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The African Regional Scientific Conference took place in Development; science;
Johannesburg, South Africa in October 1949. With delegates  Africa; malnutrition; disease;
drawn from South Africa, Britain, France, Portugal and erosion; Colonial Welfare and
Belgium, the Conference was an attempt to chart a way  Development Act; labour;
forward for development in Africa. This article draws upon Es.ycm.)memc testing;

X cientific Council for Africa
the.volumlnogs correspondence and repprts held at. The South of the Sahara:
National Archives Kew, supplemented with other primary Schonland; apartheid
and secondary material, to consider the workings of the
Conference from its inception with its commitment to
delineate a distinction between science and politics to its
culmination and the subsequent formation of the Scientific
Council for Africa South of the Sahara. The Conference was
contextualised by development policies predicated upon
colonial and South African expertise and leadership which
created a sense of tension and contradiction related to the
racial exclusions of the apartheid state, the attempt to
maintain colonial hegemony through science and impending
decolonisation. This paper therefore uses the Conference as a
lens to explore the changing relationship between Britain
and the apartheid state and nevertheless shows that, while
Britain and South Africa held opposing views regarding
African development, the shared assumptions of western
‘civilisation’ led to the maintenance of hierarchies of power
and knowledge that excluded those at whom development
was aimed - indigenous Africans.

In 1929, South African statesman Jan Smuts spoke of the dramatic ‘revolutions’
taking place in Africa since the late nineteenth century: the expanding railway
network and the far-reaching changes wrought by mining. These revolutions
had provided the impetus for increasing white settlement on the continent,
and an influence that was necessary for ‘African advancement’. For Smuts,
without European presence, ‘... The African mass will not be moved, the
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sporadic attempts at civilisation will pass, Africa may relapse to her historic and
prehistoric slumbers.”’ Defending white settlement in Kenya, Smuts’ words
were also evidence of South African ambitions on the African continent.
They reflected, too, one of two British perceptions of development in Africa.
The first - as articulated by Smuts — was based on the view that white leadership
was essential, coupled with African development ‘along their own lines’. It
would be evident in the segregation and later apartheid policies of white
South Africa. The second emanating largely from West Africa, emphasised
African-centred development under the benevolent paternalism of indirect
rule. As John Cell shows, both views nevertheless shared mutual assumptions
of African ‘difference’.”> And both were based on some form of European inter-
vention to stimulate African development. However there were tensions
between Britain and South Africa as evident in a conference on development
held in the apartheid state.

This article therefore has two aims: the first is to consider the African
Regional Scientific Conference held in Johannesburg in 1949. While mentioned
in the existing literature on development and resulting in the formation of the
Scientific Council for Africa South of the Sahara, there has been little focus on
the content and context of the Conference itself. This paper also uses the Con-
ference as a lens to explore the changing relationship between Britain and South
Africa at a key moment. Contextualised by the decline of empire and the imper-
ial ambitions of the apartheid state, development in Africa - as articulated at the
Conference - exposed the contradictions of the last decades of colonial rule on
the African continent, evident in the fraught relationship between Britain and
the new apartheid state.

The first part of the article addresses the period immediately preceding the
conference where suspicions regarding South African intentions in Africa
were allayed by an emphasis on the scientific rather than political nature of
the Conference - a distinction that would prove impossible to maintain. This
is followed by a consideration of the Conference itself and the papers presented
that reflected the key developmental concerns of the imperial powers. Integral
to the developmental initiatives proposed was a vision of the African continent
as a site of perpetual underdevelopment requiring scientific intervention and
European expertise. The main outcome of the Conference was the proposal
of a ‘Scientific Committee’ to co-ordinate scientific research across sub-
Saharan Africa - a discussion of which forms the final part of the article.

There has been extensive literature on development in Africa. In Triumph of
the Expert, Joseph Hodge traces the relationship between agriculture and devel-
opment during the first half of the twentieth century, demonstrating the ways in
which developmental interventions and policies were intertwined with real-
world social, political and economic circumstances. Depression and war
marked shifts in the ideology behind and implementation of development in
the colonies. In the aftermath of the Second World War, development in
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Africa acquired a new urgency as a result of the Cold War coupled with African
nationalism and was marked by greater collaboration between the colonial
powers.’

Sara Lorenzini positions development within an international milieu, begin-
ning with the interwar period where, within the context of the mandate system
(the brainchild of Jan Smuts) and trusteeship, the League of Nations associated
development with colonial responsibility and morality. With the end of the
Second World War amid the emergent tensions of what was to become the
Cold War, Lorenzini considers the ways in which earlier attempts at co-ordinat-
ing development efforts from the local to the national to the regional became
global. For Europe, this manifested in the form of the Marshall Plan, the
attempt to assist European post-war recovery which would simultaneously
stay the growth of Communism. By October 1949 - just as the African Regional
Scientific Conference was taking place - American president, Harry Truman
spoke of the adaptation of the Marshall Plan to promote development in the
rest of the world.* With a more global bent, Corinna Unger addresses the
post-war period and the new phase in colonial development. Key to this
period was the role of the newly formed United Nations (UN) with organs
such as the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation
(UNESCO) working with colonial powers in fostering development in Africa.
In addition to UNESCO, other organs of the UN promoting development
and providing relief included the Food and Agricultural Organisation (FAO)
and the World Health Organisation (WHO)” - both of whom sent representa-
tives to the Conference in Johannesburg.

Development during this period cannot be dissociated from science and
Helen Tilley’s Africa as a Living Laboratory begins with the 1929 visit to
South Africa by the British Association for the Advancement of Science
where politician, intellectual and president of the South African Association
for the Advancement of Science, Jan Hofmeyr, considered the reciprocal
relationship between science and the African continent: Africa was a potential
‘laboratory’ for the social, natural and medical sciences and the continent could
simultaneously benefit from the development associated with science. Arising
from this visit came the African Research Survey with its emphasis on both
research and betterment. While addressing the various facets of intervention
and development in Africa including the availability and potential exploitation
of natural resources, the implementation of agricultural practice and the
attempts to eradicate disease, at the heart of Tilley’s analysis are the key features
of the scientific method: theory and experimentation. The ways in which
African was perceived and knowledge constructed about the continent
shaped intervention or development. Like Hodge, Tilley also considers the
intricate ways in which indigenous knowledge was both utilised and margina-
lised as well as the exclusion of indigenous Africans from the discourse of
science and development.®
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The notion of colony as laboratory is further addressed by Sabine Clarke
with a focus on the Caribbean where she contrasts the more ‘authoritarian’
and hierarchical developmental approach adopted by the British in Africa
with the more ‘liberal’ stance taken by the Colonial Official in the Caribbean.
Key to developmental policy is the Colonial Welfare and Developmental Act
of 1940 which asserted the importance of scientific intervention and the mod-
ernisation of the colonies, becoming the means by which Britain justified colo-
nial dominance.”

These works are significant in addressing development on the continent and
Britain’s role in fostering development and contextualise the African Regional
Scientific Conference. This article therefore contributes to the existing literature
by considering in detail a conference which was ostensibly about African devel-
opment. In this discussion, however, development itself is not the key consider-
ation but forms the terrain on which Britain engaged with South Africa,
revealing the strain evident in that relationship that played out over the
notion of development on the African continent.

Contextualising the African Regional Scientific Conference

Writing of British policy towards Africa in 1958, E.R. Wicker criticised the mer-
cantilist economic policies of early colonialism that exploited the natural
resources of the colonies for the sole benefit of the metropole with little con-
sideration given to development in the colonies. The laissez faire capitalism
of the late nineteenth century also left colonial development to their respective
governments. The trend however changed with an address by Joseph Chamber-
lain in 1895 that bemoaned the existing lack of development in British colonies,
a legacy of an economic policy that should not ‘apply to savage countries [as
they applied to] civilised portions of the United Kingdom’. Chamberlain’s
articulation of the ‘white man’s burden’ led to the availability of loans for colo-
nial development in the early twentieth century. It was within this shifting
context that the Colonial Development Act was passed in 1929. Funds were
made available for ‘works of development’.® According to Arthur Hilton
Poynton, a Deputy Under-Secretary of State, the 1929 Act provided for devel-
opment in the colonies so long as it stimulated economic growth in Britain.
Thus, when colonial governments applied for funding, this was allocated
based more on the worth that it held for British industry and trade than for
actual development in the colonies.” While the implementation of the Act, as
argued by Wicker, was therefore not revolutionary, it formed the basis of the
Colonial Welfare and Development Act of 1940 which reflected in larger
measure the preoccupation with social welfare and development from the
1930s. The Act also made provision to reduce the debt of the colonies and
aid was provided in the form of grants rather than loans. Included in the
ambit of the Act too was education — which had not been the case in 1929."



1488 (&) S.CHETTY

And, according to Poynton, there was now an emphasis on ‘making develop-
ment an end in itself’ rather than another means of catering to British economic
self-interest.'’ A new measure was passed to extend the Act to 1956 and make
available greater funding for the ‘colonial territories to develop their own
resources’. The plan envisioned greater consultation with the local populations
and the descriptor ‘trusteeship’ gave way to ‘partnership’, a sign of the changing
relationship between Britain and the colonies, indicating a certain abrogation of
responsibility by the former and greater independence allocated to the latter.'?

