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    PREFACE


    Before attempting a biographical study, an author has to ask why he or she is prepared to devote a great deal of time and energy to recording and interpreting another individual’s life. In this case, the answer is simply that the subject is so intriguing that it could not be resisted.


    It is helpful to take a cue from Voltaire, who distanced himself from the cult of heroes but was convinced that ‘through great souls we can gain access to the surprises of history, that is, those unexpected occurrences that are so essential to the broad picture when the “verosimile doesn’t always occur”’.1 Closer to home, one of South Africa’s foremost historians, Charles van Onselen, has also grappled with the larger issues of biographical writing. Two questions intrigue him: ‘[T]o what extent does the subject act on history, and to what extent is history acting on the subject? It’s where those questions intersect that you have authentic, deeply cognitive interactions. For me, the really magical moments in history come when you are dealing with the creative tensions that arise from ambiguity, contradiction or irony.’2


    Anomalies of this kind certainly loom large in the life of Frederik van Zyl Slabbert. He came from an Afrikaans background, but unlike many of his peers at school did not have a stable home environment. In the 1960s he attended Stellenbosch University, which, as the alma mater of numerous cabinet ministers and premiers, was considered the breeding ground of National Party politicians. Although dubbed an Afrikaner golden boy with excellent prospects, at the height of apartheid he followed a different route into the predominantly English-speaking liberal Progressive Party to become a Member of Parliament (MP) in 1974. Highly regarded as an MP, in 1979 he was ‘crowned’ leader of the reconstituted Progressive Federal Party (PFP), the official parliamentary opposition, and attempted to give direction to the party during a time of unprecedented political turbulence in South Africa. His role during this period, and the kinds of compromises he had to make, underlined the complex forces that buffeted the country unrelentingly and largely shaped the political landscape. But, in 1986, in a move that surprised many people, he resigned from Parliament, giving rise to a media frenzy. Slabbert’s subsequent meeting, along with a number of Afrikaner notables (many of them regarded as left-leaning), with the banned African National Congress (ANC) in Dakar in 1987 kept him in the media spotlight. He seemed to attract more attention as a kind of ‘rogue’ politician than when he had been a regular in Parliament. Yet, after the seismic political changes of the 1990s, many of which he had ardently fought for, he was generally perceived, somewhat misleadingly, to have disappeared from the political scene.


    The connection between politics and individual character traits is a vexed one. Hans Renders, the Dutch expert on the writing of biography, goes as far as to claim that ‘the biographer has to make it clear that a person’s private background has influenced his public achievements. If he fails to do that, he might as well not have written the biography.’3 This injunction may be harder to observe than it first appears. However, in certain respects it has been argued that Slabbert’s personal background and attributes fed into his politics. He was a man on a mission; politics happened to be the terrain he chose to express broader concerns. This was particularly so in explaining his proselytising zeal and charismatic appeal. Otherwise, one must be mindful that the dynamics of politics at times can override personal qualities.


    The research for this book was aided by a number of relevant secondary sources, which included illuminating biographical essays by academics and others who knew him, as well as by informative academic theses on aspects of his party-political life. Besides these, the narrative is underpinned by Slabbert’s own publications – he was quite a prolific author and commentator – and the valuable Slabbert Papers at Stellenbosch University, as well as some other collections there and elsewhere, a mountain of newspaper reports and a number of oral interviews. Unfortunately Slabbert did not keep a personal diary – as politicians are often inclined to do.


    For the historian, sources are crucial, but one does not have to be a postmodernist to realise that they cannot provide all the answers. The innermost, elusive and often unspoken dimensions of a life can only rarely be fully captured. At times, the best one can hope for is to highlight certain trends. This is also the case with Slabbert, whose life in some respects was more enigmatic than that of many of his political and other contemporaries.
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    FROM PILLAR TO POST TO PROFESSOR


    Childhood challenges


    ‘I could not prevent my parents from engaging in an indiscriminate night of passion on the southern tip of Africa which resulted in my birth.’1 Thus reflected Frederik van Zyl Slabbert in 1997 on his birth and that of his twin sister, Marcia, on 2 March 1940 in Pretoria. His parents were Petrus Johannes Slabbert from Pietersburg (today Polokwane) and Pretoria, and Barbara Thyssen, originally from Carolina in what was the Eastern Transvaal (today Mpumalanga). They were not married and, Frederik suspected, were likely inebriated when the twins were conceived after a party. What he regarded as the randomness of his birth fascinated him throughout his life as he tried to come to grips with the idea that he happened to be the product of such an arbitrary moment.2


    His paternal grandfather, also Frederik van Zyl, insisted that Petrus marry Barbara. According to contemporary norms, it was the ‘right thing’ to do, and Slabbert’s grandfather, an influential lawyer and farmer, as well as a three-term mayor of Pietersburg, would not have it any other way.3 The marriage, however, was of short duration and rapidly disintegrated. On 26 February 1940, barely a week before the birth of his children, Petrus Slabbert, aged 22, enlisted in the Union Defence Force to participate in the Second World War.4 His children were left in the care of their 19-year-old mother, who was occasionally given to drink.5 Petrus was at odds with what he regarded as an unyielding and overbearing household, and soon after school ‘he rushed into a blind rebellion and sowed his wild oats with a vengeance’.6 Disappearing into the army seems to have been one of those acts; escaping paternal and domestic obligations by enlisting was a familiar pattern for many recruits.7


    He served part of the war in East Africa. Warfare in this difficult terrain called for substantial numbers of technical, administrative and other support personnel, and relatively few men were deployed as frontline combatants. Slabbert was employed as a storeman for a while, and returned to South Africa in a similar capacity. His personnel record reflects that his conduct was generally regarded as satisfactory, yet there were also some hiccups. He was found guilty of appropriating military transport for his personal use, and of trying to cover it up by turning back the mileage. On another occasion, he was involved in a pub brawl with civilians in Gordon’s Bay. He was above average in height (6 feet 2 inches, or 188 centimetres) – his son took after him – and probably quite a formidable opponent. For these transgressions, he was fined and demoted in rank.8


    Unlike other soldiers who returned from the war traumatised by their frontline experiences and who battled to adjust to family life,9 Petrus Slabbert suffered no such afflictions. He had in any case abandoned his family from very early on. He and Barbara divorced when the children were two years old and while he was still in the army.10


    After demobilisation, he returned to Pretoria where he was employed in the civil service and worked in the Tender and Supplies Board. He had gone to war as a supporter of Jan Smuts and the United Party, but came back thoroughly disillusioned and switched his allegiance to the National Party.11 It was not an uncommon political conversion among disgruntled ex-soldiers.12 When Frederik was about five years old, his father turned up unexpectedly at their somewhat ramshackle house, 1006 Duncan Street in the Pretoria suburb of Brooklyn. He was a total stranger to the twins, and they shied away from his advances. Barbara and he then had an argument, which ended with her slapping him across the face. He stood up and left. The next time Frederik would see his father was when he was 16 years old. Barbara despised her former husband and made no bones about it either.13


    The young Frederik nevertheless hero-worshipped his father in his pre-teen days, mainly because his grandmother depicted Petrus in larger-than-life terms. In his father’s absence, it was impossible for him to evaluate his grandmother’s praise. It was only later in life that he realised that she had inflated Petrus’s qualities. Slabbert nevertheless tried to draw his father closer when he had his own children. But he found a man who ‘had succumbed to the pressures of convention without really knowing why …’. Instead of the imposing figure that his grandmother had lovingly sketched, Slabbert found a man almost defeated by life. Although he was kind enough, he was ‘lacking in self-confidence, apologetic to the point of irritation, overly sentimental and thriving on reminiscences of the past to cope with the pain and inadequacies of the present. A simple, inoffensive person.’14 Slabbert’s children also did not take to their grandfather.15 Although Petrus might have appreciated his son’s attempts to reconnect, it did not necessarily mean that he shared his political outlook. There is evidence to suggest that in the 1970s he approached the National Party MP for Kempton Park, GC du Plessis, to apologise for his son’s political activities.16


    Slabbert had a better, though complicated, relationship with his mother. He explained in 1985:


    I never doubted her love for us, and yet I somehow sensed that she could, or would, not tell me or my sister how to cope with life. This, looking back now, was the enigmatic part of her in my own emotional development. I knew my mother loved me but that I was essentially on my own when it came to facing up to whatever life presented … She was by far the most intelligent, exciting and original person in my young world, and in every conventional sense of the word she was a failure – as a mother, a wife, a worker, a neighbour, a socially responsible person. It did not lead me to dismiss convention, although I have always retained a strong scepticism of it. Early on, too, I developed a soft spot for the underdog, a tolerance for the outsider and the outcast.


