggests, this joint statement 

formerly condemned segregation in sports and called on all Commonwealth 

 
4 Thörn, Anti-Apartheid, 2006, 62.  
5 Fieldhouse, Anti-Apartheid, 95.  
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governments to take ‘every practical step to discourage contact or competition by their 

nationals with sporting organisations, teams or sportsmen from South Africa’.6  

While some governments took the statement more seriously than others, this did mark 

another important step in South Africa’s isolation from international sports, and 

demonstrated that, as Gareth Evans argues, the Commonwealth could be a ‘primary 

vehicle for change’.7 The Commonwealth had evolved significantly from the small 

group of self-governing ‘white’ dominions first formed in 1926, to a multi-racial 

organisation, which Dubow argues from the 1960s ‘sought to transform itself into a 

post-imperial and non-aligned organisation’ and for which ‘the problem of race and 

Apartheid featured as a central, and sometimes an overriding concern’.8 This is 

reflected in South Africa’s de facto expulsion from the organisation in 1961. The anti-

Apartheid voice in the Commonwealth grew louder over the course of the 1960s, 1970s 

and 1980s, to the point where Britain was increasingly isolated in its ‘constructive’ 

approach to Pretoria. 

This chapter analyses British policy towards sporting relations with the Republic in the 

period up to the signing of the Gleneagles Agreement in June 1977, while the following 

chapter assesses the impact of the agreement up until the end of Apartheid. Unlike 

previous chapters there is a burgeoning literature analysing UK-South African sporting 

ties, although this has tended to focus on specific events, for example, the 1968 

‘D’Oliveira Affair’,9 the aborted Springbok cricket tour of the UK in 1970,10 and the build 

 
6 Commonwealth Secretariat, The Commonwealth Statement on Apartheid in Sport, 1977, Available at 
http://thecommonwealth.org/sites/default/files/inline/GleneaglesAgreement.pdf [Accessed 3 August 
2018]. 
7 Evans, G., ‘Commonwealth Diplomacy and the End of Apartheid’, The Round Table, 106:1, 2017 63.  
8 Dubow, ‘The Commonwealth and South Africa’, 285.  
9 Murray, ‘Politics and Cricket’; Oborne, Basil D’Oliveira.  
10 Murray, ‘The Sports Boycott and Cricket’. 
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up to the signing of the Gleneagles Agreement in 1977.11 The following two chapters 

take a much broader approach than the existing scholarship, analysing the period 

1960-1994 and looking specifically at HMG’s policy towards UK-South Africa sporting 

ties, and how this changed over time in response to pressure from anti-Apartheid 

activists at home, and international pressure from African, Asian, and Caribbean 

Commonwealth members.   

On initial inspection, policy towards sporting contacts with South Africa was 

distinguishable between the two major British political parties. The Conservatives 

were, in general, staunch supporters of maintaining contact over ostracism, or, what 

sports historian Jack Williams refers to as ‘bridge-builders’.12 Labour, on the other 

hand, was far more critical of sporting contact. A clear example was the opposition by 

most front-bench Labour MPs to the proposed 1970 Springbok cricket tour of England.  

Nevertheless, Wilson’s first administration, while applying some pressure on British 

sporting bodies to limit their ties with South Africa, did not directly intervene to stop 

them taking place. Labour emphasised that while the party disagreed with Apartheid, 

the UK was a free country, and the sporting bodies were independent from 

government, which meant British officials were reticent about impeding the freedom of 

movement of sportspersons. This was most likely driven by a fear that such 

intervention would be unpopular with large sections of the British public, and would 

play into the hands of the Conservative opposition who could accuse Labour of 

infringing on citizen’s individual freedoms.  

 
11 Payne, ‘The International Politics of the Gleneagles Agreement’. 
12 Williams, Cricket and Race, 77. 
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In addition to this, while Labour could not be considered ‘bridge builders’ like their 

Conservative counterparts, officials did believe in a gradualist approach which 

advocated increased contact in sports which were no longer segregated. It was hoped 

that this ‘carrot-and-stick’ approach would encourage South Africa’s sports bodies to 

implement further reform in an effort to be rewarded with increased contact with British 

sides.13 However, the Gleneagles Agreement went much further than Labour’s policy 

and essentially banned any contact with South African sides until all sports were 

completely de-segregated.  

5.1 Continuation of the Status Quo, 1960-66 

In the early-1960s, sporting contact continued as before, with matches between British 

teams and all white South African sides, particularly in rugby and cricket. There was 

little sympathy for the AAM protests against the 1960 Springbok cricket tour from either 

the government or general public, despite it taking place so soon after the Sharpeville 

Massacre. Indeed, cricketing officials were dismissive of such protest efforts; MCC 

Secretary Ronald Aird, for example, described them as ‘a very feeble affair’.14 As Thörn 

contends, despite the ‘moral outrage’ immediately after the Sharpeville shootings, 

‘media attention related to the dramatic events in South Africa was short-lived’.15 The 

AAM also saw a drop in public support after South Africa’s exit from the 

Commonwealth, as it was now viewed as ‘just another country’ and ‘no longer of any 

special concern to Britain’.16  

 
13 TNA, FCO/13/866, Luard to Leahy, 1 June 1977. 
14 Murray, ‘Politics and Cricket’, 669.  
15 Thörn, Anti-Apartheid, 15. 
16 Fieldhouse, Anti-Apartheid, 39.  
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Protests against the 1965 Springbok cricket tour were even less successful, something 

the AAM blamed directly on a ‘generally unsympathetic’ press.17 Yet Fieldhouse 

contends that by 1965 the AAM was gaining traction, particularly in relation to sporting 

contact. While the 1965 protests did little to stop the cricket tour, Fieldhouse argues 

that they did raise the AAM’s profile pointing to its successful request for the Queen 

and Prime Minister not to attend the Lord’s test match.18 Indeed, letters of protest from 

the AAM prior to the tour sparked discussions in the FO on what HMG’s policy should 

be regarding sporting ties with South Africa. Some officials privately admitted that sport 

could prove to be an Achilles heel for the Apartheid regime. For example, Donald McD. 

Gordon, Counsellor and Head of Chancery at the embassy in South Africa, argued in 

June 1965 that  

so far as the Afrikaners, and therefore the Nationalist government, are 
concerned, the key sport (which in some cases has almost the quality of a 
religion) is rugby. If it could be brought home to them that their government’s 
policies resulted in South African exclusion from international rugby, this would, 
I believe, have a profound effect in shaking their belief that Western countries 
are prepared to pay little more than lip service to their proclaimed disapproval 
of South African policies.19 

 

Gordon did admit that this would be a particularly hard measure to implement by the 

British administration. Firstly, sporting contacts in the UK were largely devolved to the 

various sports bodies who wanted to ‘avoid the introduction of politics into sport’ and 

therefore had no desire to implement a boycott against South Africa. Gordon stated 

that only government intervention could lead to a sports boycott, and even then the 

autonomous nature of the sports bodies meant they could still refuse on the grounds 

 
17 Murray, ‘Politics and Cricket’, 669. 
18 Fieldhouse, Anti-Apartheid, 96.  
19 TNA, FO/371/182141, Gordon to Wilson, 4 June 1965. 
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that ‘politics should be kept out of sports’.20 John Pedler, Desk Officer for South Africa 

in the FCO WCAD, was strongly in favour of some form of rugby boycott as: 

to deprive South African rugby enthusiasts of the pleasures of seeing foreign 
teams compete would, perhaps as much as any single gesture, bring home to 
the mass of white South Africans the outside world’s detestation of their 
country’s racial policies.21  

 

With Pedlar’s main remit being to maintain good relations with independent black 

African countries, it is no surprise that in comparison to other officials, and particularly 

those based in South Africa, he was acutely aware of the importance of HMG to be 

seen as taking appropriate action to ostracise the Republic.  

Nevertheless, some British officials in South Africa were far more dismissive about the 

potential impact sporting isolation would have on the NP government and its 

supporters. In Pretoria, John Wilson contended that while white South Africans would 

be irritated by the cancellation of rugby contests they would simply blame foreign 

governments rather than their own.22 This was supported by John Elam at the Cape 

Town Consulate, who claimed that South Africans ‘do not see their increasing isolation 

in the world of sports as a reflection of themselves: they merely conclude that the times 

are out of joint’.23 Certainly these arguments would have been true of a number of hard 

line NP members, however, this is another clear example of British officials in South 

Africa doing their upmost to avoid ostracising the Republic, and demonstrating a lack 

of awareness of how continued sporting ties with the Republic reflected badly on Britain 

to large sections of the international community.  

 
20 Ibid.  
21 TNA, FO/371/182141, Pedler to Miles, Wellington, New Zealand, 2 December 1965.  
22 TNA, FO/371/182141, Wilson to Pedler, 23 December 1965. 
23 TNA, FO/371/182141, Elam to Pedler, 22 March 1966. 
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Following the cancellation of a New Zealand rugby tour of South Africa in 1966 (due to 

Pretoria’s refusal to allow Maori players to take part) Elam informed Pedler that a 

French side would tour as a replacement for the All Blacks. Elam stated that this was 

‘an uncomfortable reminder of the readiness of the French to step into vacated shoes 

in South Africa’.24 Paris was seeking closer ties with Pretoria in this period and had 

happily stepped in to fill the void in arms sales created by the Labour government’s 

decision to implement the UN voluntary embargo in 1965.25 The diplomat’s concerns 

over potential French involvement indicates that, despite South Africa increasingly 

being seen as a pariah state by much of the international community in this period, 

British officials still viewed it as part of HMG’s ‘sphere of influence’ and resented any 

approaches by other Western states to forge close ties with the Republic.  

5.2 The ‘D’Oliveira Affair’  

By the late 1960s, South Africa had been suspended or barred from most major 

international sports including FIFA, the Olympics, the Davis Cup, international 

weightlifting, squash, wrestling, gymnastics, canoeing and athletics.26 While this was 

a blow to white South African resolve, the continuation of international cricket and 

rugby fixtures limited the effect of the boycott as these were by far the most popular 

sports amongst the white minority. However, the decision by John Vorster to refuse to 

allow an England cricketing side to tour South Africa due to the selection of Basil 

D’Oliveira, a coloured South African cricketer who played in England, did much to 

 
24 TNA, FO/371/182141, Elam to Peddler, 24 March 1966. 
25 Van der Velde, R. M., French-South African Arms Trade Relations as a Community of Practice, 
1955-1979, PhD Thesis, University of Portsmouth, 2017, 10. See also Moukambi, V., Relations 
between France and South Africa with Special Reference to Military Matters, PhD Thesis, 
Stellenbosch University, 2008; Konieczna, A.,  L’histoire d’une ‘relation Spéciale’ : Les Relations Entre 
La France et l’Afrique Du Sud Dans Les Années 1958–1974, PhD Thesis, Science Po, 2013.  
26 Fieldhouse, Anti-Apartheid, 99. 
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increase the Republic’s isolation in this sport. Jon Gemmell contends that, while the 

sports boycott campaigns in the early to mid-1960s had ‘succeeded in keeping the 

South Africa issue in the headlines’, their impact was limited. But ‘the refusal of the 

South African government in 1968 to allow Basil D’Oliveira to represent England in 

their country transformed the whole debate’.27 Douglas Booth goes further in his 

assessment arguing that the D’Oliveira Affair was the ‘cause célèbre in South Africa’s 

isolation’.28 

D’Oliveira was born in Cape Town in 1931, and was of Indian-Portuguese descent, but 

considered a ‘Cape Coloured’ under the Apartheid racial classification system. 

Frustrated by the lack of opportunities for a coloured cricketer in South Africa, 

D’Oliveira moved to the UK in 1960. After impressing for the Central Lancashire 

League team of Middleton, D’Oliveira was signed by county side Worcestershire in 

1964. By 1966, he had established himself in the England team.29 D’Oliveira was briefly 

dropped from the national side after a disappointing tour of the West Indies in 1967/68, 

and poor league form, but was re-called for the final match of a test series against 

Australia in August 1968, where he put in an exceptional performance.30 Nevertheless, 

he was not selected for the 1968/69 South Africa tour. The selectors stated that this 

was purely for cricketing reasons because D’Oliveira was regarded solely as a 

batsmen rather than an all-rounder.31 Yet, Rob Nixon contends that this was ‘an act of 

blatant complicity’ by the English cricket authorities who, he argues ‘had tried to drop 

D’Oliveira in the hopes of averting an ‘‘international incident’’’.32   

 
27 Gemmell, J., The Politics of South African Cricket, Routledge, London, 2004, 121.  
28 Booth, D., The Race Game: Sport and Politics in South Africa, Frank Cass, London, 1998, 94. 
29 Williams, Cricket and Race, 55.  
30 Ibid, 58.  
31 Murray, ‘Politics and Cricket’, 681. 
32 Nixon, R., ‘Apartheid on the Run: The South African Sports Boycott’, Transition, 58, 1992, 79.  
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As Kevin Jefferys argues this was met with ‘widespread incredulity in the press’.33 The 

Sunday Times’s Michael Parkinson wrote that the selectors had done 

this country a disservice of such magnitude that one could only feel a burning 
anger in their madness and a cold shame for their folly. The dropping of Basil 
D’Oliveira from the MCC team to tour SA had stirred such undercurrents 
throughout the world that no one but the impossibly naive can any longer think 
that politics and sport do not mix, never mind believe it.34 

 

Shortly after the selection was announced, bowler Tom Cartwright, pulled out of the 

touring squad due to injury and D’Oliveira was selected in his place. This led Vorster 

to declare, to thunderous applause at an NP meeting in Bloemfontein (the heart of 

‘Afrikanerdom’), that ‘this was not the team of the MCC, this was the team of the Anti-

Apartheid Movement’ and that the tour would not be allowed to take place with 

D’Oliveira in the side.35 This stance resulted in the cancellation of the tour and, despite 

Vorster’s bluster, Fieldhouse explains that the British Embassy in Pretoria believed this 

‘victory for the anti-Apartheid cause had shaken Vorster more than he cared to admit’.36   

At face value this decision appears to have been an unusual step by Vorster, as Booth 

argues his ‘new sports policy appeared to give white Commonwealth countries the 

option to select blacks in their national representative teams that toured South Africa’.37 

Many British officials considered him to be a pragmatic leader; he had shown himself 

to be far more open to contact with the outside world and had initiated moderate 

reforms to sport in the hope of having a multi-racial South African team take part in the 

1968 Olympics.38 Vorster was even prepared to allow a New Zealand team to tour the 

 
33 Jefferys, Sport and Politics in Modern Britain, 106.  
34 Gemmell, The Politics of South African Cricket, 150.  
35 Oborne, Basil D’Oliveira, 223.  
36 Fieldhouse, Anti-Apartheid, 96.  
37 Booth, The Race Game, 95.  
38 TNA, FCO/25/709, Nicholls to FCO, 14 April 1967. 
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Republic that included Maori players, and supporters, who were granted the status of 

‘honorary whites’ while in the country. While this was still seeped in racist sentiment, it 

was a big change to the unwavering enforcement of segregation at all levels of society 

under Verwoerd.  

British officials based in South Africa felt these political moves, although moderate in 

nature, were genuine. Ambassador Nicholls welcomed South Africa’s sports reforms 

stating that while they must not be exaggerated, the changes did represent a ‘small 

step forward’ for the country.39 However, in reality, long before the 1968/69 MCC 

touring party was announced, there were signs that if D’Oliveira was selected South 

African officials would act to stop the tour. When asked in January 1967 about 

D’Oliveira’s prospect of playing for England in South Africa, Pieter K. Le Roux, Minister 

for the Interior, stated ‘we won’t allow mixed teams to play against our white teams 

here. If this player were chosen, he would not be allowed to come here. That is our 

policy. It is well known here and overseas’.40 Le Roux’s words are in stark contrast to 

the impression Vorster was trying to convey to the world and demonstrate that many 

within the NP were still firm believers in segregation in all aspects of society. Le Roux 

later claimed that he was misquoted, and that South Africa’s overseas enemies were 

trying to put pressure on Vorster to demonstrate he was more flexible than his 

predecessor.41 Other NP politicians took a far tougher stance than Le Roux over the 

issue of sports reform and were totally opposed to Vorster’s policy. The verkramptes 

as they were known, held far more conservative views than Vorster and his verligtes 

 
39 TNA, FCO/25/709, Nicholls to FCO, 17 March 1967. 
40 ‘D’Oliveira Barred by S. Africa’, The Guardian, 23 January 1967.   
41 TNA, FCO/25/709, Elam to Pestell, WCAD, 3 February 1967. 
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supporters. This clash of outlooks, especially over the issue of sport, ultimately led to 

the creation of the breakaway Herligte Nasionale Party in 1969.  

British officials were undaunted by Le Roux’s statement. Elam reassured the FO that 

not all NP MPs were happy with Le Roux and many in South Africa found his comments 

embarrassing.42 While Elam did admit that these sentiments were a threat to 

D’Oliveira’s selection, he seemed confident that in six months’ time his inclusion would 

be possible. The incident did cause some controversy in the UK, with over 200 MPs 

from across all major parties signing Motion no. 346, referred to as the ‘D’Oliveira 

Motion’, deploring racial discrimination and calling on the MCC to cancel the upcoming 

tour of South Africa.43 The MCC was forced to reassure the government that selection 

would be on merit. Dennis Howell, Minister responsible for Sport, stated in the House 

of Commons:  

The government are confident that if, when the time comes, any player chosen 
for the touring side were to be rejected by the host country, then there would be 
no question but that the MCC would find such a condition wholly unacceptable 
and the projected tour would be abandoned.44  

 

It appeared that the tour would be able to go ahead. In April 1967, Vorster made a 

speech in which he emphasised the importance South Africa placed on its traditional 

sporting contacts. Vorster stated that he would make no attempt to influence the 

selection process of opposing national sides.45 After hearing the speech, Nicholls was 

confident that if selected, D’Oliveira would be able to represent England in South 

Africa.46 However, Bruce Murray argues that the South African government never 

 
42 Ibid.  
43 HC Deb 26 January 1967 vol 739 c1794. 
44 HC Deb 30 January 1967 vol 740 cc33-6. 
45 TNA, FCO/25/709, Nicholls to FCO, 14 April 1967. 
46 Ibid.  
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intended to allow D’Oliveira to play for England in the Republic. This issue was 

discussed in a Cabinet meeting on 27 August 1968 where it was agreed ‘As D’Oliveira 

gekies word is die toer af’ (‘if D’Oliveira is chosen the tour is off’)’.47 Indeed, shortly 

afterward Vorster announced that the touring party including D’Oliveira would not be 

welcome, South African journalist J.H.P. Serfontein claimed that he had been told by 

leading NP officials that Vorster ‘took this decision some time ago’ and Pretoria 

‘decided to keep silent about it for tactical reasons’.48 Despite Vorster’s moderate 

reform, there was no intention on the part of Pretoria to allow a coloured South African 

cricketer to play against their national side.  