The relationship between Britain, the Dominions and the colonies was
reflected in the changing nature of the production and acquisition of knowl-
edge. As Roy Macleod argues, there were five phases in the relationship
between science and the British empire, beginning with early imperialism
and exploratory voyages around the world. The Briton engaged in collection,
description and the ordering of the fauna, flora and the indigenous people.
From identification came the exploitation of new resources and opportu-
nities for new markets impelled by the Industrial Revolution. The third
phase was marked by the incipient nationalism of settler colonies in the
latter part of the nineteenth century and their own expertise in local and
regional knowledge that was nevertheless subordinated to that of the metro-
pole. In the twentieth century, however, the final two phases were marked by
a greater sense of equality with paternal benevolence in the exercise of British
power. Britain remained the hub, maintaining ties to the Dominions and
colonies, with knowledge flowing both to and from the metropole. The
Dominions were co-creators of scientific knowledge but had also unquestio-
ningly imbibed the values and assumptions of development and progress.">
The Dominions, too, could then insert themselves within this hierarchy of
knowledge acquisition in terms of the relationship with the indigenous and
the colonised.

The conference is the concrete demonstration of this hierarchy. As Bigg
et al discuss, the growth of conferences was concomitant with the rise of
imperialism - which was itself integral to the spread of global capitalism.
Increasing conference attendance was also due to pragmatic factors such as
new, efficient forms of transport and, while initially held in the capitals of
Europe, by the twentieth century, it became possible to meet in parts of the
world distant from the metropole. Yet the growing global nature of the
conference occurred within a context of disputed borders, particularly
evident in the last days of empire. This was manifest in the inclusions and
exclusions, the voices heard and those marginalised and the convoluted
relationship between empires, nations and colonies."*

S. Herbert Frankel wrote of the changing nature of colonial rule - and colo-
nial obligations - in Africa. Frankel was a second-generation South African
born in 1903 with a life that his obituary describes as being ‘closely intertwined
with the fate of the British Empire, with its triumphant expansion following the
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First World War and its rapid contraction after the Second’. Serving as an econ-
omics professor at the University of the Witwatersrand and as advisor to
Hofmeyr, Minister of Finance in Smuts’s government during the Second
World War, Frankel advocated a future for South Africa based on the ‘foun-
dation of a common civilisation’."” In his essay, ‘Africa in the Re-making’ pub-
lished in 1932, he described the self-serving nature of colonialism in the
nineteenth and early decades of the twentieth centuries: the plundering of
resources by chartered companies, the brutal exploitation of Leopold’s rule in
the Congo and the prioritisation of German economic interests to the detri-
ment of the indigenous people in their colonies. The French were singled out
for a system of direct rule that actively impeded ‘development’ in their
African colonies. The South African context presented even greater challenges
than the colonial one, with the industrialisation arising out of the mineral dis-
coveries occurring in a territory containing the ‘primitive Native races” as well
as a ‘European society’ that was up to three centuries behind. For South Africa
to develop then, Frankel wrote of the exploitation of these two groups and the
supplantation of their ways of life by the forces of modernisation. He con-
demned the ensuing labour policies that allocated indigenous Africans to
reserves ill-equipped to support them, and that excluded them from develop-
ment. South Africa presented the very archetype ‘of a European policy
towards the subject race being framed solely in what was regarded as the inter-
est of the European population’. For Frankel, the abuse and inequality inherent
in early colonialism and contemporary South African policies amounted to
little more than ‘economic enslavement’, out of touch with ‘modern’ and ‘scien-
tific’ thinking. But, if ‘European civilisation’ was the problem, it was also the
solution and he believed it to be Africa’s ‘one great hope of progress’ with
‘Western science ... alone capable of combatting the diseases by which the con-
tinent is ravaged.” The forces that had impelled ruthless exploitation could now
be turned to benevolent development.'®

At the end of the War then, at the Commonwealth Scientific Conference in
1946, B.E.]. Schonland, president of the South African Council for Scientific and
Industrial Research (CSIR) proposed an ‘African research committee’ to
co-ordinate scientific research focusing on the challenges facing sub-Saharan
Africa. This would serve to further ‘future development’ in Africa: the wellbeing
of both black and white and the proper utilisation and exploitation of natural
resources related to agriculture and mining. He pointed out that the borders
that divided African countries were an impediment to developing an under-
standing of — and response to — ‘the continent’s fundamental scientific pro-
blems’, and greater regional co-operation was needed. The development of
Africa was also not simply to be left to African territories but was also the
responsibility of the Colonial Office. British scientists were not to be considered
‘guests’ but as ‘partners’, collaborating with their South African counterparts in
the development of the continent."”
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The working committee for the conference in 1946 acknowledged the disrup-
tion to research by the Second World War; the challenges with obtaining scien-
tific experts and equipment when priority was given to the war effort.
Simultaneously, the availability of funding meant that, with the conclusion of
the War and the envisioning of a new world order, there could be an ‘[intensifi-
cation]’ of planning, research and development in the colonies. Key was a con-
sideration of ‘colonial interests’ and the use of experts to resolve ‘colonial
problems’. Yet there was also a devolution of power. While funding was pro-
vided under the terms of the Colonial Welfare and Development Act of 1940
and its amendments, the ‘[supervisory]” role of the British was to be ‘remote
and general rather than close and detailed’ and, once the expert had been
installed and given their mandate, they were ‘free to work out [their] own scien-
tific salvation’.'® As evident in Schonland’s speech then, the Dominions and the
colonies would use science and technology to map out their own destiny -
which would, in turn, provide a vision for South African leadership in Africa.
An outcome of this Commonwealth Scientific Conference then - and one
initiated in part by Scholand - was the African Regional Scientific Conference
held at the University of the Witwatersrand in Johannesburg three years later.

One of Jan Smuts’s key scientific advisors, Schonland returned to South
Africa after his war service to found and lead the CSIR. He had a keen interest
in scientific and technological development and progress in South Africa — and
in Africa. In 1948, he described the meteoric growth in the industrial and econ-
omic development of South Africa; its transition from an agricultural to an
industrial-based economy initiated by the mineral discoveries of the nineteenth
century and the subsequent development of secondary industry which, as a
response to the demands of the Second World War, exceeded mining. Accom-
panying this expansion in development was a growth in the urban workforce of
both black and white workers that, from the formation of the Union of South
Africa to 1945, had increased ‘eight-fold’. The preceding decades for Schonland
had seen an ‘industrial revolution’ take place in the country and ‘scientific
research’ was needed to meet the challenges presented by this revolution and
this was to be fostered and co-ordinated by the CSIR, established in 1945.
While drawing inspiration from similar organisations across the Common-
wealth, its five areas of specialisation included physics, chemistry, telecommu-
nications, ‘building research” and ‘personnel research’, all geared towards what
were perceived as unique South African challenges. Building research, for
instance, was harnessed to the growing urbanisation of black workers
whereas personnel research could be used to determine the ‘aptitude’ of these
workers to meet the demands of industry.'® At the time of the presentation
of his paper in November 1948, South Africa had also witnessed another tran-
sition that would have far-reaching effects for policies affecting black labour,
industrialisation and skilled work; and South Africa’s position in relation to
Africa (and, indeed, to the rest of the world): the advent of the apartheid
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state in May 1948. Literally meaning ‘separateness’, apartheid racial doctrine
was harnessed to a view of development that was both exclusionary and privi-
leged South African scientific leadership on the continent. The African
Regional Scientific Conference held in Johannesburg in 1949 would prove an
amalgamation of nascent South African Afrikaner nationalism and the
ferment of development initiatives in Africa.

‘... wholly scientific:’?° Preparing for a ‘South African’ Conference

In early January 1949, J.E. Keyston, research secretary for the Central African
Council received a draft agenda for the African Regional Scientific Conference
to be held in South Africa later that year. Keyston was based in Salisbury
(present-day Harare in Zimbabwe) and had held the position of research sec-
retary since November 1947. He was tasked with investigating the ‘research
facilities” available in Central, Eastern and Southern Africa and directing the
future of scientific research in Central Africa.”’ Keyston was therefore the
obvious choice to be sent a draft copy of the agenda drawn up by the Confer-
ence organiser P.J. du Toit for his ‘information and criticism’.*?

As proposed in the draft, the Conference was not to be considered a ‘special-
ist’ one but was to determine how best to allow for the movement of scientists
across the region, the development of a common agenda and goals for scientific
research, the availability and publication of research findings, the provision of
more ‘specialist’ conferences and the creation of ‘regional research institutes
and bureau’. The proposed list of scientific topics that would be discussed
was broad: agriculture, ecology, industrialisation, geology, metrology, medicine
and also included the social sciences, ‘sociological and anthropological research’
that would focus on African ‘intelligence and aptitude’, ‘beliefs and attitudes’
and western ‘acculturation’.?® In short, the Conference would focus on the
natural resources, their effective utilisation and the development of sub-
Saharan Africa through science.