    While the negatives of the relationship were obvious, there were also positive spin-offs. From a young age, Slabbert recalled, ‘it cultivated a sense of independence, a suspicion of blind authority and of automatic adult “wisdom”’.17 It was a quality that his daughter, Tania, later articulated as his having an ‘old soul’.18 He never seemed to harbour any hostility towards his mother, and poignantly remembered her death (from alcoholism) and funeral in 1974.19


    There was some irony in the fact that while Barbara had qualified as a social worker, and had some affinity for her profession, she had failed to fulfil the parenting role expected of her. The children were allowed to roam free, running in and out of storm-water drains in the neighbourhood and linking up with older children intent on mischief and more. At the nearby Pretoria East Primary School, which they first attended, it quickly became apparent to their teacher and the headmaster that the twins had been rather neglected. The school contacted their grandfather, who insisted that the mother should come to Pietersburg with the children. They travelled in a Hudson Terraplane car and the young Slabbert marvelled that they arrived safely despite their mother’s erratic driving. Grandfather Frederik was blunt: Barbara must give up her children so they could have a proper upbringing. She was deeply hurt, but financially not in a position to resist. Later, Slabbert vividly recalled the sombre separation between mother and children. At a nearby farm they sat on her lap in the lounge while she softly wept against their backs. On the gramophone played the mournful songs of the popular Afrikaans crooner Chris Blignaut: ‘Daar’s ’n saal wat hang daar aan die muur’ and ‘Troudag-klokkies lui vir jou en my’ (‘There is a saddle hanging against the wall’ and ‘Wedding bells for me and you’).20


    Their mother returned to Pretoria the following day. Shortly afterwards, it was decided that they should go to live with their uncle and aunt, Fred and Martha Stakes, both medical doctors, in Johannesburg. Here they resided at number 96, 7th Street, Linden, and attended Jan Celliers Primary School. It was an elite Afrikaans school and some of the young Slabbert’s classmates were the children of prominent National Party politicians. Slabbert remembered that when the National Party won the election in 1948, the teachers burst into tears of joy. Their uncle and aunt, being English-speaking and dyed-in-the-wool United Party supporters, were less ecstatic. At home they sought to introduce a measure of bilingualism and insisted that the children speak English at table. It was no wonder that at Jan Celliers, Frederik and his sister were looked down on as not being from an ‘Afrikaner home’. The Slabbert twins’ stay in Linden ended when they became too much of a handful for the exasperated Stakeses. In 1951 the children were moved back to live with their grandfather in Pietersburg, and they went to Marabastad Farm School, which was close to the grandfather’s farm. Despite living close to the school, they were placed in the hostel.21


    Slabbert’s grandfather, like his relations in Johannesburg, was a solid United Party supporter. In fact, he had stood as the United Party candidate for Pietersburg in the general election of 1943. He was a man of some local stature, having served three terms as mayor, and in 1933 he had been elected president of the Transvaal Municipal Association.22 He gave a good account of himself in the 1943 election campaign: the National Party candidate, the well-known old campaigner Tom Naudé, obtained 2 899 votes and Slabbert 2 643 – a margin of only 256. He stayed active in United Party politics until the early 1950s.23


    It is a moot point whether his grandfather’s political involvement influenced the young Slabbert substantially; the most that can be said is that he grew up in a household where oppositional politics must have featured generally. Slabbert junior only rarely referred to his grandfather’s politics, but he was not averse to quoting him on other issues. In 1974, his first year in Parliament, upon being harangued for daring to speak on agricultural matters, he admitted that he was not a farmer but that did not mean that he was ignorant. ‘My grandfather,’ he commented, ‘always used to say that one does not have to lay an egg to know whether it is rotten or not.’24


    Slabbert and his sister arrived at Marabastad Farm School at the tail end of the era of rural white poverty in South Africa, but there were still a fair number of poor white children at the school. One of them, Koos Nel, was so poor that he came to school dressed in sackcloth. On one occasion he irritated the teacher, who pulled young Koos out of his desk. The boy fell down, and it was instantly clear that he was stark naked underneath the sackcloth. The teacher started kicking him, and the young Slabbert instinctively jumped out of his desk, shouting, ‘No sir!’ Koos thanked him during the break, but for his efforts both Slabbert and Koos were given a thorough hiding. The incident is revealing, as the young Slabbert did not hesitate to choose the side of the wronged.25


    A marked feature of life at Marabastad Farm School was the gratuitous violence among the rumbustious boys. At the time, such behaviour was often regarded as a normal outlet for excess energy. Fisticuffs on the playground were common, and Slabbert once had to prove his mettle against a boy who carried the title of the strongest boy in the school. Slabbert participated reluctantly but won the fight. As a follow-up, Slabbert was beaten up by the older boys.


    Teachers, as we have noted, did not hesitate to cane the boys. When Slabbert told his friends in the hostel about a black friend he had on the farm, the teacher overheard the conversation and accused him in crude racist language of being overly friendly with black people. This was sufficient reason for a severe caning to be administered. Reflecting back on this, Slabbert later claimed that the incident so distressed him that ‘Marabastad Primary School was the beginning of my political consciousness’.26


    Slabbert and his sister enjoyed life on the farm at weekends and during holidays, especially the delicious meals prepared by his grandmother. Her activities in the kitchen, however, were curtailed after she broke her hip in a car crash and could no longer move around freely. The twins once again had to move to a new school, this time Pietersburg Primary School, where they were placed in the hostel.27


    Pietersburg, at the time Slabbert was growing up, was developing into a modern country town. High-rise buildings started to appear, along with traffic lights at increasingly busy intersections: in the 1950s, cars jostled uneasily with donkey carts for parking space, while cattle being herded to the abattoir occasionally obstructed the road.28 During Slabbert’s youth, the town almost symbolically displayed the kind of ambiguity and transitional character that in the fullness of time became a hallmark of Slabbert’s life.