After Howell’s announcement in the House of Commons, the MCC was under growing 

pressure to ensure that there would be no political interference from South Africa in 

the tour’s selection process. The committee agreed that they needed guarantees from 

the South African Cricket Association (SACA), their counterpart in the Republic, that, 

if selected, D’Oliveira would be allowed to represent England. They wrote to the SACA 

to try and ascertain their views (although the MCC claimed that they did not receive a 

response). Peter Oborne contends that the SACA did in fact send a reply to the MCC, 

which, in rather cryptic wording, claimed that it was unlikely D’Oliveira would be allowed 

to play if selected.49 Oborne asserts that this caused great concern for leading MCC 

officials, who sent the letter back to the SACA, requesting that it either be destroyed or 

marked unsent. In the late 1960s the MCC had a policy of making such information 

public; these officials knew that if news of this letter had been released then it would 

have almost certainly led to the tour’s cancellation. Oborne argues that because these 

 
47 Murray, ‘Politics and Cricket’, 670.  
48 SANA, MSO/88MS/7/4/1, ‘Out Before He Was In: Vorster Decided Long Ago to Ban Him’, Sunday 
Times (South Africa), 22 September 1968.  
49 Oborne, Basil D’Oliveira, 148-9.  



Chapter 5: UK Policy Towards Sporting Contact with South Africa, 1960-77 

210 
 

MCC members were vehement supporters of maintaining contact with South Africa, 

they felt that accepting this letter was not in their best interests.  

As well as writing to the SACA, the MCC contacted Alec Douglas-Home, former 

Conservative Prime Minister and MCC president, who was due to visit South Africa in 

his role as shadow Foreign Minister. The MCC leadership asked Douglas-Home to try 

to seek assurances that if chosen D’Oliveira would be allowed to play in the 1968/69 

tour.50 Douglas-Home is said to have concluded that if pushed for an answer the South 

African response would be no, although he did not completely write the tour off should 

D’Oliveira be selected, instead giving it odds of 5/4 to take place.51 According to 

Oborne, Douglas-Home contended that the MCC should ‘drop its policy of seeking 

assurances about the tour’; this meant that the issue remained unresolved for the 

remainder of the 1968 season.52  

In addition, Lord Cobham, retired cricketer and former Governor-General of New 

Zealand, who was in South Africa, was called before Vorster and categorically told that 

a team featuring D’Oliveira would be unable to tour South Africa. Cobham relayed this 

information to the upper echelons of the MCC.53 Again, this was not made public 

knowledge for fear it would lead to pressure from HMG to call off the tour. The MCC 

was playing for time, hoping to avoid having to make any decision by which point 

D’Oliveira’s selection may not have been an issue if his poor form had continued. 

Several high-ranking MCC members and cricketing grandees attempted to persuade 

 
50 Williams, Cricket and Race, 56. 
51 Murray, ‘Politics and Cricket’, 678.  
52 Oborne, Basil D’Oliveira, 138-9.  
53 Williams, Cricket and Race, 56.  
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D’Oliveira to make himself unavailable, and made the bizarre suggestion that he 

instead declare his intention to play for South Africa.54  

The South African authorities had also begun covert efforts to persuade D’Oliveira to 

declare himself unavailable for the tour. South African businessman Tienie 

Oosthuizen, of Rothmans Cigarettes, offered D’Oliveira 40,000 Rand, a car, and a 

house, to coach cricket for the South African Sports Foundation.55 This offer was 

almost certainly a bribe as it was far in excess of what a player could expect for 

coaching and was on the proviso that D’Oliveira would have to declare himself 

unavailable for the forthcoming tour. However, while considering this offer D’Oliveira 

was recalled to the England side for the final test match against Australia. He went on 

to score 159 runs and take the wicket of leading Australian batsman Barry Jarman.  

Despite this upsurge in form, when the team was officially announced on 28 August 

1968, D’Oliveira was omitted. There was public outrage in the UK at D’Oliveira’s 

omission from the tour and many believed that the decision had been politically 

motivated. The AAM sent three separate telegraphs in response to the decision; one 

to the MCC protesting against the decision, another to Harold Wilson calling him to 

intervene, and a third to Douglas-Home requesting that he resign from the MCC if the 

tour went ahead.56  

It was not just the AAM that was angered by the decision, however. Daily Mirror sports 

writer Peter Wilson contended that the ‘MCC have sadly misjudged the public mood’.57 

Indeed, The Guardian received numerous letters criticising the selectors, and 

 
54 Oborne, Basil D’Oliveira, 157.  
55 Gemmell, The Politics of South African Cricket, 149.  
56 ‘D’Oliveira is Left Out of Tour Party’, The Guardian, 29 August 1968.  
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contending that the decision was made entirely on political grounds.58 Labour and 

Liberal MPs called for an urgent investigation by the Race Relations Board,59 while 

Conservative MPs also pleaded with the MCC to reconsider the selection.60  

It is almost certain that the MCC’s decision to name D’Oliveira as Cartwright’s 

replacement was down to the extent of the public pressure; as the latter was primarily 

a bowler, while in the initial selection process D’Oliveira had been considered solely 

as a batsman. Vorster made it clear that a tour party including the exiled South African 

would not be welcome, although he was able to argue that this was because he felt 

the selection was politically motivated, and claimed that he would not have objected if 

D’Oliveira had been in the initial squad as this would have been based purely on merit.   

If the MCC had ‘kept their nerve’ as Martin Le Quesne, head of the FCO WCAD, had 

hoped it would as early as February 1967, events may have proved very different.61 

This would have put pressure on South Africa and ultimately illuminated the hollowness 

of Vorster’s apparent sports reforms, resulting in a small victory in the campaign 

against Apartheid. This exemplifies the difficulty HMG had in controlling sports policy 

when the relevant governing bodies were autonomous from government.  

Nevertheless, while officials like Le Quesne, wanted the sports bodies to take tougher 

action against South Africa, others, particularly those based in the Republic, did their 

upmost to keep sporting contact between the two countries alive. Oborne singles out 

Douglas-Home in particular for his poor handling of the MCC request to ascertain 

whether or not D’Oliveira would be allowed to play, and argues that his decision to 

 
58 ‘Letters to the Editor: The Dropping of Dolly’, The Guardian, 30 August 1968; ‘D’Oliveira and the 
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60 ‘Think Again on D’Oliveira Tory MP tells MCC’, The Guardian, 2 September 1968.  
61 TNA, FCO/25/709, Le Quesne, 13 February 1967.  



Chapter 5: UK Policy Towards Sporting Contact with South Africa, 1960-77 

213 
 

advise the MCC not to press South Africa for a response meant the issue dragged on 

for far longer than it should.62  

Oborne also criticises Britain’s ambassador to South Africa, Sir John Nicholls, for his 

naivety towards the South African officials. Oborne contends that Nicholls had 

appeared to be continuously taken in by Vorster’s scheming ‘double game’.63 

Throughout the fiasco, Nicholls seemed to genuinely believe Vorster would allow 

D’Oliveira to take part in the tour, and more broadly he persistently advocated for 

continued, and even expanded, cultural contact with South Africa, claiming that 

Vorster’s ‘outward policy’ was genuine, and something HMG should look to take 

advantage of. The ‘D’Oliveira affair’ shows, as with educational and other cultural ties, 

British officials in South Africa were desperate to maintain contact with white South 

Africa, even if this meant making questionable moral decisions. Indeed, they would be 

sheltered from the fallout of such decisions, the consequences of which would have 

far greater effect on diplomats stationed in black African countries and on HMG 

domestically through anti-Apartheid protest. 

5.3 ‘Stop the Seventy Tour’  

In the aftermath of the ‘D’Oliveira affair’, two leading SACA officials, Jack Cheetham 

and Arthur Coy, travelled to London ‘incognito’ to meet with MCC officials. Murray 

emphasises the importance of this visit contending that it was an attempt to ‘save 

Anglo-South African cricketing relations’.64 The primary aim of this visit was to ensure 

the South African national side would tour the UK in 1970 as planned. Murray argues 

that ‘if the tour was cancelled the link would be broken, and South African cricket 
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inevitably doomed to isolation’.65 Clearly Pretoria wanted to maintain cricketing ties 

with the UK; continued contact offered a degree of legitimacy to the Apartheid project, 

and was psychologically important to many white South Africans. 

Still, there were a number of potential challenges to the tour. Firstly, the late 1960s 

was a time of growing student and worker activism; left wing groups across the 

Western world were challenging the political, economic and cultural status quo.66 The 

UK was no different, and Apartheid South Africa was one of the key targets for student 

dissent. Thörn argues that ‘when the student generation entered the movement during 

the late 1960s, they demanded that the ‘AAM engage in more radical, extra-

parliamentary action’.67 Previously, the AAM had attempted to cultivate ‘an image of 

respectability’ utilising peaceful demonstrations, petitions and boycotts as its main 

activities. However, student groups such as the Young Liberals, under white South 

African exile Peter Hain, adopted direct action and civil disobedience as key tactics. In 

spring 1969, the Stop the Seventy Tour (STST) committee was formed as a 

collaboration between the Young Liberals and South African Non-Racial Olympic 

Committee (SANROC), which vowed to disrupt matches if the tour went ahead.68  

These student groups cut their activist teeth during the Springbok rugby tour of 

1969/70; the ‘practice’ they received gave them knowledge of how the police would 

react to such tactics and what they could do to counter these during future sporting ties 

between British and South African sides.69 Although this tour was successfully 

completed, Rob Nixon argues that it was ‘forced to retreat behind barbed wire 
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barricades and massed ranks of British police’.70 Several matches had to be called off 

due to pitch invasions and clashes between anti-Apartheid activists, police, and 

‘vigilante’ rugby fans.71 One of the main victories of the anti-Apartheid activists was 

getting the issue of Apartheid back into the public eye as press interest in the protests 

grew considerably after a match at the University of Oxford had to be called off after 

members of the STST sprayed weed killer on the pitch.72 Peter Hain stated that the 

press interest in this event was ‘absolutely crucial to the fantastic growth… of the 

campaign’.73 Fieldhouse argues that ‘public opinion was aroused and STST’s 

determination and ability to mount a (mainly) non-violent direct-action campaign had 

been demonstrated’.74 The 1969/70 tour was the last visit by an official Springbok 

rugby team to the UK until 1992. 

In addition to the opposition of anti-Apartheid activists to the cricket tour, many Labour 

MPs, including members of government, wanted to see it called off. Indeed, several 

government ministers were also members of the AAM. Sports Minister Dennis Howell 

was against the tour and had previously taken measures to limit UK-South African 

contact on the sports field; in 1966 he announced in the House of Commons that British 

teams playing against racially segregated sides would no longer receive a subsidy from 

HMG. After meeting with leading members of the AAM in May 1968, Howell undertook 

to review the subsidies given to sports bodies.75 Paul Killick, at the embassy in Pretoria, 

was concerned over HMG’s attitude towards the tour and reported the negative press 

response to Howell’s attitude, even in the more liberal English language newspapers.76 
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Killick argued that, while these newspapers had blamed the NP government rather 

than HMG for the ‘D’Oliveira Affair’, they advocated contact with the outside world to 

bring about ‘a more enlightened’ society.77 

As was the case throughout the period 1960-1994, certain sections of the UK’s political 

establishment were always willing to defend Pretoria and condemn any attempts to 

isolate Apartheid South Africa. Lord Wakefield, for example, requested that the 

Springbok team should be allowed to visit the Houses of Commons and Lords.78 These 

debates exemplify the ‘tightrope’ HMG walked in regards to relations with South Africa. 

As William Wilson in the FCO Central and Southern Africa Department wrote, 

‘whatever decision Britain makes it will face criticism. It will always be suggested that 

HMG is involved even if it is not’.79 

Another potential barrier to the tour was the attitude of the ‘new’ Commonwealth 

nations. Many newly independent African, Caribbean, and Asian nations wanted to 

isolate South Africa from international sports; there was a genuine fear that if the tour 

went ahead a number of these nations would have boycotted the 1970 Commonwealth 

Games in Edinburgh.80 This, however, was not of great concern to the cricketing 

establishment; cricket was not an Olympic sport and, with the exception of The 

Netherlands, only really played by a handful of Britain’s former colonies. As a result, 

only India, Pakistan, and the West Indies could place direct pressure on the English 

cricketing authorities. The threat of a breakdown in Commonwealth relations, and a 

potential boycott of the Edinburgh games, was a far greater concern for HMG. A 
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walkout by the African nations over the issue would be a major international 

embarrassment and seriously weaken the strength of the organisation. 

HMG, however, was very wary of directly involving itself in the tour. It remained British 

policy to allow sports bodies’ autonomy over their own sports.81 A committee was 

formed under Howell to assess HMG’s options. Restrictions of entry on the South 

African players was considered but there were no legal grounds for this.82 HMG 

officials agreed that they should bide their time and, according to Jefferys, give ‘‘‘tacit 

support’’ to any moves that ‘might achieve a useful result’’’.83 Wilson even went as far 

as to encourage peaceful protest against the tour during a television interview on 16 

April.84 This led to fierce criticism from Conservatives MPs; Stephen Hastings, for 

example, claimed that ‘the Prime Minister's words can be interpreted as a direct 

encouragement to lawlessness’.85  

South Africa was a highly emotive issue amongst Labour Party members. As Tim Bale 

argues, the issue had come close to splitting the party when the modification of the 

arms embargo was discussed in 1967.86 Despite this, Labour was unwilling to 

intervene directly to stop the tour due to a reluctance to interfere in British 

sportspersons’ individual freedom. This was largely due to fears that restrictions on the 

individual freedoms of British sportspersons would be unpopular amongst the general 

public, and would leave the government open to criticism from the Conservative 

opposition for encroaching on British citizens’ civil liberties. In addition to this, Labour 
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ministers would not have wanted to put a strain on its already difficult relations with 

Pretoria. While Labour did implement an arms embargo, it was reluctant to initiate 

economic sanctions against South Africa. Armed forces’ collaboration also continued 

with South Africa (in accordance with the Simonstown Agreement). Wilson also viewed 

Pretoria as an important asset in the negotiations over Rhodesia’s future.  

At the same time, Apartheid was a major issue for grassroots Labour Party members 

and some MPs; efforts had to be made to appease their calls for tougher action against 

Pretoria to ensure party unity. However, Labour policymakers also wished to keep the 

door open for using increased sporting contact with South Africa as a ‘carrot’ to 

increase further reform in this area. All these issues meant the Labour government had 

little room for manoeuvre when it came to relations with South Africa and help explain 

why, rather than directly intervening, Wilson offered tacit support to those protesting 

against sporting ties with the Republic. This was a careful balancing act designed to 

appease the left of the party, while not jeopardising Britain’s important economic and 

strategic links with Pretoria. 

Nevertheless, it became increasingly difficult for HMG to remain neutral. Rather than 

cancel the tour, the Cricket Council (which replaced the MCC as the supreme authority 

for cricket in England in 1970) now backed into a corner, became even more insistent 

that the tour would go on. Their desperation was emphasised in its decision to pass a 

resolution on 18 May that stated after the 1970 tour; ‘no further Test tours will take 

place between South Africa and this country until such time as Test cricket is played 

and tours are selected on a multi-racial basis in South Africa’.87  
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One of the most important reasons for the Cricket Council’s insistence that the tour 

must go on was financial. The council had taken out an insurance policy on the tour, 

which stated that if it were cancelled due to government interference or security 

concerns it would receive a pay-out of £140,000. However, if the council cancelled the 

tour itself no compensation was due. Home Secretary James Callaghan discovered, 

through his connections in the banking community, that the Cricket Council would only 

call off the tour if the government approached it officially. As with the D’Oliveira affair, 

by this point, the Cricket Council, like the MCC before it, was desperate to have the 

responsibility taken out of its control in an effort to come out of the mess as unscathed 

as possible. Ultimately, after meeting with ministers, the Cricket Council called off the 

tour on 22 May, and were compensated to the tune of £70,000 by HMG.88 The South 

African national cricket team would not visit the UK again until July 1994.  

South African officials were aware of HMG’s role in the cancellation. Peter Rae Killen, 

Minister Plenipotentiary at the South African embassy speculated that HMG must have 

been pressuring the MCC for several months.89 However, in his press release, Sports 

Minister F.W. Waring chose to blame ‘anti-South African political organisations’ rather 

than HMG, a telling sign of the importance Pretoria placed on cordial relations with 

London even when it took moves to restrict contact between the two countries.90 

Indeed, at the time, Ted Heath’s government was considering resuming arms to South 

Africa, this was undoubtedly a motivating factor in shifting the blame from HMG to anti-

Apartheid activists.  
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5.4 Cricketing Contacts After 1970 

South Africa’s cricketing isolation did, according to Williams, lead to progress towards 

multi-racialism in the sport.91 Fieldhouse is more critical of the ‘cosmetic’ nature of 

these ‘token gestures, minor concessions and surface changes’. However, he does 

argue that these tacit reforms indicate the ‘impact and effectiveness of the sports 

boycott’.92 Efforts were made by both the English and South African cricketing 

establishments to make moderate changes, and thus allow contact between the two 

nations to be re-started. In December 1971, Colin Cowdrey contacted Downing Street 

to explain plans for a multi-racial English cricket XI tour of South Africa, including Basil 

D’Oliveira, which would play separate white, coloured, Asian, and African teams.93 The 

suggestion met with approval from several FCO officials; unsurprisingly Foreign 

Secretary Douglas-Home also felt the tour should be encouraged while his Assistant 

Private Secretary, Patrick Grattan, contended that ‘it is an achievement that Cowdrey 

has been able to persuade the South African authorities to accept his multi-racial side 

and that it should include Basil D’Oliveira’.94  

Nevertheless, this did not come to fruition. In contrast to the ‘D’Oliveira affair’ this was 

not down to interference by Pretoria but as a result of pressure on D’Oliveira from Cape 

Town’s coloured community, which felt that such contact legitimised Pretoria’s racialist 

policies.95 The South African Cricket Board of Control, led by Hasan Howa, which 

campaigned vigorously against segregated cricket in the 1970s, also threatened to 

prevent coloured or Asian teams playing against Cowdrey’s XI. These groups viewed 
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South Africa’s supposed progress for what it was, reform in an isolated area that 

benefited only a minority of their community, designed simply to regain access to 

international sports. They did not want Pretoria to gain the legitimacy it craved, and a 

tour of this kind would entail. Ultimately, Cowdrey decided that the tour could not go 

ahead. The press release, however, claimed that this was due to ‘insufficient time’ and 

that because he believed a tour of this kind would be beneficial to all cricketers, he 

would continue to work on bringing it about at the earliest opportunity.96  

The idea of restarting cricketing contact with the Republic was discussed once again 

in 1973 when South African participation in the Gillette Cup in the UK was debated. 

This was a one-day cricket tournament which included English county teams as well 

as international sides such as Ireland and Scotland. South African Minister of Sports, 

Piet Koornhof, was optimistic about South Africa’s participation, and stated that it could 

be on multi-racial lines as long as the South African side was not referred to as the 

Springboks.97 Clearly, South Africa’s isolation from international cricket did bring about 

a change in stance from Pretoria. While these reforms may have been moderate, 

Pretoria made increasingly greater concessions in an effort to end its sporting isolation. 

However, there were limits to this, and the symbolic importance of the ‘Springbok’ to 

the white communities meant this was not something Pretoria wished to use as a 

representation of non-European South Africans. 

