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This book is dedicated to  
our dear colleagues,  
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those who are now present and  
those who are yet to join   
our wonderful department  
in the Eikestad.
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Foreword

The book celebrates 100 years of the variously styled Department of Geography 
and Environmental Studies at Stellenbosch University – the founding geography 
department in South Africa and also amongst the first departments in the 
English-speaking higher education sector of the British colonised world. This 
investigation emanates from a programme of events to mark the occasion of the 
department’s centenary. The history of the department is tracked, from its origins 
in 1920, through the dark apartheid years, into post-1994 democratic South 
African society. We recognise the lack of inclusive reflections, on many fronts, 
of South African society in past teaching programmes and research foci, but are 
certain that the department is committed to multiculturalism, equity, inclusivity, 
equality, service and scientific enquiry for the benefit of all humankind and 
the natural world. This is an open-access book, the content of which is freely 
available to all via the departmental website or African Sun Media. The book 
has also received support from a number of key role players who have made the 
following remarks.

In June 2019, I had the privilege of attending the centenary celebrations of the 
Geography degree tripos at my alma mater, the University of Cambridge. I think 
it says much for the vision and foresight of individuals such as Professors Shand, 
Goddard and Blommaert that the teaching of a curriculum in Geography was 
already underway several years earlier at Stellenbosch, under the banner of the 
University of the Cape of Good Hope, even as the Cambridge department was 
made manifest. That it has prospered so well since then is testimony to the 
prescience of those initiates. Indeed, the influence that Stellenbosch has had 
on education and research in Geography in South Africa speaks volumes for 
the quality of academics that walked in the footsteps, or stood on the shoulders 
perhaps, of its pioneers. It is a fascinating and sometimes disquieting story, and 
what Gustav Visser and Jan de Waal have done in their engaging research is to 
bring to life not only the factual details about the growth and development of a 
department, but also of the characters that have forged it. The appointment of the 
first Professor of Geography at any university in South Africa, Petrus (Piet) Serton 
in February 1920, was indeed a resourceful intervention and was fundamental to 
the unique character and strong European roots of the Stellenbosch department 
as it evolved over subsequent decades. It was to be almost two decades before 
a Professor of Geography would be appointed down the road in Cape Town. 
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Sadly, Serton’s impressive research output appears to have been largely bypassed 
due to the fact that it was mainly published in Dutch, but it is clear that, in an 
outstanding record of postgraduate supervision, he laid the initial foundations for 
a rich research tradition in Stellenbosch Geography that has now really flourished 
and matured. The history of this development presented by Visser and De Waal 
goes way beyond the merely descriptive, as it offers an honest and reflective 
critique of its evolution and ongoing transformation. On behalf of the community 
of geographers in South Africa and, indeed, beyond, I congratulate the authors 
on the publication of a thoughtful and considered analysis of 100 years of our 
important discipline at Stellenbosch.

Michael E Meadows
Professor Emeritus: University of Cape Town  

President: International Geographical Union

As with many artefacts of our society, the articles, books and dissertations that 
embody academic output do not, in themselves, fully reveal the conditions 
of their own production. They appear as fully formed and often definitive 
pronouncements about particular subjects, and together they stack up as 
knowledge about the world. In this volume, Gustav Visser and Jan de Waal do 
a remarkable job of revealing the capacities, energies, resources and motivations 
behind a century of knowledge production at the Department of Geography 
and Environmental Studies at Stellenbosch University. As a result, we are able 
to situate knowledge in the institutional, ideological, economic and political 
contexts within which it was formed, and to reflect on how knowledge production 
shifted in relation to changing context. We are able, too, to appreciate who it 
was that produced, taught and learned this knowledge. Today, the Department 
of Geography and Environmental Studies at Stellenbosch University is one of 
24 geography departments in South Africa. Having collectively celebrated a 
century of geography in South Africa with Stellenbosch, many geographers work 
to sustain the conditions under which they can continue to produce and share 
knowledge. This introspection is greatly assisted by detailed historiographies of 
the discipline, for which this book provides an excellent model. 

Richard Ballard 
President: Society of South African Geographers

After a century of geography at Stellenbosch University, the discipline is still very 
much alive and well. A research tradition was established early on, leading to 
the expansion of the department. This lead to the establishment of geographical 
information systems and the expansion into geographic information technology, 
and the Centre for Geographical Analysis née Institute for Cartographic Analysis 
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and two new research centres, i.e. the Centre for Urban and Regional Innovation 
and Statistical Exploration, and the Research Alliance for Disasters and Risk 
Reduction. The department has been very productive delivering degrees at the 
undergraduate level and especially at the postgraduate level all the way through 
the very competitive honours programme, structured and research master’s 
degrees and doctoral degrees. Staff and postgraduate students also contributed 
to numerous publications over the past 100 years and have made a major 
contribution to Geography in South Africa and beyond. The stage has been set 
for the next century of Geography at Stellenbosch University.