    From Pietersburg Primary, Frederik and Marcia moved to Pietersburg High School, which at the time was dual medium (Afrikaans and English). In the late 1950s it was an expanding institution of over 800 pupils and occupied an impressive new building.29 The twins were academically strong. Years later, Frederik recalled that he found Latin difficult but that it was an excellent subject for sharpening one’s intellectual abilities.30 He also had an affinity for light-hearted foolery with words, and at the age of 16 had a piece of doggerel verse published in the high school annual.31 The Slabberts were popular among their peers, and it was no real surprise that in their final year (1958) they were chosen as head boy and head girl.32


    What added to their appeal was that both excelled at sport. Marcia was captain of the netball team and maintained a lifelong interest in sport, continuing to play golf until well into her seventies.33 Frederik was keen on rugby, which at the time was the pre-eminent Afrikaner game and closely linked to forceful Afrikaner nationalism. Competition between Afrikaans and English schools on the rugby field was especially fierce. He later saw this as ‘our way of coping with a perceived sense of social and cultural inferiority as well as of achieving excellence’. The game was also charged with personal significance. ‘The recognition it brought me at school,’ he said, ‘gave me confidence and a sense of acceptance that for a time was more important than the enjoyment I derived from taking part. Being first-team captain and considered a very good loose forward obliterated any discomfort about not having had a normal family life or having parents who might be regarded as socially awkward.’34


    Other factors helped to offset the complications of his tangled family life. The pupils at Pietersburg High came predominantly from homes of a similar social status, so that Frederik, given his grandfather’s standing in the community, was relatively easily accepted by his peer group. His personal attributes must also have helped. A contemporary at school described him as ‘a most likeable chap’, with a concern for others.35 While all of this was important in his teenage years, his personal circumstances could not be wholly suppressed. Despite the concerns of his grandparents, Frederik still had a need to belong to an ordinary family. A school friend recalled that when he invited Frederik to spent a weekend at the family farm outside Pietersburg, the latter revelled in the family atmosphere and was most grateful for the opportunity.36 It was almost as if he was looking for a family.


    An important feature of Slabbert’s childhood was the kind of relationships he had with black people. While one should be careful not to read a person’s later life in terms of youthful experiences, Slabbert himself believed that some of the experiences he had as a youth had an abiding influence and bearing on his critical disposition at university and after. One of these was the relationship he had as a young child with the family’s domestic worker, known simply as Florina. One night, the two small children were left on their own by their mother. Frightened by a Pretoria storm, and with the flowers outside their window casting menacing shadows on the wall, they waited petrified but in vain for their mother to return. Terrified and lonely, Frederik suggested to Marcia that they go to Florina, whose bed was in the garage. Once there, he later recalled, ‘and we had snuggled in behind her ample frame it was like bedding down in a bomb shelter of security. Florina’s comfort and love predisposed me kindly and instinctively towards black mammas for the rest of my life.’37 It was these kinds of encounters that caused Manie van der Spuy, a friend of Slabbert’s and a former psychology lecturer at the University of Cape Town (UCT), to reflect on ‘whether his experiences with this black substitute mother who clearly salvaged much of his early emotional development had any effect on the shaping of his later political sentiments. I would think it might have had a profound effect, even if only unconsciously.’38


    Besides Florina, Slabbert had a close relationship with William Dini, a playmate on his grandfather’s farm. While many white boys of that generation who grew up on farms often recall that they used to have black friends, and later in life these friendships waned and eventually evaporated completely, in Slabbert’s case he saw more in this friendship than was customary. Although William Dini also disappeared from Slabbert’s life, in retrospect he identified certain salient characteristics that in general helped to shape his friendships: ‘I recognised him [William Dini] as one of those irrepressible, spontaneous, inquiring spirits that have always attracted me.’39


    Slabbert’s positive experience in this regard contributed to a much more sensitive disposition towards black people than was the norm among his peers. He remembered with disgust how some of his friends attacked a black man who had missed the regular 9 pm curfew in Pietersburg, when all black people were supposed to leave the white part of town. His friends regarded this as ‘fun’, but the 16-year-old Slabbert was literally nauseated as he tried to stop them. After the incident, he embarked, with some success, on a campaign to put an end to such senseless behaviour.40


    He also seems to have developed early an aversion to what he later called ‘ideological, value-laden content to concepts of nationality, ethnicity or race’. This was in contrast to the outlook of the largely rural Afrikaner community in which he was raised, where the validity of such a point of departure was accepted without much reflection. He was furthermore made aware of this kind of thinking on a school visit to the Cango Caves, outside Oudtshoorn in the southern Cape. He recalled their entry into the main hall of the caves. ‘I will never forget,’ he wrote, ‘the lights being dimmed, organ music filling the darkness, and a deep voice announcing, “Civilisation came to South Africa with the landing of Jan van Riebeeck on 6 April 1652.”’ Although only 16, he claimed to have thought: ‘How completely and utterly absurd.’41 There is no reason to suggest that Slabbert’s recollection of this incident might have been influenced by his later understanding of South Africa’s past, but it certainly was a quite unusual observation for a young white schoolboy in South Africa in the mid-1950s.


    Another formative and important experience during Slabbert’s youth was his strong religious commitment as a Christian, also at the age of 16, during a camp of the Student Christian Association at Winkelspruit, Natal. Such outings were held regularly for Afrikaner youth. In his autobiographical writings, he argues that his newfound religious zeal had much to do with the fact that he came from a broken home, coupled with uncertainty and a longing for the approval and admiration of fellow believers. Whatever the deeper motivation, he was certainly sincerely devout and dedicated. He spent much time reading the Bible, praying for and preaching to the sick at missionary hospitals, and doing excessive penitence for his presumed sins, to the extent that he even apologised to the somewhat surprised townspeople from whom he had stolen some fruit two years earlier.42


    He recalled that at the time he was an ‘A-grade’ zealot, and a friend described him as being ‘God intoxicated’.43 His religious convictions fluctuated over time and gradually waned, but the underlying values never disappeared altogether. While his original religious involvement began as a psychological need for acceptance, it sparked an enduring intellectual and spiritual inquiry and a quest for what can be considered the ‘truth’, as well as a concern for ethical considerations.44 At the time he left school, though, he was driven by an unalloyed religious outlook and convinced that his chosen path would be that of a dominee (minister of religion) in the Dutch Reformed Church. He only fleetingly thought about studying medicine. Upon being counselled by well-known church leaders, such as Beyers Naudé (before he left the Dutch Reformed Church) and Professor Ben Marais, Slabbert was even more convinced that he should become a man of the cloth. This stemmed from his personal convictions, but the position of dominee in Afrikaner communities at the time also bestowed considerable prestige.45 Although this was a secondary perk, there is no evidence that Slabbert viewed it as an incentive; he probably regarded it merely as a by-product of the profession.


    Slabbert matriculated in 1958. He had had an eventful youth, more so than many of his contemporaries. It had been marked by several discontinuities, and by a need to constantly readjust to new circumstances – a quality that would stand him in good stead later in his career when, and on an epic scale, the need for change in South Africa became a rallying cry. Despite the interruptions in his young life, he claimed not to have been unhappy, as he was cared for at home and enjoyed life at school. He had also had Marcia at his side through all their youthful travails. Reflecting upon their fractured childhood, Slabbert later stated:


    The most important memory of our childhood was that emotionally we had to battle on our own. The bond between Marcia and me was strengthened through this and it remained so for the rest of our lives. Our grandmother could not really look after us as she was incapacitated. My grandfather was a busy lawyer in town. Where my mother and father were was a puzzle. Aunt Martha and Fred Stakes were only too grateful to be rid of ‘the twins’. From early childhood Marcia and I realised that we were dependent upon each other for support and succour. It created a relationship which survived many problems and divergent experiences throughout our lives, and it grew stronger over time.46


    Marcia felt much the same, though given the general lack of gender sensitivity at the time, she was somewhat aggrieved that her grandfather at times favoured her brother over her.47


    Student life


    After school, Slabbert started his university studies with a view to becoming a dominee. Entrance qualifications at the time demanded a first-class matric pass (an average of over 60 per cent), and, depending on the kind of degree the prospective student had in mind, a third language (German, Latin or French) besides Afrikaans and English, and/or mathematics. Slabbert had the required average in the following subjects: Afrikaans higher grade, English lower grade, Latin, science, mathematics and biology.48


    For his first year, Slabbert went to the University of the Witwatersrand (Wits) in 1959. He was able to board with family members in Johannesburg, which helped to reduce the costs. At the time, he recalled, he was probably a ‘latent Nat’ and joined the Afrikaanse Studiekring (Afrikaans Study Circle), but was sufficiently wary not to join the Ruiterwag (roughly translated as Mounted Guard), a junior form of the Broederbond, when approached to do so.49 He applied for, and obtained, a bursary from the Helpmekaar Vereniging (Help Each Other Movement), an organisation that had been established in 1916, after the Boer rebellion of 1914, to assist impoverished rebels. The organisation’s prudent management of its funds meant that it was able to provide financial aid for many a needy Afrikaner student over the years.50 Apart from the bursary, Slabbert worked during university holidays as a sanitation officer to help pay for his studies.