D.R. Upton at the embassy in Pretoria was suspicious of Koornhof’s motives, 

describing South Africa’s sports reforms as a ‘Janus-headed policy’, designed to 

please the left and right in South Africa.98 Upton also pointed out that Koornhof was 

 
96 TNA, PREM/15/1221, Roberts to Heath, 12 January 1972. 
97 TNA, FCO/45/1429, Upton to Cook, CSAD, 17 July 1973. 
98 Ibid.  



Chapter 5: UK Policy Towards Sporting Contact with South Africa, 1960-77 

222 
 

antagonistic towards the development of multi-racial cricket and football clubs as 

evidence of the hollowness of the policies. Unlike British officials previously posted in 

South Africa, Upton was not drawn in by Vorster’s apparent sports reforms. By the 

early 1970s some British officials based in South Africa had begun to take a far more 

critical stance towards Pretoria. Indeed, this correlates with James Bottomley’s 

appointment as ambassador. As the previous discussions on education demonstrated, 

Bottomley was far more concerned with forging contacts with non-European South 

Africans than his predecessors. This demonstrates that the British official mind-set and 

view had evolved from the early 1960s, when many officials who had cut their 

diplomatic teeth during the colonial era demonstrated a willingness to tolerate 

Pretoria’s racialism. Many of these newer diplomats, however, had only started their 

careers after World War Two, and had little to no experience of work in colonial 

territories. This meant they had a far more liberal outlook and were keenly aware of 

the risks relations with South Africa posed to British soft power in the newly 

decolonised nations of the developing world.  

5.5 The 1974 Lions Rugby Tour  

Despite the success anti-Apartheid campaigners had in isolating South Africa from the 

cricketing world in the 1960s and 1970s, the Springbok rugby side was still able to 

compete internationally. In February 1974, the Labour Party returned to power, and 

was almost immediately faced with the prospect of a British Lions tour of South Africa 

that was scheduled for May 1974. The Lions had previously toured South Africa in 

1968, but anti-Apartheid sentiment had grown considerably since, in part because of 

the D’Oliveira controversy and publicity caused by the STST campaign. If it went 
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ahead, this would be the first national team to tour the Republic in one of the two major 

sports (cricket and rugby) since the ‘D’Oliveira affair’.  

Anti-Apartheid activists demanded that HMG intervene, with Peter Hain stating that the 

tour was ‘rapidly assuming the proportions of a festival of racism’.99 A key element of 

sports to Pretoria was that the continued ability to play internationally represented 

legitimacy and an overseas tolerance of the Apartheid project. A match against the 

British Lions provided the NP government with a key opportunity to highlight that South 

Africa was still welcome to play sporting fixtures with its traditional partners. Indeed, 

this was the very reason why anti-Apartheid activists attempted to implement a sports 

boycott against South Africa, to demonstrate that Apartheid was wrong, and the rest 

of the world was not willing to tolerate it or give its advocates the opportunity to gain 

positive press attention.  

Hain also argued that, by maintaining sporting relations with South Africa, Britain in 

turn ran the risk of being ostracised by the ‘world of sport’. He argued that there was 

consequently a threat to sporting relations with the rest of Africa, and Scotland’s place 

in the upcoming football World Cup would also be put in jeopardy, particularly as they 

were due to play Zaire in the groups stages and there was a chance their African 

opponents might refuse to play them in protest at the Lion’s tour.100 There was also 

criticism from opposition groups in the Republic, including the South African Labour 

Party, a political organisation made up largely of those classified as ‘coloured’ under 

the Apartheid system, which called for HMG to do all it could to prevent the tour taking 

place.101 
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The Labour government was firmly against the tour and made its views clear to all the 

sports bodies involved. Dennis Howell wrote to the four home unions’ committee and 

advised that it would be ‘rather unwise for them [the British Lions] to go’.102 Yet 

ministers felt they were unable to do more than express their disapproval as the sports 

bodies remained independent from government, and the final decision ultimately 

rested with them.103 FCO Under-Secretary Joan Lestor, for example, argued that one 

of the key aspects of British democracy was the idea of the freedom of the individual; 

it was thus up to the sportspersons involved to decide if they personally wished to play 

in South Africa.104  

Pressure continued to mount on HMG to take action. On 29 April 1974, the Supreme 

Council for Sport in Africa (SCSA) General Secretary, Jean-Claude Ganga, sent a 

telegram to Harold Wilson stating that the SCSA viewed with ‘deep concern and regret’ 

the upcoming British Lions tour and contended that the tour leant support to 

Apartheid.105 British officials viewed this telegram as an opportunity to publicise HMG’s 

position regarding the Lions tour, and it was agreed that Wilson’s reply would be 

published by the Downing Street Press Office.106 In his reply, Wilson re-iterated HMG’s 

‘disapproval’ of the tour and emphasised that this position has been made clear to both 

the organisers and sponsors.107 He was also particularly critical of the tour’s intention 

to play a match in Rhodesia which he described as ‘controversial and distasteful’. 

Wilson also stated that the tour received no financial support from HMG whose ‘attitude 

to Apartheid has been made clear on many occasions’, and that it would continue to 
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‘discourage’ sporting contact with segregated South African teams. Wilson’s reply was 

sent to Ganga on 7 May 1974 and was published by the Downing Street Press Office 

later that day to, in Callaghan’s words, ‘set the record straight’ on HMG’s attitude 

towards the Lions tour.108 

When officials at the embassy in Pretoria discussed the forthcoming Lions visit with 

coloured South Africans, they too found that there was deep disappointment that the 

tour was taking place. Many in that community, including Norman West, a leading 

journalist, believed that ‘sport was one field where the maximum amount of pressure 

could be brought upon the whites to change the existing situation here’.109 Clearly, 

members of the non-European communities in South Africa had identified the potential 

use of a sports boycott to demonstrate that Apartheid was totally unacceptable to the 

broader international community. If HMG wanted to improve these communities’ 

perceptions of the UK, it should have made a greater effort to stop such sporting 

fixtures taking place.  

Ambassador James Bottomley was also concerned about the growing negative 

publicity of the tour. Several months in advance of the proposed tour, he had invited 

the Lions’ players to attend a meal at the embassy when they were touring the 

Republic. But, as the tour grew nearer, he was concerned that this would demonstrate 

tacit approval on the part of HMG. Bottomley contacted the FCO to ask whether he 

should cancel the planned meal due to the increasing controversy surrounding the 

tour,110 to which Callaghan bluntly retorted ‘you and all members of your staff should 

have no [,] repeat no [,] official contact, beyond providing essential consular 
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facilities’.111 Callaghan also advised that embassy staff should avoid accepting any 

invitations to entertainment offered during the Lions tour. Callaghan’s advice, however, 

was too little, too late for a number of black African states as Kenya, Zambia and 

Malawi announced a boycott against all British sports teams. Patrick Keatley, The 

Guardian’s Diplomatic Correspondent contended that ‘there is every reason to 

suppose that’ unless Wilson and Callaghan took more decisive action ‘the next 

Commonwealth Games will be in peril, and the next Olympics in Montreal equally in 

danger’.112 

On the pitch, the tour was a great success for the Lions who won all but one of their 

matches, returning home as series champions. Despite the broader diplomatic damage 

the tour had created, certain sections of the British political establishment felt the 

players should be congratulated. Conservative MP Eldon Griffiths, for example, called 

on Wilson to ‘follow the precedent of previous Prime Ministers, including himself’ and 

host a ‘reception at No. 10 Downing Street to mark the success of the tour’.113 Wilson 

replied rather bluntly stating ‘The Hon. Member is mistaken. I did not entertain the 

British Lions following their tour of South Africa in 1968 and I have no plans to do so 

now’. Nonetheless, it should be noted that, despite HMG’s stance against the tour, 

Sports Minister Dennis Howell attended a reception for the players on their return from 

South Africa at Heathrow airport on 30 July 1974.114 This calls into question how 

sincere HMG’s opposition to the tour actually was (despite their fears of its effect on 

broader international relations). Evidently, there was an acceptance amongst Labour 

ministers that they couldn’t control the sports bodies. Despite HMG’s disapproval, 
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these players were still representatives of the UK and could potentially be viewed as 

playing an active role in UK-South African diplomacy.  

5.6 Increased Ostracism  

By the late 1970s, South Africa had become even more isolated from international 

sports as the Commonwealth heads of government, at the behest of its African, Asian 

and Caribbean members, issued a joint statement on Apartheid in sport. Referred to 

as the Gleneagles Agreement, it called upon each member’s government to take ‘every 

practical step’ to stop its sportspersons competing alongside South Africans. These 

African, Caribbean, and Asian leaders were fiercely committed to the battle against 

minority rule in southern Africa, and increasingly put pressure on Commonwealth 

member states who maintained links with these racialist regimes. While this had only 

limited success in encouraging economic sanctions against South Africa, the threat of 

boycotting major sporting events such as the Olympics or Commonwealth games, was 

an important weapon in the fight to ostracise the Republic from the international 

sporting community. This forced the likes of Britain into discouraging its sportspersons 

from competing against their South African counterparts.      

It was not UK-South African sporting contacts that brought this issue to the forefront of 

inter-Commonwealth relations, but rather the continuation of rugby matches between 

the Springboks and the New Zealand All Blacks. There was a long history of rivalry 

between these two teams which were considered the best in the world. Rugby was the 

most popular sport in New Zealand and amongst Afrikaners, which meant that players 

and supporters alike relished the opportunity to compete against each other. However, 

the New Zealand Labour Party that came to power in 1972 advocated a policy of anti-

racism. In 1973, fearing the potential impact on the 1974 Commonwealth Games in 
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Christchurch, Prime Minister Norman Kirk intervened to prevent the Springbok rugby 

side from touring New Zealand.115  

New Zealand was a largely conservative country, particularly in rural areas, and these 

proposed policies by the Labour Party were unpopular, which, in part, allowed the 

National Party to return to power in 1975 under populist leader Robert Muldoon. 

Muldoon was particularly critical of the politicisation of sport and the renewal of rugby 

fixtures against the Springboks was one of his main campaign promises.116 An All 

Blacks tour of the Republic was arranged for 30 June 1976, and as had been the 

practice since 1967, the South African officials granted the Maori players and 

supporters ‘honorary white status’, that exempted them from Apartheid segregation 

laws while in the country.117 Racial categorisation in Apartheid South Africa was a fluid 

concept and Pretoria was willing to make racial concessions when it benefited their 

broader interests. Indeed, the same categorisation had been ‘awarded’ to Japanese 

citizens in South Africa since the 1960s owing to the trade benefits derived from good 

relations with Tokyo. The NP had also played down its previously anti-Semitic stance 

to forge closer ties to Israel, which, by the 1970s, was an important source of military 

equipment and expertise.  

The All Blacks tour went ahead as planned despite the international outcry at the 

Apartheid state’s brutal response to the Soweto Uprising only two weeks earlier. 

African Foreign Ministers met in Mauritius in late June to discuss possible actions 
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against New Zealand.118 Ganga called on the IOC to ban New Zealand from 

participating in the 1976 Montreal Olympics.119 The IOC refused to heed the demands, 

which led to a boycott of the games by every African nation, with the exceptions of 

Senegal and Côte d'Ivoire, which, according to a spokesman for the Pan-African 

Congress, had ‘solid links with South Africa which have been developed not out of 

economic necessity but out of an unsoundly based appreciation of the South African 

situation’.120 This was no doubt aided by these nations’ closeness to France, which 

continued to maintain cordial relations with South Africa. 

These events greatly worried the Commonwealth Secretariat, particularly in the context 

of the upcoming 1977 CHGM to be held in London to celebrate the Queen’s Silver 

Jubilee. It was agreed that there would be a meeting in June 1977 to try to reach a 

compromise concerning sporting policy in advance of the July CHGM. 121 The 1978 

Commonwealth Games in Edmonton were under threat as the African states vowed to 

continue their policy of boycotting any sporting event in which New Zealand competed 

if it maintained sporting contacts with South Africa. The pressure had the desired effect. 

Prime Minister Muldoon began to back-track by March 1977, when he stated ‘public 

opinion in this country has in fact moved to the point where I believe there will be no 

more significant contacts with racially selected teams from South Africa’.122  

Nonetheless, this did not indicate that Muldoon was willing to directly intervene (as he 

left open the possibility of maintaining contacts with South African teams selected on 

multi-racial lines). HMG officials feared that this issue had the potential to severely 
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weaken Commonwealth unity and were hopeful this change in stance by New Zealand 

would be enough to persuade the African states to abandon the idea of a boycott when 

they met in Lomé in February 1977.123 This proved not to be the case, and the 

Organisation for African Unity (OAU) sought a boycott of any sporting event at which 

New Zealand was present in 1977 and 1978.124 This response led to Muldoon reverting 

to his non-interference stance by proclaiming ‘our teams will go wherever they are 

invited and they will play whoever invites them’.125 Muldoon would have been well 

aware that his stance on rugby contact with South Africa played an important part in 

his election victory and any sign of weakness might damage his standing with the New 

Zealand electorate.   

Muldoon also faced growing pressure from the ‘white’ Commonwealth countries who 

rejected his position. Australian officials, who had taken a far tougher stance on 

sporting contact with South Africa, were afraid their close neighbour would come under 

attack at the CHGM and wished to defuse the situation beforehand; they were 

particularly concerned that New Zealand would have to make a humiliating climb-

down. The Australians planned to act as a broker between Wellington and the African 

states, seeking to gain private assurances from Muldoon that the New Zealand 

government would not issue visas to visiting South African sportspersons. The 

Australian representatives explained to the African officials that this could not be made 

public as it could lead to domestic criticism in New Zealand, which in turn could result 

in Muldoon taking a tougher stance. The Australians also contended that, should 

Muldoon refuse to make any official change in policy, ‘a generalised statement on 
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sporting contact with South Africa’ could be included in the CHGM Final Communiqué 

as a means of offering some form of united action against the Apartheid state.126 

Moreover, HMG was concerned about any potential implications on its own relations 

with the Afro-Asian Commonwealth. While New Zealand was particularly resistant to 

any measures that would curb Springbok-All Black ties, HMG, while criticising contact 

with segregated sides, was equally apprehensive about undertaking measures that 

restricted the freedom of its sportspersons. Indeed, Muldoon argued that his own 

stance was in line with Britain’s position.127 HMG, however, stressed that the difference 

was in attitude between London and Wellington; while HMG was unwilling to intervene 

directly it did attempt to dissuade sporting contact with segregated South African 

sides.128 Indeed, while HMG may have been reluctant to intervene in UK-South African 

sports ties, it is unlikely that a political party would have fought an election over the 

issue. The tough stance Muldoon took was generally confined to right-wing 

Conservative backbenchers. In advance of the meeting, HMG attempted to persuade 

Muldoon to back down from his intransigent stance; Prime Minister James Callaghan 

warned Muldoon that the ongoing conflict had two likely outcomes: ‘a row which was 

likely to wreck the Commonwealth Heads of Government meeting, or we could reach 

a suitable formula beforehand’.129  

While Muldoon indicated that he was willing to compromise, he would not tolerate a 

joint Commonwealth statement that described sporting contact with South Africa as 
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‘offensive’.130 Yet the pressure on New Zealand did result in Wellington making 

conciliatory moves ahead of the CHGM meeting; in April, a schoolboy rugby tour of 

South Africa was cancelled following advice from Brian Talboys, the Deputy Prime 

Minister.131 In the same month, Muldoon told a South African journalist that there was 

‘no likelihood that the Rugby Union will invite or accept a racially selected Springbok 

tour’.132 By late May, it appeared that the tension had eased somewhat, while the 

African nations still wanted New Zealand to make concessions, they did not wish to 

see a major confrontation develop at the CHGM. Sonny Ramphal, the Commonwealth 

Secretary General, decided that the best form of action to satisfy all sides was to devise 

a ‘declaration of principles’ on policy towards sporting contact with South Africa, the 

wording of which all heads of government would have to agree on.133   

Ramphal sent an initial draft of the statement to all Commonwealth members’ 

governments prior to the CHGM. British officials were concerned that the statement 

went much further in its efforts to ostracise South Africa than HMG’s current policy.134 

There was an ongoing belief amongst British officials that sporting contact with sides 

selected on merit should be encouraged as a means of breaking down barriers and 

encouraging further reform in South African sports and wider society. FCO under-

secretary Evan Luard feared that by removing the ‘carrot available as the prize for 

reform in South African sporting bodies, we shall have abandoned one of the most 

effective instruments for change in South Africa’.135 In addition to this, HMG was more 

concerned about preventing contact between national sides rather than smaller teams 
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(or individual sports such as tennis or golf). The initial draft of the Commonwealth 

Statement also made no distinction between team and individual sports or sides 

selected on merit or race. Luard feared that this would mean British policy towards 

sporting ties could no longer be decided on a case by case basis as had previously 

been policy. This meant that, even if a specific individual sport made adequate 

progress towards becoming non-racial, Britain would still be unable to endorse contact.  

FCO officials proposed a number of amendments to the draft that would bring it closer 

in line with current British policy, and also guard against any possible misinterpretation. 

Most prominently, it was reasoned that because the first paragraph stated that the 

objective of the statement was to end ‘Apartheid in sport’ then the same should be 

reiterated in the last paragraph that there would be no sporting contact in South Africa 

as long as Apartheid continued; however, it was argued that ‘in sport’ should be added 

to the last sentence to avoid any confusion.136 Assistant Under-Secretary for Foreign 

and Commonwealth Affairs Sir John Leahy admitted that even with such changes ‘the 

Peter Hains of this world’ could argue that the statement called for an end to all sporting 

contact with South Africa until the whole system of Apartheid was dismantled.137 The 

fact Leahy mentioned Hain by name demonstrates that by this time anti-Apartheid 

activists had become a genuine concern amongst FCO officials and their position was 

clearly a factor when formulating government policy.  

The final statement was largely the same as the initial drafts and, despite the attempts 

of FCO officials, their proposed amendments were not adopted. While HMG had 

concerns over certain aspects of the wording of the statement Anthony Payne argues 

that ‘the Gleneagles Agreement unavoidably reads like the political compromise that it 
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was’.138 Indeed, the statement was designed to appease governments on either side 

of the debate such as Britain, New Zealand, Australia, and Canada, who were opposed 

to Apartheid, but reluctant to interfere with the freedom of movement of their citizens, 

and the independence of their sports governing bodies. Equally, it sought to placate 

the governments of Jamaica, Nigeria, and Tanzania which were more staunchly 

against Apartheid, and were willing to take practical action to achieve their aims of 

ostracising South Africa. The most important aspect of the agreement, and perhaps 

the biggest compromise, was that although it called for Commonwealth nations to take 

‘every practical step to discourage contact or competition by their nationals with 

sporting organisations, teams or sportsmen from South Africa’ it was up to each 

member government ‘to determine in accordance with its law the methods by which it 

might best discharge these commitments’.139  

This wording was deliberately vague allowing countries such as the UK, Canada, and 

New Zealand to limit their intervention to dissuasion via letters, statements from 

ministers, and the withholding of sports grants, because these were the only forms of 

action which correlated with their own laws. Indeed, it was HMG’s policy not to reveal 

publicly how they interpreted the statement and thus maximize the flexibility of the 

agreement.140 HMG officials were largely pleased with the outcome of the meeting and 

the wording of the statement. Indeed, Luard, summing up the British position wrote 

that, although the statement ‘went well beyond our present practice’, the fact it was 
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‘somewhat vaguely worded’ would allow HMG to maintain ‘something like our present 

policy’.141  

The  statement emphasises the difficult position which Britain faced. On the one hand, 

it was very important to policymakers that an agreement was reached for the sake of 

Commonwealth unity, and they were willing to make concessions to allow this to 

happen. Conversely, HMG was also reluctant to agree to anything which might mean 

it had to interfere in the individual freedom of its citizens. This was an important 

ideological point of reference in the Cold War for the west, and often a concept used 

to differentiate western countries from the ‘totalitarian’ eastern powers. These 

conflicting issues neatly demonstrate the tightrope HMG walked when engaging in 

cultural contact with South Africa, and the difficulties the increasingly vocal African, 

Asian, and Caribbean leaders created for British policymakers.   