Eugene Cloete
Vice-Rector: Research, Innovation and Postgraduate Studies, Stellenbosch University

The authors must be congratulated on completing this immensely readable and 
comprehensive account of a century of the geography discipline at Stellenbosch 
University. The text comes alive with the many photos of departmental stalwarts 
of the past and present, as well as useful tables and illustrations. This is a book 
that will be of interest to those within the discipline. However, it also provides 
an enriching record, which is of interest to the department’s alumni, related 
industries, the associated faculties, and the university. Yet, I venture to say that 
the book is not merely an excellent empirical record. It also captures the nuances 
and dynamics that characterise and chart the intellectual history of an academic 
department, both through its academic leaders and staff, its academic offering and 
the changes in its organisational (re)structuring. The contributions over the years 
by the various centres bear testimony to a rich variety in academic offering and 
thought. The book does not shy away from criticism either, and leaves the reader 
with some pertinent ontological and normative questions about the future.

Anthony Leysens
Dean: Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences, Stellenbosch University

This book reflects on the distinct characteristics, intellectual contributions, and 
challenges associated with the different periods in the 100-year history of the 
department. During 2020, the department was challenged like never before when 
a year of meticulously planned centenary celebrations were abruptly replaced by 
the realities of the global Covid-19 pandemic. Despite the enormous challenges 
experienced during the departmental centenary year, it also offered some glimpses 
– and experiences – of what elements of future higher education in geography may 
look like. The ability to bring this book to fruition under these circumstances, and 
the efforts of all staff to transform the format of an entire academic programme 
within months is testimony to the remarkable ability of the human spirit to 
conquer during times of adversity. This manifestation of resilience may well be 
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the critical catalyst in overcoming the familiar human-physical divide within 
geography, and in the years to come may be recognised as the turning point for 
reinventing our discipline, while stepping into the next century of geography at 
Stellenbosch University.

Danie du Plessis
Head: Department of Geography and Environmental Studies, Stellenbosch University
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CHAPTER 1

IntroduCIng A  
Century oF geogrAphy  

At stellenbosCh unIversIty

The book focuses on the establishment and development of geography as an 
academic discipline at Stellenbosch University, South Africa’s founding geography 
department (Van der Merwe et al., 2016). It serves as a companion publication to 
other contributions which have explored the genesis and expansion of geography at 
Stellenbosch (Barnard, 1995; Van der Merwe et al., 2016) and papers published in 
the 2020 South African Geographical Journal Special Issue celebrating the department’s 
centenary (De Waal & Williams, 2020; Donaldson, 2020; Donaldson & Ferreira, 
2020; Spocter, Visser & De Waal, 2020; Van Niekerk & Münch, 2020). The authors 
seek to highlight the development of the discipline and its institutionalisation as 
part of the academic offerings of the university, while providing details about the 
teaching and research conducted, as well as the people who contributed to these 
endeavours. It also furnishes the academic geography community at Stellenbosch, 
and geography more broadly, with some insights into its past development and 
more recent changes. The ways in which the department currently operates are 
deemed fundamentally joined to its past and pave the way for the evolution of 
geography and its various subdisciplines going forward.

“To know thyself is the beginning of wisdom”, a quote often attributed to Socrates, 
frames our ambition to write this book. For this to occur, one needs to delve into 
one’s history. Cicero’s claim, “To know nothing of what happened before you 
were born is to forever remain a child”, looms large in thinking through what 
was and how one deals with history in the present and a possible future. The 
book aims to sketch something of the historical past of a particular self and how it 
came about as the currently styled Department of Geography and Environmental 
Studies at Stellenbosch University. It is argued that a small academic department 
relative to those of the disciplinary powerhouses of Cambridge, University College 
London, Durham, Oxford or Utrecht, to name a few, has made its own distinctive 
contributions to the discipline generally and to South African geography in 
particular. After all, Stellenbosch University was the birthplace of South African 
tertiary geography teaching and research. In this book, we reflect on the staff and 
students of the department and their work during the past century.
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It should be noted that documenting the department’s history was undertaken by 
two geographers, one interested in human geography and the other in physical 
geography, so representing the (historically) two main branches of the discipline. 
The authors are, however, not historians by training, and those readers who are 
historians, should keep this in mind when engaging with this text. A key purpose 
of the book is to provide as complete a record as practicable of who taught in the 
department and what they and their students contributed to the academic project 
at Stellenbosch University and further afield. An essential feature of this book is 
the compilation of a bibliography of research published in the department over 
the past century. This is a unique contribution as very few geography departments 
in the world have penned such a comprehensive resource.