The prospect of holding the Conference in South Africa presented unique
challenges. The conservative National Party government was perceived as
being at odds with the development initiatives of the Commonwealth and
the other colonial powers in relation to Africa and could potentially alienate
the very Africans at whom development was aimed. In South Africa, the
liberal press highlighted the distinctive nature of apartheid policy in relation
to that evident in other African territories, a policy that maintained uncompro-
mising segregation and difference applied not only to black South Africans but
to Africans across the continent. South Africa’s hardline stance thus meant that
the country was ‘out of step’ with other states represented at the Conference,
making it a challenge to arrive at common solutions to African problems.**
It also meant that Africans could potentially be excluded from a conference
related to African development.
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It was however an early draft of the Conference programme sent to the FAO
that raised a red flag for prospective Conference attendees. The missive was an
invitation by the South African Department of External Affairs to the upcoming
Conference, highlighting the importance of science in addressing the ‘[under-
development]’ in Africa, a product of disease and of ‘ignorance’. The hope was
that science would create the conditions for a ‘much larger, healthier and more
progressive population’ that could sustain not just itself but provide for the rest
of the world as well. Much of the letter dealt with the main aims of the Confer-
ence — the regional co-ordination of scientific research, the unique nature of the
challenges besetting the African continent and the creation of an African
research organisation. Point 10, however, addressed medical research specifi-
cally. Along with a consideration of the health of the inhabitants of the conti-
nent and the physical, psychological and intellectual attributes of indigenous
populations was the following: ‘what is happening and what will happen to
European human stock in Africa?’?” Describing himself as ‘a little disturbed
by the implications’ of Point 10, the Acting Director-General of the FAO,
Herbert Broadley, forwarded the letter to the Colonial Office with his view
that it suggested that the South Africans perceived the Conference to be a
‘means of maintaining white domination in Africa’. Should this be a key aim
of the Conference then the FAO would be reluctant to attend, fearing a backlash
from their constituent members.”® In his response to Broadley, Gerard Clausen
pointed out that in initial talks with the South Africans in London the previous
year, the Colonial Office had made clear that they would ‘strongly deprecate any
subject having political implications” placed on the Conference agenda. The
British too had taken issue with Point 10 and had written to Schonland
suggesting that some of the points raised appeared ‘too general for any fruitful
discussion” and, moreover, were not ‘wholly scientific’. The South African
response then, was the more ‘tentative draft agenda’ that omitted any discussion
of the future of ‘Europeans’ in Africa.”” However the suspicion of South African
motives was not confined to prospective Conference attendees.

The British press was ambivalent with an acknowledgement that attendance
at the Conference would lend credibility to the apartheid state’s racial policies
and, while the University of the Witwatersrand (Wits) — where the Conference
was to be held - was a cloistered space, any excursion to the city would expose
delegates to the ‘disconcerting’ realities of segregation. However, as the Man-
chester Guardian suggested, if Malan could exercise restraint in his opening
speech regarding white leadership in Africa and ‘the excellence of the Apartheid
pattern of race relations’, the lack of political invective would put international
delegates at ease, allowing them to focus on the matters at hand.?® In contrast,
an article appearing in The Observer portrayed the Conference as the apartheid
state’s ‘first success’ in taking charge of development on the African continent.
Its scientific focus notwithstanding, the article argued that political issues were
inevitable such as black migrant labour (integral to the South African economy)
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as well as white settlement in Africa. The ‘finer distinction’ between politics and
science would therefore be lost on African nationalists, who would view with
hostility the British role in development in conjunction with a government
committed to the maintenance of ‘white supremacy’. The Conference also
reflected clearly the racial exclusions of the apartheid state. In response to
the criticism that those who would be most affected by the developmental pol-
icies under discussion would not be present at the Conference, the South
African response was that the lack of black delegates was ‘coincidence’ — hap-
penstance that the article referred to ironically as ‘fortuitous’.*

The scathing article was countered by the South African High Commissioner
to Britain, Leif Egeland, who - in a letter to the Editor of The Observer -
reminded critics that the Conference origins lay in a proposal made at the Com-
monwealth Scientific Conference two years earlier.”® Egeland highlighted the
potential advantage of the Conference ‘to black and white alike’ in its aim of
resolving African challenges common to the sub-Saharan region. With the
Conference portrayed as ‘a constructive and cooperative effort’, he decried
the criticism as ‘political propaganda’.”'

Indeed, as Dubow points out, during the very early years of the apartheid
state, South Africa continued its participation in scientific conferences and
organisations with these functioning as a form of diplomacy, a means for the
state to maintain its ties to the international community.”* Yet there remained
skepticism about South African ambitions which would be evident amongst the
foreign delegations. Further, as seen in the initial draft of the programme, the
apartheid state was also testing the waters, treading a cautious line between
their desire for leadership on the continent - a leadership predicated on
racial dominance — and a developmental discourse within the context of
impending independence. To allay the critics, a press conference was held a
week before the Conference, under the eye of the State Information Officer,
where Conference secretary-general D.B. Sole, gave assurances that ‘questions
of political policy’ would not be addressed at the Conference and that the
matters discussed would remain ‘entirely non-controversial’.>> Newly elected
Prime Minister D.F. Malan, in his opening address would also reiterate the
ideologically free nature of the Conference.’

Yet the Conference was by no means free of ideology, politics or the exercise
of colonial and economic power. With the election victory of the National Party
as tensions in Europe marked the start of the Cold War, Malan’s government
took an anti-Communist stance. As such, an early position adopted by
Malan was the need for closer regional ties with the rest of Africa for the pur-
poses of ‘security’. With the initiation of the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation
in April 1949 and its exclusion of Africa, Malan proposed instead an Africa Pact
that would include South Africa, African colonies and the United States. Confl-
ating nationalist movements for independence with Communism, the South
African government believed that they held the responsibility for the



1494 (&) S.CHETTY

maintenance of ‘Western European Christian civilisation” and, as Berridge
points out, this Africa Pact opportunely allowed for ‘the extension of South
African influence over the whole of “Africa south of the Sahara™. Britain,
however, was opposed to the Africa Pact, which would likely alienate India,
the Middle East and its colonies in West Africa. The Pact was moreover seen
as a conduit for ‘South African imperialism’.>>

South Africa was also eager to strengthen its ties with sub-Saharan African
territories. The country already exerted economic influence in Africa: invest-
ments in the Copperbelt, the vital trade going through the Mozambican port
of Lourenco Marques and the services provided by trained South African
specialists. Evident, too, was the country’s military strength which had
increased substantially during the Second World War.’® Speaking in late
August 1949 in Elizabethville in the Belgian Congo, Minister of Economic
Affairs, Eric Louw discussed development and the need for regional co-oper-
ation to address disease and soil conservation. He also called for the strength-
ening of economic ties between African states, especially in the face of the threat
presented by Communist doctrine that would have the alarming effect of incit-
ing the ‘indigenous inhabitants’ and sowing racial discord. Links to territories
such as the Congo then would be based on both its ‘strategic position” in Central
Africa but also on economic links where the Congo provided the raw materials
for South African industry which, in turn, exported to the Congo, ‘manufac-
tured products, canned foodstuffs, fresh fruit and other goods’.3 7 It was a repli-
cation of the economic and trading relationship that African territories had had
with their colonial masters for decades.

And it was little different from the South African state’s notion of develop-
ment that had existed from the segregation era and acquired new momentum
under the apartheid state. The ‘Native Question’ had been integral to South
African politics and economics since the inception of the Union in 1910. In
his discussion of the Native Economic Commission (NEC), Adam Ashforth
considers the way in which the segregationist question attempted to resolve
(‘scientifically’) the ‘Native Question’: the dilemma posed by a majority indi-
genous African population in a white minority settler state. Using the discourse
of science as applied to economic principles, the NEC Report released in 1932
addressed the possible outcomes when a developed society was confronted with
a ‘primitive’ one. The outcomes were the ‘extermination or the absorption or
the development of the backward race’. A black majority and a society com-
mitted to segregation omitted the first two, leaving ‘development’. Further
the NEC took little account of those indigenous Africans who were an educated,
Christian middle-class elite; in terms of the proper implementation of ‘scien-
tific’ principles, all ‘Natives’ had to be guided on the path to ‘civilisation’ as epit-
omised by white South Africa. As the proper place for the ‘Natives’ were the
‘Reserves’, land that had been set aside for them, this was to be the only site
for their economic development. ‘Civilisation’ could eventually be acquired
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through waged (and migrant) labour, and the ultimate lack of sustainability on
these Reserves meant that development was nothing more than rendering the
Reserves reservoirs of labour. The later refrain of the apartheid state was ‘sep-
arate development’ where culture/race was destiny and each culture would
develop distinctly. While once again using the rhetoric of science, separate
development precluded inclusion and would merely reinforce the economic
dependence and underdevelopment of the Reserves - in their new incarnation
as the Bantustans.’® By 1950, Sir Evelyn Baring, the British High Commissioner
would report that South African ambitions in Africa would be accompanied by
a furthering of the apartheid government’s aim of ‘a common Native policy’.>