FCO Assistant Under-Secretary John Leahy (who would later be appointed 

ambassador to South Africa) has been more derisive about the Gleneagles 

Agreement’s vagueness. Leahy, who helped draft the statement, wrote in his in his 

2007 memoir that while the agreement ‘contained high-sounding language about the 

unity of purpose of all participants’ it also had ‘some equivocal phrases that left the 

door open to individual member countries to pursue their own line. In plain language it 

was a fudge.’142 Nevertheless, despite having no legal power, the Gleneagles 

Agreement was still a watershed in British policy towards sporting ties with South 

Africa. HMG had committed to discouraging contact with the Republic in all sports until 

full desegregation was implemented. This limited Britain’s previously flexible approach 

of encouraging contact with sports that had made adequate progress towards 
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becoming non-racial, and meant that sport lost much of its use as a form of soft 

diplomacy in UK-South African relations. As the following chapter discusses, while 

HMG’s intervention never went beyond public denunciations and discouragement 

through letters when ‘rebel’ cricketers and rugby players toured the Republic, this was 

a significant difference to the ‘bridge-building’ policy advocated by the previous 

Conservative administrations and the ‘carrot-and-stick’ approach of Labour 

governments. UK-South African sporting ties, more than any other relations examined 

in this thesis, highlight the flawed logic of those advocating continued contact as a 

means of promoting change in South Africa over a policy of ostracism. The sports 

boycott did more to force Pretoria to implement reforms in this area than continued 

contact ever could. 
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Chapter 6: UK Policy Towards Sporting Contact with South 

Africa, 1977-94  

The 1977 Gleneagles Agreement did, in theory, represent a policy shift by HMG to a 

firmer commitment to stop its sportspersons participating with or against their South 

African counterparts until all sports in the Republic were completely desegregated. The 

agreement laid down the position of all Commonwealth heads of government against 

continued sporting contact with South Africa, and called on them to take ‘every practical 

step’ to stop such contact taking place. Nevertheless, the agreement was deliberately 

vague, not legally binding, and it was up to each member government to implement it 

within its own legal framework.  

Both the Labour and Conservative governments were unwilling to invoke stringent 

measures, fearing this would limit the freedom of UK sportspersons or sports bodies. 

Labour Foreign Secretary David Owen, while a keen advocate of measures that would 

bring about Apartheid’s end, was ‘adamantly opposed to dictating how people should 

run their lives’.1 The lack of enthusiasm for tougher action against Pretoria was a 

feature of all the Labour governments over the period in question; although vocal when 

in opposition in their criticism of UK-South Africa links, there was an acceptance that 

once in power the situation was more complex, and South Africa was both 

economically and strategically important to the UK. This stance is reflected in the 

reluctance to deploy economic sanctions against the Republic, and the importance 

with which Pretoria was viewed in bringing the Rhodesia crisis to an end. These 

overriding concerns also impacted the Labour government’s desire to limit cultural ties 
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with South Africa. While Labour ministers did not possess the same ‘bridge-building’ 

philosophy of their Conservative counterparts, they did believe that by re-engaging 

with those South African sports which had attempted to de-segregate, they could 

promote further reforms. Furthermore, Labour ministers that wished to stop UK contact 

between sports such as rugby, which was one of the least integrated in South Africa, 

were well aware that taking such measures would restrict British citizens’ freedom of 

movement, and would have been unpopular with the general public, opening them up 

to criticism from opposition MPs.  

An emphasis on individualism and personal freedom was a hallmark of Thatcher’s 

government. As Eric J. Evans argues, Thatcher was firmly opposed to ‘state 

interference with individual freedom’.2 She argued that HMG did not ‘have the power 

to prevent our sportsmen and women from visiting South Africa or anywhere else. If 

we did, we would no longer be a free country. The Gleneagles Agreement recognised 

that we can only act on persuasion’.3 In addition to this, it is clear that some 

Conservative ministers increasingly treated the views of African, Asian, and Caribbean 

Commonwealth leaders with disdain, prioritising the UK’s economic interests in South 

Africa over cordial relations with these nations. This sentiment was especially true of 

Thatcher herself, who Bernard Porter contends viewed the Commonwealth  

with a mixture of puzzlement and contempt, mainly because of its ethos, which 
must have seemed dangerously social to her (the word ‘common’ in the title will 
have jarred somewhat), and because she could not see any utilitarian point to 
it.4 

 
2 Evans, E. J., Thatcher and Thatcherism, Third Edition, Routledge, Abingdon, 2013, 3.  
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FCO officials warned ministers that HMG’s muted response to frequent violations of 

the Gleneagles Agreement by British sportspersons would negatively impact the UK’s 

relations with its Commonwealth partners, but their advice and recommendations were 

time and again ignored. It is no surprise, therefore, that, as Fieldhouse contends, 

‘throughout the 1980s Britain continued to be a major violator’ of the Gleneagles 

Agreement and sports boycott of South Africa.5 

This did of course lead to criticism both domestically and internationally. As Simon 

Stevens argues there was an ‘explosion of interest in, and campaigning against 

Apartheid in the 1980s’ in Britain due to the uprising in the townships between 1984 

and 1985, and because of the perception that Thatcher’s government was 

‘sympathetic’ to Pretoria.6 This manifested itself in continuous protests outside the 

South African embassy, student sit-ins, and events such as the Free Nelson Mandela 

concerts. Internationally, the UK continued to be criticised from African, Asian, and 

Caribbean countries in the Commonwealth and UN, which culminated in the boycott of 

the 1986 Edinburgh Commonwealth Games by thirty-two nations in response to HMG’s 

lack of action against the 1984 England rugby tour of South Africa, the decision to fast 

track British citizenship for South African runner Zola Budd, and Thatcher’s persistent 

refusal to break broader ties with the Republic.  

Despite these persistent difficulties, the ANC worked closely with HMG in re-

establishing official international cricket and rugby contact as Apartheid drew to a close 

in the early 1990s, although the decision actually brought the liberation movement’s 

leaders into conflict with the AAM, who maintained that the sporting boycott should 

continue until the negotiations with the NP were completed. It demonstrated that, 
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despite the hostility HMG faced for its muted response to violations of the Gleneagles 

Agreement (and its general antipathy towards any action which isolated Pretoria), the 

leading members of the preeminent liberation movement still viewed Britain as an 

important external partner that could contribute to reintegrating South Africa back into 

the international community.  

6.1 Interpreting the Gleneagles Agreement 

Due to the Gleneagles Agreement’s vague wording, and the freedom it enabled for 

each signatory government to decide how to implement it, FCO officials decided that 

they should agree on a working interpretation. In particular, officials wanted to clarify 

whether or not the statement applied to individual sportspersons, and if the final 

paragraph should be interpreted as meaning there should be no sporting contact until 

the entire system of Apartheid was dismantled.7 Nonetheless, after the declaration was 

signed, it became British official policy not to publicly reveal HMG’s interpretation of 

the Gleneagles Agreement, which allowed for the maximum flexibility in its approach 

to sportspersons or teams who maintained contact with South Africa.8 John Leahy 

explained that there was a possible option of introducing a special permit scheme for 

South African sportspersons. However, as the Commonwealth heads of government 

had not called for such rigorous action, Leahy contended that ‘we need not pursue 

work on the special permit scheme for the time being’.9 Clearly British officials had no 

intention of taking the lead on this issue, and would only take action when 

Commonwealth pressure prevailed.  
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The Foreign Secretary, Dr David Owen, wrote to the Prime Minister in July 1977 to 

offer his advice on the possible options open to Britain in light of the Gleneagles 

Agreement.10 Owen set out five forms of action that could be taken: 

a) Amend immigration policy to allow exclusions of South African 
sportspersons;  

b) Withhold sports council funding from any organisation which has contact 
with SA at home or abroad;  

c) Drop distinction between non-racial, multi-racial and segregation and 
taking all steps to avoid sporting contacts with SA; 

d) Drop distinction between team sports and individual games;  

e) Make Gleneagles Agreement available to sports organisation and make 
it clear action will be taken if it is broken.  

 

In regards to the first proposal Owen admitted that HMG was under ‘no obligation’ to 

change its immigration laws to accommodate the Gleneagles Agreement. He did, 

however, contend that, in the face of pressure from certain sections of the 

Commonwealth, ‘we cannot exclude consideration’ of such a course of action. Owen 

argued that because a Springbok rugby side was potentially touring the UK in 1978, 

officials should begin to make plans for how best to respond. Owen even proposed 

that contingency plans should be put in place to potentially stop South African 

sportspersons entering the country. It was hoped that this action would appease the 

more anti-Apartheid minded Commonwealth members, and thus diffuse any potential 

talk of a boycott of the Edmonton Commonwealth Games which were due to take place 

in the same year.  

Owen argued that the second proposal would be effective but was ‘a sledgehammer 

to crack a nut’, and therefore should be kept in reserve to be used if more blatant 
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flouting of the Gleneagles Agreement occurred.11 In terms of the distinction between 

segregated and non-segregated sports, Owen felt that HMG had no choice but to 

abandon its former policy and ‘sever all contacts with representational South African 

teams’.12 In terms of differentiating between individual and team sports Owen believed 

that no action should be taken, despite the potential for Commonwealth criticism, 

because it would be quite easy for individual sportspersons to ‘slip through the net’. 

Owen’s key recommendation was at the lightest end of the spectrum, in which he would 

immediately write to all the sports councils making clear HMG’s commitment to the 

Gleneagles Agreement. Nevertheless, he also contended that officials should be 

instructed to prepare ‘contingency plans for the amendment of the immigration rules in 

case an amendment is required at short notice’. The advice indicates that although 

HMG was committed to the Gleneagles Agreement, ministers were unwilling to take 

more serious action until absolutely necessary for the preservation of Commonwealth 

unity.  

Sports Minister Dennis Howell indicated in a letter to the Central Council of Physical 

Recreation General Secretary on 30 November 1978, the five conditions he felt an 

individual sport in South Africa would have to meet for sporting contact with British 

teams to resume.13 The conditions were:  

(i) the constitution of the governing body and its affiliated clubs must be truly 
non-racial; 

(ii) the development policy of the sport must be non-racial; 

(iii) quality coaching must be available at all levels without regard to race or 
colour; 
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(iv) facilities and opportunities in clubs affiliated to the governing body are 
genuinely non-racial as shown, for example, in bars, toilet facilities and in team 
selection at all levels; 

(v) there is a complete absence of racial discrimination in the arrangements for 
spectators at sporting events. 

 

Howell was forced to announce these five conditions in the Commons on 27 March 

1979, after Conservative MP Henry Channon questioned him on the letter’s content. 

Howell re-iterated that ‘Her Majesty's Government are not prepared to support the 

resumption of sporting links with South Africa until there is convincing evidence that 

these principles are met and enshrined in sport in South Africa, and until such moves 

are fully accepted by the South African government as part of their general policy’.14 

The new Conservative government that came to power in May 1979, emphasised the 

importance of contact with South Africa over ostracism as a means of promoting 

positive changes in the country. Moreover, as Daniel Stedman-Jones contends, 

‘Thatcherism’ as an ideology involved more than just a strict monetarist approach to 

government spending and ‘came to include many other measures that were inspired 

by neoliberal theories’.15 A key emphasis of this political ideology was, as Dieter 

Plehwe argues, the ‘defence of individual liberty’.16 This commitment to personal 

freedom was often used as justification for taking all but the most limited action against 

sportspersons who contravened the Gleneagles Agreement. In fact, many right-wing 

Conservatives had openly criticised the Agreement while in opposition, and were 

particularly aggrieved that it had not been debated in the Commons before HMG had 
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accepted it. Moreover, Thatcher did not have the same affinity towards the 

Commonwealth as her predecessors; as a result, protests from African, Asian, and 

Caribbean heads of government against British apathy towards the Gleneagles 

Agreement, did little to rouse Thatcher to intervene more rigorously.  

In the 1979 election campaign, the Conservative Party’s line on its policy towards 

sporting contact with South Africa was that it believed ‘significant progress’ had been 

made to reform sports in the Republic in recent years. The Party argued that there was 

a danger the reforms process would stagnate if there was not some resumption of 

contact within sports where adequate change had been made.17 This is similar to the 

‘carrot-and-stick’ approach advocated by Labour prior to the Gleneagles Agreement, 

and highlights the similarities between the parties’ policies, but also the differences in 

attitude towards both the Commonwealth and South Africa. The Gleneagles 

Agreement forced Labour to adapt its policies accordingly for the sake of 

Commonwealth unity, but the Conservatives viewed this organisation far less positively 

and were willing to prioritise cordial ties with South Africa. 

The sincerity towards the notion that adequate reform had taken place in South African 

sports needs to be called into question. Douglas Booth argues that by the late-1970s 

the ‘South African government began to refer to mixed sport easing racial conflict and 

assisting social stability’.18 From 1976, mixed representative national sides were 

allowed to wear the Springbok emblem. In 1977, seven black footballers wore national 

colours for a match against Rhodesia, and for the first time there were mixed trials for 

 
17 TNA. FCO13/925, General Election, Sporting Links with South Africa, Questions of Policy, 11 April 
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the national rugby side.19 Still, it should be noted that, despite these apparent changes, 

when challenged on the issue in parliament in October 1979 NP politician A.J. Volk 

admitted that integrated clubs and sports represented less than one per cent of sports 

activities in South Africa, highlighting the hollow, superficial nature of these apparent 

reforms.20  

Despite the Conservative Party’s general antipathy towards the Gleneagles 

Agreement, it did confirm its commitment to it once in office. But it was a begrudging 

acceptance and, as Fieldhouse argues, the Tory ‘attitude to the sports embargo was, 

typically, to do as little as possible’.21 When Sports Minister Hector Monro was asked 

by Labour MP John Townsend if he would advise sporting bodies about HMG policy 

towards contacts with South Africa in light of the proposed organisation of a Barbarians 

rugby tour in 1979, he responded stating: ‘yes, only if the occasion requires me to do 

so in relation to the Commonwealth Statement on sporting links with South Africa’.22 

This answer demonstrates that, while the agreement would be followed in principle, 

the minister responsible for sport was not prepared to go any further than absolutely 

necessary. When various sportspersons did ignore the boycott, the response from 

HMG was usually little more than a strongly worded letter from the Sports Minister. It 

was not an issue Conservative ministers felt passionately about, and they chose the 

most limited course of action in a half-hearted attempt to pay lip service to their 

Commonwealth partners. To these ministers, South Africa was a more important 

partner, primarily because of the high levels of profitable investments the UK had in 
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the country; an attitude underpinned by cultural ties and an affinity of certain sections 

of the Conservative party to their white ‘kith and kin’ in South Africa.  

The issue was highlighted again in a debate over South Africa’s participation at the 

1980 International Wheelchair and Amputee Sports World Games. Tory MP Nicholas 

Budgen criticised HMG for interfering in the ‘freedom of the individual’ by advising 

against South Africa’s participation in the games.23 Monro responded by arguing that 

‘with regard to South Africa, we are bound by the Gleneagles agreement’.24 Once 

again, the Conservative government upheld the agreement, but was clearly less than 

enthusiastic about doing so. Opposition Labour MPs became increasingly vocal in their 

attacks on HMG, as sporting contacts continued, and the government took a laissez 

faire approach to dissuading sports teams and individuals from competing in the 

Republic. Labour MP Roy Hughes even claimed that the Conservative government 

offered tacit support for sporting tours, arguing that ‘merely going through the motions 

of quoting the Gleneagles Agreement is beginning to be regarded as a wink and a nod 

to go ahead’.25 While this was an exaggeration of the situation, HMG did do all but the 

bare minimum to dissuade sportspersons from competing with their South African 

counterparts. As this chapter will go on to discuss, the lack of action is particularly 

striking when compared to Thatcher’s stance on the 1980 Moscow Olympics, when, in 

support of the US’s response to the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, she called on the 

British Olympic Association (BOA) to boycott the games. This example emphasises 

the Conservatives’ scepticism towards the UK’s Commonwealth partners, who were 

 
23 HC Deb 30 January 1980 vol 977 cc1320-1. 
24 Ibid.  
25 HC Deb 6 May 1981 vol 4 cc148-9. 
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frequently ignored when they called for a similarly tough response to continued UK-

South African sporting contact.  

