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Jack Simons - Harold Jack Simons was lecturer, senior lecturer and then Associate

Professor in African Studies at the University of Cape Town between 1937 and
1967, the last two years of which was spent abroad on leave. A powerful imparter of
ideas, he introduced generations of students to the rich textures of African law,
culture and society. A committed Communist and vigorous intellectual, Jack
Simons was served with a number of banning orders by the apartheid regime, the
first being in 1952. In December 1964 his banning order also barred him from
teaching, writing or attending gatherings. He left South Africa with trade unionist
Ray Simons (nee Alexander), whom he had married in 1941. After a two year
sojourn at the University of Manchester and in London they settled in Zambia: as
close to South Africa as possible. The couple spent twenty-five years in exile,
returning to South Africa in 1990 only after previously banned political parties were
unbanned. Ray and Jack had two daughters and a son, Mary, Tanya and Johan, all
now living in South Africa. Various friends remember the way Jack shared
household and parental responsibilities in a way far ahead of its time, and Jack was
never to neglect women and issues of gender in his research interests.
Jack was born in Riversdale, Cape Province, in 1907, where his father was town
clerk as well as owner and publisher of two local newspapers. He matriculated there
in 1924 and, articled to a local firm of attorneys completed the first part of the Law
Certificate before joining the civil service as a clerk in the Attorney General’s
Office in Pretoria. He obtained his BA Law at the Transvaal University College in
1929 as an external student and with a scholarship completed, while still an external
student, his MA in Political Philosophy in 1931. He was awarded the Porter
Scholarship and resigned from the civil service to study for his PhD at the London
School of Economics. There he was suspended because of his involvement in
politics – it was a period of upheaval, of the Great Depression, the ‘Hungry
Thirties’, unemployment and protests, and the threat of war, but he used those six
months to complete his thesis, ‘The criminal law and its application to the natives
of South Africa, Southern Rhodesia and Kenya’.
Jack returned to South Africa in 1937. He was later to record that he ‘came back
from studying in London with a PhD, an appointment at the University of Cape
Town as lecturer in African Studies and my party card. Those were the three
decisive factors that determined the pattern of my life’. At UCT he lectured on
customary law to first year anthropology students and on Public Administration in
the commerce faculty, but his real interest was teaching students of Native Law and
Administration, subsequently renamed Comparative African Government and Law.
He used class analysis to unpack racial tensions and conflicts, telling his students
that underneath the ‘race’ factor they had to look for interest groups – capital and
labour. Professor Albie Sachs identifies Jack’s path-breaking role within the context
of South African academic life at the time, saying that ‘the basic text and sub-text of
our intellectual life was that ideas came with the whites, and Africans just existed.
What he introduced was the concept of African personality, customary law of highly
sophisticated societies. That was quite remarkable for generations of people – black
and white. It was a scientific and dignified approach at the same time’.
Jack frankly stated that UCT never tried to curtail his Marxist interpretation of SA
society in his teaching. He is quoted as saying, 'I developed a great respect for the
tolerance of UCT. They left us free to teach what we wanted, how we wanted, with no

interference at all’ (quoted in H.Phillips, UCT 1918-1948: the formative years, p.274).
His radicalism and extra-mural political activities were however thorns in the flesh of
the Nationalist Government (elected in 1948) and led to his being banned and thereby,
unable to teach or write, being driven into exile in 1965.
Jack took up a fellowship at Manchester University. There he completed African
women: their legal status in South Africa (1968) and, with Ray Simons, their
masterwork, Class and Colour in South Africa 1850-1950 (1969), a pioneering
analysis of the relationship between class and race and how they have shaped the
South African political and social landscape. In 1967 Jack was appointed first as
reader and then as Professor and Head of the Department of Sociology (later Social
Development Studies) at the University of Zimbabwe, posts he held from 1969 to
1975. There he became co-editor of the prestigious university journal, African social
research.
After the ANC’s Morogoro Conference in April 1969 Jack, in response to an
approach from a group of ANC members in Lusaka, started a series of study classes.
Chris Hani, a member of this group, recalls that ‘the lectures were very different from
the lectures we had seen (sic) before. They were applying political theory to South
African conditions. The basic purpose of the lectures was to politically sharpen
comrades who were to be involved in all the activities of the movement’. Jack played
a crucial role in developing political education within the liberation movement and
also lectured to members of the Zambian ruling party UNIP and to students at the
Zambian President’s Citizenship College.
After the 1976 Soweto Uprising the ANC faced an influx of young people requiring
education. At age 70 Jack went to join the youth in the Novo Catengue camp in
Angola, where he gave political instruction to Umkhonto we Sizwe recruits for two
periods, from late 1977 until early 1978 and again from December 1978 to March
1979. Only days after Jack left the camp, which MK acting on intelligence was
evacuating, it was bombed by planes of the SADF. In all, he produced fourteen
lectures plus additional material for use by political instructors. After Novo Catengue,
Jack helped establish the ANC School at Morogoro, Tanzania, and lectured there in
1982. He worked for the ANC’s Department of Education and as a member of the
President’s committee.
Jack and Ray returned to Cape Town on 2 March 1990, to a tumultuous welcome
from thousands of ANC supporters, trade unionists and others from Mass Democratic
Movement formations. He attended the Namibian Independence Celebrations that
year and after a final trip to Lusaka settled in Cape Town in August. Now in his 80s,
Jack devoted much time to writing and following the process of negotiations that led
to the first democratic elections in April 1994. On 24 June 1994 he was awarded an
honorary degree of Doctor of Laws by UCT. Jack passed away in July 1995.
His Struggles in Southern Africa for survival and equality was published
posthumously in 1996.
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