    Two incidents in particular made an impression on him at Wits. One was when Robert Sobukwe, the leader of the Pan Africanist Congress (PAC) and a lecturer in African languages, addressed a crowd of predominantly black people on the campus. As one of the few whites at the meeting, Slabbert admitted that he felt a bit like Piet Retief in Dingane’s kraal (a reference to the well-known incident in 1838 when the Voortrekker leader and his men were killed when they went unarmed into the Zulu king’s kraal). What unsettled Slabbert further was that that the crowd insisted that they were ready to govern South Africa at that point. He regarded this as an ‘exotic’ idea. The other incident was when he was rattled by the arguments of Professor Eddie Roux, an outspoken botany lecturer who had organised the Rationalist Thinkers Forum, which questioned the existence of God. To Slabbert this was blasphemous in the extreme.51


    After a year at Wits he moved to Stellenbosch University, where the Dutch Reformed Church’s theological seminary was located. He had to complete a BA degree before he could be admitted to the seminary. One of the reasons for the move to Stellenbosch was in order to take classical Hebrew, which was not formally offered at Wits and was a prerequisite for admission to the seminary. As a filler subject, he also continued with sociology, which he had started at Wits. Little did he know that sociology was destined to become a career choice. His overall undergraduate record was respectable but not outstanding. In 1960 he obtained the following grades at Stellenbosch: Greek II, 6; Afrikaans-Nederlands, II, 6; Sociology II, 5; Hebrew I, 7. In the following year, he graduated with Afrikaans-Nederlands, 5; Sociology, 7; and Hebrew II, 7.52


    Stellenbosch at the time was considered a premier Afrikaner institution. Thousands of young white men and women, overwhelmingly Afrikaans-speaking, descended on the town to attend the university. They came mainly from the Cape Province but also from further afield, as Stellenbosch had successfully manufactured a reputation as the Athens of the south – a place of academic excellence with a unique student life amid scenic natural surroundings. In terms of intellectual life, Stellenbosch was to Afrikaners what the Oxbridge universities were to the national life of Britain, or the Ivy League universities to America.


    The university was also closely connected to the ruling National Party. Slabbert later graphically described Stellenbosch as ‘the uncomplicated and charmingly oak-lined avenue of mobility to the upper slopes of “volksdiens” [service to the nation]. The university was a force to be reckoned with in the affairs of state. It had connections and had to be taken very seriously.’53 By and large, there was also considerable support for apartheid. Even those individuals who might have had their doubts, one academic explained, ‘neither expressed “voice” publicly or within the system, but simply “exited”, opting instead for the quiet life in a stream of Afrikaner conformity’.54


    Slabbert did not fit the usual profile of a Stellenbosch student. Whereas many students came from solid middle-class family backgrounds, with parents who believed in the sanctity of marriage, even if contrived at times, Slabbert’s home life, as we have seen, was much more complicated and marked by discontinuities due to his absent and divorced parents. Moreover, in a broader sense, Slabbert’s close connections with black people from an early age predisposed him to be suspicious of apartheid policy formulations that spoke of black people in the abstract, in rarefied terms rather than as people of flesh and blood.55 It meant that when he landed at Stellenbosch, he brought with him a conception of black people that was largely absent from the mindset of many pro-apartheid university staff, students and townspeople. Black people might well have featured as objects of missionary endeavour, a major thrust of the theology faculty, but as a result of influx control measures there were few black people in town, and neighbouring Kayamandi was still a relatively small township. Ironically, the intellectual development of apartheid thinking at the university took place without real engagement with black people.


    Slabbert lived at Wilgenhof, the oldest male student residence at Stellenbosch. Life in residence carried a particular imprint of tradition and esprit de corps that could become all-consuming. The university rector in the 1960s, Professor HB Thom, regarded residence culture as an integral part of the university experience. He argued that one could perhaps ‘distinguish between academic life and resident life, but they cannot be separated’. According to Thom, they were ‘two sides of the same thing’.56


    Wilgenhof had in this respect developed a reputation that was almost second to none. The existence of an exceptional sense of camaraderie or ‘residence spirit’ was facilitated by the relatively small number of students who lived there, and by the fact that all the rooms opened onto a common quadrangle, which encouraged easy mingling and made for intense student discussions and debates. It was later even claimed that this discursive culture contributed to the fact that a number of Wilgenhof old boys made their name in politics, including Slabbert.57


    Slabbert himself commented upon his initial experiences at Wilgenhof, likening it to a ‘total institution’ that ruled one’s entire life and required absolute loyalty. ‘Any concern with the outside world,’ he later said, ‘is lobotomised away by the immediacy of residence life.’58 During their first two weeks at Wilgenhof, students were subjected to the ‘most intense orientation/initiation/abuse imaginable, both physically and mentally’.59 Slabbert experienced this at first hand. When he arrived in Stellenbosch, he took a taxi from the station to the residence, as he did not know the town at all. Upon arrival at Wilgenhof, and just as he was about to pay for the taxi, some of the senior students exaggeratedly pretended to welcome him, paid the taxi fare and even carried his baggage from the car into the residence. But once the taxi had departed, they pounced. Within 45 seconds, he said, his clothes were stripped from his body and he stood there only in his underwear. They also trampled on his sunglasses and tore his scarf, shouting, ‘You mustn’t think that this a fashion show, you know! Here you behave yourself! Here you must know your place!’60


    Yet, for all its harshness, there was supposed to be an underlying logic that was not immediately apparent but was part of a bigger picture. The initiation he experienced, Slabbert claimed, was designed to alert the newcomer not to act in an unreflective manner. He elaborated on the supposed rationale behind the rituals: ‘Every time you unthinkingly carried out an order, you had to shout “parrot” repeatedly.’ At the same time it was drummed into him that ‘the place’, as the institution was called, required almost unconditional loyalty. Paradoxically, this ‘strengthened independence’.61 Ultimately, the aim, instilled somewhat roughly and contradictorily, was to incorporate the residence’s perceived values, including a critical outlook.