6.2 Barbarians and Lions Tours 1979-80 

While there had been some sporting contacts between Britain and South Africa in the 

later years of the Labour government, these were quite limited. The first major test of 

HMG’s position regarding the agreement came in 1979, when it was announced that 

the South African Barbarians rugby team would tour the UK that October; this was the 

first time since the Gleneagles Agreement was signed that a team that could be 

considered a national side (the Barbarian team was a full Springbok side in all but 

name) would face British opposition.26 SANROC President Dennis Brutus, wrote to 

Thatcher warning that ‘the Supreme Council [for Sport in Africa] will call for the 

exclusion of a British team from the Moscow Olympics if there are continued 

exchanges between British sports bodies and the South African Apartheid sports 

bodies’.27 John Morgan, head of the FCO’s Cultural Relations Department, took this 

threat seriously. He feared that the outcome would be different to the 1976 Montreal 

Games boycott, because unlike Canada, the USSR as hosts would be far more 

concerned with maintaining the goodwill of African nations than that of the UK, and 

while Moscow would not be able to block a British team’s invitation to the games (this 

could only be done by the IOC) it could simply refuse to issue visas to British athletes.28  

HMG’s position was made all the more difficult because both the French and Irish 

governments had intervened to stop the same Barbarian side touring their countries.29 

 
26 TNA, FCO/13/928, Sharland to Gordon Lennox, 28 August 1979. 
27 TNA, FCO/13/930, Brutus to Thatcher, 12 September 1979. 
28 TNA, FCO/13/933, Morgan to FCO Assistant Under-Secretary Gordon-Lennox, 10 December 1979.  
29 TNA, FCO/13/931, Barltop to Gordon-Lennox, 27 September 1979. 
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French Foreign Minister Jean François-Poncet stated that this decision was taken ‘for 

reasons of high national interest and because of the human problems posed by 

Apartheid’,30 while Irish Minister for Foreign Affairs Michael O’Kennedy stated that 

visas would be withheld from the South African players as this was ‘an anti-Apartheid 

government’.31 In contrast, when British officials discussed withdrawing the Rugby 

Union’s sports grant, and imposing restrictions on the entry of the South African 

players, these two courses of action were rejected. Introducing travel restrictions on 

South African sportspersons entering the country was viewed as too ‘extreme’, despite 

similar action being taken by HMG’s counterparts in Dublin and Paris. E. John Sharland 

at the FCO Cultural Relations Department argued that ‘the stronger reaction [of 

refusing the South African players visas] by government would be noted as breaking 

new ground and would set a precedent’.32 Sharland also contended that withholding of 

sports grants would disproportionately affect grassroots rugby and do little to stop tours 

of this kind, which benefitted from profitable sponsorship deals. It was decided that the 

softest form of action would be taken, which meant Sport Minister Hector Monro would 

write to the RFUs to seek the cancellation of the tour.33  

The RFUs argued that the team would be multi-racial, and that great progress had 

been made in de-segregating rugby in South Africa.34 This was a somewhat 

exaggerated point; although there would be some non-European players in the squad, 

rugby remained one of the most segregated sports in the Republic. The Barbarians 

side did include four non-European players, but it was not until 1981 that Errol Tobias 

 
30 ‘Call Off Rugby Tour – Minister’, The Guardian, 2 September 1979.  
31 ‘Ireland to Bar South African Rugby Team by Refusing Visas’, The Guardian, 12 September 1979.  
32 TNA, FCO/13/928, Sharland to Owen, 4 September 1979. 
33 Ibid. 
34 TNA, FCO/13/928, Monro to Hart, Secretary of Rugby Union Committee of Rugby Unions, August 
1979.  
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became the first black rugby player to represent the official South African national 

side.35  

As it became apparent that the RFUs were unwilling to change their stance, some FCO 

officials became more concerned about the wider implications of the tour, and 

demanded that tougher action be taken. British officials discussed the matter with the 

British ambassador in Pretoria and his South African counterpart in London, Dawie de 

Villiers, who was coincidently an ex-Springbok rugby player. It was agreed that an 

approach would be made to the South African Foreign Minister to ask him to apply 

pressure on the South African Rugby Union to cancel the tour.36 While interference by 

Pretoria to this end was unlikely, British officials could publicise their request to 

demonstrate their commitment to the Gleneagles Agreement to black African 

countries. It was a rather desperate move on the part of FCO officials because such a 

request could hardly be considered ‘every practical step’, particularly as other Western 

nations were taking decisive action to refuse visas to South African players. This is 

most likely reflective of the constraints placed on these officials by the Conservative 

government, which time and again took all but the softest action to uphold the 

Gleneagles Agreement. 

Roger Barltrop, head of the FCO’s Commonwealth Coordination Department, 

contended that in light of the negative reactions to the proposed tour from several 

Commonwealth nations, HMG should reconsider withholding the RFU’s sports grant 

funding.37 He argued that the notion that only individual clubs and grassroots rugby 

would suffer was a ‘very material argument’, and there was no reason that the grant 

 
35 Booth, ‘Hitting Apartheid for Six’, 482. 
36 TNA, FCO/13/929, Sharland to Gordon-Lennox, 18 September 1979.  
37 TNA, FCO/13/931, Barltop to Gordon Lennox, 27 September 1979. 
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could not be re-started a few months later. While it was felt this might lead to domestic 

criticism, both from grassroots rugby players and supporters, as well as those that 

argued politics should be kept out of sport, it was nothing compared to the reactions of 

the Commonwealth if HMG was not seen to be implementing the Gleneagles 

Agreement. Barltrop’s arguments fell on deaf ears, and the only course of action taken 

was a statement by Monro condemning the tour, and several letters of discouragement 

to the RFUs, which remained unmoved by these protestations. Despite the FCO’s 

concerns, the seven-match Barbarians tour went ahead in October 1979. This again 

emphasises the difference in attitude between Conservative ministers, who prioritised 

ties with South Africa over good relations with the UK’s Commonwealth partners, and 

the FCO officials who were concerned about how HMG’s actions (or lack thereof) were 

viewed by the broader international community.    

An even greater threat to Britain’s place at the USSR Olympics emerged shortly after 

the Barbarians tour, when rumours began to circulate of a possible British Lions tour 

of South Africa in 1980.38 A tour of this nature was a serious threat to Britain’s own 

place in the international sporting arena. Vladimir Popov, Vice-President of the 

Moscow Olympics Organising Committee, announced in July 1979 that ‘the doors of 

Olympic Moscow will be tightly shut for the advocates of racism and Apartheid… We 

have always denounced any contacts in any sports with teams and countries having 

racist regimes’.39 Unlike the Barbarians UK tour there would be no pretence; this would 

be a match between a side representing the UK and Ireland and a full Springbok team 

representing the Republic.  

 
38 ‘Bailey Bridges to South Africa’, The Guardian, 7 April 1979.  
39 ‘Lions the Big Worry’, The Guardian, 28 July 1979.  
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Moreover, there was also the added complication of the ongoing Lancaster House talks 

on the future of Rhodesia, which began on 10 September 1979. Derek Day, Assistant 

Under-Secretary for Foreign and Commonwealth Affairs (Southern Africa and 

Rhodesia), contended that the talks were at a sensitive stage and it was believed that 

the South African government were in ‘an extremely touchy mood’. For this reason, 

HMG should seek to avoid ‘any provocation if at all possible’.40 As Sue Onslow argues, 

South Africa as the regional hegemon and Salisbury’s closest ally, ‘provided a crucial 

piece of the diplomatic jigsaw in the final resolution of the long running crisis of 

Rhodesian UDI’.41 British officials were keenly aware of Pretoria’s important role in the 

discussions and Day argued that its response to the tour should be delayed by seven 

to ten days.42   

Morgan appreciated the predicament that the ongoing Rhodesian situation caused, but 

asserted that a delayed course of action could hardly be considered ‘every practical 

step’ and that far more could be done to discourage sporting contacts with the 

Republic.43 The FCO seemed particularly concerned because this would be the first 

major tour of South Africa by a sporting side since New Zealand in 1976, which had 

ultimately resulted in 29 countries boycotting the Montreal Olympics. The FCO 

recommended that serious consideration should be given to withholding the Sports 

Council grant from the RFUs, so HMG could justifiably argue in public that they were 

taking every practical step available.44 Despite these demands, HMG again did nothing 

more than write to the RFUs and publicly condemn the tour, highlighting the 

unwillingness of ministers to take the Gleneagles Agreement more seriously, and their 

 
40 TNA, FCO/13/932, Day to Blaker, 21 November 1979.  
41 Onslow, ‘‘‘Noises off’’: South Africa’, 506. 
42 TNA, FCO/13/932, Day to Blaker, 21 November 1979.  
43 TNA, FCO/13/932, Morgan to Gordon-Lennox, 20 November 1979. 
44 TNA, FCO/13/932, Gordon-Lennox to Day, 20 November 1979.  
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refusal to take any action which could impinge on the freedom of British sportspersons 

and sports bodies.   

The British Lions tour of South Africa in 1980 posed the most serious infringement of 

the Gleneagles Agreement to date. Labour MPs who were opposed to the tour argued 

that, in reference to the Montreal Olympics, it could seriously jeopardise Britain’s place 

at the 1980 Moscow Olympics. Monro contended that because rugby was not an 

Olympic sport, and the RFUs were by no means affiliated with the BOA, such a threat 

would not become a reality.45 This was a dangerous line to adopt as the African, 

Caribbean, and Asian countries did not make this distinction, as they sought to isolate 

South Africa from all sports.  

Nevertheless, to Conservative grassroots supporters, and backbenchers, any attempt 

to stop the tour was an infringement of the player’s freedom of movement, and the 

independence of British sports bodies. 61 Tory MPs signed an early day motion 

supporting the proposed visit, and demanded the government to do the same.46 

Nicholas Winterton, a backbench MP and member of the right-wing Monday Club, 

attempted to justify the visit arguing that ‘taking tours of South Africa can educate the 

people of South Africa and speed up the processes that are already taking place in 

that country’.47 Winterton went on to criticise Monro’s hypocrisy for attempting to 

dissuade the RFUs from embarking on the tour of South Africa, but not condemning 

the Olympic Games taking place in ‘one of the most barbaric and totalitarian countries 

 
45 HC Deb 12 Dec 1979 vol 975 cc1277-9. 
46 TNA, FCO/13/932, Needham, Department of the Environment, to Pattison, Private Secretary 
Downing Street, 22 November 1979. 
47 HC Deb 12 Dec 1979 vol 975 cc1277-9. 
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in the world’.48 Another Conservative MP, Toby Jessel, was also critical of HMG for 

‘being involved in the matter at all’ implying that politics had no place in sports.  

The debates surrounding the British Lions tour were complicated further when, on 

Christmas Day 1979, the USSR invaded Afghanistan. The invasion was condemned 

by Western governments including Britain, and, in response, US President Jimmy 

Carter announced that, if the USSR did not withdraw its forces by February 1980, the 

USA would boycott the Moscow Olympics. As a vehement anti-communist and staunch 

proponent of the ‘special relationship’, Thatcher encouraged the BOA to boycott the 

games in support of the US. Nonetheless, as Charles Moore explains, Thatcher also 

made it clear that the government ‘could not forbid athletes to take part if they 

wanted’.49 Unlike its US counterpart, the BOA was independent from government, and 

therefore able to decide if it wished to take part.  

While ministers claimed they approached the Lions tour and Moscow Olympics in the 

same way, officials in the FCO conceded that there were ‘differences in the scale of 

action taken which could lead to embarrassingly critical comparisons’.50 Indeed, 

Thatcher personally intervened in an attempt to persuade the BOA committee and its 

athletes of the merits of a boycott. Yet, by getting personally involved, Thatcher 

generated further criticism from opposition MPs, including Shadow Foreign Secretary 

Peter Shore who accused HMG of having ‘double standards’, and that in comparison 

with the position taken against participation in the Olympics, HMG had made ‘only 

 
48 Ibid. 
49 Moore, C, Margaret Thatcher, The Authorized Biography, Volume One: Not For Turning, Allen Lane, 
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50 Jefferys, K., ‘Britain and the Boycott of the 1980 Olympics’, Sport in History, 32:2, 2012, 288.  
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minimal and ritual noises’ about the Lions tour.51 Left-wing Labour backbencher Roy 

Hughes made an even fiercer attack stating; 

the cynical approach of the government, and of the Prime Minister in 
particular, has been disgusting. We know the duplicity she has displayed 
over the British Lions’ proposed tour of South Africa. Her own Parliamentary 
Private Secretary took in public an entirely different stand from that of her 
Minister with responsibility for sport.52 

 

There is some merit to this claim, as Thatcher and Monro clearly differed on how 

to approach continued sporting ties between UK and South African sides. At a 

cabinet meeting in September 1979 over the Barbarians tour for example, Monro 

argued that the HMG should ‘call the home rugby unions in and speak severely 

to them’.53 Thatcher dismissed this suggestion as she ‘doubted the wisdom of 

seeming to bully the home unions’ and also contended that HGMG ‘had its own 

public opinion to think of’.54 It was clearly felt that the British public did not support 

the sports boycott of South Africa and any steps taken to strengthen it would be 

unpopular.  

Thatcher’s different approach to the Moscow Olympics and the Lions tour did not 

go unnoticed by African, Asian, and Caribbean Commonwealth members which 

Aviston D. Downes argues were ‘incensed’ by her ‘hypocrisy’ and insisted on 

discussing the matter at the Commonwealth Games Federation (CGF) meeting 

in July 1980.55 While it is true that HMG did not take any direct action to stop 

 
51 HC Deb 17 March 1980 vol 981 cc31-168. 
52 Ibid.  
53 TNA, PREM/19/377, Record of a MeetingHeld at 10 downing Street on 4 September at 17.00 Hours 
to Discuss a Proposed Tour by a South African Barbarians Team.  
54 Ibid.  
55 Downes, A., ‘Forging Africa-Caribbean Solidarity Within the Commonwealth? Sport and Diplomacy 
During the Anti-Apartheid Campaign’ in Dichter, H.L. & Johns, A.L. (eds), Diplomatic Games: Sport, 
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either the British athletes going to Moscow, or rugby players going to South 

Africa, by personally intervening in one and not the other, Thatcher had given a 

clear indication of the low priority she gave to upholding the Gleneagles 

Agreement. Furthermore, the decision to become personally involved at the 

behest of the US was in stark contrast with the disinterest Thatcher’s government 

demonstrated time and again to calls by Commonwealth heads of governments 

for more action to be taken to stop British sportspersons competing against South 

African opposition.   

The Lions tour itself took place against the background of increasing political unrest in 

South Africa as thousands of non-European students refused to attend school, meat 

workers went out on strike, and buses were boycotted.56 Indeed, this was only the start 

of the Republic’s difficulties as civil unrest led to the declarations of states of 

emergencies in 1985 and 1986. Right-wing Monday Club member John Carlisle, 

however, refused to condemn the presence of the Lions in South Africa at this time, 

and in fact argued that ‘South Africa’s political opponents are taking every opportunity 

of causing trouble in that part of the world while world attention is focussed upon 

them’.57 Carlisle even made an outrageous attempt to argue that the 1976 Soweto 

Uprising had come about in similar circumstances, arguing that it was deliberately 

timed to coincide with the New Zealand All Blacks tour of the country (ignoring the fact 

that the focus of the protesting schoolchildren was on changes to their curriculum and 

had nothing to do with sport).   

 
56 Kallaway, P., The History of Education Under Apartheid, 1948-1994: The Doors of Learning and 
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Carlisle also cited an unofficial fact-finding mission to South Africa, undertaken by a 

number of prominent Sports Council representatives in 1979.58 The delegation was led 

by Sport Council chairman, retired rugby player, and former president of the RFU, 

Dickie Jeeps, who like Carlisle was sympathetic to Pretoria and viewed intervention in 

sports with disdain. Indeed, Jefferys contends that it was due to Jeeps’s ‘bridge-

building’ stance, and his antipathy towards the Gleneagles Agreement, that led to his 

removal from the Sports Council in 1985.59 While the report had refused to offer any 

concrete recommendations, it concluded that progress had been made towards non-

racial sport in South Africa.  

Basil D’Oliveira, who was also a member of the delegation, stated after the visit that 

‘isolation should continue for just a few more years’.60 However, the report did highlight 

the two contrasting attitudes of non-European South African sports bodies. Some, the 

report argued, wanted to work within the existing system to ultimately desegregate all 

sports, while others took the line that ‘there can be no normal sport in an abnormal 

society’, essentially arguing that South Africa should be excluded from all international 

sports until Apartheid’s end.61 Carlisle claimed that the groups still advocating 

ostracism were backed by the Eastern Bloc, and were undertaking a campaign of 

violence and intimidation against moderate black sportspersons.62 It led Carlisle to 

conclude that their demands went beyond the remit of the Gleneagles Agreement. This 

indicates one of the major issues with the Gleneagles Agreement; it meant different 

things to different people. Indeed, as has been discussed, FCO officials were uneasy 
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59 Jefferys, Sport and Politics in Modern Britain, 191. 
60 Guelke, A., ‘The Politicisation of South African Sport’ in Allison, L. (eds), The Politics of Sport, 
Manchester University Press, Manchester, 1986, 139.  
61 Coghlan, J. & Webb, I. M., Sport and British Politics Since 1960, The Falmer Press, Basingstoke, 
1986, 243.  
62 HC Deb 4 June 1980 vol 985 cc1638-501638. 



Chapter 6: UK Policy Towards Sporting Contact with South Africa, 1977-94 

257 
 

about the wording of the last paragraph which indicated that sporting contact could not 

be renewed until Apartheid’s end, contrasting with the opening paragraph which 

focussed on ending Apartheid in sport. African, Caribbean, and Asian Commonwealth 

countries, and anti-Apartheid activists, could therefore interpret the agreement very 

differently to right-wing Tory MPs like John Carlisle.  

Carlisle also argued that if the boycott continued it would ‘encourage the ultra-Right, 

which is only too ready to return to the old ways’.63 Indeed, this had essentially been 

the Conservative Party’s line prior to coming to office; that South Africa had made 

considerable progress in reforming sports and this had to be rewarded by easing 

sanctions, or the white authorities might revert back to stricter segregation. It was only 

once in office that this view became marginalised and associated with backbench MPs 

such as Carlisle rather than the party as a whole. This indicates that, as with Labour, 

who toned down its anti-Apartheid rhetoric when in power for economic and security 

reasons, the Conservative government had to do the same with its sympathetic 

approach to Pretoria, as a means of avoiding conflict with the more vocal anti-Apartheid 

elements of the Commonwealth, and to limit domestic criticism. In his response to 

Carlisle, Monro emphasised HMG’s commitment to the Gleneagles Agreement but did 

state that ‘when sufficient progress has been made in the present arrangements in 

South Africa for integrated sport, we shall consider revising the agreement’. Monro 

argued ‘that moment has not yet arrived’ and contended that isolation had played an 

important role in promoting reforms in South African sport, and resuming normal 

contact too soon would slow down the pace of change.64  
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In the aftermath of the tour, which went ahead with no incidents, British Ambassador 

John Leahy produced a report about the visit, which perceived the tour to have been a 

great success, and stated that the Lions’ players had ‘been excellent representatives 

of Britain’.65 Leahy appeared sympathetic to Pretoria’s ongoing domestic troubles, 

arguing that the visit had provided ‘a happy distraction’ from the numerous problems 

facing South Africa in the context of student and worker activism, and civil unrest. 

Leahy believed that the visit did ‘some good’ for ‘the British image in South Africa’ while 

HMG’s ‘opposition to the tour was accepted with equanimity as an inevitable fact of 

life’. Essentially Leahy believed that Pretoria understood why HMG had to oppose the 

tour, and sympathised with the tightrope it had to walk with the African, Asian, and 

Caribbean Commonwealth and UN members. Leahy even controversially claimed that 

that ‘we ourselves can perhaps draw some modest satisfaction from the twin facts that 

we opposed the tour and yet the tour took place’.66 This sentiment explains a lot about 

the position of the ambassador in the Republic; while he clearly understood HMG’s 

difficult position, and the need to guard against international condemnation, he still 

wished to see contact between Britain and South Africa in a key cultural realm. It 

implies that any action taken to ostracise South Africa, at least in Leahy’s eyes, was 

far more about placating vocal critics in the Commonwealth and UN, than actually 

bringing about change in the Republic.  

Leahy’s comments caused a stir in the FCO, indicating (once again) a significant gulf 

between policymakers in the metropole, and the ‘man on the spot’ in Pretoria. Ian 

Marsh of the FCO’s Southern Africa Department contended that Leahy’s belief that the 

tour had provided a morale boost for the white South Africans was ‘the strongest 
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evidence I’ve seen for not having sporting contact with South Africa’.67 The very nature 

of the sports boycott, and Gleneagles Agreement, was to bring home to Pretoria that 

its way of conducting sports was not acceptable to the rest of the world and had to be 

stopped; any sporting contact which provided a ‘morale boost’ limited the impact of this 

ostracism. John Macrae, head of the Cultural Relations Department, was more 

sympathetic stating that he could ‘appreciate Mr Leahy’s point’ and that ‘the tour may 

have helped to promote movement of the kind we want to see in South Africa’, but ‘in 

light of wider British interests, this is scarcely sufficient justification’.68 Indeed, the tour 

had brought criticism from the Commonwealth and UN, and had initially put Britain’s 

place in the 1980 Olympics in jeopardy.  