From a methodological point of view, some observations need to be made. The 
book was inspired by a booklet compiled by Professor WS (Barnie) Barnard for 
the commemoration of the department’s 75th anniversary (Barnard, 1995). His 
work provided a reference point to the publication output of the department up to 
that point and outlined the staff complement and their activities. It was, however, 
in many ways an incomplete project. This book draws on numerous collections 
in the Stellenbosch library system and archives, as well as on the recollections 
of current and former staff members. Some obstacles were encountered, most 
of which related to incomplete and inaccurate documentation of past research 
output, finding the many original physical artefacts and the arduous task of 
having to record them. In total, over 2 000 entries have been captured and are 
now available in open access to aid future reference and analysis.

Chapter 2 aims to reflect on the establishing of geography at Victoria College, the 
predecessor institution from which Stellenbosch University emerged. Attention 
is given to the key role players in this endeavour and their motivations. 
There after, the focus turns to the first professor and supporting staff that led 
the newly established department. Some details are provided about the staff 
members and their research. It is observed that for the most part the teaching 
and research undertaken were direct reflections of the small staff complement 
and, epistemologically and methodologically, expressions of the broader trends in 
geography at the time. Finally, some conclusions are drawn.

Chapter 3 considers the expansion of geography at the university from the 
late 1940s to the early 1990s. This is an era in which geography at Stellenbosch 
developed a certain self-confidence in the local Afrikaans geography arena. This 
is a legacy we argue later that created notable future advantages but also some 
formidable challenges. In the main, the department expanded its teaching offering 
to more specifically present physical geography themes beyond the limited scope 
of the previous decades. This trend was also evidenced in the research record.
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Chapter 4 first considers the basic changes in the staff complement and makes 
the key observation that there was a sudden and considerable movement on 
this front. The old guard of the previous decades made way for a whole new 
cohort of academics and a rising number of students was recorded. There was 
also the looming re-organisation of the department’s contribution to academic 
degree programmes, rather than just being a major in a degree programme. This 
introduction of new teaching and research foci leads to the next chapter that 
deals with the increased commercialisation of the department in its academic 
research offering.

Chapter 5 examines the reasons behind the establishing of the three centres that 
have, in various formats, been part of the department, the people that worked 
there and the research they conducted. Consideration is first given to the 
development of the first self-funded academic and applied unit in the department 
in the 1970s, an era long before what we now might label as the corporatisation 
of higher education, a trend seen globally. Currently, the idea of self-funded 
research units has become increasingly prevalent and been supported by most 
university administrations for various reasons, most of them perhaps not that 
noble. In the case of the department of geography at Stellenbosch University, 
the centres have all had considerable successes in various matrices of analysis, 
although the commitment of the university to them has, for the most part, been 
questionable. The exposition of the creation of the centres is chronological and, 
as will be highlighted, each had different academic and practical mandates. First, 
the setting up and transfiguring of the Institute for Cartographic Analysis (ICA) 
– later the Centre for Geographical Analysis (CGA) – is considered, after which 
the establishing of the Centre for Urban and Regional Innovation and Statistical 
Exploration (CRUISE) and later the Research Alliance for Disasters and Risk 
Reduction (RADAR) comes into view.

Chapter 6 highlights the contributions that the department’s students have made 
to the production of new knowledge. Students can, and do, play a part in the 
larger research output of the academy – be it as fieldworkers for one-off research 
projects, members of a research group or by virtue of their own independent 
research activities in the form of honours projects, master’s theses and doctoral 
dissertations. This new knowledge has both informed and been included in the 
department’s published research. This chapter aims to indicate and analyse the 
flow, as well as general research foci of student research at postgraduate level 
in the department. The first section reviews the output of the honours research 
programme which constitutes small-scale studies. Thereafter, master’s degree 
theses come into view, followed by the most academically significant student 
research contributions in the form of completed doctoral research dissertations.
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Chapter 7 contemplates the history and development of the department and 
comments on the geography “project” at Stellenbosch University. Some challenges 
to providing a record from which scholars can draw are discussed. In this regard, 
the authors have aimed to be as comprehensive as possible and the hope is 
expressed that it provides a starting point for researchers to interrogate further. 
One key conclusion drawn from the exercise is that while the department was 
productive in the generation of new knowledge and home to a number of 
influential academics throughout its history, it was also never collectively and 
particularly focused on specific themes of analysis over its century of existence. 
There has been, however, the emergence of certain areas of teaching excellence 
and research publication related to urban studies, tourism, geographic information 
technology (GIT), urban and regional planning, environmental studies, as well as 
a revival of physical geography.
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CHAPTER 2

FoundIng the  
depArtment oF geogrAphy 

2.1 Introduction
This chapter firstly documents the establishing of geography at Victoria College, 
the institution from which Stellenbosch University would emerge. Attention 
is given to the key role players in this endeavour and their reasons for doing 
so. Thereafter, the first professor and his supporting staff in the newly founded 
department in the renamed university are considered. Information is provided 
about the staff members and the nature of their research. It is seen that the 
teaching and research undertaken were principally direct reflections of the small 
staff complement’s epistemological and methodological views of the broader 
trends in geography at the time. A pronounced move from physical geography 
to human geography is discerned quite early in the department’s evolution. For 
much of this formative period, the ideas and approaches to geography were led 
by the founding professor, Petrus Serton. Finally, some conclusions are drawn.