    Discussions and debates in the residence allowed for a fair degree of latitude, provided that a point of view could be substantiated. Thom in general regarded this dimension of residence culture as a wonderful bonus, ‘as without realising it, one experienced a true schooling for life’.62 He was not far off the mark. Slabbert later recalled that he benefited greatly from the variety of discussion groups at the university.63 For many of his generation, the cut and thrust of these groups was a ‘major formative experience’.64 Besides this, ‘the place’ also had a sense of concern for others. What stood out for Slabbert was the way in which one was accepted as a person. In a particular case, he remembered how an impoverished student was helped to complete his studies through a fund established by his housemates.65


    It was at Wilgenhof that Slabbert made acquaintances that were to last a lifetime, in particular Jannie Gagiano, later to become a lecturer in political science at the university. Gagiano was one of those irreverent characters that Slabbert was easily attracted to, not least because Slabbert found in him a worthwhile foil for testing his own ideas. Although they were often at cross-purposes, there was mutual respect. A lifelong friendship was born at Wilgenhof. Slabbert also became primarius (head student) of Wilgenhof in only his second year, which for a relative junior was most unusual at that time.66 He had to step into the breach in June 1963 when the incumbent head student was expelled for irregular conduct. Slabbert was to serve for four months.67


    Slabbert seems to have found in Wilgenhof a place where he could test his intellectual mettle by engaging in robust debate. It was also a close-knit community that held him in esteem and recognised his leadership qualities. Fellow students, keen on wide-ranging and lively debates, often filled his room.68 For someone from a dislocated background, the acceptance of his peers in a new ‘home’ could only have been a morale booster. Although Wilgenhof provided an enabling environment, it should be borne in mind that Slabbert came to the residence as a relatively hardened youth, having already spent much time in school hostels. That experience likely facilitated his entry into the rough-and-tumble world of Wilgenhof. It also prepared him, somewhat later, to become a resident warden for other male residences on the Stellenbosch campus. In this role, Slabbert, though he well understood student pranks and the like, could also insist on decorous behaviour when required. On one occasion, during a formal dinner at Simonsberg residence, he threatened to walk out when the students persisted on banging on the tables with broken wine bottles.69


    Another domain central to Slabbert’s early student life was rugby. Although he had come to Stellenbosch to learn Hebrew, he was also attracted to the university because of its long-standing and countrywide reputation as a ‘Springbok factory’. Initially Slabbert had a consuming passion for the game.70 He had played for Transvaal Under-19 while at Wits, and at Stellenbosch he was chosen for the university first team and the Southern Universities XV, and played two games for Western Province (one as reserve) when the regular number eight loose forward was injured. He trained indefatigably and, outside the official sessions, would practise for long periods on his own by throwing a rugby ball against the zinc pavilion of Coetzenburg rugby field, to sharpen his handling skills.71


    Rugby at Stellenbosch, as the legendary Dr Danie Craven observed, was a name ‘to conjure’ with, a magical word, and a rugby player was admired by all and sundry.72 Slabbert was a beneficiary of this environment, which bestowed exceptional accolades on its stars. Such admiration must have added to a sense of achievement, particularly if it came from seasoned rugby supporters. In this sense Stellenbosch helped to build upon and enhance Slabbert’s natural sporting abilities in a popular game. Yet his exposure to the way in which rugby players were excessively fêted also alerted him to the way the game was a kind of ‘social narcotic to anything else going on in our society’.73 The impact was thus contradictory. Slabbert gradually became less rugby-obsessed as the game started to impinge on the time available for study.


    The Stellenbosch to which Slabbert came in the 1960s was one in which Afrikaner nationalism dominated. HB Thom was a committed Nationalist and tried to steer the university firmly along the chosen path. Yet, for all this, he was equally aware that the world beyond the university was changing. While the ANC and PAC were banned, South Africa had become a republic, and the economy was booming, underneath the apparent surface calm the dynamics of Afrikaner society were evolving as a result of increasing affluence and the need to stave off increasing criticism of apartheid. In 1966, referring to increased consumerism and a growing lack of interest in traditional Afrikaner cultural life, Thom warned that ‘the danger signals are flashing’.74 The notion of what it meant to be an Afrikaner was to become increasingly contested in the decade to come.


    One of Slabbert’s early intellectual concerns at Stellenbosch, however, was not Afrikaner ethnicity per se, but how to reconcile Christian principles with the emergent ideological order in South Africa. In 1962, aged 22, he wrote what must count as his first published reflections on how to resolve certain contradictions in South African society. Firmly rooted in theological thinking, he was concerned that the ‘principles of ideology are being sanctioned by religion and that the state is enveloped in a haze of untouchability’. The head of state, according to him, was invested with ‘papal status and the ministers fulfilled the priestly function to oversee right and righteousness as dictated by the ideology’. This placed a special onus on believers ‘not to read the Word of God according to what may appear as right, but rather according to what is right in the eyes of God’.75


    This kind of thinking must have distinguished Slabbert from many of his peers at the time. Overall, the university was under the spell of the apparent logic of Verwoerdian apartheid, and to argue against it called for considerable debating skills and analytical abilities. It would, however, pay dividends later in his career, as Slabbert, in addressing sceptical political audiences, had already honed his skills on campus during the 1960s.76


    At the time, though, there were other concerns weighing on the young Slabbert. Eighteen months into his seminary studies, he was becoming increasingly disenchanted with what he had thought was his chosen career. There was an unnerving incident in Langa township, outside Cape Town, when an attempt to do missionary work was cut short and he and his party, including an elderly and almost frail professor, were chased away by the inhabitants. That was the last time he did missionary work; his doubts had increased. While the experience was unsettling, his dissatisfaction was born not so much out of disillusionment with a failed missionary endeavour, but rather from a more fundamentally cerebral and intellectual decision that religion as it was presented by the church no longer made any sense. In particular, a clash with a professor of theology, who insisted that apartheid was God’s will, left him aghast. The inner turmoil involved in Slabbert’s turning away from theological studies should not be underestimated. He agonised over the decision; after all, one was ‘called’ to higher service and he had reached a point where, as he put it, he was now ‘uncalled’. Jannie Gagiano further contributed to his scepticism, but more basic and less rarefied issues, such as the church’s prescriptions regarding premarital sex, also irked him.77 In career terms, while abandoning his theological studies closed down future prospects, it did, however, allow him to pursue his intellectual bent more freely.


    Slabbert now turned to sociology, which he had been studying out of interest alongside theology, and passed his honours year with distinction. He followed this up with an MA with distinction in 1963 and a PhD in 1967. Later in life, in 1999, he recalled that the new direction he had embarked upon was the ‘beginning of an unrestrained assault on my mind which to this day has not ended’.78


    Slabbert’s switch from theology to sociology was also significant in other respects. Jannie Gagiano believes that what Slabbert did, substantively, was to substitute one form of reverence for another: ‘[H]e [Slabbert] shifted from his Christian faith to a faith … in theories as a way of reflecting on his own faith-based commitments and starting to disassemble them …’79 There is also another dimension related to Slabbert’s change of heart (or mind). He might well have left religion, but did religious zeal leave him altogether? He gave up saving souls, but he might well have started on another journey that ultimately ended up in political proselytising. Of course it is in the nature of politics to conduct oneself along such lines, but in Slabbert’s case his original wellspring had a religious, messianic base. Slabbert himself recalled that in many discussion groups he participated in at Stellenbosch, his arguments often veered towards the need to convert and convince.80


    Ironically, in terms of career trajectory, Slabbert can in certain respects be compared to none other than Hendrik Verwoerd, who was so closely associated with apartheid. Both were relative outsiders to the Afrikaner elite – Verwoerd as a Dutch-born immigrant and Slabbert coming from a dysfunctional family and a deprived background. Both started off studying theology and later switched to sociology – a discipline that has been called a ‘haven for academics whose church has failed them’. (Intriguingly, the Stellenbosch sociology department of the early 1970s that Slabbert joined was stocked with a significant number of refugees from theology.) Both excelled as notable figures on the Stellenbosch campus. Moreover, both at different times were driven by a sense of mission to resolve the racial situation in South Africa, each in his own way.81 The similarity ends, though, with not only the political chasm between the two, but also a generational void and a marked difference in personality. While Verwoerd had a studied aloofness about him, Slabbert was infinitely more gregarious and no dry-as-dust academic.