FCO Assistant Under-Secretary Lord Nicholas Gordon-Lennox told Leahy that the very 

fact that the visit had provided ‘a boost for the moral self-confidence of white South 

Africans’ was one of the very ‘reasons why the Supreme Council for Sport in Africa and 

indeed many other organisations and governments remain so adamantly opposed to 

any sporting links with South Africa’.69 In Gordon-Lennox’s view, while some reforms 

had been made in South African sports, the ‘evidence is simply not sufficient’ that 

adequate progress had been made to justify re-starting contact, especially as rugby 

was ‘one of the least integrated sports’. Gordon-Lennox argued that any improvement 

in bilateral relations with South Africa was ‘not much consolation’ for the potential 

impact the tour would have on relations with Britain’s Commonwealth partners, which, 

over the course of the 1980s, became increasingly hostile to Britain’s intransigent 

attitude towards enforcing the Gleneagles Agreement.  

 
67 TNA, FCO/13/999, Marsh to Barder, 17 September 1980.  
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This example again highlights the not insignificant issue of the attitudes of the British 

officials in the Republic and their role in UK-South African soft diplomacy. Leahy was 

clearly enthusiastic about the tour and felt it had a positive effect on the UK’s perception 

in South Africa. Nevertheless, he was largely isolated in his views, and the FCO, and 

the wider international community, took a far dimmer view of such contact. Ultimately, 

Leahy’s letter shows a misunderstanding of broader international relations. He 

believed that HMG’s limited action would be enough to disassociate it from the tour, 

and offset any international condemnation. However, he did not comprehend that other 

countries, particularly African, Asian, and Caribbean Commonwealth members, felt 

HMG could have done far more than write strongly worded letters to the RFUs. In the 

eyes of some officials in the FCO, this hardly constituted ‘every practical step’ and had 

jeopardised Britain’s place in international sport. To many, this would look like the UK 

was trying to ‘have its cake and eat it’. 

6.3 Increased International Pressure  

South Africa’s isolation from international sport was strengthened further in 1980 when 

the UN produced a ‘blacklist’ of international sportspersons who had connections with 

South Africa. The SCSA urged the UN to use their influence to ostracise players who 

appeared on the list.70 Fieldhouse contends that this was a successful means of 

upholding the sports boycott of South Africa as ‘the threat of being included [on the 

blacklist] proved to be quite a deterrent’.71 Unsurprisingly, Carlisle and other right-wing 

Conservative backbenchers reacted angrily to the blacklist describing it as ‘a gross 

infringement of personal liberty’.72 However, HMG made a clear distinction between 
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this approach and the Gleneagles Agreement, refusing to condone a blacklist. This 

was not enough to appease the right of the party; Monday Club member Lord Barnby, 

for example, called on HMG’s representative at the UN to make a ‘vehement 

denunciation of this attempt to stop champions in various kinds of recreation moving 

from one country to another’.73  

Several members of government spoke out against the blacklist. After being attacked 

by Carlisle for a lack of action over the detainment in Nigeria of British tennis player 

John Feaver, who had fell afoul of this new policy, Monro emphasised HMG’s 

opposition to the blacklist policy, and explained that there was a clear distinction 

between that approach and a commitment to the Gleneagles Agreement. Monro 

stated, that because the UK was a free society, HMG was limited to only ‘advice and 

persuasion’.74 In a Lords debate in May 1981, Parliamentary Under-Secretary Lord 

Bellwin stated that HMG viewed a ‘list of this kind’ as unhelpful and argued that they 

‘contribute very little to a problem that everyone is sensitively trying to see improved’.75 

Bellwin emphasised that HMG was ‘unable to accept any proposal which would oblige 

them to place limitations on the freedom of movement of its citizens or interfere with 

individual liberties’.76 Thatcher even went as far as reassuring Carlisle during a private 

meeting on 17 September 1981 that ‘she would certainly resist any attempt to toughen 

… up’ the Gleneagles Agreement and would ensure discussions about the sports 

boycott were kept to an ‘absolute minimum’ at the forthcoming CHGM.77 Matthew P. 
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Llewellyn and Toby C. Rider contend that Thatcher ‘sympathised with Carlisle’s claim 

that Botha’s reforms had worked to ‘‘normalise’’ South African sport’.78 

Reforms, however small, were happening across South African sport. In 1979, for 

example, Minister for Sport F.W. de Klerk granted South Africa’s sports associations 

independence, essentially meaning that the government would no longer intervene in 

their affairs.79 Booth argues that ‘the so-called autonomous sports policy provided 

evidence of the National Party’s changing attitude towards sport’, but this was mainly 

as a way of courting ‘middle-class urban blacks’, and as an attempt at ‘depoliticising 

sport in the hope that the international community would lift its boycott’.80 Indeed, South 

African society as a whole was changing in this period as Pretoria tried to deal with a 

sluggish economy, and attempted to safeguard against black radicalism, particularly 

as the election of a black nationalist government in Zimbabwe in February 1980 meant 

the last ‘buffer’ state between Apartheid and ‘black Africa’ was gone. 

P.W. Botha, Prime Minister from 1978, hoped that moderate social and labour reforms 

would limit the appeal of radical black nationalism and thus allow minority rule to 

continue in the Republic. However, they had the opposite effect, rather than helping 

create a black middle class willing to accept a modest stake in society, they created 

space for these groups to exercise certain freedoms and make clear their 

dissatisfaction with the Apartheid state. Rather than reforming to preserve, Botha 

inadvertently opened the door for greater demands for equality and political 

representation which ultimately led to the downfall of Apartheid.81 As part of these 
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reforms, many aspects of so called ‘petty Apartheid’ were abolished which eased social 

segregation thus allowing for greater integration in sports. For example, Section 71 (1) 

of the Liquor Amendment Act (1981) made it possible for white sports clubs to serve 

alcoholic drinks to black visitors.82 In 1982, the Group Areas Amendment Act allowed 

a person of one racial group to attend a sporting event in an area demarcated for a 

different race.83  

While rugby was one of the least integrated sports, cricket had made significant 

improvements since its expulsion from the International Cricket Council (ICC) in 1970. 

In 1977, for example, a multi-racial governing body, the South African Cricket Union 

(SACU), was formed; a move welcomed by the UK Cricket Council.84 In addition to 

this, the ICC fact-finding commission which visited South Africa in 1979 stated that 

‘cricket had been at the forefront of attempting to achieve conditions wherein games 

can be played on a basis of equality between races’.85 As Williams argues ‘cricket in 

South Africa during the 1970s shows that isolation was more effective than bridge-

building in promoting change within South African cricket’.86 In comparison to the 

attempts to ostracise South Africa from international rugby, which Fieldhouse 

describes as ‘the elusive goal’ for anti-Apartheid campaigners,87  South African cricket 

had been isolated far more successfully, and for far longer. The D’Oliveira affair, and 

cancelled England tour, was followed by a moratorium on tours by the ICC in 1970, 

which stated that ‘South Africa would only be admitted to international cricket when 

 
82 Booth, The Race Game, 133. 
83 Ibid.  
84 Williams, Cricket and Race, 103. 
85 Ibid.  
86 Williams, Cricket and Race, 86. 
87 Fieldhouse, Anti-Apartheid, 101. 



Chapter 6: UK Policy Towards Sporting Contact with South Africa, 1977-94 

264 
 

there was one cricket body and multi-racial cricket’.88 In contrast, South Africa 

continued to be a member of the (international) Rugby Football Board, which Donald 

Macintosh and Michael Hawes correctly point out was ‘dominated by members from 

white nations’.89 Cricket was far more diverse with India and Pakistan important 

members of the international community. The former was the first country to impose a 

trade embargo against South Africa in 1946 in response to the practice of racialism in 

the country, before severing diplomatic links in 1954 at Pretoria’s request.90  

Nevertheless, the UK Cricket Council remained sympathetic to its South African 

counterparts. Williams contends that it was at its behest that the ICC sent its fact-

finding mission to the Republic in 1979.91 It should be noted that India, Pakistan, and 

the West Indies all refused to send representatives, which was perhaps reflected in the 

delegation’s positive perception of South African sports. Fieldhouse argues that the 

delegates were ‘clearly looking for sufficient ‘‘reforms’’ to justify an end to South Africa’s 

cricket isolation’.92 Booth contends that ‘with few exceptions, the individuals and 

committees that investigated South Africa in the 1980s reported favourably on what 

they saw and heard’.93 This was no doubt helped by the ‘unrivalled hospitality’ of South 

African sports associations, which sought to create a positive impression of the 

country, and made sure that delegates remained unaware of the day-to-day realities 

of life for the country’s non-European majority. The Cricket Council continued to lobby 

on South Africa’s behalf at the ICC, arguing that continued isolation might mean ‘those 
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who had laboured to promote multi-racial cricket may lose heart, with the results that 

the situation deteriorates rather than improves’.94 Despite South Africa’s apparent 

reforms, and the efforts of the UK Cricket Council, the ICC rejected the SACU’s 

application for representation in 1980, because it was felt more positive measures were 

needed.95 

In May 1981, FCO officials, and Sports Minister Hector Monro, met representatives of 

the UK Cricket Council. In advance of the meeting, the FCO produced a list of potential 

discussion topics and how officials should handle them. One of the first things 

mentioned was how to handle questions regarding the idea of re-negotiating the 

Gleneagles Agreement.96 While this was vocalised by right-wing Conservative 

backbenchers and grassroots supporters, it was not a policy advocated by those in 

government. While it was argued that it was not the best time to attempt to broach this 

subject with Britain’s Commonwealth partners (the Springbok rugby team was 

preparing to undertake a controversial tour of New Zealand) there was an indication 

that this was something the FCO would consider in the future. It is clear, therefore, that 

if it was not for Commonwealth pressure, British officials would have sought a far more 

liberal policy towards South African sport, more in line with the bridge-building attitudes 

of previous years.  

Donald Carr, the Cricket Council Secretary, did not feel South Africa would be re-

admitted at the July meeting of the ICC. However, he did believe there was potential 

for change in the near future, even if FCO Minister Peter Blaker felt that this ‘would 
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cause great difficulties for HMG’.97 Yet, the proposal tabled by New Zealand, that South 

Africa should be readmitted into the ICC, was seconded by England’s representative. 

As Williams argues, it is clear that even in the 1980s many in English cricket still 

believed ‘bridge-building’ was the ‘most effective method of persuading white South 

Africans to abandon Apartheid’.98 Nevertheless, in the vote that followed, South 

Africa’s application was narrowly rejected by ICC members.99  

Despite the desire of some HMG officials to see the Gleneagles Agreement eased, the 

opposite occurred in 1981. Contact between New Zealand and South Africa on the 

rugby field again played a part in deepening South Africa’s isolation from international 

sports. The Springbok tour of New Zealand came to be known as the ‘barbed wire tour’ 

or ‘New Zealand’s civil war’ due to the violent protests and clashes between anti-

Apartheid activists, counter-demonstrators, and police at several of the matches. This 

was the last time a South African national side participated overseas until after Nelson 

Mandela’s release from prison in 1990.  

Prior to the tour, New Zealand Prime Minister Robert Muldoon unsuccessfully 

attempted to persuade the New Zealand RFU to cancel it, but he refused to intervene 

any further. David Ross Black and John Nauright contend that Muldoon’s ‘stubborn 

stand’ was largely down to ‘domestic political calculations’.100 As Trevor Lawson 

Richards argues, while Wellington was officially ‘opposed to sporting contact with 

South Africa’ ministers made sure they ‘did not do or say anything that could be 

interpreted by the electorate as effective pressure to stop such contacts’.101  Muldoon’s 
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stand on sporting ties with the Springboks had been an important populist policy in his 

election victory in 1975. With an election due to take place in November 1981, he did 

not want to take any action which could alienate an important section of his support.   

There was sympathy for Muldoon amongst Conservative backbenchers and even 

some ministers. Monro argued that ‘Muldoon has amply fulfilled his obligations under 

Gleneagles to discourage the tour’ while Carlisle commended the New Zealand Prime 

Minister for being ‘extremely brave in many of his decisions’.102 In 56 days there were 

200 demonstrations in 28 centres involving 150,000 people.103 Right-wing Tory MPs 

were fiercely critical of the demonstrators; Nicholas Winterton, for example, described 

the protestors as ‘trendy, long-haired layabouts and louts, these trendy extraordinarily 

Marxist-Christian clerics who seem to encourage the breakdown of society as we know 

it for reasons known only to themselves’.104 Such a reaction is indicative of the gulf 

between certain Conservative MPs and the significant public protest against Apartheid.  

Moreover, Winterton’s comments were also at variance with prevailing world opinion. 

The governments of several African, Caribbean, and Asian countries were greatly 

angered by New Zealand’s lack of action over the Springbok tour. When the 

Commonwealth Committee for Southern Africa met on 21 July it was clear that all 

members, with the exception of Britain and New Zealand, wanted the upcoming 

finance ministers’ conference to be moved from Auckland in response to the All Blacks 

violation of the Gleneagles Agreement. The African representatives did not allow their 

New Zealand counterpart to make a statement on the tour, which the British 

representative described as ‘an outrageous line of procedure for the Commonwealth 
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to adopt’ as ‘the right of speech of representatives was inalienable’.105  Nonetheless, 

the British delegate ultimately went ‘along with the consensus in favour of a change of 

venue’ but asked for the Secretary-General’s statement not to be made public as this 

would cause HMG ‘difficulty’ because it believed ‘New Zealand had fulfilled its 

obligations under the Gleneagles Agreement’.106  

The Commonwealth Secretariat moved the finance ministers’ conference to Bermuda 

as a gesture of the disapproval of Wellington’s stance.107 Despite this attempt to 

placate the anti-Apartheid lobby, Edward Seaga and Maurice Bishop, the prime 

ministers of Jamaica and Grenada respectively, raised the issue at the CHGM held in 

Melbourne from 30 September to 7 October 1981.108 According to Macintosh and 

Hawes, these discussions were initially conducted in a ‘non-provocative’ manner, yet 

despite attempts to ‘demonstrate accord’ Wellington’s perceived lack of action led to 

threats from black African member states to boycott the 1982 Commonwealth Games 

in Brisbane.109 

Despite the initial threat, some black African sports officials questioned the use of 

boycotts to force the ostracism of South Africa. While this had been successful in 1976 

and 1978 it had meant the standards of black African athletics had suffered. The SCSA 

and Association of National Olympic Committees for Africa (ANOCA) called for a new 

approach which would isolate South Africa, and those who continued to compete with 

its sportspersons, rather than black African nations.110 Pressure from the African, 
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Asian, and Caribbean states forced an extraordinary general meeting of the CGF in 

London on 5 May 1982.111 The Tanzanian representative called for New Zealand to be 

barred from the Brisbane games. Although the proposal gained little support, the 

tougher stance taken by the Afro-Asian lobby forced concessions from the other 

representatives in the form of a new code of practice which defined a ‘breach of the 

Gleneagles Declaration’, something that was not attempted in the 1977 agreement.112 

The key emphasis of the code was that it was the responsibility of each individual  

Commonwealth Games Association to enforce the Gleneagles Agreement, and, in 

particular, to ensure none of their athletes participated against South Africa, or 

competed in a third country in which South African athletes were present.113 The code 

stated that any national association whose athletes were in breach of the agreement 

faced suspension from the CGF.  

The British representative at the CGF abstained on the vote (alongside New Zealand) 

and the Chairman of the English Commonwealth Games Council, Sir Arthur Gold, 

stated that, while the council would follow the regulations with regards to sports they 

were responsible for, it was unable to impose the code on sports such as cricket and 

rugby that were outside its jurisdiction.114 The new initiative was in contrast with HMG 

policy of seeking to renegotiate the Gleneagles Agreement in the near future; rather 

than easing South Africa’s sporting isolation, the majority of the Commonwealth wished 

to see further restrictions implemented.  
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6.4 Rebel Tours and the 1986 Edinburgh Commonwealth Games  

South Africa’s failure to gain acceptance back into the cricketing community, and the 

increased isolation that followed the New Zealand tour, did not stop sporting contacts, 

and there was success on the part of South African private businesses in luring 

international cricketers to play in the country. The first of the so called ‘rebel tours’ took 

place in March 1982 when a side toured the Republic including current and former 

England internationals Geoff Boycott, Alan Knott, Bob Woolmer, and Graham Gooch. 

Gooch admitted in 1995 that the money on offer was the main attraction as the £60,000 

he was paid for a month’s work was ‘six times as much as I’d get in five years or more 

as a county pro’.115  

In contrast to recent contacts on the rugby pitch, this tour had no official support from 

the cricketing authorities in the UK. Indeed, the Test and County Cricket Board (TCCB), 

fearing some sort of tour would be organised in the near future, warned all professional 

English cricketers in August 1981, that participation in such a visit would jeopardise 

their eligibility for an English side.116 The 1982 rebel tour was organised without the 

knowledge of the TCCB or HMG who both denounced it as soon as it became public. 

Both Neil McFarlane, the new Sports Minister, and the TCCB were fearful of the effect 

the tour could have on international cricket, especially as India had already warned 

that it would not be willing to play against an England team including any of the ‘rebels’ 

during their proposed summer tour.117 The TCCB stood by its threat and banned every 

single participating player from international cricket for three years. Foreign Secretary 
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Lord Peter Carrington argued that this helped defuse the situation and allow cordial 

relations to be maintained with the Indian and Pakistani cricketing authorities.118  

Despite the controversy caused by the 1982 ‘rebel tour’, John Carlisle continued to 

advocate further contacts with South African cricket. In 1983, he called for the MCC to 

undertake a tour of the Republic as a private club. While the MCC had ceased to be 

the governing body of English cricket with the formation of the Cricket Council in 1968, 

its historic significance meant Carlisle’s notion that the club could tour in a private 

capacity was facetious at best. Williams argues that while the MCC lost its place as 

the ‘supreme authority within English cricket’ the ‘symbolic significance of its ground at 

Lord’s’ meant that any tour by the club would have been considered as ‘official approval 

from English cricket for the South African political regime’.119 Unlike previous sporting 

contact with South Africa, Thatcher uncharacteristically intervened to discourage the 

visit.120 Ultimately, the MCC membership voted against a tour, most likely wanting to 

dissociate themselves from the controversy that contacts with South Africa had caused 

the club in the 1960s.  

