
Stern critics accused the radical students of the 1970s of trying to
carry on the 1960s by the same means. Raucous pickets, disrupted
meetings and occupations of administrators’ offices still characterised
the ritual of protest; squabbles between left-wing factions threatened
to drive disillusioned students to vote for Conservative candidates
who would run the Union on a tight rein.

But there were original twists in the story of the 1970s. New 
methods of protest, including refusals to pay unjust fees or rents, drew
attention to grievances though seldom got them rectified. New causes,
such as the pacifist campaign to get troops out of Northern Ireland,
won support. Both provocation and repression adopted new forms. 
A student pamphlet of 1970 had thrust into the mouth of authority
the words:

‘We’ll call out the cops and arrest all you rabble,
Revolution’s a word that’s fit only for Scrabble.’

In reality, however, the practice of summoning the police only took
hold a few years later, when militant campaigners adopted the new tac-
tic of imprisoning members of the University Council in a vain effort
to cow them into selling unethical investments. The University’s largest
sit-in, of February and March 1970, had been provoked by a denial of
free speech, a resort to injunctions to prevent discussion of a subver-
sive motion which might have resulted in a breach of the law. But
before long students themselves were forced to consider the limits of
free speech, to question the great Voltairean principle ‘I disapprove of
what you say, but I will defend to the death your right to say it’, and to
debate the NUS’s policy of ‘No Platform for Fascists’. Feminist move-
ments added salt and vinegar to the long-running, hitherto peaceful
campaign for a day nursery for the children of students and staff. The
half-humorous, half-serious ethos of the 1970s found expression in an
attempt, half old-fashioned Rag stunt and half principled statement, to
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subvert University Challenge, the popular television programme, in the
winter of 1975–76.

The more idealistic campaigns were directed, not at reforming the
structure of the University, but rather at raising its moral stature and
freeing it from any taint of racism. This was one of five cankers of the
commonwealth: others, providing the boo-words of student politics,
were bureaucracy, elitism, fascism and sexism. None of these evils was
precisely defined. One correspondent complained to Mancunion that
‘The word “bureaucratic” seems to have a unique meaning in the
Manchester dialect. Broadly translated it amounts to “things we don’t
like”.’ She might have said the same of the other favourite targets of
radical invective. But fascism did begin to take on an exact meaning
in the neo-Nazism of the National Front, which seemed (as will
appear later) to be gaining a toehold within the University itself,
where followers of the far Right were once thought to be as numer-
ous as those of the extreme Left, and once fought with them on the
Union steps. At times some left-wing groups seemed equally violent
and intolerant of disagreement; the notion of left-wing fascism
appeared to be no contradiction in terms.

Left-wing students divided into pragmatic and disciplined groups,
such as the Labour Club and the Communists, who wanted results,
and the ultra-Left, for whom the struggle was its own end, the effects
and consequences being of secondary importance. James Richardson
talks of the ‘amorphous and disorganised’ participation in activities
and events of many students who were disinclined to subscribe to any
coherent political programme. Libertarianism was a popular philoso-
phy, for it seemed somehow to promise socialism without an intrusive
State, individualism free of unbridled competition and market eco-
nomics (a Libertarian float graced at least one Rag procession, but
what it depicted is not recorded).

In the later 1970s there was a surprising and perhaps unprece-
dented shift in student politics towards the moderate Right. In 1976,
and particularly in the Union elections of 1977 and 1978, Conserva-
tives gained ground and eventually won a majority on the Executive.
For the Federation of Conservative Students, then in moderate mood,
had begun to assert itself in student politics, and The Sunday Times
reported a recruiting drive in the universities and colleges throughout
the country. Evidently Conservative Party strategists believed that by
wooing students they could win or make certain of holding many
marginal seats in towns where higher education was strongly repre-
sented. Manchester Withington was one such constituency. From
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1974 to 1987 it was held by a Conservative, Fred Silvester, but his
majority was not so robust that it could be taken for granted, and the
so-called ‘mortar board vote’ had a bearing on his political survival.

In 1977 and 1979, a Lecturer in Government, George Moyser, con-
ducted surveys of student opinion which suggested that 92 per cent of
students belonged to no political party, and that of those who did 46
per cent were Conservatives, 31 per cent Labour supporters, and 8
per cent Liberal. Seven per cent were Socialists or Communists, and 
8 per cent were of the Far Right. Consulted by Mancunion when
Moyser’s results were published in 1981, Geraint Parry, a Professor of
Government, thought that they indicated a tendency to hold right-
wing opinions rather than a slide into apathy, and that they suggested
a ‘conscious, hard-headed decision not to get involved’ because the
chances of influencing Government were pretty remote.

Journalists wrote of the new short-back-and-sides image of students.
However freely the locks of men still flowed, the election manifestos of
women candidates for Manchester Union offices often carried pho-
tographs depicting short, well-maintained hair, high-necked jumpers,
and necklaces which at a distance suggested strings of pearls. Not all
candidates supported by the Conservatives were themselves Conserva-
tives; indeed, when the ‘blue slate’ triumphed in the elections of sab-
batical officers in 1977, they included a Communist, Andrew Pearmain,
whom the student Right preferred to anyone from the ultra-Left. The
following year candidates backed by the Federation of Conservative
Students won five out of the six sabbatical posts. But by 1979 student
politics had reverted to a more conventional pattern. In the succeeding
years most executive offices fell, with rare exceptions, to candidates
backed by the Labour Club and to Independents, more often of the Left
than of the Right, while the Socialist Workers Party and the Revolu-
tionary Communist Party did their best or their worst at General Meet-
ings and proclaimed the virtues of direct action. The prevailing mood
in the Union was against the Government, especially one which stood
for education cuts and inadequate grants, and could easily be cast in
demonic roles. Only in 1983 did the Labour Club give way to a new
combination, the Left Alliance, which included Conservatives, the
Social Democratic Party, and a Communist.