    One can argue that as a sociologist he regarded it as an essential part of his education to experience life in the raw. Or perhaps it was not even intellectual impulses that prompted him and Jannie Gagiano to occasionally visit Cape Town to sample the nightlife and mingle with the underworld, ‘generally romanticising the marginal people of society’. He recalled that ‘more than one sunrise found us on a train to Stellenbosch or sitting at the docks of Table Bay reflecting on the uniqueness of life’. Their deliberations were, he ruefully conceded, also ‘compounded by our futile pursuit of promiscuous sexual relief and a throbbing hangover’.82


    Career moves


    While studying towards his doctorate, Slabbert was employed as a temporary junior lecturer in the sociology department at Stellenbosch. Once he had obtained his degree, he could start looking further afield for employment. This came in the form of a position at Rhodes University in Grahamstown (today Makhanda). Slabbert’s application was well supported by Dian Joubert, a senior lecturer and one of Slabbert’s mentors. Apart from commenting favourably on Slabbert’s academic abilities, Joubert described him as a ‘very able lecturer [who] brings to his classes a happy combination of authoritative knowledge, effective transmission and humour’. He was, moreover, ‘well-liked as a speaker at meetings and symposia on and off the campus’. Joubert, however, saved his highest accolades for Slabbert’s ability to transcend the obvious and to deploy a sense of the sociological imagination:


    Many, if not most of our Sociology majors leave the university with a knowledge of social facts, but with an inability to ask and answer the pertinent, really sociological questions. With Dr Slabbert this ability follows from his well above average intelligence, sound common sense, social sensitivity, personal experience of a variety of social settings and his dedicated study of the methodology of the social sciences. All of this has made him a ‘natural’ sociologist – which cannot be said of all our South African colleagues.83


    Slabbert’s application was successful and he skipped one rank to be appointed as senior lecturer. The move to Grahamstown was a new adventure for him. He looked forward to the experience and remarked that there were actually few things holding him back from leaving Stellenbosch.84


    He started at Rhodes in 1969. By this time he was already a family man, having married Mana Jordaan, a fellow Stellenbosch student, in 1965; their first child, Tania, arrived in 1967 (for a more detailed discussion of Slabbert’s family life, see Chapter 9). He decided to buy a house, which he claimed was necessary as it was difficult to obtain suitable rented accommodation.85 He was given a warm welcome in Grahamstown, was invited to several discussion groups and asked to join the Round Table, and was impressed by the easy relationship between town and gown. Sporting-wise, he also contributed by coaching the First XV.86


    Politically, the climate at Rhodes differed from that at Stellenbosch, but Slabbert found the academic arguments essentially the same, and the students not that dissimilar. He noted, somewhat cryptically, that they only wore different coloured blazers.87 Generally, he appreciated being exposed to a good cross section of the various disciplines in the staff common room. It kept him on his toes, and he had to be careful, he remarked, as to how he deployed his ‘sociological jargon’ because political scientists and philosophers were quick to pounce.88 Slabbert was particularly impressed with Daantjie Oosthuizen, an ex-Stellenbosch philosopher who came to Rhodes in 1957. Although Oosthuizen died in April that year, shortly after Slabbert’s arrival, he could associate himself with Oosthuizen’s outlook that ‘intellectual life is about the non-stop subversion of orthodoxy and dogmatism, whether in politics, academia or civil life’.89


    The head of the sociology department was Professor James Irving, who had been there since 1946. Slabbert described him as having an ‘old-world charm’ and as one of the few ‘gentlemen scholars’ left. He had a wide reading knowledge of social science literature, but Slabbert regarded him as not particularly interested in ‘delivering the goods’ in terms of academic publications. Administratively, Slabbert described Irving as an ‘outstanding failure’: the library facilities were poor and the offices sparsely furnished.90 Formal curricula bore little resemblance to what happened in class, and classes were presented unsystematically.


    After an initially positive view of Rhodes, Slabbert’s enthusiasm gradually waned. He claimed to have been allocated too heavy a teaching load, the department carried too much deadwood, and he did not have enough time to do research. In his view, the department had no status in the university and Irving’s successor would have to rebuild it from scratch.91


    It is also at this time that he fleetingly considered leaving academe altogether. He met a personnel manager from Lever Brothers, in Durban, during a presentation in Grahamstown and the two instantly hit it off. Slabbert was flown to Durban for an interview and offered a position as assistant manager on a salary of R6 500 – more or less the equivalent of a professor’s salary at the time. He considered the offer, as he wanted more money – Dian Joubert regarded him as more materialistic than most other sociologists.92 In the end, however, he decided against it. His situation was not so dire that he felt compelled, as he put it, ‘to darken the doorsteps of capitalist citadels with my shadow. Difficult as it may be to believe, I have become (God have mercy) a committed sociologist.’93


    Although nothing came of it, his brief flirtation with Lever Brothers showed that Slabbert, at the age of 29, and with only seven months’ full-time employment as an academic, was, despite his claim to being a dedicated sociologist, not shy of exploring other options. For the time being, though, he saw his future in academe. Yet he had sufficient confidence in his own abilities and talents to envisage a future beyond that of a mere lecturer. As a matter of fact, he mentioned that at Rhodes he was aware that in certain circles he was being discreetly punted for higher honours. Moreover, while at Stellenbosch, he claimed he was told that if he watched his step (mooi loop), he would one day become rector of the institution.94 That, of course, was not to happen, but in 1979, after five years in politics, he decided that if he was not elected leader of the Progressive Federal Party that year, he would allow his name to be put forward as a candidate for vice chancellor of the University of Cape Town.95 In the event, his selection as party leader put paid to this possibility. It was only in 2008 that his earlier youthful idealism to become a luminary in university education materialised in a different form when he was chosen for the ceremonial role of chancellor of Stellenbosch University.


    In the meantime, though, in 1969 he was to reconsider his position at Rhodes. In a letter to SP Cilliers, the head of the sociology department at Stellenbosch, he hinted that, following the Lever Brothers episode, he was missing the department at Stellenbosch.96 Slabbert had a long-standing relationship with Cilliers, who had not only acted as supervisor for his doctoral thesis but also influenced him in other respects. Slabbert regarded the relationship with Cilliers as one of the important turning points in his life, and was particularly grateful that Cilliers impressed upon him the importance of not allowing intellectual engagement to rule out the wisdom of common sense.97


    Cilliers followed up on Slabbert’s hint by phoning him to inquire about possibilities. Slabbert was not at home at the time, but phoned Cilliers back after returning from a party where he had consumed some wine. Under the circumstances, Stellenbosch beckoned even more strongly. He arranged to meet Cilliers at Port Elizabeth airport to thrash out the matter. By the time he drove back to Grahamstown, he had decided to relocate to Stellenbosch.98


    Before Slabbert left Stellenbosch for Grahamstown in early 1969 he had been, according to Joubert, keen on the possibility of a professorship at Rhodes,99 but after his stay there he found the environment increasingly restrictive. Although he was prepared to stay on if he had to, he was not all that keen on the prospect.


    The Stellenbosch offer of a senior lectureship, coupled with being warden of a men’s residence, came at the right time. In explaining his decision, Slabbert quoted Neil Smelser, the sociologist of collective movements: ‘[I]t was the result of a combination of conduciveness, strain, belief, precipitants and mobilisation,’ but added that that still says ‘boggerol’. Ultimately, apart from what he considered an increasing lack of intellectual stimulation, he could not, despite some vague possibilities, see himself making rapid headway at Rhodes given the nature of the hierarchy at the university. Once he had taken the decision, he also admitted to an ‘unlocalised yearning for Stellenbosch’.100


    Though keen to return to Stellenbosch, Slabbert was also wary of what he might be expected to teach there. He preferred to stay clear of the service courses that the department offered to students in agriculture, nursing and physical education.101 In his view these were rather demeaning, and he referred to them as the ‘sociology of planting carrots, carrying bedpans and recreation’.102 His interests were, it seems, more rarefied and directed towards meta-theory.