Rugby continued to be a far bigger violator of the Gleneagles Agreement than any 

other sport; the UK RFUs showed little interest in discouraging ties against South 

African sides. In May 1984, the England Rugby team embarked on what would be the 

last major tour of South Africa by an international side. Conservative backbenchers 

strongly supported the tour; an early day motion in favour of the visit received 108 

signatures.121 In the build up to the RFU’s decision on whether or not to accept the 

invitation, HMG was urged to intervene by opposition MPs, including Dennis Canavan 
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who argued that more action was needed than ‘mere verbal condemnation’ and called 

on HMG to ‘impose a ban on such clear breaches of the Gleneagles Agreement’ as 

they were a threat to ‘the interests of more international sports, particularly the 1986 

Commonwealth games in Edinburgh’.122 The Commonwealth Games was being held 

in Scotland, and several African nations threatened to boycott the event as a result of 

the English RFU’s decision. Indeed, after the English Commonwealth Games Council 

refused to write to the English RFU regarding the tour, the Edinburgh organisers 

approached each of the individual sports represented and warned them that they would 

not be able to compete in the games.123 The individual sports bodies pressured the 

council to write a letter of protest. Although this did nothing to stop the tour taking place, 

it highlighted to the African Commonwealth members that the new code of practice 

was being taken seriously.124  

Coinciding with the controversy surrounding the England Rugby tour was the decision 

by the Home Secretary Leon Brittan to treat 17 year old South African sprinter Zola 

Budd’s application for British citizenship ‘with sympathy’.125 Budd had British ancestry 

through her father and was thus eligible for citizenship; however, once she turned 18 

she would have had to have resided in the UK for five years before claiming citizenship. 

It meant that if Budd was to have any chance of competing in international athletics 

her application would have to be fast tracked. Matthew P. Llewellyn and Toby C. Rider 

contend that the Daily Mail Chief Editor Sir David English played an important role in 

persuading his close friend Brittan to grant the Afrikaner runner citizenship as a ‘ploy 
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to secure unfettered access to Budd and to exploit her story for commercial gain’.126 

Indeed, Brittan pleaded Budd’s case to his ministerial colleagues that ‘it would be 

indefensible to let a bureaucratic delay in processing her case deny her to prove her 

worth’.127  

The incident highlights the sympathetic nature of certain sections of government to 

South African athletes affected by the Republic’s isolation from international sports. 

Llewellyn and Rider argue the Zola Budd affair  

should be read within the context of the Thatcher government’s pursuit of 
“constructive engagement” with South Africa and its concomitant opposition to 
growing international calls for economic sanctions and firmer cultural boycotts 
against the country.128  

 

Conversely, the incident showed diverging views on UK-South African relations within 

HMG as ‘a number of Conservative MPs and high-ranking government officials 

expressed deep reservations about the decision to award Budd citizenship’.129 Indeed, 

John Macrae, head of the FCO’s Cultural Relations Department warned against ‘giving 

in to ‘‘cheque book journalism’’’ while another FCO official advised Assistant Under-

Secretary of State, Lord Nicholas Gordon-Lennox, that HMG could be setting a 

‘potentially embarrassing immigration precedent’.130 

On 23 March 1984, Budd’s father was issued with a British passport by the consulate 

in Johannesburg and the Home Secretary proposed to fast-track Budd’s application for 

citizenship. Foreign Secretary Geoffrey Howe argued that it was ‘quite clearly 
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exceptional’ warning that it had ‘wider implications’ and that presentation would be 

‘particularly important’ especially in the context of the England teams’ rugby tour of 

South Africa and the potential of ‘serious practical implications for the 1986 Edinburgh 

Commonwealth Games’.131 Brittan agreed to delay announcing the outcome of Budd’s 

application until the end of the week, but argued that any further delay ‘would be 

unwise’ and HMG must consider the ‘the effect of the delay on Miss Budd herself’.132  

Fieldhouse describes the decision to grant Budd citizenship as ‘the most blatant 

disregard of the Gleneagles Agreement’.133 There was fierce criticism from anti-

Apartheid activists in the UK, for whom the whole affair epitomised Britain’s ‘racist 

immigration laws’ which favoured white migrants, as well as HMG’s ‘pro-Pretoria 

foreign policy’.134 Budd faced abuse from protestors at several races across the UK. 

There was also protest internationally from ANOCA which condemned the IOC’s 

decision to allow Budd to represent the UK at the 1984 Los Angeles games.135 Budd’s 

performance at the games is remembered more for her clash with US track star Mary 

Decker than the political controversy, and the image of a tearful Decker leaving the 

field as the partisan ‘home’ crowd jeered Budd will live long in Olympic memory.  

The ‘Zola Budd affair’, the 1984 English Rugby tour of South Africa, and HMG’s general 

intransigence towards any form of action that would isolate Pretoria, combined to form 

a serious threat to the Edinburgh Commonwealth Games. The AAM tried to use this 

argument in their dialogue with government officials. Brian Filling, Chairman of the 

Scottish Committee of the AAM, wrote to Malcolm Rifkind, Secretary of State for 
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Scotland, arguing that ‘the Games could still go ahead with all of the Commonwealth 

countries participating if there was some sign of movement from the British government 

in its attitude to Apartheid’.136 A number of African, Asian, and Caribbean countries 

maintained the threat of a boycott. Still HMG was unmoved. On 15 July, only nine days 

before the games began, Rifkind had optimistically stated the games were still on 

course to be the biggest in history and a ‘successful multi-racial’ event.137 In a last ditch 

attempt to save the games both Zola Budd and Annette Cowley, another South African 

born athlete who obtained British citizenship as a means of participating in international 

sport, were banned from taking part. This decision was criticised by several 

Conservative MPs; former Sports Minister Hector Monro contended that this ‘devalued’ 

the games, while Scottish MP Michael Forsyth argued that ‘the vast majority of people 

in Scotland are sick to death of politics intervening in sport’ and was critical of the 

human rights records of several of the African states threatening to boycott.138 

The decision to bar Budd and Cowley was deemed too little, too late by African, Asian, 

and Caribbean states, and the games was boycotted by more than half the eligible 

countries.139 This was highly embarrassing for British sports, and former Sports 

Minister Dennis Howell admitted it was a ‘crushing blow’ to Birmingham’s Olympic bid 

that he was spearheading.140  HMG’s sympathy towards South Africa, and desire to 

use cultural relations as a means of maintaining influence there, had now had a major 

impact on how it was perceived by African, Asian, and Caribbean members of the 

Commonwealth, and damaged British soft power globally. The incident also did little to 

help the Conservative Party’s sliding support in Scotland. Edinburgh’s Labour 
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controlled council attempted to ban Thatcher from attending the games, and, when that 

failed, joined AAM demonstrators outside Meadowbank Stadium when Thatcher visited 

on 1 August.141 Several athletes deliberately avoided Thatcher during this visit, while 

others questioned her on HMG’s policies on boycotts and sanctions.  

South Africa was increasingly isolated in the late-1980s as civil unrest engulfed large 

parts of the country and the international community took a far tougher stance against 

Pretoria. Occasional breaches of the sports boycott were still undertaken by British 

sportspersons tempted by the monetary gain offered by such ventures, but they were 

increasingly rare. In 1989, a World XV Rugby Team, which included several current 

England and Wales internationals, played two matches in the Republic and faced little 

condemnation from the Conservative government.142 In 1990, England cricket captain 

Mike Gatting led the final ‘rebel tour’ to the Republic, but again there was only limited 

protest from HMG. The TCCB, however, banned each member of the touring party for 

three years. In the UK, the tour led to the biggest demonstrations against sporting links 

with South Africa since the Stop the Seventy Tour protests.143 In South Africa the 

matches were marred by protests as the tour coincided with Mandela’s release from 

prison, and the unbanning of all anti-Apartheid political parties, which saw 3000 African 

nationalists demonstrating at the first match in Kimberley, and violent clashes at 

Bloemfontein which led to 90 hospitalisations.144 The violence led to the tour being cut 

short with one ‘test’ and six one-day matches still to play. 
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6.5 HMG and South Africa’s Reintegration into International Sports  

Once the negotiations to end Apartheid began in 1990, one of the first areas of 

reconciliation between the ANC and the South African authorities was in the realm of 

sport. This was encouraged by British officials in the country. In February 1990, 

Ambassador Robin Renwick met Walter Sisulu, one of Mandela’s co-defendants at the 

Rivonia Trial who had recently been released after serving 26 years in prison. Renwick 

told Sisulu, who was now the chairperson of the ANC’s internal wing, that if de Klerk 

did not gain some recognition for the reforms he was making ‘it would be harder for 

him to go further’.145 Renwick suggested that ‘at some point soon’ the ANC should 

‘consider suspending the sports boycott’.  

Renwick continued to encourage the ANC to call for a relaxation of the sports boycott, 

especially after de Klerk told him that he planned to call a referendum of the white 

community to seek support for his policy of formally bringing Apartheid to an end. De 

Klerk contended that a resumption of international sporting contact would, more than 

anything, help persuade the white electorate to vote in favour of ending Apartheid.146 

In April 1991, the non-racial United Cricket Board of South Africa (UCBSA) was formed. 

In the same month, the ANC contacted HMG and requested support for South Africa’s 

re-admission to the ICC.147 Booth contends that ‘after its unbanning, the ANC ceased 

to regard sport as a bargaining chip. Instead, it identified international competition as 

a way to reassure whites about their future lifestyles under a black government’.148 

Under the new governing body, Foreign Secretary Douglas Hurd argued that South 
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Africa cricket now fully complied with the terms of the Gleneagles Agreement.149 The 

British authorities agreed to support South Africa’s re-admission, and it was decided 

that South African teams and individuals should be welcomed back into international 

sport on a case-by-case basis, but only once that sport had come in to line with the 

Gleneagles statement.150 In addition to the political support, the UCBSA was also 

awarded £25,000 from HMG for sports equipment for the townships and rural areas.151  

The move was not popular with anti-Apartheid activists in the UK, exemplified by Peter 

Hain, who had recently been elected as Labour MP for Neath, who argued that 

‘sanctions have been the main pressure for change’ and that easing them now could 

jeopardise the ongoing negotiations between the NP and ANC.152 Fieldhouse contends 

that the AAM felt aggrieved that the ANC ‘seemed keener to consult with the British 

government’ than themselves.153 Robert Hughes, Labour MP, and chairperson of the 

AAM even wrote to ANC General Secretary Alfred Nzo, to warn against easing sports 

sanctions. Hughes argued that it was ‘impossible to overestimate the symbolic 

significance of the sports boycott’.154 Although the AAM was pleased about the growth 

of non-racial sport in the Republic, it was feared that by loosening restrictions too soon 

it could limit international pressure against Apartheid. 

Despite protests by some MPs, the ICC convened in London in July 1991 to discuss 

South Africa’s potential re-admission. At this meeting, it was agreed that owing to the 

formation of the UCBSA, the evidence of a development programme to promote cricket 

in the townships, and the explicit support of the ANC, South Africa would be re-

 
149 HC Deb 12 June 1991 vol 192 c561w. 
150 HC Deb 26 June 1991 vol 193 cc978-9.  
151 HC Deb 23 July 1991 vol 195 cc487-8w. 
152 HC Deb 26 June 1991 vol 193 cc978-9. 
153 Fieldhouse, Anti-Apartheid, 455.  
154 BL, MSS/AAM/1430, Hughes to Nzo, 21 June 1991.  
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admitted into the ICC.155 Furthermore, it was agreed that South Africa would be allowed 

to participate in the 1992 Cricket World Cup. This angered the West Indian 

representative who contended that South Africa’s re-admission was fast-tracked for 

political reasons, while in Pakistan the Muslim News insinuated that this was a plot by 

England to ensure the balance of cricketing power remained in its favour just as India 

and Pakistan were gaining the financial clout, and organisational structure, to 

challenge English and Australian hegemony.156 Adam Licudi, a Caribbean Times sport 

journalist argued that South Africa’s presence at the World Cup could ‘gloss over the 

vices which are still being perpetrated in that society’.157 Indeed, the protracted talks 

between the NP and ANC to end Apartheid broke down several times, with terrorist 

attacks and political assassinations (most notably that of Chris Hani in April 1993) 

continuing throughout the negotiations. Importantly, owing to the near civil war in the 

townships between supporters of the ANC and the Inkatha Freedom Party, Apartheid’s 

final years proved to be its bloodiest.158 Nonetheless, Renwick contends that de Klerk’s 

success in the March 1992 referendum (in which 68.7 percent of the white electorate 

voted in favour of ending Apartheid) was ‘universally recognised to have been helped 

by the fact that a South African cricket team at the time was playing in Australia’.159  

Despite this context, a similar pattern emerged when the South African rugby team 

toured the UK in October 1992. The visit was welcomed by HMG, and the ANC publicly 

confirmed its support for the tour.160 The AAM remained critical, and, in a press release 

in November, described it as a ‘serious error of judgment’ on the part of the English 

 
155 TNA, PREM/19/3568, Chairman ICC to Presidents/Chairpersons of Countries Taking Part in the 
1992 World Cup and the Chairman, ICC Associate Members, 10 October 1991.  
156 Williams, Cricket and Race, 108-9. 
157 Ibid.  
158 See Dubow, Apartheid, 257-61.    
159 Renwick, The End of Apartheid, 165.  
160 HC Deb 28 October 1992 vol 212 cc999-1001. 
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RFU.161 The AAM condemned the all-white make-up of the squad describing it as 

‘testimony to the racist practices over many generations in South African rugby union 

and represents an insult to all those who have struggled for non-racial sport in South 

Africa and internationally’.162  

Despite the AAM’s chagrin, the ANC’s approach to sport proved to be a useful tool in 

the healing process at Apartheid’s end. By calling for a quick reintegration into 

international sports for South African sides after its unbanning, the ANC gave the 

country’s white communities access to something they had been deprived from for so 

long. After its election victory in April 1994 the ANC launched the Reconstruction and 

Development Programme that explicitly linked sports to reconciliation.163 On 25 June 

1995, the day after the Springbok’s World Cup victory, the team paraded through the 

streets of Johannesburg on an open top bus upon which the words ‘one team, one 

country’ were written.  

6.6 Conclusion  

The Labour government’s decision to agree to the Gleneagles Agreement in 1977, 

represented a significant shift in policy towards sporting contact with South Africa. 

HMG would no longer be able to treat sports on a case-by-case basis, make a 

distinction between individual and team sports, or use a ‘carrot-and-stick approach’ 

which allowed contact with sports that were considered sufficiently reformed. The 

Gleneagles Agreement went much further than this, and it could be interpreted as 

calling for a total sporting boycott of South Africa until Apartheid was completely 

 
161 BL, MSS/AAM, 1430, Statement by the Anti-Apartheid Movement on the Tour of England by the 
South African Rugby Football Union, 4 November 1992. 
162 Ibid.   
163 Höglund & Sundberg, ‘Reconciliation Through Sports? The Case of South Africa’, 806.  
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dismantled. HMG’s willingness to make concessions to the more vocal anti-Apartheid 

members of the Commonwealth emphasises how important policymakers viewed this 

issue, fearing that if it was not settled appropriately it could potentially lead to the 

collapse of the entire organisation.  

Despite the posturing of certain sections of the Conservative Party against the 

Gleneagles Agreement while in opposition, once the party returned to power in 1979, 

the new administration confirmed their commitment to it. Yet, in many respects, this 

was simply to pay lip service to Commonwealth critics, despite frequent denunciations, 

and letters of disapproval of sporting contact between the UK and South Africa, the 

Conservative government could hardly be viewed as ‘taking every practical step’ to 

limit such contact. Indeed, Robert Hughes, AAM chairman and Labour MP even 

argued that every time the Conservative Party made such a denunciation, the 

offending sports body could essentially take it as tacit support. While the Labour 

government was also apprehensive about invoking tougher action, Dr David Owen did 

recommend that a contingency plan should be put in place to change the UK’s 

immigration laws at short notice in case of a serious breach of the agreement, showing 

a much clearer commitment to isolating South Africa in this area.  

The Conservative government could have reacted far more strongly to the several 

major breaches of the agreement that happened during their time in office. HMG was 

increasingly isolated in the Commonwealth in its persistent refusal to take all but the 

most limited action to stop such contact, ultimately leading to 32 African, Asian, and 

Caribbean countries boycotting the 1986 Commonwealth Games in Edinburgh. 

Conservative politicians did not wish to limit the freedom of its sportspersons and were 

willing to jeopardise Commonwealth unity rather than take sterner action, highlighting 
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the low priority the Thatcher government placed on relations with other member states. 

FCO officials were far more concerned about relations with the broader international 

community than government ministers, and tried to persuade them to take tougher 

action against South Africa to placate their Commonwealth partners. However, this 

frequently fell on deaf ears. Cordial relations with South Africa were prioritised, most 

likely owing to its economic importance to the UK, but also due to cultural ties between 

these countries, epitomised by the popularity of cricket and rugby amongst the 

Republic’s white communities.  

Despite this, HMG was viewed as an important external partner by the ANC upon its 

unbanning in 1990, and the party (once branded a typical terrorist organisation by 

Thatcher), looked to the Conservative government for help in reintegrating South Africa 

back into international sports, even when its ally, the AAM, continued to advocate a 

sporting boycott. To the ANC, this was an important means by which to reach out to 

the country’s white community, and after Apartheid’s end, sport was used as a means 

of unifying South African society. 
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Conclusion  

Britain’s place in the world changed significantly in the period 1960 to 1994. The once 

vast empire accepted a much-reduced role in international affairs based on a position 

as a junior partner in the ‘special relationship’ with the United States, and as a member 

of the EEC. Nonetheless, despite a retreat from many parts of the globe, both 

Conservative and Labour governments consistently placed South Africa as an 

important part of wider strategic and economic interests. Utilising a broad range of 

sources in both the UK and South Africa, this thesis has demonstrated that the 

continuation of cultural relations was viewed as an important facet in maintaining, and 

even strengthening, UK-South African ties in this period. 

This thesis demonstrates that, despite the turn to Europe, British policymakers did not 

necessarily abandon any hope of maintaining influence over their former colonies in 

Africa. In certain territories, where British interests were considerable, attempts were 

made to maintain a degree of influence to safeguard investments, important trade 

relations, or military links. This was true of South Africa, which throughout the period 

in question held a special place in the minds of policymakers and politicians on both 

sides of the political spectrum.1 This is reflected in British policy towards cultural 

relations with the country in the period 1960-94.  

 
1 The same could also be said of Kenya, which maintained a ‘special relationship’ with Britain in the 
years after independence. See Cullen, P., Britain and Kenya After Independence: Beyond Neo-
colonialism, Palgrave Macmillan, Basingstoke, 2017; Cullen, ‘‘‘Playing Cold War Politics’’: The Cold 
War in Anglo-Kenyan Relations in the 1960s', Cold War History, 18:1, 2018, 37-54; Cullen, 'Operation 
Binnacle: British Plans for Military Intervention Against a 1965 Coup in Kenya', The International 
History Review 39:5, 2017, 791-809; Cullen, 'Funeral Planning: British Involvement in the Funeral of 
President Jomo Kenyatta’, Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History 44:3, 2016, 513-32.  
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However, as this thesis has shown, maintaining close links with the Apartheid state 

was often controversial. Domestic pressure groups, as well as African, Asian, and 

Caribbean members of the Commonwealth and UN, condemned the UK for its 

continued association with South Africa. Cultural relations often drew more direct 

criticism than economic or strategic links due to their more public nature. Moreover, 

the relative economic weakness, and limited international influence, of countries such 

as Zambia, Tanzania and Jamaica, led them to focus on united efforts which utilised 

the threat of boycotts and blacklists to ostracise South Africa. This made it increasingly 

difficult for HMG to promote performing arts tours, or sporting contact as part of its 

policy towards South Africa.  