2.2 Establishing Geography at Stellenbosch
Geography had been taught in what is now South Africa since 1839 as a primary 
school subject and after 1858 as a secondary school subject in the Cape Colony 
(Wesso, 1992). Victoria College led the drive in 1912 for geography to be included 
in both the matriculation examination and as a subject option at the university 
level. At the formation of the Union of South Africa in 1910, Victoria College, the 
largest of the colleges under the federal University of the Cape of Good Hope, was 
a bastion of Afrikaner nationalism. Despite being in Barnard’s (2016, p. 66) view 
“still under an uncertain goal”, Victoria College was well respected. In a motivation 
for establishing Rhodes University College, around 1904 the Cape Town secretary 
of the Rhodes Trust noted to his London superiors that the establishment of an 
institution of higher learning was required “… [which] is designed … to extend 
and strengthen the Imperial Idea in South Africa, where so far the only decent 
university education to be had [in South Africa], is at Stellenbosch, under the 
influence of notoriously anti-Imperialists” (Currey, 1970, p. 12, in Wesso, 1992). 
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Nevertheless, the general, although by no means only, (often highly contested) 
objective was to gain institutional independence and identity from a somewhat 
amorphous university body granting degrees in Cape Town (Grundlingh, 2018) 
along with the pursuit of educational ideals that were not controlled by a British-
led Imperial administration or ideal.

Establishing geography at Stellenbosch has a bit of a backstory worth some 
consideration here as it would impact in various, perhaps subtle, ways the 
development trajectory of the discipline at Stellenbosch. While the Victoria 
College Council negotiated with the Union government for independence from 
the University of the Cape of Good Hope,1 its Senate was focusing on curriculum 
issues. Amongst these was the training of schoolteachers and the inclusion of 
“a new geography” at school level. The content of this “new geography” remains 
uncertain (Barnard, 2016; Grundlingh, 2018). In the context of higher education, 
it is procedure that new disciplines be introduced from within institutional 
structures, such as Senate. This would not be the case at Stellenbosch.

Regarding the early genesis of geography as a discipline in South Africa, Wesso 
(1992) made a key recounting of the early history of geography at Stellenbosch. The 
first concrete step to have geography recognised as a subject at a university, namely 
the University of the Cape of Good Hope, was that higher examinations be taken 
during the early 1910s. He noted that on 13 May 1912 the senate of Victoria College 
discussed correspondence from the president (GC Tomlinson) of the Student 
Representative Council requesting the introduction of a course in “physiography” 
for theology (admission) students. This was a rather unexpected source for 
petitioning the introduction of a new subject or discipline at an institution of 
higher learning – certainly for those times. The request was an affirmation of the 
possible link which the emerging Afrikaner identity saw between theology and 
geography. With hindsight we can speculate that more general notions of social 
Darwinism and eugenics were at play against the backdrop of environmental 
determinism in emerging disciplines such as geography at that time. The request 
brought a significant new dimension supporting the institutionalisation of 
geography. In the view of the protagonists, there was a need to formalise the 
link between theology and physiography (a form of geography) at tertiary level. 
The matter was referred to the chairman of the Senate, Professor GG Cillié 
(Figure 2.1), who did little about it. But nine months later, on 19 February 1913, 

1 The University of the Cape of Good Hope, renamed the University of South Africa in 1916, 
was created when the Molteno government passed Act 16 of 1873 in the Cape of Good 
Hope Parliament. Modelled on the University of London, it offered examinations but not 
tuition and had the power to confer degrees on successful examination candidates. Today 
this function still exists within the Department of Music where for over 100 years music 
students have been examined.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/University_of_South_Africa
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Charles_Molteno
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cape_of_Good_Hope_Parliament
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cape_of_Good_Hope_Parliament
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/University_of_London
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the request was again considered by the Senate and this time it was referred 
to the chairman’s committee under the headship of Professor John Morrison 
(Figure 2.2), a Scottish scientist and meteorologist.2 

Figure 2.1: Professor GG Cillié (Source: Watson-Lockley, 1927)

2 In 1891, Professor John Todd Morrison was appointed as lecturer in physics and chemistry 
at Victoria College. From 1906 until 1923, he held the research chair in applied mathematics, 
followed by the research chair in physics until his retirement in 1934.
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Figure 2.2: Professor JT Morrison (Source: Watson-Lockley, 1932)

A month later on 17 March 1913, the Senate was presented with an outline of a 
proposed course in physiography, as well as the lecturers responsible to teach it;  
namely physiography for junior admissions students taught by Dr SJ Shand 
(meteorology, geography and geology), Prof WE Malherbe (physics), Prof CD 
van der Merwe (chemistry) and Prof JT Morrison (astronomy).