In addition to the racial ideology of development as adopted by the apartheid
state, there existed too the vestiges of colonial rivalry at the Conference - a
holdover from high imperialism. Writing to the Colonial Office, conference
organiser Du Toit suggested that, in terms of logistics, the South Africans
would be best able to manage if the number of foreign delegates did not
exceed one hundred. He recommended a total of thirty-five delegates represent-
ing Britain and its ten African colonies with between ten and twenty represen-
tatives from each of the other colonial powers: Portugal, Belgium and France.*
However, the British had to mollify the aggrieved French who reminded them
of an agreement between the British, the Belgians and the French that ‘the
importance of the Conference should not be exagerated [sic]’ due to its ‘political
implications’ viz, the ways in which their participation in a South African con-
ference held under the auspices of the apartheid state would reflect on them. In
addition, budgetary constraints meant that the French had only planned to send
a representative from Madagascar. Confronted however with the possibility of a
sizeable British contingent, the French now considered sending ten representa-
tives so as not to create the impression that ‘their interests in Africa [were not]
comparable to’ that of the British.*' The African Department of the British
Foreign Office was rather dismissive of French insecurity with a sarcastic
comment on ‘the almost total lack of interest [that] they have hitherto displayed
in the Conference’.*> However, cognisant of French concerns, and with a tactful
diplomacy, the Colonial Office notified Du Toit that the British delegation (con-
sisting of representatives from Britain, East, West and Central Africa) would
not likely exceed twenty-five.*’ Six decades earlier, the European powers had
competed over the acquisition of colonial possessions; now a certain sense of
rivalry was evident in their approach to development in Africa.

However, there was also a history of co-operation in terms of colonial devel-
opment in Africa - which included South Africa. In the 1920s and 1930s a red
locust plague had a lethal effect on crops in Central and Southern Africa, result-
ing in widespread hunger. From the outset this necessitated a regional response
with South Africa providing almost one million pounds to combat the menace.
The united response was solemnised just prior to the CSA Conference when
representatives from South Africa as well as the British, Belgian and Portuguese



1496 (&) S.CHETTY

African colonies and territories formed the International Red Locust Control
Service in London.** Between 1946 and 1949, numerous conferences took
place in Africa to consider development in the British and French colonies.
In Accra in May 1946, delegates representing the British, French, Portuguese
and Belgian colonies considered the establishment of medical schools, the train-
ing of African medical professionals and the provision of vaccines. A confer-
ence in Dakar in May 1946 led to Anglo-French co-operation in addressing
animal diseases while a rinderpest conference two years later focused on pre-
ventative measures and the prevention of the southward movement of infected
cattle from Ethiopia and the Sudan. A conference on trypanosomiasis in Braz-
zaville in February 1948 discussed the range of the disease across the continent
and sought to centralise and share knowledge of the disease. Conferences were
also held in the European capitals: a conference on nutrition and ‘the physical
wellbeing of the African’ in Paris in late 1947 and another in Brussels to focus
on the quarantining of disease-carrying plants. Any vestiges of colonial rivalry
notwithstanding, the aim of ‘co-operation’ between colonial powers - as
evident in these gatherings — was advertised by the Colonial Office as ‘the pro-
motion of the interests of the colonial territories themselves and of their inhabi-
tants’. The use of the colonies to further the economic and political ambitions of
their colonial masters was proscribed in the post-War climate. Africans, them-
selves, were to be included in these discussions ‘whenever possible’.45

Yet this was not always possible — especially in South Africa — and perhaps
most compelling, were those who were excluded from the Conference. The
South African government, for instance, was opposed to including Liberia -
an independent African state — as the likely delegate ‘would not be a European’
leading to the possibility of ‘an incident which would give offence’.*® In The
Shock of the Old, historian of science and technology David Edgerton makes
the point that ‘National and imperial boundaries were often radically less
important than racial boundaries within nations and empires.” And this
would be reflected in the Conference where the very regionalisation of Africa
created a racial dichotomy between the colonial powers allied with settler gov-
ernments who were the purveyors of science and technology, the inventors,
benefactors and the policy-makers; and indigenous Africans across the conti-
nent who were the recipients of the science, technology and modernisation
associated with western ‘civilisation’. For a time, Afrikaans-speaking white
South Africans occupied a grey area in this dichotomy. Accounts by English-
speakers in the mid-nineteenth century disparaged the Boers for their perceived
failure to represent the values of white ‘civilisation’ and their inability to
conform to the dictates of commerce and progress.*® In a society so heavily
characterised by and wedded to racial distinction, the rural Boers were the
very antithesis of the urban, middle-class English-speaker, a symbol of
‘degeneration’. However, as South Africa moved towards a union in the first
decade of the twentieth century, the growing emphasis on white unity meant
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the incorporation of the Boers or Afrikaans-speakers into the narrative of
science, progress and development. There was, too, the establishment of specifi-
cally cultural organisations that would later include science and technology and
took on an Afrikaner nationalist cast. Simultaneously, the segregated state that
was being birthed meant that while the Boers could be included, black South
Africans could not. According to Dubow, segregationist thinking buttressed
by eugenics enforced the exclusion of black South Africans who were portrayed
as representing ‘pre-scientific and non-progressive ways of thinking’. They were
considered irrational and ‘superstitious’, the ‘subjects of scientific investigation’
rather than the creators of knowledge. And exclusion from the narrative of
science and progress was emblematic of their exclusion from the modern
state that would come into being in 1910.*> Over the course of the twentieth
century then, these inclusions and exclusions based on the convergence of
racial thinking and scientific/intellectual ability had been given new impetus
by the apartheid state.

‘a little hobby of the Colonial Office ... ?”°° The African Regional
Scientific Conference, 17-28 October 1949

It was this new government that authorised the CSIR to prepare for the African
Regional Scientific Conference. This was done under the leadership of zoologist
and veterinary scientist Petrus Johann du Toit - who would later replace Schon-
land as head of the CSIR. In his capacity as director of Onderstepoort — the
main institute for veterinary research in South Africa founded in 1908 - Du
Toit had been heavily involved in research and other activities related to veter-
inary science on behalf of the Commonwealth. In 1927, he investigated the
status of veterinary research in Nigeria at the behest of the Colonial Office.
Two years later he chaired a Pan-African veterinary conference held in Pretoria
and in 1946 he was one of the South African representatives at the Empire
Scientific Conference. Just prior to the African Regional Conference, Du Toit
was in the Congo attending a conference on addressing the threat posed by
tsetse flies responsible for trypanosomiasis or ‘sleeping sickness’ affecting
both people and livestock.”" He now found himself with the daunting task of
organising one of the largest conferences to be held in South Africa that
would include seventy-five representatives from Europe, Britain and their
African territories, thirty-six South African delegates and in excess of a
hundred South African scientists.” In addition to the representatives from
colonial territories, there were present delegates from WHO, UNESCO and
the FAO.>” The entire Conference would take place at Wits and the university
timetable was altered with students having to forego the September break in
order to complete lectures by the start of the Conference.”* The linguae
francae at the Conference were to be English and French with ten interpreters
translating for the delegates. Proceedings were to be recorded by ten
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stenographers.”> The week before the start of the Conference saw ‘intensive
rehearsals’ where interpreters, secretaries and stenographers were subject to
‘mock discussions’ and their interpreting and recording skills were then
assessed to ensure there would be no flaws in their performance during the
Conference.”®

However, a confrontational note was struck by the South African Academy
for Science and Arts which voiced its opposition to the exclusion of Afrikaans as
an official language of the Conference, arguing that all Afrikaans-speaking
scientists be given the opportunity to present in their mother tongue. In their
complaint lurked the bitterness of historical Afrikaner exclusion from science
with their vehement reaction to the perception that Afrikaans was neither
‘sufficiently developed or mature’ for discussions related to science and technol-
ogy.”” The Academy for Science and Arts (Akademie vir Wetenskap en Kuns)
was established in 1909 to promote ‘Dutch and Afrikaans culture’. By 1942, it
had begun fostering Afrikaans-speaking scientists and incorporating the
specialised language of science into Afrikaans. As Dubow shows, like
‘culture’, ‘science’ was now harnessed to Afrikaner nationalism.’® The exclusion
of the language from the Conference under an Afrikaner nationalist govern-
ment must have been particularly galling but is also indicative of the tentative
position of the South African state, a sense of caution and uncertainty that was
mirrored by the international delegations.