Throughout the decade the NUS struggled to defend the economic
interests of students. Despite its name it was not a trade union, and
the universities neither employed nor paid its members. The NUS
could not order or even urge its members to withdraw their labour
(save by occasionally ‘boycotting’ lectures in order to attend rallies or
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demonstrations, and they seldom did that for more than a day at a
time). Students could temporarily scupper administrative machinery
by occupying offices, mail rooms and telephone exchanges, and cause
considerable annoyance and distress to their staff, but the Socialist
Workers Party and local action groups were more inclined than the
NUS to favour such tactics. If they combined in sufficient numbers,
however, students could interfere with a university’s cash flow by
withholding rents or accommodation fees which they deemed exorbi-
tant and out of gear with the student maintenance grant.

In their less querulous moments, first-degree students from the
United Kingdom recognised their own good fortune in enjoying
mandatory awards; they knew that grants to students in other forms 
of further and higher education were not made automatically, but
given at the discretion of local education authorities. However, uni-
versity students criticised the flaws of the current arrangements. Their
complaint was that grants failed to keep pace with inflation and that
the golden age of 1962, when for once they had been adequate,
showed no signs of returning. Should the grant rise, social security pay-
ments – the benefits that students were entitled to claim as unemployed
persons during vacations – would often be reduced as though in com-
pensation. Furthermore, the system did not release students, although
they now became adults at the age of eighteen, from dependence on
their parents. Tuition fees were, or came to be, paid out of public mon-
eys; but parents whose disposable income was above a certain modest
level were expected to contribute to their children’s maintenance, the
extent of their contribution being determined by an annual means-test.
Married women’s grants, treated as a kind of supplementary wage,
were related to their husband’s income. Should parents fail to make the
expected contributions (and they could not be legally compelled to do
so), students would live in penury. Even if parents were scrupulous and
paid everything required of them, the standard maintenance grant,
determined every year by the Department of Education and Science,
was not generous. It was feared that parents and husbands, as pay-
masters, might exert undue influence over choices of course, and that
the less liberal among them might refuse to support studies they did
not consider useful or rewarding. From time to time the NUS pub-
lished alarming estimates, generally around 40–50 per cent, of the 
proportion of parents who failed to pay the proper contribution
towards their children’s support at university. Sometimes these short-
falls were due to loss of employment or to family break-ups which
occurred after the grant had been assessed for the academical year,
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rather than to parental indifference or bloody-mindedness; the admin-
istrative process of adjusting the grant to changed circumstances could
be very slow indeed.

One weapon in student hands was the rent strike, aimed immedi-
ately against the University, as the landlord of some 40 per cent of stu-
dents. The objects of such action were both to force the University to
reduce rents and hall fees and to persuade it to urge the Government
to restore the real value of the maintenance grant. Manchester Uni-
versity’s rents and fees seemed inordinately high: league tables and
surveys drew unfavourable comparisons with other institutions which
seemed to be managing their affairs better and exploiting students
less. These parallels, however, were not always genuine. High rents in
the new self-catering residences could be traced to the University’s
need to borrow in order to build them and to service the loans by rais-
ing student rents. It was also Manchester’s custom to rent its rooms
for thirty-eight weeks in the year, allowing all students the use of their
rooms in the Christmas and Easter vacations, instead of the thirty
weeks charged for elsewhere. Since the University was itself in the
grip of inflation, it could keep the fees down only by further subsidis-
ing halls from central funds, by reducing the quality of services, or by
increasing conference revenue (none of which measures could be
expected to appeal to students).

To organise a widespread rent strike proved at first to be an almost
impossible task. In 1974 neither a ballot of residents in University
property nor a vote of the Senior Students’ Council revealed the
required level of support. But a prolonged strike did take place in
1981, when organisers called upon students to hold back all the rent
due and to pay it into a fund held by the Union. Sitting on a substan-
tial sum of money and placing it on deposit at a modest rate of inter-
est, the Union would then negotiate with the University and attempt
to secure a reduction in the rent. The movements of rents and prices
were squeezing the student purse. Although the Thatcher administra-
tion set out to conquer inflation, it began by forcing prices up; indeed,
the Retail Price Index rose by 20 per cent between May 1979 and May
1980 (indirect taxation was increased and subsidies to nationalised
industries had come to an end). In the autumn of 1980, it was clear
that the fees of the University’s catered halls had risen by 26 per cent
on the previous year’s and those of self-catering flats by 19 per cent,
whereas the standard maintenance grant had increased by only 14.85
per cent. Support for a general rent strike grew apace; it began in 
January 1981 and lasted for about twenty weeks.
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According to reports in Mancunion, when the strike was at its height
in late February about 1,600 students, representing perhaps two-fifths
of the University’s lodgers, had paid their rent and fees into the
Union’s nest egg, which then amounted to some £300,000. Collectors
went out into halls of an evening to add to the funds. Students clearly
feared retaliation – would strikers be allowed another year in Univer-
sity accommodation, or would they be blacklisted? The University
promised no rebates and no victimisation, and assured students that it
was doing no more than breaking even; leading figures from the 
Bursar’s and Registrar’s Departments, speaking at Ashburne and Need-
ham Halls, kept down the temperature by assuring students that no
legal action to recover the rent would be taken until the end of the aca-
demical year on 19 June. When letters marked ‘Personal from the Bur-
sar’ arrived at students’ homes during the Easter vacation, he was
credited with a cunning move to enlist parents as allies. Be that as it
might, relatively few students chose to pay their summer term rent to
the Union, and dreams of doubling the fund, and bringing it to a total
of £600,000, failed to come true.

Early in June, realising that support was flagging, the Union settled
its dispute with the University, in return for a joint press statement
about the inadequacy of the grant and a promise of very slight fee
increases in the following year. It was claimed that they would be the
lowest in the country, and bring Manchester into line with other insti-
tutions. At 6.0–6.5 per cent they were slightly lower than the increase
in grant for 1981–82, which was to be 7 per cent (the NUS had asked
for 21 per cent and had not obtained it). In the next few years, rent
strikes, or the threat of them, would tend to be local affairs provoked
by local conditions, such as the protest against rodent infestation at
Whitworth Park which eventually earned the indignant residents a
rebate of £10 in March 1984.