During the Senate meeting, Samuel James Shand (Figure 2.3) moved that a course 
in geography be offered rather than physiography. This was more in line with the 
nature and content of the discipline in Britain. Given the British-trained presence 
in the senate, the proposal was agreed to but with a different working team – 
the reasons unknown to the authors. On 28 May 1913, a special committee for 
the further development of the geography course (with Shand as convenor) 
made four important recommendations, namely (1) the institution of a course in 
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geography must involve the co-operation of the departments of geology, zoology, 
and history; (2) the course was to commence in 1914; (3) that the provision made 
for teaching geography be regarded as of a temporary nature only; and (4) that as 
soon as a proven demand existed for geographical instruction that demand be met 
by the appointment of an independent professor of geography. The eventual aim 
of all this was to establish a department of geography and not just to specify what 
geography as a discipline would involve.

Figure 2.3: Professor SJ Shand (Source: Watson-Lockley, 1932)

Shand, who received a DSc from the University of St Andrews in 1910, was an 
igneous petrologist who was appointed as professor of geology and mineralogy 
at Victoria College in 1911 and later gained international standing. He was 
the driving force behind the proponents of geography, and he emphasised the 
educational value of geography. Shand compiled a draft syllabus for Geography  I 
in 1913. The question of implementing the theoretical course was referred to the 
chairman’s committee which, in consultation with Shand, had to come up with 
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ways and means of how to present it. This led to a reimagination of the contents 
of the proposed geography course. Issues relating to the practical course were 
referred to a special committee comprising Shand, as convenor, W Blommaert 
and EJ Goddard. The presentation of this new course of study did, however, have 
financial implications for Victoria College. The £120 required to purchase the 
equipment necessary for the course in geography could not be provided by the 
Union government’s Department of Education (DoE). Instead, the DoE suggested 
that funds be made available by the university’s departments of zoology, botany 
and geology (from a £15 000 grant by the DoE to these departments), funds to 
which Shand, Blommaert and Goddard all had access (Wesso, 1992; Barnard, 
2016; Grundlingh, 2018).

The one-year course was first implemented in 1914 in three blocks (Table 2.1). 
Shand was responsible for physical geology, climatology and cartography 
during the first two quarters. He was joined by Goddard (Figure 2.4) a Scottish, 
Australian-trained zoologist, who obtained his DSc from the University of 
Sydney, and used the third quarter to teach biography and ethnography. 
Blommaert (Figure 2.5), a Flemish historian who received his PhD from the 
University of Ghent, would lecture political geography along with the history of 
discovery in the final quarter. The course of study did not contain much of what 
would now be taught in a typical geography course, rather it was determined 
by staff members’ interests. The content was representative of that period of 
the emerging discipline of geography at all Western universities and taught by 
academics who came from other, related disciplines. The only exception would 
probably have been the German Universities where modern geography had been 
established as a discipline in a degree context in the 1880s (Barnard, 2001). This 
course outline focused largely on physical geography and stands in sharp contrast 
to the “Stellenbosch geography” that would be developed in the 1920s and that of 
later years.

Table 2.1: First geography syllabus at Victoria College / Stellenbosch University, 1914

Course type Term Topics

Theoretical 1 & 2 Meteorology, climatology and physical geography as relating to 
(a) the world in general and (b) South Africa in particular

3 Geographical distribution of animals and plants; 
anthropogeography, and the elements of ethnology

4 Political geography (a) in general and (b) of South Africa.  
A selected subject from the history of geographical discovery

Practical 1 & 2 The study of maps, meteorological observations and records and 
simple survey methods

(Source: SU Archives, 1914)
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Regarding the course content, the only reference to “man” was in its relation ship 
to climate and topography, or more specifically, a concern with the geographical 
factors which affect(ed) early civilisations and migration. These issues were 
inherently problematic intellectual starting points as the demise of environmental 
determinism so clearly demonstrated soon afterwards (Livingstone, 1992). This 
initiated a significant dimension of the development of geography in South 
Africa, namely a more overt focus on Friedrich Ratzel’s conception of human 
geography. He was a pioneer in developing the school of anthropogeography and 
was the founder of modern political geography. He emphasised the importance 
of the physical environment as a factor determining human activity. This was an 
echo from the habitation theories of ancient work in geography which was, in 
current science, fundamentally flawed on many fronts including its obvious racist 
foundations. It also fitted in well with the initial request for the introduction of 
physiography without theological aspects.