The Conference itinerary was a full one with the first day focusing on the
status of research in South Africa and South-West Africa, with reports by the
representatives of other African territories the following day.”” More than a
hundred papers were expected to be delivered and delegates would also be
taken on numerous field trips. Mid-way through the Conference there was to
be a state banquet to be held on the 21st of October.”® The Conference
would culminate in the awarding of honorary doctorates by the University of
the Witwatersrand to Du Toit, the heads of the British, French, Portuguese
and Belgian delegations as well as Sir Edward Mellanby, a member of the
British contingent.®'

The Conference opened at the Wits Great Hall on 17 October 1949. Guest of
honour, Malan was not in the best of health. Just over two months previously,
he had been advised by his doctors to refrain from wearing ‘stift collars’ which
was believed to have left him ‘indisposed’ while delivering a speech.®> Now, the
75-year-old made his way to the Great Hall leaning on Schonland’s arm.®’
Standing before the gathering, Malan spoke of the ‘unique’ and ‘urgent’ difficul-
ties facing the African continent that were more formidable than elsewhere in
the world, requiring the ‘co-operative effort of scientific research’. He con-
sidered the lack of ‘resources in men and equipment’ that bedevilled the con-
tinent, and which required collaboration to be effectively utilised. He then
called for the establishment of an organisation that would serve as an ‘advisory
body on scientific research in Africa’, with a focus on sub-Saharan Africa, being
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careful to point out that this was a reccommendation that had already been made
at the British Commonwealth Conference three years earlier. Finally, he
declared that, as scientists, delegates had a certain freedom of thought and
expression apart from politics and it was this ‘free discussion’ that would
lead to potential solutions to which his government would give due
‘consideration”.**

Yet, in his address, Malan also referred to Africa as being ‘the last remaining
large space for which the world can look for food and raw materials’, echoing
his Minister of Economic Affairs, Eric Louw. This was seized upon by the
British newspaper, the Daily Telegraph as being suggestive of Malan’s own
‘[Pan-Africanist]’ ambitions - the possibility of white domination in sub-
Saharan Africa. It was a possibility that sat uneasily with the move towards
independence, with the independent states of Abyssinia and Liberia, the
French Colonies and, of course, West Africa ‘whose people are already too pol-
itically conscious to fit into the pattern of Nationalist racial policy’.®> Malan’s
‘Pan-Africanism’ unsurprisingly stood in stark contrast to that held by ‘politi-
cally conscious’ West Africans. Writing in the mid-nineteenth century and
countering the prevailing social anthropological views of intellectual ability
being determined by race, Edward Blyden was a significant figure in African
nationalism. He proposed instead perceived intellectual differences to be a
product of circumstance which, in the case of Africans, was slavery. Blyden sim-
ultaneously argued for racial difference that nonetheless implied equality: Eur-
opeans were ‘vigorous’, ‘violent’ and ‘scientific’ while Africans were
‘spontaneous’ and exceeded their European counterparts in terms of ‘spiritual-
ity’.®® An early Pan-Africanist, Blyden’s work inspired West African intellec-
tuals with a vision of ‘civilisation’ that was uniquely African, based on the
characteristics attributed by Blyden to Africans - even as it drew upon the
west. From the early twentieth century, West Africans allied themselves with
their West Indian counterparts in terms of Pan-Africanist thinking that, in
the interwar period manifested as Negritude as evident in the French colonies:
the perpetuation of a uniquely African ‘civilisation’ and ‘culture’ that was dis-
tinct from that of their colonial overlords. With the end of the Second World
War, Pan-Africanism took on a specifically liberation cast advocating indepen-
dence from colonial rule across the African continent.”” No greater contrast
could be imagined between the conservative policies of the apartheid state
and the radical discourse emanating from West Africa. Yet, the reception of
Malan’s speech by delegates ostensibly concerned about South African ambi-
tions on the continent, nevertheless validated the legacy of settler/imperial
involvement in Africa.

In response to Malan’s opening address, the leading representative of the
French delegation, who also represented the Institute for Scientific Research
in Madagascar, lauded the ‘hardy pioneers’ for creating a ‘modern’ South
Africa where once there had been only ‘[desolation and wilderness]’. The
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delegates in the Conference could do no less in solving African challenges; they
were duty-bound to do s0.°® A day later — and after a cocktail party presided
over by Schonland at Milner Park® - the leader of the British delegation and
Schonland’s equivalent at the United Kingdom Department of Scientific and
Industrial Research, Sir Ben Lockspeiser, reflected on a humorous incident
the night before when Conference members were beset by a ‘swarm of bees’
during the party. For Lockspeiser, the encounter symbolised ‘untamed
[nature]” in Africa and the adversarial relationship between science (as epitom-
ised by the scientific men of the Conference) and hostile nature. The British del-
egate claimed that should science fail in its undertaking, it would spell the end
of ‘humanity’ on the continent due to ‘pestilence, or hunger’. Yet nature could
ultimately be tamed, although the process would be slow and painstaking and,
again, there was a sense of ‘duty’ associated with the role of scientists in saving
humanity from rampant nature - that caused disease and famine - the very
converse of the modern and of human development.”” This was a common
image in the rhetoric of development in Africa.

Drawing upon precolonial and colonial accounts of Africa — especially those
by explorer and missionary, David Livingstone - Sjoerd Rijpma demonstrates
the ubiquitous nature of portrayals of Africa as a continent of malnutrition
and widespread disease. If, as he suggests, development is considered to be
the ability of a society to ensure the physical wellbeing of its members, then
Africa was considered by its colonisers to be in a permanent state of ‘underde-
velopment’ and therefore subject to European intervention. This perception
was as evident for the first half of the twentieth century, including the Confer-
ence in 1949, and would remain so even as African states gained independence.
It was buttressed by a knowledge system that took for granted European
prowess in agriculture and the steady provision of food as well as the authority
of Western medical knowledge, thereby marginalising and silencing precolonial
and local knowledge. In the 1930s, in her investigation of diet in West Africa,
Cicely Williams - who would coin the term ‘malnutrition’ - realised the local
term ‘kwashiorkor” applied to what she identified as a new ‘nutritional disease’
affecting children. However, Rijpma contextualises kwashiorkor - caused by
early weaning and inadequate food substitutes for young children - as being
part of a system that prioritised cash cropping, leaving women in particular
little time to tend more nutritious food crops. Alternative ‘easy’ food crops
such as cassava contributed to an increase in the pregnancy rate thereby
leading to early weaning for young children. It is also nutrition that is related
to the ability to develop an effective ‘resistance’ to disease. In the absence of ade-
quate nutrition then, disease is rampant. Including in his discussion settler
expansion in South Africa, Rijpma suggests that precolonial African societies
were adequately able to meet the nutritional and health needs of their popu-
lations; it was instead the social, economic and political disruption wrought
by colonialism that created the conditions for malnutrition and disease that,
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ironically, development initiatives now sought to redress.”’ Samiiel Coghe,
locates the debate on the origins of kwashiorkor within a scientific nutritional
understanding that emphasised the importance of protein-heavy diets, with the
malnutrition associated with kwashiorkor attributed to protein deficiency in
largely agriculturally based societies. It would result in a developmental empha-
sis on animal husbandry. Coghe shows, too, that in the Belgian Congo, attempts
to alleviate malnutrition did not take into account the detrimental effects of
colonialism - which had been exacerbated by the demands made upon the colo-
nies during the Second World War. Focusing instead on unsuitable crops, poor
agricultural methods, a general lack of development and want of initiative, colo-
nial authorities perceived kwashiorkor to be ‘a paradigmatic disease of
poverty’.”> Coincidentally, an article appearing in the Rand Daily Mail
during the Conference described the potential food crisis’ arising from a
drought in Central Africa, bringing with it a shortage of meat, milk, fruit and
vegetables to the urban areas of Rhodesia. For the ‘natives’, there was a
turther shortage of the food staple, maize, as well as freshwater fish due to
depleted water levels. The effects of the drought had been compounded by
the population growth and the production of tobacco - approximately 37
million kilograms in 1949 alone - ‘to the detriment of food production’.”?

And nutrition was a significant part of the Conference agenda. Conference
discussions were divided into six ‘Sections’ ‘Physical environment’ addressing
climate, geology and water supply and chaired by South African geologist
Sidney Haughton; ‘Soils and Plants;” “Zoology and Animal Industry; ‘Health
and Medical Research’ under British nutritionist Edward Mellanby; ‘Social
Research’ and ‘Technology’. The chairs of the various sections were drawn
from South Africa, Britain, Belgium, Portugal, France and the East African
delegation.”

The discussions held and papers presented in the various sections were not a
matter of science for its own sake; underlying the resolutions adopted was the
development of sub-Saharan Africa. In terms of the ‘Physical Environment’,
geology was harnessed to identify ‘mineral resources’. In addition, there was
a recognition that geological strata did not follow political boundaries necessi-
tating regional co-operation, and that research into palacontology and ‘fossili-
ferous deposits’ needed to be ‘chronological rather than territorial’.’”> The quest
for mineral resources was elaborated on by the ‘Technology’ section which
advocated ‘field work’ so as to identify mineral resources, especially coal, as
well as those that could potentially be used as artificial fertilisers.”® Also of inter-
est to ‘Physical Environment’ was hydrology and the importance of obtaining a
constant and steady water supply for both man and beast. All aspects of the
physical environment were to be surveyed and mapped thereby creating
‘a uniform Atlas of Africa’. These spatial representations were to contain infor-
mation that, while not conventionally found on maps, was essential to further
‘scientific research [and] economic development’. They thus had to contain
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data related to the ‘physical environment’ such as geology and hydrology; the
‘biological environment’ addressing the location and movement of insects
associated with disease; and human facts’, a broad category including ‘race’,
‘ethnic groups’, ‘pathology’ and ‘economic factors’.”” The very depiction of
the continent south of the Sahara, then, was in relation to its population, its
resources and its development.