To mature and married students and single parents, improved facil-
ities were just as important as adequate grants. For some of them
access to higher education depended absolutely on their ability to
make inexpensive arrangements for child care; no longer acceptable
was the argument that young families and degree courses did not mix,
or that students with children were foolishly improvident and living
their lives in the wrong order. Few feminist issues were discussed so
concretely as the demand for nursery provision by the University.
Feminists claimed that in the absence of adequate nurseries women
had no chance of escaping what might well be a ‘stifling’ home and its
surroundings, of finding jobs to make ends meet, or of gathering to
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discuss their own ‘material and ideological oppression’. Nor would
they have much chance of pursuing a degree.

Nurseries, or the lack of them, had been a controversial subject
since 1965. A small Day Nursery, started by the Students’ Union, had
existed since that year and moved from one temporary home to
another. It was now located at the Oxford Wine Bar, a run-down
UMIST property on Oxford Road, scheduled for demolition and
licensed by the local authority only on the understanding that spe-
cially designed premises would in the near future be built. For all its
merits the Nursery was neither spacious nor free of charge nor open
at all times. In the autumn of 1979 it was licensed to care for thirty
infants aged between six months and four-and-a-half years, and was
said to have a waiting list of over fifty more. It gave priority to chil-
dren from split or single-parent families, and preferred postgraduate
to undergraduate parents. All parents were subject to a means-test and
the fees ranged from £7.50 to £18.50 a week. Since the nursery was
designed to serve, not Owens and UMIST alone, but all institutions in
the Education Precinct and possibly Salford University and ‘other col-
leges’ as well, it fell far short of meeting the demands made upon it.

There had been some progress, however, at least in principle. Dis-
couraging if not hostile at first, the University had eventually recog-
nised the call for a nursery as legitimate. Hence in 1973 the University
and UMIST Councils set up a committee to look into the matter under
Thomas Kenneth Ross, a Professor of Chemical and later of Corro-
sion Engineering and an influential figure in UMIST. He and his col-
leagues recommended planning a permanent building which would
provide fifty or sixty places and be erected in the area bounded by
Upper Brook Street, Oxford Road, and Booth Street East. Financial
difficulties, however, continued to bar the way, and the project’s path
was never smooth, since it involved three institutions and six agencies,
and all were strapped for cash. Progress depended on substantial con-
tributions from the administrations of the University, UMIST, and the
Polytechnic, and on smaller sums from their students’ unions.
Although Owens Union set aside money for the purpose, the other
unions cavilled on the grounds that their administrations had a moral
obligation to stump up all the necessary cash, without help from the
student body.

By 1978 the cries of an increasingly frustrated Nursery Action
Group (NAG), were demanding immediate remedies, presenting 
petitions, falling out with Union officers, and disrupting a Union
debate on the future of universities addressed by the Vice-Chancellor.
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Exasperated by the low priority assigned to the Day Nursery, mem-
bers of NAG accused the Vice-Chancellor of lavish spending on ‘pres-
tige projects’, such as distributing honorary degrees or tarting up the
Refectory, when a mere £12,000 would have set up the less glamorous
Nursery. They were misinformed about the likely cost, since an esti-
mate of £120,000 would have been nearer the mark. When the group
turned their fury on the Polytechnic in the autumn of 1978 and twice
occupied its administrative buildings, the constitutional tension
within Owens Union recurred: the predominantly Conservative Exec-
utive condemned NAG’s behaviour as ‘undemocratic’, after which the
first quorate General Meeting of the Union proceeded to support
their demands.

Little had been achieved and no promises exacted, but the issue
could scarcely be forgotten. Indeed, it dragged on throughout the
1980s, when the Nursery found another temporary home in two
classrooms of the Medlock Infants School in Ardwick; these had been
suitably converted by the City Council, whose Education Committee
made a grant to set against the rent. The greatest progress was made
in 1985 by a mixture of self-help and philanthropy. The Zochonis
Charitable Trust made a gift of £5,000 in 1985–86 for the benefit of
the Day Nursery and offered a further £50,000 to the University ‘for
the encouragement of the Students’ Union, having regard to the
responsibility which it currently bore for the management of a Day
Nursery for the children of student parents’. Up to £5,000 of the
interest on the capital sum would be paid to the Union every year so
long as the University Council remained satisfied with the Union’s
arrangements. At the same time the Union established a ‘child care
society’, which set up in the old Silence and Reading Rooms on its
ground floors a day crèche for children not yet of school age run by a
mixture of qualified staff and amateur volunteers. The quest for a per-
manent home for the Day Nursery continued under the aegis of the
Committee on Relations between the University and the Students’
Union, and the Committee’s chairman, Fred Tye, and secretary, David
Richardson, took a strong personal interest in the matter. The search
ended at last in 1990, when a Scout Hut became available on Dryden
Street, to the east of the University, and the University and the Poly-
technic (UMIST then had its eyes on a different site) combined to take
it over. Responsibility for the Nursery was now leaving the hands of
the students’ unions, and in 1992 the University Council recom-
mended that the University and the Polytechnic should set up a lim-
ited company to manage the enterprise on which they had agreed.
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The grants and nursery campaigns and the rent strikes were skir-
mishes in wars of attrition and were concerned with practical problems
that seemed almost insoluble in the face of stringency. In contrast, the
University Challenge affair of 1975–76 was an isolated occurrence in
which an original protest failed to make its point. This was directed
against ‘elitism’, one of the bêtes noires of the 1970s, but not an easy
abuse to define. It was generally said to involve the selection by unfair
competition of persons who then flaunted their spurious superiority to
other human beings. In this case the elitism was of two kinds: first, the
elitism of the university system in general, which encouraged students
to give themselves airs when in reality they were no brighter or 
worthier than the general run of the population, but just lucky to have
been born at the time when post-Robbins expansion was giving them
unprecedented opportunities; second, the elitism within higher educa-
tion, which not only regarded universities as superior to polytechnics
and other institutions represented in the NUS, but also offered special
advantages to members of the ancient, well endowed, collegiate 
universities of Oxford and Cambridge. The great expansion of the
1960s ought surely to have diluted their privileged position, but 
the programme appeared to be reinforcing it.