Figure 2.4: Professor EJ Goddard (Source: University of Queensland Archives, n.d.)



   A Century of Geography at Stellenbosch University 1920‑2020

12

Figure 2.5: Professor W Blommaert (Source: Watson-Lockley, 1924)

In 1913, Victoria College had a teaching staff of 20 and 367 students. The Scottish 
professors who were the founding academics of the college were still there, 
but they were increasingly being joined by Dutch and young Afrikaners with 
Continent-acquired doctorates. The professors, most of whom were natural 
scientists, took the initiative to find a niche for geography. By the end of 1913, 
they had persuaded the College Senate to offer a one-year course in geography 
and convinced the University of the Cape of Good Hope to recognise geography 
as a BA pass subject. There is some deep irony here, in that Stellenbosch tied 
itself to two decidedly colonial stances: Geography as knowledge necessary to 
understand the world at large (and the colonised world in particular) and the 
expatriates that would lead the charge. None of those who led the establishing of 
geography at Stellenbosch was born in South Africa and none, at least at the time, 
spoke Afrikaans or had any affiliation to the growing Afrikaner nationalism. It 
was one thing to establish a new discipline at Victoria College, it would be quite 
another to make it part of a fully fledged degree component. 

The commencement of the geography course in 1914 was just a year-long 
“intervention” in a degree, not a full course of study. However, on 25 July 1917 in 
their report, the Science Committee agreed to consider making arrangements for 
a geography course with greater scope, the detail of which would be provisional 
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pending the appointment of a professor in geography. Given the Scottish back-
grounds of these Senate members, the proposed geography course had a four-year 
format and had distinct characteristics, namely courses in either geography 
(historical) or in geography (scientific) reminiscent of contemporary BA and BSc 
streams of geographical investigation at degree level (Table 2.2).

For the most part, this would not be the structure of the geography degrees at 
Stellenbosch after the appointment of the first professor of geography at the newly 
minted University of Stellenbosch (1918), the human geographer, Petrus Serton 
(appointed in 1920). Shand’s course was popular, although its block structure 
and the divergent backgrounds of the lecturers proved uncomfortable. For three 
consecutive years – 1916 to 1918 – the College Council unsuccessfully petitioned 
the Union Department of Education for funds for a chair in geography. In the 
meantime, the options in geography were extended to two year levels: a one-year 
course for second-year education students, a final year for education students and 
a final-year course for degree students, both with Geology  1 as prerequisite. In April 
1918, the University Senate went a step further by stipulating that the geographer 
they intended to appoint would be an all-rounder but with specialisations on 
the sciences side. However, two unexpected events occurred later that year that 
would fundamentally alter the direction geography at Stellenbosch would take, 
the impact of which continues to define Stellenbosch geography’s character a 
century later. First, Shand, still a British citizen, was called up for military service 
during the final stages of the Great War. Second, the remaining lecturers who 
were annoyed at the University’s refusal to pay extra remuneration, confronted 
the Council with an ultimatum: unless a full-time professor of geography was 
appointed, they would present the course only for a further year. After all, none 
of the academics presenting geography courses was a trained geographer. Then, 
in 1918 the Joint Matriculation Board of the Union of South Africa (not only the 
Cape Province) recognised geography as a university subject. The subject now 
occupied a niche at the University.

Table 2.2: Proposed course content for geography (historical) and geography (scientific)

Year of study Geography (historical) Geography (scientific)

First Geography, mathematics, history 
or a modern language, and one of: 
physics, chemistry, geology

Geography, history, mathematics 
and one of: physics, chemistry, 
geology

Second Geography, history and economics 
or politics or a modern language

Geography, surveying plus 
meteorology and another science

Third Geography and history, or 
economics or philosophy

Geography and a suitable group of 
science courses equivalent to two 
full courses

