From the Fight against Nazism towards the Victory of Apartheid
(Union of South Africa in the years 1939-1961)

Contents of the course

This course will address the development of the political environment and society in the Union of South Africa between 1939 and 1961. This period is characterized not only by close cooperation with Great Britain during World War II, the temporary suppression of nationalist opposition and the dominance of the United Party led by Jan Smuts in the South African political scene, but also by social tensions and escalating conflict between the mainly Afrikaner “white” populations in the Union and non-European ethnic groups. Regardless of the fact that the Union was on the side of the victors in World War II and the sacrifice that it had to make in comparison with many other belligerent countries was relatively small, Smuts and his United Party suffered a fatal defeat in the first post-war elections in 1948. These elections not only meant the actual end of Smuts’ political career and the repositioning of the United Party to the place of permanent opposition and the departure of the United Party to its place as permanent opposition, but also the beginning of the rule of Afrikaner nationalists that lasted more than forty years. 

Aims of the course

This course aims to give students an overview of the changes in society, economy and political climate in the Union during World War II, in the final years of Smuts’ government and the reasons that led not only to long-term dominance of nationalists in South Africa but also to the country’s “trek to isolation”.

Lectures’ topics

1. Introduction, trends in South African historiography, constitutional and political system of the Union of South Africa, population and ethnical issues, the Great War experience.

2. Interwar politics — formation of the United Party, relations with Great Britain and Germany, the Union enters into the war – the fall of Hertzog’s cabinet, the state of the Union Defence Forces in 1939.

3. Divided Union — nationalistic opposition between 1939 and 1943.

4. UDF at war — German secret operations and SOE in South Africa, UDF campaigns in Africa and overseas, the UDF’s contribution to war efforts.

5. Internal security and propaganda during the war.

6. South African economy — war economy, gold mining and the new industry, war expenditures and fiscal stability, Lend and Lease.

7. South African society — native majority during the war years, ANC, Youth League and Natives Representative Council, the Pegging Act, demobilisation and veterans.

8. Interracial issues – natives in industrial areas, South African Communist Party in the 40s, 1946 mining strike, Fagan Commission, Indian minority.

9. South Africa international relations – UN and failure of Smuts’ policy, South West Africa, trade war with India.

10. 1948 House of Assembly election – Malan v. Smuts, apartheid versus trusteeship, immigration, international position of the Union, collapse of Dominion Party.

11. South Africa post 1948 – new cabinet and its policies, the Communist Oppression Act and actions against opposition, Smuts’ final years.

12. South Africa in the 50s – native representation and constitutional crisis, legislative measures of the new government, Torch Commando and other mass protest movements, constitutional referendum, United Party and decline of white liberal opposition.

13. Summary and conclusions, test.

Requirements to pass the course

All students are required to attend at least ten lectures and participate in discussions. [These requirements will be sufficient to obtain two credits.]

In order to obtain six credits students will be further required either to make a presentation or write an essay (5 to 7 pages) on a selected topic and pass a written test. Each of the presentation/essay and the test will represent 50 per cent. of the passing requirements. 
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