In 1975 University Challenge was already a long-running quiz pro-
gramme, which had originated when the Robbins Report was in the
offing. Based on an American quiz acclaimed as the best television
game of 1962, it had first been broadcast by Granada Television on 21
September of that year. Arguably the programme did universities a
service by presenting their students as keen, wholesome and knowl-
edgeable, eager to entertain viewers with their intellectual rather than
their athletic skills. But members of the Manchester Students’ Union
now determined to enter a team and a studio audience who would
make a mockery of the show. Elected by the Union, the team was not
to be chosen for its brains or powers of recall. One member later told
The Daily Telegraph that ‘the idea was to get a team of students whose
intelligence was the same as the man in the street’. In practice, how-
ever, the Manchester panel consisted, not of average, self-effacing 
students, but of persons who had been prominent in Union affairs,
including David Aaronovitch (a champion of NUS) and Anne Bourner
(formerly editor of Mancunion).

The team’s manifesto, published in November 1975, announced
that ‘we don’t believe in supporting any form of sham concerning our
wonderful educational system’. They and their supporters criticised
the programme on the grounds that it excluded the polytechnics; that
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the questions had an ‘arts and classics’ bias redolent of an effete and
gentlemanly style of education and unrelated to most university
courses; and that Oxford and Cambridge colleges dominated the
competition. The Union Press Officer pointed out that forty-two uni-
versities were eligible to participate in University Challenge, and that
thirty-two teams actually entered, but that sixteen of these came from
Oxford and Cambridge, the rules equating a college of five hundred
members with a civic university of ten thousand.

During the studio recording, at the end of November 1975, the
Manchester team managed to reinforce the public’s sense of the supe-
riority of ancient universities by losing heavily to Downing College
Cambridge, giving fatuous answers to questions but failing to explain
their objections to the programme. Broadcast in the new year, the
fiasco outraged the Manchester public and irritated many students,
who thought the team’s pointless tactics an exercise in ‘how to use the
media to alienate favourable public opinion’. David Aaronovitch, now
a distinguished journalist, summarises the views of Manchester citizens
as ‘Here’s this bloody great University, stuck in the middle, has eaten
up all these streets bit by bit, and you would have thought the least they
could do is give us some reason to feel proud of them. And now look
at this.’

The team were goaded into self-justification through a belated press
release which maintained that ‘the contest is only a memory test, and
does not involve any reasoning ability’, and that ‘the programme is
based on competition for competition’s sake . . . Our society involves
too much competition, instead of co-operation’. Both sentiments had
a familiar ring. The first had been applied to university examinations
in the 1960s, and the second reflected a widely held belief of the
1970s, also found in the schemes for a Union essay bank and attacks
on traditional methods of classifying honours degrees. Bob Burchell,
later Professor of American Studies, remembers a student arguing in a
departmental board meeting in the mid-1970s that it was wrong to
distinguish between students, and that classes should be asked to write
their essays collectively and all receive the same mark.

For four years the management of University Challenge banned teams
from the University of Manchester from the contest. But in the autumn
of 1979 a student successfully pleaded for their reinstatement and on
that occasion the Union officers agreed that a game could just be a
game, to be played according to its rules or not at all. They organised
trial contests, using old questions, in which the General Secretary, Rod
Cox, assumed the role of the suave quizmaster, Bamber Gascoigne, a
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product of Eton and Magdalene College Cambridge whom he did not
otherwise resemble. Thirty-three candidates vied for places on the
team, and the ‘fearsome foursome’ selected by this process entered 
the contest and did well enough to reach the semi-final. The New 
Manchester Review might well have repeated its comment, ‘My, how
times have changed.’

Some students collided with opponents less forgiving than the pro-
duction team of University Challenge. Accusations of police brutality
at public protests, arbitrary snatching of demonstrators and harsh
treatment of arrested persons in police stations began to circulate.
Mancunion ran the story of one activist, the Communist Soraya Ali,
born in Pakistan, a student of physics at the University from 1973 to
1976, and subsequently enrolled at Didsbury College of Education.
She was sentenced to eighteen months imprisonment, partly for
inflicting actual bodily harm on a policeman who was allegedly trying
to take her fingerprints by force after her arrest for carrying a placard
proclaiming ‘Down with the Monarchy’ during a royal visit to Man-
chester during the Queen’s Jubilee Year, 1977. Other students’ expe-
riences proved milder, but were still alarming to them. A few played
with fire when they supported the British Withdrawal from Northern
Ireland Campaign by distributing leaflets addressed to troops serving
with the colours. This activity caused hostile policemen to threaten
them with charges of conspiracy and even to use the word ‘treason’
(Pat Arrowsmith, the peace campaigner, had recently received a
prison sentence under the almost unused Incitement to Disaffection
Act of 1934). Manchester students gave out some of the offending
items in Manchester itself, others at Richmond army camp in North
Yorkshire. On 13 November 1975 Mancunion published the subver-
sive pamphlet in transparent disguise by heading it ‘Information for
Discontented Lecturers’ and substituting ‘Lecturer’ for ‘Soldier’
throughout the text. No action against the paper ensued.