Fourth Geography Geography
(Source: SU Archives, 1917)
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In 1919, the prospective position of a chair of geography with no candidate yet 
in mind became entangled with the University’s ambition to establish a Faculty 
of Commerce. For the Stellenbosch academic community, the newly acquired 
university status was an opportunity to extend its mission by defining an Afrikaner 
identity, maintaining the “Hollands” languages (and an emerging Afrikaans 
language) and wiping out Afrikaner poverty. Barnard (2016) noted that, during 
the Great War years, the first Afrikaner firms were established – Nasionale Pers 
in 1915 and Sanlam in 1918 – and a director of companies, JG van den Horst, who 
had Afrikaner nationalism at heart, joined the University Council. However, the 
world of finance, commerce and industry remained an English preserve. It was 
then “generally accepted that a tough battle still await(ed)s the Afrikaner on the 
economic front … [it] is as if nobody really knows (knew) how the struggle should 
be organised. One reason for this is (was) undoubtedly the fact that attention at 
school and university is (was) not attuned to the economic problems which pupils 
will be (were) facing later in life” (Barnard, 2016, p. 68). Stellenbosch, the self-
proclaimed Afrikaner volksuniversiteit (people’s university) took the initiative and 
obtained the go-ahead to institute a chair of economics. The Union Department 
of Education, however, blocked the University’s candidate, JFW Grosskopf, 
because he was a participant in the 1914 rebellion against the Great War and 
the occupation of German South-West Africa and, as such, was barred from a 
teaching position.

While still anxious to start a Faculty of Commerce but uncertain about Grosskopf, 
the University discovered a new niche for geography. On 7 November 1919, the 
Senate decided to institute a chair of geography financed from its own funds if 
necessary. The discipline was to be accommodated in all undergraduate years. 
The person to be appointed should be someone “who has undertaken a complete 
course in the subject but with specialisation in commercial geography” (Barnard, 
2016, p. 68). The 1919 decision was a complete reversal from the previous year’s 
stipulation but there was no one to argue the case for physical geography. Shand, 
geography’s mainstay since the early 1910s, was just back from military service 
but still finding his feet and Goddard’s attention was elsewhere in planning an 
Antarctic expedition that never came off the ground. Blommaert would retire in 
1926 as the head of the department of history.

Barnard (2016) noted that in light of very limited academic staff resources in 
the Union of South Africa, a commercial geographer was not to be found in the 
country and the university had good reason to start its quest in the Netherlands. 
They might have looked to Great Britain as the colonial master could have served 
this purpose, too, but given the anti-British sentiment of the time this move was 
no surprise. An added incentive to appoint someone from the Netherlands was 
the promise of the Jan Marais Fund to support a chair on condition that half the 
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courses should be presented in either Dutch or Afrikaans. The Dutch consulate in 
Cape Town passed the Stellenbosch enquiry to Prof Jan Niemeyer, a geographer 
at the Utrecht State University (Rijksuniversiteit Utrecht) who happened to have 
the person that Stellenbosch was looking for: his first and only doctoral student 
– Petrus Serton (Figure 2.6) (1888-1963) had completed his dissertation on an 
economic geography theme at Utrecht in 1916.

Figure 2.6:  Professor Petrus (Piet) Serton (Source: Watson-Lockley, 1958)

Serton had also followed courses in physical geography which would, at least in 
part, facilitate the physical undergraduate courses – the initial focus of geography 
teaching at Stellenbosch. In addition, as a staff member of commerce at the 
Rotterdam Advanced School of Commerce (Hogere Handelschool Rotterdam, 
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today Erasmus University), he was well acquainted with the structuring of 
tertiary-level courses in commerce. The University Council appointed Serton to 
the chair of geography in February 1920. This made him the first full professor of 
geography at any South African university. Serton and council were relieved to 
hear shortly afterwards that its other anxieties regarding the post were solved. In 
March 1920, the Department of Education notified the university that it would 
fund a chair of geography concurrent with the appointment of Grosskopf as 
professor of economics. As Serton was a human geographer who presented courses 
in economic, political and regional geography, the department of geography was 
consequently placed in the Faculty of Arts, a move in stark contrast to nearly 
all other South African university geography departments until the 1960s. It is 
noteworthy that, in one decade, geography had been elevated from a one-year 
course of study to a full four-year major in a degree course.

2.3 The First Years of the Department of Geography 
The appointment of Serton led to the foundation of South Africa’s first geography 
department with its main mandate being to teach geography to future school-
teachers. Research in geography, as in most other disciplines at the time, was not 
a major concern of universities, certainly not in the colonies. The “department” 
was essentially a two-person endeavour for many years. Besides Serton, between 
1920 and 1932 a post of lecturer was shared between the history and geography 
departments. This post was filled by Marguerite le Roux (Figure 2.7), who was one 
of the first two female geography lecturers at any South African university (the 
other was at Pretoria where Ms Vaughan worked for a year) (Van der Merwe et 
al., 2016). Le Roux obtained her BA degree at Victoria College in 1906. She must 
have been a woman with keen intellect and a strong personality given the male 
dominance of higher learning at the time. In 1915, she had been appointed as a 
lecturer in the history department and from 1920 she lectured both geography 
and history. Staffing of the department would grow very slowly and lectures 
were originally presented in the Dutch Central Hall (Figure 2.8) at the College 
Square. The chairperson’s office was in the CL Marais Library in Crozier Street 
(Figure 2.9). A new lecturer post in geography was created in 1929 and filled by 
DJ Conradie from 1929 to 1965 (Figure 2.10). Conradie was appointed owing to 
a rapid increase in both the number of students and lectures (Thom, 1966). Le Roux 
left the department in 1932 to teach geography to students in the education faculty. 