British officials have in fact had a great deal more success utilising this form of contact 

in the years after Apartheid’s end. Peter Longworth, who served as the British Consul-

General and Director of UK Trade Promotion and Investment for South Africa from 

1994 to 1998, recounted his experiences in this area in a BDOHP interview in 2006. 

Longworth discussed visits by a number of prominent British figures including the 

Queen, Prince Charles, Chancellor of Exchequer Ken Clarke, Speaker of the House 

Betty Boothroyd and Richard Branson. However, Longworth explained that his 

‘favourite visitors were the Spice Girls whom we got to sing at a charity concert at the 

time of Prince Charles’s visit’ in May 1997.2 He was particularly pleased with ‘the great 

shot of the girls kissing the great hero and Nobel Laureate [Mandela] while the Prince 

of Wales looked bemusedly on’.3 

 
2 BDOHP, Interview with Peter Longworth, 18 January 2006, 41-2, Available at 
https://www.chu.cam.ac.uk/media/uploads/files/Longworth.pdf [Accessed 10 December 2019].   
3 Ibid.  



Conclusion 

285 
 

Cultural relations and cultural diplomacy did play an important part in British efforts to 

maintain influence in the Republic. Contrary to the cultural and sporting boycotts, 

attempts by the AAM and other groups to ostracise South Africa academically were 

less successful. In the 1960s and 1970s many British academics were happy to work 

in the Republic and felt that they were contributing to liberal elements in South African 

society. Even when South Africa’s international isolation was strengthened in the 

1980s, as the Apartheid state increasingly resorted to violence to maintain order, 

academic and educational contact with the UK continued. In fact, in this period British 

efforts were increased exponentially, and focussed almost entirely on black South 

Africans who it was felt would take up key positions after Apartheid’s end. While the 

AAM continued to criticise HMG for providing academic scholarships to South Africa, 

this position was greatly weakened by ANC members’ willingness to take advantage 

of these forms of educational support.4 Furthermore, African, Asian and Caribbean 

Commonwealth members, who were critical of the UK’s unwillingness to invoke 

economic sanctions against Pretoria, did see some merit in these more ‘positive 

measures’.5 This period also coincided with a fall in the scholarships available from the 

US, as private companies, the main providers of such awards, moved out of the country 

after the Comprehensive Anti-Apartheid Act (1986). This made scholarships on offer 

from the UK all the more important and reduced international competition in the supply 

of educational awards.    

It can therefore be concluded that educational cooperation was the most successful 

aspect of Britain’s cultural relations with South Africa in this period. This is perhaps 

unsurprising. In fact, this was the only aspect of UK-South African relations examined 

 
4 Fieldhouse, Anti-Apartheid, 111. 
5 TNA, FCO/105/2353, Prendergast to Dougal, High Commission, New Zealand, 3 December 1986. 
Reproduced in Salmon & Jewitt, The Unwinding of Apartheid, 29-31.  
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in this thesis which could truly be considered more formal cultural diplomacy, as HMG 

had a significant degree of control over how it was orchestrated. In contrast, control 

over sport was largely devolved to the relevant sports bodies, while Equity or the 

Musicians Union had much greater influence on their members than HMG, meaning 

officials were often reacting to events rather than directing them. 

HMG continued to offer educational assistance to South Africa after the ANC’s election 

victory in April 1994. The Republic was welcomed back into the Commonwealth 

Scholarship and Fellowship Scheme upon re-joining the organisation in 1994. One of 

the first scholars to undertake study in the UK on this scheme after the Republic’s re-

admission was Saleem Badat, who undertook a PhD in Sociology at the University of 

York. Badat, a South African of Indian descent, had been detained three times during 

the 1980s for his involvement in anti-Apartheid student activism. In 2008 Badat stated 

that: 

I think that my experience in the UK had a profound effect on me. My values 
have been profoundly shaped by actual experiences. My profound commitment 
to being against xenophobia and committed to the valued [sic] of respect for 
gender and race and sexual orientation were shaped in the UK…in that mush 
[sic] more diverse society than South Africa was. Those things profoundly 
shaped who I became. I can’t be sure that if I did not have that time…it was a 
great cultural exposure and immersion.6 

 

Shortly after returning to the Republic, Badat became the first Chief Executive Officer 

of the Council of Higher Education, which advises the South African Minister of 

Education on Higher Education policy issues. In 2006, he became the first non-

European vice-chancellor of Rhodes University. The positive words Badat spoke about 

 
6 Harrison-Train, C., South Africa: The Commonwealth Scholarship and Fellowship Plan, Von Hügel 
Institute, St Edmund’s College, Cambridge, 2009, 41, Available at https://www.vhi.st-
edmunds.cam.ac.uk/research/past-research/Commonwealth/South%20Africa [Accessed 11 June 
2018]. 
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his time in the UK, and his subsequent rise to influential roles within South Africa’s 

education system, are clear indications of the success of HMG’s educational 

engagement with the country, and the policy of targeting the ‘successor generation’ in 

the 1980s and early 1990s.  

HMG also continued to support technical education and training in South Africa after 

the fall of Apartheid. In 1995, on a visit to the country, Minister for Overseas 

Development and Africa, Baroness Chalker, announced a further contribution of over 

£2 million to the Tertiary Education Fund of South Africa which would provide bursaries 

and loans for 1200 students from traditionally disadvantaged communities to study in 

the fields of science, education, engineering, and medicine.7 This policy was continued 

by the ‘New Labour’ government which in 1999 spent £5 million on educational support 

to South Africa.8 In recent years UK bilateral aid has been withdrawn from South Africa 

due to austerity measures and accusations of corruption and inefficiency on the part 

of the South African authorities, but there are still a wide variety of scholarships open 

to students to study in the UK, with the British Council maintaining a strong presence 

in the country. Indeed, just prior to leaving her role as High Commissioner in March 

2017 Dame Judith Macgregor stated that education had been the: 

big area we’ve worked through so that we have a programme where all teachers 
of English in South Africa will have gone through some special training 
organised by the British Council, with new materials to assist English language 
teaching, but also all language teaching in South Africa. I’m fascinated and 
delighted that by the fact that we’ve managed to really boost the number of 
scholars and lots of other educational contacts.9   

 

 
7 HL Deb, 15 February 1995, vol 561 cc713-51. 
8 HL Deb, 9 June 1999, vol 601 cc1426-8. 
9 UK and South Africa Relations Post Brexit, SABC Morning Live, 12 March 2017, Available at 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vbfQVGeWUcA [Accessed 21 December 2018].  
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It is perhaps unsurprising that educational contact was the most successful form of 

Britain’s cultural diplomacy in South Africa in the period in question. Anthony Parsons 

(a former diplomat who also sat on the British Council’s board from 1982-86) argues 

that Britain has been historically antagonistic towards the very notion of culture, and 

this has affected HMG’s ability to implement cultural diplomacy into its foreign policy.10 

In the case of South Africa, it is clear that some officials in London did not see the merit 

in promoting theatre, art, and other ‘cultural manifestations’ as a means of 

safeguarding British interests in the country. However, supporting educational 

engagement with South Africa was seen as an important way of maintaining influence. 

This is most neatly demonstrated in the debates regarding Britain’s potential 

contribution to the 1970 Grahamstown Festival which celebrated the one hundred and 

fiftieth anniversary of the first wave of British settlers arriving in the country. Despite 

calls from officials in Pretoria for either a British Shakespeare or ballet company to 

perform in the Republic, officials in the UK were less enthusiastic, and argued that any 

additional funds should be invested in increasing educational contact with the country. 

This is most likely because contact in this area was more tangible, particularly if those 

who undertook academic scholarships in the UK went on to take up influential positions 

in South Africa later in their career. In contrast, it is hard to measure the impact of an 

art exhibition or theatre tour; the audience may have enjoyed the performance, but it 

is impossible to assess if this would have affected their perception of the UK. Clearly, 

some officials were aware of this, and in the context of restricted government spending, 

they felt that supporting educational contact was a more worthwhile investment.  

 
10 Parsons, A, ‘‘‘Vultures and Philistines’’: British Attitudes to Culture and Cultural Diplomacy’, 
International Affairs, 61:1, 1984, 1-8.     
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In terms of sport, Britain has also maintained a degree of ‘soft power’ in South Africa 

in the post-Apartheid era. Yet, this is less to do with the efforts of HMG than it is to do 

with the global brand that is the English Premier League (EPL). As Jacob Udo-Udo 

Jacob contends, due to the quality of football on display, generally good behaviour of 

fans and impressive stadiums, the EPL is ‘Britain’s most valuable soft power asset’.11 

Nevertheless, UK-South African football contact was limited during the period being 

examined as the multi-racial nature of the world’s elite footballing nations’ meant FIFA 

was forced to take a tougher stance against South Africa. 

Despite the lack of contact during the period 1960-94, today the EPL is one of the most 

popular foreign sports leagues in the country. Grant Farred, a South African-born 

academic discusses in his ‘autobiographical’ article, his own ‘long distance love’ affair 

with Liverpool Football Club while growing up under Apartheid.12 Several prominent 

South African players have graced the EPL while the country is often a pre-season 

destination for English sides hoping to sharpen their skills for the new season with 

matches scheduled against the Orlando Pirates and Kaizer Chiefs. There is also a 

valuable commercial aspect to any pre-season tour with the hope of gaining new fans, 

local sponsorship, and TV deals. HMG’s limited role in promoting English football in 

South Africa, and its subsequent rise in popularity, does much to support the view that, 

at times, soft power is best left to form naturally. The power of attraction generated by 

the EPL is far greater than anything the British Council or FCO Cultural Relations 

department could ever have hoped to muster. 

 
11 Jacob Udo-Udo Jacob, ‘Cultural Approaches to Soft Power’ in Chitty, N., Ji, L., Rawnsley, G.D. & 
Hayden, C. (eds), The Routledge Handbook of Soft Power, Routledge, Oxon, 2017, 142. 
12 Farred, G., ‘Long Distance Love: Growing Up a Liverpool Football Club Fan’, Journal of Sport and 
Social Issues, 26:1, 2002, 6-24.  



Conclusion 

290 
 

Importantly, this thesis also highlights how the notion of ‘men on the spot’, enthusiastic 

diplomats with different attitudes than their colleagues in London, was still a significant 

factor in UK foreign policy. Discussions regarding the influence of the role of these 

individuals in policymaking has largely been confined to scholarship on Britain’s 

imperial expansion. John Galbraith first coined this term in 1960 when attempting to 

explain how the British Empire continued to grow in the early 1800s despite ‘the stated 

policy of non-expansion’ by officials in London.13 For Galbraith, this was largely due to 

‘the pull exerted by "turbulent frontiers" adjacent to the area of Imperial authority and 

in the wide powers exercised by Imperial viceroys in an era of primitive 

communication’.14 Ronald Hyam goes further in contending that ‘the “man on the spot” 

came to feel himself less a subordinate in a great empire than a ruler of an empire of 

his own’.15  

In the case of British ambassadors in South Africa in the latter half of the twentieth 

century, the motivations and actions of these individuals was slightly different. These 

officials frequently played down the racialist policies of their host nation, and were 

taken in by the thin veil of reform in areas such as sport, that Pretoria used in an attempt 

to combat its international isolation. In many respects, they could be accused of ‘going 

native’, falling into line with the character and attitudes of their host nation. By the 

1950s, British ministers were aware of the potential of such a phenomenon occurring. 

Indeed, Saul Kelly argues that in the run up to the Suez Crisis Anthony Eden 

 
13 Galbraith, J., ‘The ‘‘Turbulent Frontier’’ as a Factor in British Imperialism’, Comparative Studies in 
Society and History, 2:2, 1960, 151.  
14 Ibid.  
15 Hyam, R., Britain’s Imperial Century, 1815-1914: A Study of Expansion, Second Edition, Macmillan, 
Basingstoke, 1993, 2.  
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discounted the views of the British Ambassador in Washington, Sir Roger Makins, that 

intervention in Egypt would threaten UK-US relations, as he had ‘gone native’.16  

The views of ambassadors and other representatives in South Africa with regards to 

cultural relations, were treated with much greater respect, particularly in the early 

1960s, when it appears they had significant influence over British policy towards the 

Republic. The British Council’s presence in the country was maintained despite the 

disproportionate nature of the scholarships it awarded to white South Africans, due 

largely to testimony from UK officials in the country, most notably Ambassador John 

Maud and Cultural Advisor Raymond Butlin. Nevertheless, over time officials in London 

realised that these individuals were, to an extent, sympathetic to their host country, 

and cultural engagement had to be placed in a much broader context, which took into 

account Britain’s relations with the newly independent nations of the developing world 

who were fiercely against the continuation of white minority rule in southern Africa. As 

Patrick Salmon and Martin Jewitt demonstrate, by the mid-1980s, in more general 

terms of UK-South African relations, London grew tired of the embassy’s reluctance to 

put pressure on Pretoria to initiate reform. In July 1987, for example, Foreign Secretary 

Geoffrey Howe dismissed the ‘negative and detached’ views of Ambassador Sir Patrick 

Moberly, who argued that the embassy’s influence was ‘no more than marginal’.17 Both 

Howe and Thatcher grew irritated by Moberly’s lack of action and he was replaced with 

Robin Renwick, who, according to Barber ‘greatly enhanced British influence in the 

Republic, not only with the government but with all sections of the community, including 

the black parties’.18 

 
16 Kelly, S., ‘Roger Makins, 1953-56’, in Hopkins, M.F., Kelly, S. & Young, J.W. (eds), The Washington 
Embassy: British Ambassadors to the United States, Palgrave Macmillan, Basingstoke, 2009, 104.   
17 Salmon & Jewitt, The Unwinding of Apartheid, xvii.  
18 Barber, ‘Britain, South Africa and the Fall of Margaret Thatcher’, 2-3.  
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Finally, HMG’s response to criticism of their continued cultural relations with South 

Africa shines new light on the country’s importance to the UK in a period of relative 

decline. Generally, while at times viewed as an inconvenience, domestic criticism from 

anti-Apartheid groups did not have a major effect on British policy towards South Africa. 

It was only really in a practical sense that the actors’ and musicians’ unions’ cultural 

boycott, or the protests by the likes of the STST group, made continued cultural contact 

between the two countries difficult. Yet, this did little to stop some British sportspersons 

competing in South Africa, or musicians and other artists performing in the country. 

Initially, the same could also be said of criticism from African, Asian, and Caribbean 

nations who frequently called on Britain, as the biggest investor in South Africa, and 

for much of the period examined its largest trading partner, to implement economic 

sanctions against Pretoria.  

Nevertheless, increasingly, in the cultural sphere, and in particularly in relation to 

sports, these countries were able to utilise the threat of boycotts to moderate HMG’s 

policies and increase South Africa’s international isolation.19 This was particularly true 

when they worked through international organisations such as the Commonwealth or 

UN, both of which adopted a tough anti-Apartheid stance which grew stronger as the 

white minority’s grip on power in South Africa began to be consistently challenged by 

student and worker activists in the 1970s and 1980s, and Pretoria resorted to ever 

more violent measures in a desperate bid to maintain control. This led to the 1977 

Gleneagles Agreement, but also to action that targeted individual sportspersons and 

performing artists through the use of ‘blacklisting’, whereby individuals who ignored the 

boycott would be unable to ply their trade in countries committed to the fight against 

 
19 See Downes, ‘Forging Africa-Caribbean Solidarity’.   
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Apartheid. The Commonwealth’s commitment to the boycott was also tightened in 

1982, when, in the aftermath of the Springbok rugby tour of New Zealand, a new code 

of practice was implemented which demanded each individual Commonwealth Games 

Association took action to enforce the Gleneagles Agreement amongst the 

sportspersons it was responsible for.  

That said, there was only so far Britain was willing to go, and, particularly under 

Thatcher, HMG’s persistent refusal to implement tougher sanctions brought them into 

conflict with the Commonwealth. This was true of both economic and cultural 

sanctions, as the Conservative government frequently did little to uphold the 

Gleneagles Agreement when British sports teams, particularly rugby sides, ignored the 

boycott and competed in South Africa. Britain was also willing to come into conflict with 

its partners in the EEC over its refusal to implement both economic and cultural 

sanctions against Pretoria, emphasising that South Africa still had a special place in 

the minds of many government ministers. Time and again, the FCO warned Thatcher 

and her ministers that this sympathetic attitude, and in particular the unwillingness to 

utilise all but the softest measures to uphold the Gleneagles Agreement, posed a threat 

to Britain’s wider interests in other African, Asian, and Caribbean states. These 

warnings, however, were repeatedly ignored, emphasising the limited value Thatcher 

and her ministers placed on Commonwealth unity in their policies towards South Africa.  

While a ‘wind of change’ did blow through Africa in the 1960s, in the same way that 

UK-South African economic ties remained unchanged by the latter’s exit from the 

Commonwealth, cultural relations were similarly unaffected. It was only in the 1970s 

that significant pressure from the Commonwealth led to a reduction in sporting contact, 

and, in the aftermath of the Soweto Uprising, and the murder of Steve Biko, that cultural 
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relations were re-aligned to focus on influential members of the country’s black 

community over the white minority. Even after this shift in policy, contact was still 

favoured over ostracism by both the Labour and Conservative administrations, which 

continued to value cultural relations as another layer of contact with a country viewed 

as historically important to Britain’s wider interests and place in the world.  

British cultural and economic engagement continued in South Africa after Apartheid’s 

end, and the UK was an important external ally which helped bring South Africa back 

into the international community. More recently, in the context of Britain’s upcoming 

exit from the European Union, South Africa has been identified as a key emerging 

market and future partner in developing closer relations with the African continent as a 

whole.20 As this thesis has shown, this is not such a great departure. Despite closer 

integration with Europe, and the special relationship with the US, HMG wished to 

maintain links with former colonies where its interests remained strong even after 

independence or, in South Africa’s case, its exit from the Commonwealth. Cultural 

relations, and cultural diplomacy, were an important, and until now, unexplored facet 

in HMG’s efforts to achieve this. With the promise of increased investment during her 

visit to South Africa, Kenya and Nigeria in August 2018, Theresa May’s ‘dancefloor 

diplomacy’ demonstrates that certain parts of Africa still have a special place in the 

minds of much of the UK’s political elite.21

 
20 May, T., Cape Town, 28 August 2018, Available at https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/pms-
speech-in-cape-town-28-august-2018 [Accessed 10 December 2018]. 
21 ‘Dancefloor Diplomacy: Theresa May Dances with School Kids in Cape Town’, Irish Times, 28 
August 2018, Available at https://www.irishtimes.com/news/offbeat/dancefloor-diplomacy-theresa-
may-dances-with-school-kids-in-cape-town-1.3610094 [Accessed 15 December 2018]. 
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Appendix  

Appendix A: Map of South Africa, 1986. Reproduced courtesy of the University 

of Texas Libraries, The University of Texas at Austin. Available 

at  https://legacy.lib.utexas.edu/maps/africa/south_african_homelands.gif 

[Accessed 16 April 2019]. 
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