    But Stellenbosch did not quite seem the same place, and he claimed in retrospect that establishment attitudes towards him had changed. This might have been as a result of a petition he spearheaded, arguing for a better political dispensation for coloureds.103 Jannie Gagiano also informed him that he (Gagiano) had been approached by the security police to provide information on certain lecturers, including Slabbert. The two laughed it off, but Slabbert realised that he was no longer ‘viewed simply as an errant son, but as a potential enemy of the state – incredible dictum!’104


    The security police’s interest in Slabbert perhaps says more about the police than it does about Slabbert. One would be hard-pressed to describe his appointment at Stellenbosch at the time as academically or politically radical. A scholar like T Dunbar Moodie, who also showed an interest in working in the local sociology department, was promised a position by Cilliers but rejected by the university hierarchy on the grounds that he was a ‘a communist and anti-apartheid’.105 Similarly Slabbert’s friend Manie van der Spuy, the psychologist, who had no trouble obtaining positions abroad, was turned down for a ‘puny junior lectureship’ at Stellenbosch as he was considered politically suspect.106 Slabbert was not quite tarred with the same brush.


    Nor can Slabbert’s sponsor, Cilliers, be regarded as radical. Although he was strongly in favour of full civil rights for coloureds, he supported the overall apartheid framework of separate homelands for black people.107 Cilliers was also in some respects an organisation man and was instrumental in establishing the Association for Sociology in Southern Africa (ASSA), in opposition to the conservative South African Sociology Association (SASOV), which had a colour bar in its constitution. Although the ASSA later gained a reputation as a radical organisation, its founding history does not necessarily reflect that. Figures like Cilliers had easy access to high-ranking government officials, and Cilliers had actually approached General Hendrik van den Bergh of the security police before the first ASSA conference in Lourenço Marques (today Maputo) to inform him of developments.108 In an overall context, the world of South African sociology that Slabbert entered at this time was not particularly radical. At Stellenbosch, under the aegis of Cilliers, who was only slightly left-leaning, Slabbert would have been safely ensconced.


    But Slabbert was also his own person. After barely two years at Stellenbosch, he moved to the University of Cape Town. He applied for a chair at UCT, but it was given to Jan Loubser, also a product of Stellenbosch. Loubser, who was a committed critic of apartheid and had earlier emigrated to Canada, returned when he was offered the UCT position. Politically, Slabbert could well have been attracted to Loubser, and it would appear that Loubser also made some tentative promises that if Slabbert moved to UCT as a senior lecturer, promotion might soon follow.109 The promotion did not materialise, despite the fact that he became acting head of department when Loubser decided to return to Canada. Slabbert became a popular figure on campus: his classes were oversubscribed, as they had been at Stellenbosch, and he was approachable and known to be conscientious in dealing with academic obligations.110 Yet his ambitions remained unfulfilled.


    It was at this point that a chair at the University of the Witwatersrand beckoned. Slabbert moved to Johannesburg in the second half of 1973 as a full professor and head of the sociology department at the academically youthful age of just 33. Moreover, he had produced no explicitly academic publications, though one was in press.111 Of course, in the academic world since then, where until recently publications tended to override much else, a candidate like Slabbert would not even be shortlisted for such an appointment. At that time, however, there was not the same emphasis on publications, and indeed, the number of candidates with doctoral degrees in sociology and university experience was rather limited.112


    Slabbert received strong backing from the influential Cilliers. In his recommendation, Cilliers described Slabbert as an ‘outstanding sociologist with a very keen analytical mind and a thorough grounding in both methodology and substantive theory’. He praised him for being one of those rare academics ‘who can bring his analytical and theoretical skills to bear on the study of concrete situations’. Cilliers furthermore stressed Slabbert’s lecturing and interpersonal skills, concluding that if his recommendation ‘may perhaps sound too good to be true, it is because I have very seldom been so wholly enthusiastic about a student and a colleague as I find myself about Dr Slabbert’.113 This assessment of Slabbert’s qualities was later echoed by Jannie Gagiano: ‘He is very articulate. He can argue well, he can write well, he can assemble an argument very well. He can analyse well.’114 Over and above this, he also had a kind of personal magnetism; a film-star appearance combined with self-deprecating wit made for an attractive package.


    There were, however, other qualities that shaped him as a person. His apparently casual demeanour could be misleading. ‘In everything he does, he wants to see an outcome. He wants to be significant. He has to have a sense of agency,’ Gagiano commented.115 The prognosis for an easy fit between these qualities and academe was not good. The bureaucratic subculture of the academic world, known for moving at a measured and often snail-like pace, was not the ideal environment for accommodating dynamic individuals with a sense of immediate urgency.


    It is therefore perhaps not all that surprising, given Slabbert’s driven personality, that he would encounter some obstacles. At Wits he found a fractured department, and it soon became apparent that he would have his work cut out to correct matters.116 It was a frustrating prospect. He subsequently explained why his academic career had assumed a somewhat peripatetic character:


    Each time I moved, it was in the hope that I could find a better opportunity to become a competent academic. Wits was the fourth place where this hope had been frustrated. I inherited a bureaucratic and administrative mess; there were virtually no research funds and a senior colleague was riddled with complexes and problems. I enjoyed lecturing but did not have enough time to do research and read and had visions of becoming, at the age of thirty-three, a second-rate academic housekeeper for the rest of my life.117


    Slabbert was not exaggerating the problems at Wits. His successor, Dunbar Moodie, recalled that there ‘were deep divisions – outright conflict in fact – within the department’.118 The academic world is known for internecine warfare of this kind and it is never easy to mediate. It can, however, also be seen as something that comes with the territory. Moreover, at the time Slabbert was appointed new heads of department had considerably more jurisdiction in shaping their environment than is the case today.119 Slabbert, though, was not in it for the long haul. A former colleague recalled that at Wits ‘he had become bored by sociology’.120 It was precisely at this time that the Progressive Federal Party started to woo him. This effectively ended his formal academic career. In the literature on the nature of academic alienation, the question of lack of influence often arises. Even when social status and remuneration were favourable, for some intellectuals prestige ‘must offer more than bread, it must allow access to a court of glory’.121 In Slabbert’s case, he clearly yearned for more, perhaps not fully realising what that would entail.


    Cilliers was somewhat disappointed with Slabbert’s decision to quit academe. He felt that had Slabbert stayed on at Stellenbosch, he would not have experienced the same disenchantment. Cilliers based this on the view that so-called verligte (enlightened) members of the staff at Stellenbosch had played vital roles as public intellectuals in influencing politicians, which added another dimension to academic life, ensuring vitality.122 Whether Slabbert would have agreed is a moot point.


    In terms of academic developments, it is also worth noting the subsequent trajectory of the Wits sociology department. From 1975 it went into a growth phrase, with new leadership and a thorough overhaul of its offerings and theoretical points of departure, including a substantial dose of Marxian analysis.123 Slabbert might have welcomed the new dynamism, but it is doubtful if he would have been a supporter of Marxism. Be that as it may, he left the department on the cusp of new, much more radical departures in his discipline. Had he remained in academe these developments might have had a rejuvenating effect on his sombre outlook at the time.


    Twists and turns of theory 


    Intellectually, as has already been hinted, Slabbert’s life was shaped by a specific set of contemporary concerns that had traction in certain circles during his stay at Stellenbosch. Apart from Jannie Gagiano and some others, this revolved around individuals such as André du Toit and Johan Degenaar in the political philosophy department, who introduced Slabbert to the classic works of existentialist and critical philosophy.124 Degenaar and Du Toit were acknowledged as outstanding academics, though their political views were often regarded by the establishment as suspect.