Related to water supply was erosion and soil conservation was a pressing
concern for the development agenda. In November 1948 a conference on soil
conservation in sub-Saharan Africa was held in the Belgian Congo. Even
more ambitious than the African Regional Scientific Conference, more than
180 presentations were made with representatives from the colonial territories
of France, Belgium, Portugal and Britain as well as the FAO. The Goma confer-
ence considered the resolution of ‘soil degradation, utilisation and conserva-
tion ... a matter of supreme urgency’ and one that was ‘the essential key to
the full development of the African continent’. Moreover, both problem and
solution were not confined by territorial boundaries, requiring extensive
co-operation. The implementation of ‘sound measures’ of soil conservation
and use were to be implemented on land occupied both by Africans and
‘non-natives’. For the former, however, there was the aim of fostering
African agriculture to render it more ‘productive’ and allow for ‘its gradual
integration into world economy’.78 This was, nevertheless, a continuation of
production for world markets that had been ongoing since the nineteenth
century. The British description of agricultural research in their African
colonies prior to the outbreak of the Second World War reflected the prioriti-
sation of these global markets: cacao research on the Gold Coast, a focus on oil
palm in Nigeria, coffee in Kenya, tung oil in Nyasaland (Malawi) and sisal in
Tanganyika.””

The Goma conference also advocated further intervention in indigenous
land use: preventing the overgrazing of cattle thereby alleviating soil erosion
and inculcating into Africans the ‘economic value’ of stock. This was a capital-
ist-based economic value that was to supersede the view held by Africans who
considered cattle ‘a sign of wealth’. In addition to overgrazing, concerns were
expressed about overpopulation of land thereby reducing its fertility. Con-
sidered too, was mechanisation to improve agricultural productivity. Confer-
ence attendees were also taken to see anti-erosion measures in the form of
terraced hillsides put in place in Rwanda ‘under the direction of the Belgian
experts’ in conjunction with local inhabitants.*’

While considering local acquiescence, William Beinart discusses the ‘crusad-
ing zeal” with which governments intervened in indigenous agriculture, often in
the face of vehement opposition on the part of those most affected. Settler and
colonial preoccupation with conservation was evident in Southern Africa since
the nineteenth century, taking on a particular impetus in relation to soil con-
servation from the 1930s. Just two years before the Goma conference, the
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Soil Conservation Act was passed in South Africa to give local officials greater
authority to intervene in agricultural methods to prevent soil erosion. While
settler farmers were as subject to intervention, focus in both South and
Southern Africa was placed on African peasant farmers from the 1930s: over-
population, the accumulation of cattle leading to overgrazing and the cultiva-
tion of a single crop that could potentially decrease soil fertility. The wide-
ranging interventions envisaged from the culling of cattle to restructuring
land use were linked to the hierarchy of power embodied in the ‘colonial
relationship’ and, as such, provoked resistance and were ultimately unsuccess-
ful.®! Yet, as Hodge shows, in the 1920s and 1930s, colonial officials were willing
to take cognisance of indigenous farming practices that demonstrated African
familiarity with the land and how best to utilise it. H.L. Shantz with the United
States Department of Agriculture recommended better understanding of indi-
genous land use and regional and environmental context rather than the simple
imposition of ‘scientific’ methods of agriculture. Geoffrey Milne made a study
of the soils of East Africa and, like Shantz, validated indigenous practice of
burning to maintain soil fertility. The following decades, however, brought
about a ‘technological turn’ yet, even then, scientific agriculture drew upon
indigenous knowledge in the implementation of agricultural practice.*’

This fine distinction, however, was not readily apparent in 1949 when the ‘cru-
sading zeal’ appeared unabated, and the resolutions adopted at the African
Regional Scientific Conference were to support the proposals made at the
Goma conference the previous year. There was too a realisation that growing
populations led to more areas coming under cultivation. With the inevitable cul-
tivation of ‘semi-arid regions’, scientific expertise was essential to ensure that
‘risks both to the land and to the human population’ were minimised.*?

Lack of indigenous knowledge and conservation were also themes in the
report issued by the section addressing “Zoology and Animal Industry’. In
terms of the first, ‘the traditional noneconomic husbandry’ as carried out by
Africans entailed poor nutrition for their livestock and the Conference pro-
posed research conducted into the nutrition of domesticated animals in sub-
Saharan Africa. For wild flora and fauna, biologists were accorded a role in
addressing their conservation and animals and birds were to be ‘tagged’ to
better understand their behavioural and migratory patterns. Of vital impor-
tance was the containment of disease, making it imperative to keep track of
the movement of animals and plants to prevent the spread of disease from dom-
esticated flora and fauna into wildlife sanctuaries. Insects such as ticks respon-
sible for the transmission of disease needed to be better understood along with
the development of the means to ‘eradicate’ them.®* As evident after Lockspei-
ser’s encounter with the bees during the Conference cocktail party, nature was
to be understood in order to be controlled and both the domesticated and the
wild were subject to the intervention of experts driven by conservation and
development.
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The continent’s human inhabitants were also to be saved from the hostile
environment. In addition to the perennial problem of malnutrition, the
‘Health and Medical Research’ section focused on the transmission of
malaria, bilharzia, rickettsial and various viruses. Emphasis was placed on
research and on scientific measures of prevention. In conjunction with the
spread of disease was the focus on the environment with a recommendation
put forth for a study on the effects of the ‘African environment [on] human
health’ as well as the ways in which the ‘different races’ resident on the conti-
nent had ‘[adapted] and [acclimatised]’.®> Researchers were drawing upon an
older literature that posited the relationship between climate and ‘civilisation’.
In 1915, for instance, Ellsworth Huntington wrote of the ‘stimulating qualities’
of a climate that promoted a ‘high’ civilisation. The corollary was that a less
suitable climate led to degeneration. Addressing specifically the South
African context, Huntington considered the lack of vigour of ‘poor whites’
born in South African when compared to the ‘push and energy’ characteristic
of the rest of white South Africa. This was deemed to be a result of the South
African climate which did not reach the ‘excellence’ of that of Britain and
Holland, the historical origins of the settler population. Indigenous people
inhabiting the tropical regions such as Africa were deemed to be ‘dull in
thought and slow in action’, a condition that would also infect European set-
tlers, affecting adversely their innate ‘sterner morality’ and ‘intense industry’.>

‘Health and Medical Research’ inevitably focused on the African body which
was presented as a type to be understood biologically, socially and culturally to
address ‘his’ response and, ultimately, suitability for development:

... extensive long-term research should be undertaken in order to discover the poten-
tialities of the African in general; his physical aptitudes and measurements; his phys-
iological functions including nutrition; his psychological and social behaviour; his
traditions and tendencies as he faces the modern world.*”

The recommendations of the ‘Social Research’ section followed in the vein of
‘Health and Medical Research’ with its recommendation for research into
African psychology and ‘African ability’ which could be determined partly
through the application of psychometric and intelligence testing. The process
would be refined through the consideration of ethnic groups, and ethnogra-
phers were tasked with the study of various populations to more effectively
implement policies to foster ‘education and progress” and make easier the tran-
sition to a ‘modern social structure’.*® Psychologist Simon Biesheuvel was the
South African expert on intelligence testing. In his book, African Intelligence,
written six years before the conference, Biesheuvel pointed out that a compara-
tive study of African and European® intelligence would necessarily have to take
environment into account. In a marked detraction from the notion of innate or
biological difference, Biesheuvel also addressed environmental factors and pre-
suppositions regarding intelligence. For instance, when considering migrant
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labour, conventional wisdom suggested that those Africans who migrated to
urban areas for work and were subsequently ‘detribalised’, were ‘more intelli-
gent, ambitious and energetic’. Biesheuvel, however, considered the compul-
sion behind migrant labour - the need to pay taxes, to purchase food and
commodities, to obtain money to buy cattle for bridewealth. Migration could
just as easily be driven then by economic and cultural factors rather than
superior intelligence. The intelligence test itself was related to cultural bias -
the familiarity of the testing situation to European children rather than
African children who had not attended school; the anxiety created in an
African child by having a European teacher conduct the test in a context of
‘the dominance-submission relationship between the two races’ and, on a
very basic level, the differences in language. Drawing attention to malnutrition,
Biesheuvel suggested that, while there was little correlation between malnu-
trition and intelligence, malnutrition - as was evident in the reserves with a
diet dominated by maize - affected performance on tests. For Biesheuvel, the
existing means to make a claim for racial difference in intelligence was
limited; it was ‘unscientific’.”