The lengthiest and bitterest campaign of the 1970s attempted to
unmask the University and members of its Council and Court as col-
laborators in the exploitative and racist regimes of southern Africa
and demanded that they recover their moral authority by selling their
unethical investments. The beginnings of the campaign have been
described in the previous volume of this History. The force which
drove it was the all-party South Africa Liberation Society (SALS) and
its attacks concentrated on the small group of business and profes-
sional men serving on the University Council who were responsible
for managing the University’s investments. Before the drama began
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the Chairman of Council and the Treasurer had sold the few shares in
the University’s portfolio which were in companies ‘whose head office
and main activities were unquestionably in South Africa’. ‘This’,
writes Sir George Kenyon in a memoir of the time, ‘relieved us of a
peripheral irritation which would have undoubtedly weakened our
case and the stand we took.’ But there remained the more complex
problem of investments in international concerns which had affiliated
companies in South Africa and drew a fraction of their profits from
that country. On this point a substantial majority of the University
Council (which had a majority of lay members) took the view that it
would be impossible to maintain a balanced portfolio and to fulfil
their legal obligations as trustees, especially of the pension funds for
the University support staff, if they ‘sold shares in companies whose
profits came overwhelmingly from other sources’ than southern
Africa. They hastened, however, to recognise a degree of responsibil-
ity for the policies of companies in which the University held shares.
On the contrary, the lay officers chose to adopt – and here they were
in accord with The Guardian newspaper – the policy of ‘constructive
engagement’. This urged them not to sell shares indiscriminately, for
it was all too likely that if they did so these holdings would pass to less
principled persons indifferent to anything other than commercial
motives. Rather, the University should use its influence as a share-
holder to persuade the directors of the companies concerned to pay
reasonable wages and have proper regard to workers’ welfare.

To the impatience of students, who suspected foot-dragging, Coun-
cil chose in 1973 to await guidance from the forthcoming report of a
select committee of politicians: the Trade and Industry Sub-Commit-
tee of the Expenditure Committee of the House of Commons, over
which William Rodgers presided. Published early in 1974, the Sub-
Committee’s report referred to evidence taken from 141 concerns
which had interests in over 600 subsidiary and associated companies
in South Africa. This document spelt out a code of practice which told
British firms how to be good employers. They were urged to pay a
minimum wage based, not on the so-called Poverty Datum Line
(which represented bare subsistence), but rather on the Minimum
Effective Level, which was equivalent to about 150 per cent of the
Poverty Datum Line. They were also exhorted to pay fair rates for
jobs, regardless of the race of the persons who did them. Following
these principles, the University Bursar wrote to over sixty companies
in which the University had invested, inquiring into their policies. In
the absence of satisfactory answers, the University would sell its
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shares. A list of eight unsatisfactory companies appeared in Staff
Comment for June 1975. In December 1978 the Bursar spoke of four-
teen companies which had been found wanting and of shares sold to
the value of £343,000. He then reported that ‘Of the 160 companies
in which the University currently holds shares, 60 have some interests
in South Africa, but in almost all the South African interest accounts
for less than 5 per cent of total sales or profits . . . ’.

Neither the principles nor the measures adopted impressed SALS
and their supporters. They wanted to see a bolder gesture which
would free the University from any suggestion that it was profiting
from tainted investments. There was no meeting of minds, for, as one
officer of the Students’ Union explained in January 1975, ‘We are not
interested in reforming South African wages. We are interested in sup-
porting those forces fighting for real social change – i.e. for majority
rule in that country. The influence of British investment works against
this. We are not sufficiently naïve as to believe that we can change the
role of British investment. We can, however, dissociate ourselves from
it. This is the solidarity the African National Congress and other bod-
ies have asked for – as opposed to a “please patronise us poor blacks
better and give us more wages” approach. This is the solidarity we
intend to give.’ SALS, determined as they were to reject anything that
savoured of paternalism or palliation, were sometimes criticised for
seeing the problem primarily in political terms and failing to give pub-
licity to starvation and malnutrition in South Africa: it was as though
they feared awkward questions about the likely effects of withdrawals
of investment upon South African working people and their families.

Throughout most of the 1970s officers of the Students’ Union gave
general support to the aims of SALS and pleaded at intervals for
Council to reconsider its policy and agree in principle on a general
disposal of shares. They did not suggest that all of these assets should
immediately be ‘dumped’ on the market, but rather that they should
be sold over a reasonable stretch of time. The Students’ Union itself
discovered in 1973 the embarrassing fact that it had investments in six
companies with interests in South Africa and that such investments
represented 22.7 per cent of the Union’s total holdings. On being
instructed to sell them, the Union trustees proceeded at a leisurely
pace to avoid ‘dumping’.

Meanwhile representatives of the Union did what they could to put
their case not only to Council but also to Senate and Court and to pro-
pose a ‘binding referendum’ of all the staff of the University and its
students on the simple question ‘Do you wish shares in companies
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with South African interests to be sold?’ The Registrar received a sim-
ilar proposal signed by 118 members of the academic staff. Like a
Renaissance pope repelling requests that he summon a General Coun-
cil to reform the Church, the authorities stressed the difficulties which
stood in the way. Constitutionally, no referendum could bind Council
to act in a certain manner; it would be hard to formulate questions so
unambiguous that clear deductions could be drawn from the answers;
it would be essential to consult all members of the University, past and
present – in other words, to go to the great trouble and expense of
consulting the 50,000 members of Convocation, who could perhaps
be relied upon, if they bestirred themselves to reply, to provide a
counterweight to the idealistic views of the University’s current stu-
dents. To call upon Convocation to elect a Chancellor was one thing;
to seek its opinion on the University’s investment policy was quite
another matter.

Some students had little faith in the process by which their repre-
sentatives repeatedly argued the same case in the dignified setting of
the Council Chamber and heard it politely refuted yet again by famil-
iar counter-arguments. At intervals strident pickets lined the stairs
leading to the Chamber, claiming mandates from General Meetings of
the Union and rendering themselves impervious to persuasion. Some-
times Council members had to step over recumbent bodies before
assembling to deliberate. In November 1974 pickets rushed the Cham-
ber and succeeded in detaining members of Council for some time
after the Vice-Chancellor unlocked the doors and emerged to ask them
to disperse. Of this and other incidents Sir George Kenyon writes: ‘For
some of us who were used to facing strikes on construction sites it was
bearable, but for the majority, whose contact with reality was often
only theoretical, it was another matter . . . Once the door was barred
by three Brunhilde-like Amazons and with plenty of cameras around
there was the chance of the Vice-Chancellor or the Chairman being
snapped in a posture which could be construed as criminal assault.’ It
seemed prudent to instal a telephone, concealed behind a panel close
to the Chairman’s seat, to enable the Vice-Chancellor to summon assis-
tance should he and his colleagues again be unlawfully imprisoned. A
door in the corner offered an escape route into the adjacent Museum.
To this day some doors in the area are equipped with spy-holes through
which the manoeuvres of besieging forces may be studied from within,
and which serve as reminders of more troubled times.