    Degenaar was the leading figure in involving promising young academics in a discussion group that turned out to have an abiding influence on many of them.125 As a prominent exponent of Socratic didactics, Degenaar had a small but academically potent cult following, and he was respected for expounding notions of non-fundamentalist political pluralism along the lines of an established tradition in certain quarters in Stellenbosch of the open discussion (oop gesprek).126 In this company Slabbert found kindred spirits. From his theological grounding he migrated to a variety of philosophical positions. In general, his interest moved from the subjective and concrete to the objective and abstract, increasingly searching for laws and regularity, which in turn led him into social theory and the philosophy of science.127


    His MA thesis had reflected none of these interests. It dealt with the more practical and mundane issue of the vocational choices of students. Topics such as these, with an empirical basis, were standard fare in sociology departments at the time.128 Yet in perusing his thesis one is struck by the fact that Slabbert was particularly concerned about whether class was a crucial determinant in career preferences.129 It is speculative but tempting to see this concern as an indication of his own position; his less than affluent background and uncertainty about his career prospects at the time might well have played a role in the way the study was conceived.


    His doctoral thesis foregrounded an interest in meta-theory. His promoter, Cilliers, had visited Harvard, Cornell and Duke universities on a study visit in 1954–1955, and had returned from America a firm disciple of Talcott Parsons’ structural functionalism, a paradigm with considerable appeal at the time.130 Structural functionalism revolved in part around a consensus of values generated by certain institutions as preconditions for optimum societal functioning. In his doctoral thesis, Slabbert set out to evaluate the theory from a methodological point of view. His concern was to assess the ‘validity of some of the claims by its proponents and to decide the merits of the standards employed by those who reject it’. The outcome, he suggested, would also have wider implications for sociology as a discipline.131


    An examiner, whose report on the thesis is available, was very positive about the quality of work. He found it rigorously argued and felt that the candidate was able to rise above the material and develop his own perspectives. The thesis, moreover, was seen as making a substantial contribution to knowledge by emphasising the need for methodological sophistication in dealing with and evaluating sociological theories.132


    In later years, Slabbert commented, tongue in cheek, that the thesis ‘was so esoteric that I am still the only person who can get excited about it’. It was not all in vain, though. As he had to develop a position outside Parsons’ own framework in order to evaluate it, he claimed that the exercise sharpened his analytical skills and alerted him generally to the problem of tautological arguments, insofar as that which actually has to be explained reverts back in a circular fashion to the theory or paradigm itself.133 This awareness, Slabbert claimed, permeated his subsequent academic outlook, and he developed an inbuilt suspicion of grand theories of social change. He explained:


    The dogmatic confidence, the academic pig-headedness of some Marxist and functionalist scholars, and particularly those students who were desperately searching for a secular eschatology, were no different from some of the devout souls at Stellenbosch who resolutely tried to take me on a mental route march through to the Kingdom of God. Emotionally I felt ‘a plague on the arrogance of both your creeds!’134


    Slabbert was academically quite brave to have attempted a study of structural functionalism, as Parsons’ prose presented a challenge. Wilmot James, a sociology student at the time, recalled that Parsons ‘wrote in a manner that brought injustice to the clarity of which the English language is capable. To read Parsons was an effort and a task. Many persisted because they thought that opacity was the way of genius and therefore worthy of understanding.’135 Because he had to plough through Parsons to make it intelligible to himself, Slabbert was able to convey the essence of the theory in a comprehensible manner to students and, moreover, to apply it to South Africa. In this respect, in terms of values generated and social stability, four institutions were regarded as crucial: a solid family life, a growing economy, a fair legal system and the maintenance of social order by the state. Although this may appear as self-evident, at the high point of apartheid-induced centrifugal forces these notions had something of a radical ring to them.136


    The possibility of applying Parsons to the South African scenario and developing a critique along lines that showed up the system’s dysfunctionality must have held a certain appeal for Slabbert. Gagiano believes that for a while Slabbert was quite comfortable in the Parsonian zone.137 Parsons, as other commentators observed, also had a moral dimension to his systems analysis.138 This might equally well have spoken to Slabbert so soon after he had forsaken theology. Slabbert, however, was not an uncritical adherent of Parsons; it was more a matter of being intrigued by his analysis, and at the same time keeping a critical distance without rejecting it outright.139 Slabbert corresponded with Parsons, and when the latter visited South Africa, at a time when Slabbert was already in Parliament, the two did meet. It turned out to be a bit of an anticlimax; the elderly Parsons at that point was more interested in the cultivation of strawberries than systems theory.140


    The appeal of structural functionalism started to decline as South Africa moved into the turbulent 1970s and 1980s. The paradigm’s key concepts of order, balance and consensus came to be viewed as inconsistent with a society increasingly riven by conflict. In South Africa the benefits of modernisation implicit in structural functionalism seemed not to have had the desired effect of easing social tensions, but on the contrary had enhanced the ability to implement apartheid and contributed to strife. In the social sciences this led to a decisive turn away from structural functionalism towards more radical conflict theorists and variants of Marxism.141


    As noted above, Slabbert had an aversion to closed systems of thought, and for this reason he was also sceptical of Marxism. Academically, though, mainly because he was an MP by this time, he did not contribute to the decade-long debate that raged throughout the social sciences. He had had his own encounter with real-life communists much earlier, however. While in Oxford during an official study visit in 1965, he slipped away from the formal party, explored Oxford on his own, and happened to end up at a meeting of the British Communist Party. After the meeting, Slabbert met some of the members informally. They had a vigorous debate, and, after consuming a fair amount of cognac, and despite initial disagreements, seemed to find some common ground.142


    His intellectual acuity opened doors, but his restless nature and unfulfilled ambition did not allow him to grow to full academic maturity. While his scholarly instincts stayed with him during his political career, as an academic he did not leave behind a substantial body of significant writings. That he had the ability to do so is indisputable; that he did not had to do with competing attractions, personal preferences and wider aspirations. The allure of academe started to fade as new fields of practical derring-do beckoned. The word now had to become flesh.


    In retrospect, Slabbert did not enter the university world as an empty vessel, waiting to be filled by academic knowledge. Given his problematic domestic background, his early religious devotion and his experience with black people, he had already developed his own views of the world, which he could use as a yardstick for gauging new sets of knowledge. The essential elements for the construction of a critical disposition were in place, though the way this would play out could not readily be predicted.


    Stellenbosch University, despite the conservatism of the time, meant much for him. It allowed him to ground his kind of proselytising instincts in a rational manner; it provided him with opportunities to debate apartheid’s shortcomings in a rigorous way, which stood him in good stead later on; it gave him the chance to measure his own academic acumen against that of others; and, given where he came from, it helped to build confidence to the extent that at the age of 28 he was told that ‘if he watched his step’ he might even become rector. In all of this he had good and supportive lecturers and friends. He also claimed to have experienced more than enough academic freedom to express himself fully.143


    The university furthermore imparted the possibility of a sense of critical thinking and academic detachment. In later years, a fellow sociologist articulated what he regarded as the core of Slabbert’s scholarly outlook: ‘Living with ambiguity, seeking out the grey areas of uncertainty, was for Van the hallmark of an intellectual.’144 This might have been a liability in the netherworld of politics, but it can also equip one to wield razor-sharp analysis, as Slabbert often did. While Slabbert was not made by Stellenbosch in the way that some of his peers were predestined to join the National Party, Stellenbosch did, in contradistinction, in an almost reverse form, help to shape him.
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