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Keeping calméL

THE arrests, detentions and baton
charges of the last few days
represent a depressingly familiar
response of the Nationalist
government to extra-parliamentary

protest against the apartheid system.

This response is even less likely to

solve this country’s problems than

such essays in kragdadigheid have
been in the past. Whether they will
serve even the temporary purpose of
halting the present unrest is
problematic. It is regrettable that
the initially calm and prudent

response of the authorities appears

to have been laid aside, temporarily
at least, in favour of tbugh action.

While this kind of response is

popular with some sections of the

white electorate and represents an

easy option for the Nationalist

government, it is doubtful whether it
serves the national interest. Take the
Johannesburg incident for example.

Whatever . the rights and wrongs of

the churchmen’s protest in terms of
the law, which will be for the courts
to decide, the action of the police in
taking two well-known bishops and

' other ‘leading churchmen into

custody was maladroit in the
extreme. Instead of being warned to
appear in court in due course, and
allowed to go home, the bishops and

| their fellows were hustled into vans
-and locked up in police cells, where

they spent the night. Their
incarceration was no doubt blazoned

| across the front pages of newspapers

throughout the world and will cause
indignation and anger among
Christians everywhere.

subsequent actlons on the campus, in

tear- gabsmg and baton-charging
students in a cafeteria, were puzzling
indeed — and certamly call for some

~ explanation.

Whatever the Justlflcatlon the

effect of such actions’on inter-group

relations is unfortunate. Such actions
are unlikely to help much to calm

things. down. Rather the reverse.

Before the atmosphere deteriorates.

any further, the authorities should
‘take stock. More than ever, tact and
restraint are indicated, even in the

face of a measure of provocation.
The vicious cycle of violence and
counter-violence,

the cause of violent revolution which
gains. On the not-so-long term, the
only sensible course is to institute a
credible process of negotiation,
involving recognized leaders of all

communities, to devise a constitution

which will command the loyalty of
all groups. Meanwhile, the first task

of government is to calm the
The situation is

atmosphere.
delicately poised. Clumsy,
precipitate action by authority could
be counter-productive. It was wise of
the educational authorities to scrap
the reported ultimatum to pupils, if
ultimatum it was, and to abandon the

~plan of large-scale expulsion of the

Then there was the curious use of

tear gas and a baton charge at the
University of the Western Cape. No
doubt there will be an official inquiry
to establish the facts. It appears that

the  police had been called to the

campus to protect non-boycotting
students from intimidation. But their

boycotters. This was never a good
idea. It would have achieved nothing.

It is time that people in authority
realized - that much more is to be
gained by tact and patience than by
bluster and the big stick. At the
same time, pupils, students, striking
workers and everyone else should
note that the authorities cannot be
expected to stand aside if law and
order are placed in jeopardy and the
public peace is threatened. It is a
time for cool heads and steady

“hands.

once it is .‘
- unleashed, is not easy to bring under
control. And if there are casualties |
and martyrs are created, it is only
