Convinced of the justice of their cause, in November 1974 student
supporters of SALS combined intimidation with symbolism. Between
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a Union General Meeting and a Council meeting they sold 1,500
white polystyrene crosses, each of which stood for a South African
child who would die in the twenty-four hours which separated the
two events. Purchasers then planted the crosses on the grass plot out-
side the Williamson Building, opposite the Main Building, and a vigil
was kept despite the heavy rain which descended that night. A num-
ber of students, estimated at 450 by Mancunion, occupied the foyer
of the Computer Building for twenty-four hours, allowing the staff
access to any rooms they needed. David Aaronovitch remembers that
the anarchists involved in the protest proposed sabotage of the Uni-
versity’s main computer system, but the demonstrators realised in
time that one of the hospitals was linked to it, and wisely concluded
that this fist, altogether too big to be used, would destroy sympathy
even for a righteous cause.

Rough tactics did not invariably command the support of student
representatives on Council. Direct action by a crowd of students in
1975, on the heels of an inquorate Emergency General Meeting of the
Union, could claim no authorisation from the Union itself. On 25
November the Vice-Chancellor, the Honorary Officers, three Pro-
Vice-Chancellors, the Registrar and several members of Court and
Council were lunching in the club for the University support staff,
William Kay House, as guests of its committee before the usual post-
prandial meeting of Council. These premises almost directly faced the
Union across Oxford Road. According to the official note in the Coun-
cil minutes, a crowd of between fifty and eighty protesters invaded the
club between 1.30 and 2 pm and refused to release either the Univer-
sity dignitaries or their hosts. ‘Police assistance was requested by tele-
phone from the main University building soon after 2 pm and, after
the arrival of substantial police forces, the intruders withdrew and
those guests who had been forcibly detained were able to leave at
about 2.40 pm’ One story, not in the record, relates that the resource-
ful University Treasurer, Alan Symons, had feigned heart trouble,
secured his own release (did the students perhaps remember the porter
who had died of a heart attack during a disturbance at the London
School of Economics (LSE)?), and used his liberty to call in the law.

False imprisonment of Council members and a large police pres-
ence on or near University premises added a new dimension to the
struggle. The Vice-Chancellor later denounced the demonstrators to
the Senate, calling the incident ‘both violent and dangerous’. ‘This
grave and serious criminal violence was the work of a small number
when one considers the size of the University and it was in no way an

110 The 1970s

chap 5  23/9/03  1:16 pm  Page 110

Brian Pullan and Michele Abendstern - 9781526137197
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 02:55:55AM

via free access



action of the Student Union.’ Fortunately the police made no arrests
and the University took no disciplinary action; some students twitted
the demonstrators for not getting themselves run in, while others
excused them by imagining the astronomical legal costs of defending
a large number of accused persons. The limits of repressive tolerance
had been established, but the University was able to maintain for the
time being its reputation for making no martyrs.

No similar incidents followed; bad publicity seemed a more piercing
weapon. At intervals throughout the 1970s the student press attacked
five prominent members of the University Council for their personal
connections with firms such as Tootal, Viyella, Hill Samuel, Simon
Engineering and Barclays Bank, which were believed to have extensive
interests in southern Africa. Such tactics were easy to reconcile with the
left-wing belief that the University was in the grip of amoral capitalists
who, far from acting as its disinterested advisers, were using their
power over the institution to further their own ends. At intervals 
students picketed the nearest branch of Barclays and succeeded in per-
suading some customers to withdraw their accounts. Introductory
issues of Mancunion pointedly abstained from recommending or even
describing the bank to freshers, a form of cold-shouldering accorded
to no other high street bank – though high-principled students, it was
admitted, could only use the Co-operative Bank, the Trustee Savings
Bank and the Post Office with a completely clear conscience. George
Kenyon, one of those under fire, pointed out to the Vice-Chancellor in
1976 that he himself was receiving no more than £1.05 per annum
from South African sources. Tootals, of which he was a director, had
increased the wages of African workers by almost 100 per cent
between June 1973 and November 1974. Some years later he reflected
in his memoirs that ‘Whilst chastising me for my non-existent interests
in South Africa . . . the opposition ignored my ownership and close
management of a factory in Zambia which was highly successful,
entirely for the benefit of Zambia and its people, since we received no
dividends whatsoever over twenty years.’

From the winter of 1974–75 another strand of student opinion
argued that the tactics of ‘occupation and mass protest’ would only
antagonise those members of Council who had not made up their
minds. It would be better to strengthen the economic as well as the
moral argument by seeking professional advice and preparing an
alternative portfolio of shares. ‘Futile gestures of occupation are bor-
ing, ineffective and studenty. University Council’s business-biased
membership must be approached with sound business propositions
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and not emotive rantings.’ The psychology was sound and the aim
sensible, but the ambition was not realised and the alternative portfo-
lio was never drawn up. In 1979, International Anti-Apartheid Year,
the case was still being argued in much the same terms by both sides,
one pleading for disinvestment on moral and political grounds, the
other for constructive engagement in the interests of ‘human dignity
and decent living standards’.

Over the next eight years the attack on the University’s indirect
investments in southern Africa was to lose much of its impetus. Until
about 1987, however, moral disapproval dogged Barclays Bank and
continued to take the form of picketing local branches, refusing to rec-
ommend the bank in Mancunion, urging students to move accounts
away from it, and declining to accept Barclays Bank cheques. When the
bank eventually withdrew its investments from South Africa, student
activists congratulated themselves on the success of an NUS campaign,
from 1983 to 1985, which had caused Barclays to lose 12,000 students’
accounts and reduced its share of the student market from 27 per cent
to 17 per cent. For some time an empty Kit-Kat machine languished in
the Union foyer. Since the Union had banned Rowntree-Mackintosh
confectionery and would not communicate with the machine’s owners,
there was no way of getting it removed. But the Union Council voted
in favour of removing this particular ban early in 1983.