In his assessment of the Conference, C.G. Eastwood, Assistant Under-sec-
retary of State at the Colonial Office pronounced the papers as being of ‘very
uneven value’ with the great majority (as expected) presented by the South
African contingent who tended to emphasis ‘collaboration’ across territorial
and national borders. Schonland was described as having ‘rather naively’
confided in him that he had vetted the South African papers to ensure that
they reflected this co-operative nature and the need for a regional organisation
to co-ordinate research. Eastwood portrayed South African science as, for the
most part, being free of ‘politics’, with its status as ‘a far richer and more devel-
oped country’ than any other territory in sub-Saharan Africa, along with its
established tertiary institutions, making it integral to resolving African chal-
lenges. Schonland had also assured him that Prime Minister Malan had been
unequivocally clear that the country’s leading research organisation, the
CSIR, would ‘be a council of scientists and not of politicians’. Yet the exception
was in the field of sociology where Eastwood saw the contamination of South
African ‘race relations’, thereby ‘[discounting] a great deal of the sociological
work’. An exception was the use of aptitude testing on black mineworkers at
the National Institute for Personnel Research under Biesheuvel which he felt
could be adapted to the rest of colonial Africa.”’ His avowal of aptitude
testing for black labour was an indication of the way in which African resources
could be best utilised for development.

Less circumspect was the report prepared by the West African delegation.
There was a noting of the absence of a British West African representative
on the panel for Social Research given ‘the patronisingly fraternal tone of refer-
ence to the African’ which characterised the discussions on sociology. This lack
of representation was also evident in the papers. It had taken longer than
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anticipated to decide on the members comprising the West African contingent,
giving them little time to prepare presentations on the status of research in
West Africa. In contrast to the attention given to South African research - as
discussed by Eastwood - only two papers out of the almost 130 addressed con-
ditions in West Africa. As a result, a special case was made for West African
inclusion in the knowledge sharing that was envisioned to take place due to
the low strength of scientific and technical establishments’ in the region. Yet,
there was also evident a condemnation of South African dominance. The
report pointed out that the very distinction between the political and the scien-
tific left the West African delegate ‘[fighting] with one hand tied behind his
back’” when confronting the possibility of South Africa becoming the ‘main
influence’” on the continent - as the opposing arguments were necessarily pol-
itical. The delegate was further hampered by the almost universal acceptance of
South African superiority in science and development in sub-Saharan Africa
with scientists of international stature such as Schonland and Du Toit which
placed them in a position to guide West African development. There was
however little acknowledgement of the majority of South African scientists at
the Conference who appeared ‘remarkably ill-informed on developments else-
where in Africa’. In light of the proposed organisation arising from the Confer-
ence, the West African delegation therefore recommended strongly for
representatives outside of Africa with the argument made that, should repre-
sentatives from Africa be chosen from a purely ‘scientific’ point of view, this
would inevitably lead to South African domination of the organisation, due
to the lack of scientists elsewhere on the continent. West African indigenous
representatives would then necessarily be excluded from a South African-con-
trolled organisation. An appendix attached to the delegation’s report also
alluded to the ‘political prejudice amongst the literate-classes in West Africa’
that would likely reject any attempt at ‘collaboration’ in such a body. A possible
solution presented by the West African delegation then was the greater rep-
resentation of European scientists. The report thus drew attention to the con-
tradictions in - and constructed nature of - the separation of science and
‘politics’.”

While Eastwood’s report was more moderate in its language, it displayed a
similar skepticism of South African motives. On a practical level, he was
effusive in his praise of the South Africans for a very well-organised conference:
the housing of delegates at the ‘two best hotels’ in the city, the transport of del-
egates to the university via police escort, the extremely prompt circulation of
papers and resolutions. Delegates were taken on visits to various research insti-
tutes. They were also given a demonstration of ‘tribal dancing’ at a mine com-
pound and, when the Conference concluded, taken for a weekend to the Kruger
National Park aboard a train provided especially for the occasion by South
African Railways. Yet, in Eastwood’s description, there is a distance and an
awareness that this was an exercise in public relations with ‘impressed’
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delegates ‘[serving] the purpose of the South African Government’.”> And this
cynicism manifested itself when it came to the aim of the Conference.

‘... they were building for the future’:** Establishing a Scientific
Committee

In his survey of the status of science in sub-Saharan Africa during the inter-war
period, biologist E.B. Worthington wrote of the ‘waste of research’ on the part
of scientists based in Africa where knowledge was not shared across territories
and there was no common repository on which to draw, ‘... each piece of work
is done in ignorance of the other’, making it difficult to place African challenges
within an international and continental context. He suggested the formation of
an organisation that would centralise and co-ordinate scientific research in
Africa.”” As Matasci discusses, Worthington became the scientific advisor in
East Africa to rectify this ‘chaotic situation’ by serving as an intermediary
between the Colonial Research Council and the East African colonies. It was
this greater sense of co-ordination that led to the increasing number of confer-
ences on development from the 1940s, and it was also Worthington who
reinforced Schonland’s proposal for cross-border co-operation in scientific
matters — that would come to fruition with the African Regional Scientific
Conference.”

Three days into the Conference in 1949 and a proposal was made for the cre-
ation of a scientific committee to co-ordinate research in Africa. According to
the South African contingent, the envisaged body should be based on the
African continent with a secretariat that rotated regions every three years.
While not having direct ‘control’ over scientific policy the organisation
should maintain ‘an all pervading helpful influence over research on African
problems’. The secretariat was to ensure that the council remained up to date
on all scientific research and developments affecting the continent and to
liaise with colonial and African governments as well as world bodies such as
the UN. It was to meet biannually and forward its recommendations to all rel-
evant bodies.”

While the UK High Commission assiduously reported on South African rec-
ommendations, a subsequent telegram revealed a more circumspect take on
both the South African suggestion as well as the proposed role of the new
organisation. There was an acknowledgment of regional co-operation and the
concomitant sharing of scientific knowledge which was held by the colonial del-
egations, but the British advocated a ‘modest and sound” approach that could
also include the presence of distinguished European scientists at meetings.
From these modest beginnings, there was the hope that ‘expansion’ could
follow based on circumstance. For now, ‘simplicity’ was the byword as it
made both ‘scientific’ as well as ‘political” sense. The South African proposal
was considered ‘ambitious’, its ‘ideas [needing to be toned] down in various
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other respects’. Yet the British delegation found itself having to walk a tactful
path: moderating the South African proposal in lieu of rejecting it completely.”®
The ‘political’ implications of South African scientific ambitions in Africa
remained a point of caution and suspicion for the British delegation.

Yet the proposed Council did not only bring to the fore concerns about
future South African dominance on the continent. In his report to the British
High Commissioner for Southern Africa, Evelyn Baring, Eastwood described
being ‘struck at the Conference by the general feeling that Africa was beginning
to grow up scientifically’. For the delegates, this new-found maturity would be
expressed in Africa becoming a site of its own ‘museums’ and ‘libraries’ - the
hallmarks of Enlightenment culture and learning - rather than Africans
having to visit the metropole. Yet, this sense of optimism was tempered by
his view that it would be ‘very easy to exaggerate the extent to which African
can in fact be independent of Europe scientifically’. There remained an impor-
tant — and leading - role to be played by European scientists and experts and
Europe would, for the foreseeable future, remain the site where scientists
were skilled - and then dispatched to Africa. Baring also drew attention to
the concerns of the Belgians who were forging ahead in the plans for the
speedy development of the Congo. Having been invaded during both World
Wars, the Belgians saw their African colony as the potential repository ‘of
Belgian culture and civilisation’ should the country once again be subject to
invasion and occupation.”® Thus, while there was acknowledgement and suspi-
cion of South Africa due to its overt racism - increasingly intractable and ana-
chronistic in 1949 - there was little recognition on the part of the colonial
powers of the ways in which science and development were intertwined with
the maintenance of cultural and scientific hegemony, even as decolonisation
loomed.

As the Conference drew to a close, the various delegations prepared to make
public statements about the outcome. For the British, other than a lauding of
the delegations, a significant outcome was the reiteration of the proposal for
the establishment of ‘an African Scientific Council’. Perceived to be a purely
‘advisory’ body without any power to dictate policy to governments, an early
role for the Council was the collation and sharing of ‘information’. It would
be staffed by ‘scientists of the highest calibre” with a specific expertise in addres-
sing African challenges. While its headquarters were yet to be determined, Con-
ference delegates had recommended that P.J. du Toit serve as the head of the
Council for at least its initial two years.loO However, while Du Toit’s scientific
merits were recognised, his nationality was a source of contention. The Belgians
had proposed Du Toit for the chair of the new organisation however the West
African delegation was concerned that, should he accept the position - and it
was likely that he would - it would ‘not at all be popular in West Africa’.
Despite the prospective opposition, the British were willing to endorse Du
Toit. There was, however, further concerns that should future conferences be
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held in South Africa, indigenous West African representatives would not attend
as it would be difficult to prevent ‘unfortunate incidents in public places’. Other
parts of Africa were seen as being more conducive to hosting both black and
white representatives.'’’ The spectre of black exclusion was also evident in
the proposed headquarters of the new organisation.