Towards the end of the 1970s forms of racism found closer to home
began to divert some of the attention from South Africa. Among them
were immigration controls, schemes for voluntary repatriation, and,
above all, the rise of the National Front. Discriminatory fees and limi-
tations on the quota of overseas students not only threatened the Uni-
versity’s finances but offended against the international sympathies of
many students. Much controversy arose over the issue of free speech
and how best to deal with the problem of neo-fascists. Should they be
allowed to speak in the Union, reveal the barrenness of their own argu-
ments, and show themselves up? Or was there a serious danger that the
Union would confer respectability on these movements by giving them
a platform, or even that some students might be seduced by their argu-
ments and black, Asian, Jewish and Muslim students be placed at risk?
Should persons known to hold fascist opinions or belong to fascist
organisations be barred from the Union, even if while on the premises
they kept silent about their views? The Union Executive was once crit-
icised for removing Scientology posters from a Union notice board:
members, or so it was said, were surely entitled to ‘accept or reject view-
points’ without having the job done for them by presumptuous officers.
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Serious doubts arose when the NUS adopted a ‘No Platform’ policy
towards ‘openly racist or fascist organisations’. Not only were these to
be denied financial or other forms of aid, but their members were to be
prevented from speaking at institutions of higher or further education
‘by whatever means necessary (including disruption of the meeting)’.
This resolution did not define racism or fascism, although it did give
examples of racist and fascist organisations, including the Monday
Club and the National Front. Objectors called it unduly paternalistic,
in that it denied fellow students the right to make their own judge-
ments. One side proclaimed that ‘It is the duty of us all to kick these
people off the streets as they cannot simply be outvoted’, the other that
‘to deny freedom of speech is itself the beginning of fascism’.

Faced with the National Front a few years later, the Manchester
Union imposed its own bans in 1976 and 1977, not without misgiv-
ings on the part of many students. In November 1977 the Union solic-
itor, Rodger Pannone, opined that members of the Union who had
joined fascist organisations could not legally be prevented from speak-
ing in the Union for that reason alone, although the chair of the meet-
ing would be entitled to rule racist remarks out of order. Some
students held that James Anderton, the Chief Constable of Greater
Manchester, and Sir Keith Joseph, when Secretary of State for Trade
and Industry, should both be denied the right to speak in the Union –
Anderton on account of his alleged disrespect for ‘civil liberties or
democracy’, Joseph because in an earlier speech he had suggested that
the children of unfit mothers might contaminate human stock. In the
event Sir Keith earned some credit for his moderate reactions to
attempts to disrupt a meeting which he addressed in October 1979 –
‘You could humiliate me and show me up if you asked me questions.’
‘When will the unorganised Left be prepared to argue, not to shout?’
demanded an exasperated member of the Labour Club. It might well
be said that universities had a particular responsibility to defeat
unpopular opinions by engaging their champions in debate and not by
shouting them down. Opponents replied that deafening disapproval
would attract public attention and advertise the University’s moral
stance far more effectively than would civilised discussions, ‘the pro-
fessor’s sensible whereto and why’.

Between about 1978 and 1980 opposition to the National Front –
to meetings in the town halls of Hyde and Bolton, to a broadcast 
during the General Election campaigns of 1979 – became a central
concern of politically conscious members of the Students’ Union. But
the Front was not merely a force outside the University, threatening
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the society around it; allegiance to the Front was believed to be
swelling like a malignant tumour within the University itself, which
was well worth infiltrating, for about 10 per cent of the University’s
students came from overseas and formed a prime target for its propa-
ganda. At intervals Front supporters distributed leaflets in the self-
catering flats at Grosvenor Place, Cornbrook House, Whitworth Park
and Oak House. They also ventured into Owens Park, but steered
clear of the more closely supervised traditional halls. The Union 
Education Office even saw fit to suggest that Cornbrook House had
become a ‘National Front stronghold’, to which the Chairman of the
Residents’ Council replied that it was no more so than other resi-
dences, and urged the Union not to discourage Jews and overseas 
students from seeking accommodation therein. Neo-fascist literature
alleged that overseas students were occupying places that ought to 
go to British students. Such propaganda was described as not only
xenophobic, but also ‘anti-semitic, anti-black and sexist’.

Mancunion maintained that ‘The Front cell working on our campus
is one of the most active in the country’, and referred to ‘a cell of 
fascists within the University which calls itself the “Manchester Uni-
versity National Front”’. Few people were publicly named, but a 
second-year law student did attract opprobrium as an ‘outspoken
racialist’ and was said to be, not only a member of the Front, but also
the editor of Phoenix, the movement’s new student broadsheet.
Together with a fellow activist, he was charged under the Race Rela-
tions Act of 1976 with distributing at a Stockport school a pamphlet
allegedly calculated to arouse racial hatred, but the local magistrates
acquitted him and his co-defendant. Mancunion published a photo-
graph of the student and his well-groomed fiancée, cherubic and jubi-
lant in their moment of triumph. Both subsequently complained of
being bullied by left-wingers in one of the Union bars, not for anything
they had said on the premises but for the opinions they were known
to hold, and the young man announced with a martyred air his resig-
nation from the National Front. Suggestions that the Anti-Nazi League
and the Socialist Workers’ Party themselves condoned intolerance and
violence were often made, and Conservatives argued that the Left’s
No Platform policy had misguidedly handed the National Front a 
genuine grievance – denial of free speech – of which to complain.

Labour and Conservative Governments were both accused of pro-
moting ‘British Education for the British’ in a manner reminiscent of the
National Front slogan of ‘Britain for the British’. Campaigns against 
the increasing fees charged to overseas students were conducted partly
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by OSAG, the Overseas Students Action Group, whose Co-ordinating
Committee, designed to promote action throughout the country, was
formed at Sheffield in November 1977; partly by the NUS; and partly
by the Manchester Students’ Union, which created its own Fees Action
Group. Terence Ranger, a courageous History professor who had been
deported from Rhodesia for openly sympathising with the movement
against white rule in that country, joined the Education Officer of
UMIST Union to urge in November 1979 that Senate should not merely
deplore the Government’s fee policy but actively resist it. A Staff Action
Group, SAG, was set up the following month to support student
protests against fee increases.