Almost three weeks before the start of the Conference, Eastwood expressed
his concerns to Hilton Poynton, regarding the potential home of a scientific
organisation in Africa. Eastwood - while unequivocal about his opposition to
the proposed organisation being based in South Africa — suggested that the
British delegation may wish instead to leave the demurral to the French and
Belgians due to their ‘distrust of the South Africans’. The proposed solution
would be an organisation based in the Congo. While the British would not
actively oppose the South African headed organisation, they would instead
suggest the Congo as a ‘compromise to reconcile opposing views’.'”> Poynton’s
lengthy reply however was an avowal of British commitment to the South Afri-
cans — which had to be openly expressed at the Conference. He was nevertheless
aware of the potential ‘political difficulties’ that such support could entail -
especially in terms of the British relationship with West Africa - and wanted
‘assurances’ from the South African government that should African delegates
be sent to meetings, they would be accorded the same treatment as their Euro-
pean counterparts. There was also the concern that, should the organisation be
in South Africa, it could conceivably be ‘dominated’ by the country’s ‘political
policies’ which would be ‘not acceptable’ to either the colonial powers or to
Africans themselves. Poynton recommended that a private meeting be held
with the South Africans to obtain the ‘satisfactory assurance’, and should it
not be forthcoming - which would likely be the case - then the South Africans
would be informed that Britain would oppose the headquartering of the pro-
posed organisation in South Africa. He simultaneously suggested a further
compromise — while the organisation would be in South Africa, its meetings
could be held in other African countries, thereby circumventing the potential
embarrassment of African delegates being exposed to South African
discrimination.'®?

Despite the amiability and collegiality of the African Regional Scientific Con-
ference then and the professed apolitical nature of scientific discussion and col-
laboration, there existed ambivalence and tension, particularly on the part of
the British — caught between their historical alliance with a Dominion with a
new nationalist and potentially hostile government and their future and necess-
ary economic alliances with African states on the cusp of independence.

A resolution was drawn up by the South Africans and adopted on 27 October
1949 for the creation of the Scientific Council for Africa South of the Sahara
(CSA). Its role would be purely ‘consultative and advisory’, its membership
would be the scientists representing the various territories and the associated
scientific disciplines and its chair was to be ‘a scientist with a knowledge of
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African problems’. The CSA would hold regular meetings after which ‘rec-
ommendations’ would be made to governments who would then be responsible
for taking action.'®* Should these recommendations apply across territories, co-
ordination regarding the funding and political implications should ideally be
discussed at the Commission for Technical Co-operation in Africa South of
the Sahara (CCTA) with a representative of the CSA present.'®

Described as both ‘the last of the magnificent Victorians who staked out their
claims in Africa’ as well as ‘an architect of decolonization’, colonial administra-
tor Andrew Cohen promoted independence in Africa through political reform,
economic development and education.'®® Writing of the impending formation
of CSA in early 1950, Cohen emphasised the largely apolitical nature of the new
organisation. Pointing out the ‘intense suspicion and dislike of South Africa’ by
the West Africans, Cohen wrote of the importance of allaying West African
fears that the organisation — with its genesis in the Conference held in South
Africa - would permit South Africa to ‘exercise an influence over West
African problems’. Unlike the CCTA which was dominated by the ‘colonial
powers” and inevitably political, the CSA was to be a scientific body, staffed
by scientists and dedicated to the free exchange of scientific knowledge. It
would not likely be as dominated by South Africa as had initially been feared.'"”

As a result of the recommendations made at the Conference, the CSA was
formed in 1950 and held its first meeting in Nairobi, Kenya in November of
that year. Its South African members included Schonland and Du Toit, who
served as the chairman. Also represented on the CSA were Britain, Portugal,
France and Belgium and their scientific representatives in their respective colo-
nies. The initial mandate of the Council was to co-ordinate the movement of
scientists and research across territories and to maintain ‘friendly [but not
supervisory]’ ties with the existing scientific organisations based in the
various territories.'”® By the time of its third meeting held in the Belgian
Congo in 1952, the areas of research considered by the CSA were a reflection
of those considered at the Conference in 1949 - surveying, geology, meteorol-
ogy and fisheries. Of particular importance was social science and the necessity
for ‘collaboration’ in social science research across the continent.'” Almost a
decade into its existence and the work of the Council had acquired an even
greater focus. The meeting in 1959 was held in the Ghanaian capital of Accra
just two years after Ghana became the first African country to achieve its inde-
pendence. Along with the usual collaboration and movement between scientific
experts across the region was the increasingly prominent role expected to be
played by the Foundation for Mutual Assistance in Africa South of the
Sahara which would decide how best to respond to appeals for ‘technical assist-
ance’ by African states and allocate resources accordingly. At the meeting, too,
there was a growing urgency in protecting African natural resources so that
African needs could be met and that resources were neither rendered
‘extinct’ nor ‘rapidly exhausted’. The emphasis was on conservation,
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renewability and sustainability. In a climate of independence and African
nationalism, there was still an acknowledgement of the relevance of ‘European
scientists, institutes and technical departments’ in fostering development on the
African continent and the continuing relevance of the CSA.'% This, however,
was not to last. The role of the CSA since its inception had been to make rec-
ommendations to the CCTA and the two would officially combine in 1954 to
become the CCTA/CSA.'"!

Castelo and Agoas discuss the ways in which the CCTA still strove to main-
tain colonial dominance by using cross-regional co-operation to present a
‘united front’ against the anti-colonialism of the United States, the UN and
its various organs. Development in this context was associated with colonial
intervention and control. These tensions played out in the field of social
research with the CCTA assuming expertise in the face of the challenge of
UNESCO which sought to examine the impact of modernisation and develop-
ment on the African continent.''? In her discussion of Francophone Africa in
relation to health initiatives, Pearson points to a similar tension between the
French Union - the association of France and the colonies formed in 1946 -
and WHO, with the latter perceived by the French as a potential ‘rallying
point for anti-colonial voices’. Health was politicised, a symbol of the desire
to maintain an existing colonial hierarchy.'”*> In the area of education, post-
War colonial policy prioritised basic elementary education, adult education
and the education of women along with skills-based training. A meeting of
the CCTA in 1950 would draw upon this policy and the provision of education
became a way of asserting the moral prerogative of colonialism, its association
with ‘social, technical and scientific progress’, as a counter to the perceived
interference by the UN.''* As Jerénimo and Monteiro point out, education
was less about liberation and progress than it was about ‘indoctrination’, a
means of ameliorating discontent with colonial authority. Similarly, as
evident in Lusophone Africa, conditions of labour were improved so as to
prevent unrest while, simultaneously, the organisation of labour was prohibited
as this would promote radicalism.''” The period of late colonialism as evident
in the CCTA was therefore marked by development initiatives that sought both
to assert colonial autonomy in the face of international intervention and limit
the possibilities of development - and independence. These efforts proved
fruitless.

With independence, African states began to play a greater role in the CCTA
and there was an emphasis on national interests and the implementation of
practical schemes for development. The appointment of members of the CSA
and the CCTA was no longer simply based on scientific expertise — as had
been the case with Du Toit who resigned as chair of the CSA in 1960''® -
but on national identity and ideological stance. South Africa and Portugal
were subsequently ‘expelled’, their racial and/or colonial policies out of sync
with the changing times.""” While the CCTA joined with the Organisation of
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African Unity, the CSA came to an end in 1965. In his history of the South
African CSIR, Denys Kingwill described briefly the end of an organisation
that, despite is ‘non-governmental’ stance, had nonetheless acquired ‘the
taint of colonialism’, making it an anachronism in independent Africa.!''®

In 1949, the African Regional Scientific Conference was touted as a space for
scientific discussion about the future of Africa, that left little room for politics.
However, the ideological nature of the Conference was evident in the privile-
ging of European expertise and the marginalisation of Africans who were
given little voice in articulating their own vision for development in Africa.
Faced with South African intellectual and economic dominance on the conti-
nent, European powers were ambivalent in their challenge to South African
racial policies, even as they harboured suspicion towards the ambitions of the
apartheid state. They were furthermore oblivious to the ideological nature of
development itself as it related to Africa. With a focus on land, the flora,
fauna and indigenous Africans, the discourse of development was imbued
with notions of ‘civilisation’, becoming a new way of articulating the ‘civilising
mission’.

While addressing the second half of the twentieth century, Joseph Nye’s
concept of ‘soft power’ is particularly apt in describing the relationship of the
soon to be former colonial powers as well as South Africa to the rest of
Africa.'"” Faced with a shifting world order initiated in part by the Second
World War and exacerbated by the conflicting ideologies associated with the
Cold War and the prospect of decolonisation, the African Regional Scientific
Conference occurred at a pivotal moment in the twentieth century. While
believing ardently in the importance of science and technology in fostering
development in a post-war world and, in particular on the African continent,
Conference delegates embodied the hierarchies of power that had been in
place since the nineteenth century - and even earlier. At a time when the tra-
ditional application of force was no longer acceptable, science, technology and
associated with them, the narratives of development and modernisation were
an articulation of ‘soft power:’ the implementation of policies based on a knowl-
edge system that would continue African subordination as attempts were made
to remake the continent in the image of the West.
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