Students launched their most sustained and vigorous agitation in
the autumn of 1979, in the face of the fees recommended (in effect
imposed) by Mrs Thatcher’s Government. Protests took familiar
forms, entailing surprise occupations of administrative offices and
centres of communication, but police involvement was greater than
usual and the defiance more sustained and skilful. Demonstrators suc-
ceeded in obstructing the main thoroughfare, Oxford Road, by ‘occu-
pying’ at least one of its pelican crossings. Sympathisers with arrested
persons picketed the magistrates’ courts. Protesters occupied the main
administrative block from 12 to 20 November 1979, and the major-
ity were evicted by police and bailiffs enforcing a court order in the
early hours of 20 November. However, as Dr Beswick, then Bursar-
elect, remembers, the students concerned had obtained a master key.
They had left certain rooms open but locked others, in which some of
them lay concealed like Greek warriors in the Trojan horse. As did the
citizens of Troy, the searchers fell for the trick and failed to investigate
the locked rooms. Their omission enabled the students to recapture
the building for a brief, symbolic period.

Overseas students took up a suggestion that they should withhold
the part of their fees which they believed to be unjust. Prepared to
help those in genuine difficulties, the University administration issued
temporary membership cards, allowing, for example, the use of the
Library, to 255 students. When these cards were about to expire,
there was much agitation in favour of extending them, and much was
made of the possibility that students excluded from the University
would lose their entitlement to remain in the United Kingdom and
would then suffer deportation. But in mid-December, when thirty-
seven students had made no contribution to the University’s finances,
the Senate rejected by 100 votes to 20 a proposal that the temporary
cards remain valid until the end of the academical year in June 1980.
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Several hundred students initially supported the campaign by vot-
ing for it at Union meetings; a vanguard of 50–100 carried out the 
occupations and demonstrations. Early in December 1979 an unfortu-
nate incident inflamed the struggle. Three senior figures, the Vice-
Chancellor himself, the Bursar-elect and the Head of Uniformed
Services, apparently came dangerously close to demonstrators – a situ-
ation in which it was easy to be compromised. Reports got about that
the Vice-Chancellor had assaulted a student, who, for good measure,
happened to be Osman Kavala, the Union’s Overseas Officer. At an
Emergency General Meeting on 3 December the Union resolved to call
for the Vice-Chancellor’s resignation and the Union Executive person-
ally delivered a letter to that effect to the Vice-Chancellor himself. On
13 December the Senate expressed overwhelming sympathy and sup-
port for the Vice-Chancellor. But on 3 January 1980 Council received
the news that the Vice-Chancellor wished to retire early from his post,
at the end of the following September. It was only to be expected that
Fight the Fees, a fivepenny campaigners’ publication, should ascribe his
decision to ‘student pressure’. Since student activists had never ack-
nowledged his good qualities as Vice-Chancellor, jibes at his record
were inevitable. But there was also speculation that he had resigned at
least partly because further expansion had now become impossible and
he was not the man to preside over stagnation and decay. In reality Sir
Arthur Armitage was gravely ill with the cancer that was to end his life
four years later.

Attacks on the Vice-Chancellor had drawn together between 500
and 750 students out of Owens’s 11,000, but in the new year, as
though emotionally exhausted and bereft of new ideas, the campaign
lost impetus. The Fees Action Group were criticised for failing to exe-
cute Union policy and for taking decisions at ‘unpublicised times, and
at meetings with dwindling numbers’. Candidates at the Union elec-
tions took their stand on ‘applause for or criticism of last term’s polit-
ical activity, the heaviest for many years’. There were few candidates
for office and a low poll. A series of motions against increased fees for
overseas students, proposed by Union officers at Senate, suffered
defeat on 20 March 1980. Disillusionment with politics appeared to
be gripping most parts of the student body.

Much of the militancy of the 1970s had focused on a University which
professed sympathy with students’ aims and was almost equally critical
of Government policy. But students had no power to dissuade the 
University from acknowledging financial necessity, no means of spurring
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it into actions more forceful than protests delivered through the Com-
mittee of Vice-Chancellors and Principals to the University Grants
Committee or the Secretary of State for Education and Science. Direct
action gave its practitioners the satisfaction of having registered their
anger and drawn public attention to the wrongs being done by the
Government or by commercial and industrial capitalists. Disruptive
tactics had sometimes won small concessions, but the more outra-
geous they became, the more they stiffened the resistance of author-
ity, which could not appear to surrender to anarchy. Political activists
were exasperated by the inertia of most students, their opponents
incensed by the publicity they gained and by student journalists’ fail-
ure to pay attention to normal, worthy student activities.

In January 1980, Neil Botfish, the Union Education Officer, defended
the tactics of the Fees Action Group by urging Sir George Kenyon, the
Chairman of Council, to recognise that ‘although people like him create
influence when they so much as open their mouths, students, who have
an equal stake in education, cannot. If we have to adopt direct action to
make our point firmly heard, that only reflects the oligarchic way the
University is run, as well as our concern for the future of education.’
That same month, addressing the NUS conference in Coventry, Dr
Rhodes Boyson, the Minister responsible for higher education, warned
that ‘Every unpleasant demo., every sit-in disturbing student studies or
administrative action, every objectionable incident, every wild exagger-
ation of a student leader, will inevitably damage not only the image and
interests of the hundreds and thousands of students who work consci-
entiously day-by-day, but also the standing of the universities them-
selves.’ There was reason to think that the universities had few friends
among the general public, and would suffer even more if the impression
got about that they could not control their young. Student leaders and
Conservative politicians thus proclaimed contrasting views about the
likely effects of student campaigns, each side, no doubt, believing what
it wanted to believe and inviting the public to do the same.
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