A notable trend started to emerge at this time – the staffing of the department 
with its own graduates. This is illustrated by departmental leadership which for 
many decades was never headed by a staff member who did not complete a PhD at 
Stellenbosch. Also remarkable is that, after Serton’s appointment, there would be 
no further appointments from outside the country. This stands in stark contrast 
to what would happen at English university geography departments in South 
Africa (Visser et al., 2016).
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Figure 2.7:  Marguerite Marchand le Roux (with an unknown student)  
(Source: Watson-Lockley, 1917)

Serton and Conradie were the only full-time lecturers in the department until 
1940 when JH (Jan) Moolman (1940-1948) (Figure 2.11), a graduate of the 
department, joined the staff as a lecturer on a permanent basis. Moolman had 
assisted in the department on a temporary basis for various periods of time 
since 1935 (University of South Africa (UNISA), 1960). Moolman left the 
department in 1948 to take up a position as Director of the Division of Planning 
in the Natural Resources Development Council, a position he held until 1959.3 
Wesso (1992) notes that during this period Moolman contributed significantly 
to research concerning planning and development in South Africa and he served 
on various government commissions, including the highly influential Tomlinson 
Commission in 1956. The Commission found that the black reserves, later 
black homelands, were incapable of supporting South Africa’s black population 
without significant enlargement and state investment. Its conclusions and 
recommendations were wholly rejected by the apartheid government of the day. 

3 Moolman was later the head of UNISA’s department of geography and director of the 
Africa Institute.
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Andries Nel (Figure 2.12) replaced Moolman in 1949. While the department had 
long been small and always shared lecture halls with other departments, in 1949 
the department was centralised in the Old Main Building (Figure 2.13), with two 
large halls for lectures and practical classes. 

Figure 2.8:  Dutch Central Hall (Source: US Fotos, c. 1951)

The inevitable question arises as to what geography was being taught? Harold 
Wesso’s (1992) doctoral dissertation gives an informative answer. He points out 
that, with the appointment of Serton, very little of the French tradition in Dutch 
geography was initially transplanted to Stellenbosch geography. Why would 
it be? The initial curriculum had been developed by non-geographers, and the 
key protagonist was British. The syllabus Serton introduced in 1921 differed 
substantially from that which was previously taught at Victoria College. It was 
gradually transformed to more explicitly reflect the German and British traditions. 
Wesso (1992) points out that in his Serton Memorial Lecture at Stellenbosch, 
Andries Nel recalled the content of Serton’s lectures during the late 1920s and 
early 1930s. What he taught his students was largely determined by the work 
of Germans, such as Richthofen, Hettner and Ratzel, as well as by the work of 
British geographers like Herbertson, Mackinder, Fawcett and Baker. This meant 
that the geography degree course emphasised a systematic theme of investigation, 
such as economic geography in the case of Serton, and a more general regional 
specialisation, particularly South Africa. More generally, climatic, biotic, economic 
and racial classifications were largely based on the work of British and German 
geographers. 
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Figure 2.9:  CL Marais Library (Source: US Fotos, 1930)

The social context of racial classification in geography is specifically bound in 
a larger regional geography synthesis (Wesso, 1992). Wesso argues further that 
Serton had to conform academically (although not personally in later years) and he 
had to be responsive to the needs of Afrikaner society. He was not an intellectual 
supporter of the nationalist ideal with its rather unscientific connection between 
theology and geography. The observation goes further when one notes Serton’s 
doctoral supervisor Niemeyer’s influence on his thinking, particularly as far as 
environmental determinism4 and possibilism5 were concerned, the Western 
approach de jure. Niemeyer was not a supporter of the German geographic tradition 

4 Environmental determinism (also referred to as climatic determinism or geographical 
determinism) promotes the idea that the physical environment predisposes societies 
and states to certain development trajectories. There are a number of applications of this 
idea in geographic thought, which reach back as far as Ancient Greece and the so‑called 
habitation theory.

5 Possibilism was a response to environmental determinism based upon the assumption 
that environments set certain constraints or limitations on man, but culture is otherwise 
determined by social conditions. This theory argues that the true (and only) geographical 
problem is that of the utilisation of possibilities. In geography, Paul Vidal de la Blache was 
arguably its most noted proponent.
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(the most influential at the time) in terms of the content of theoretical intent 
(in contrast to the style of geographical academic accomplishment), particularly 
Ratzel’s anthropogeographie which could very easily, and did, descend into essentially 
highly problematic racist ontologies. He rather favoured the French tradition in 
geography, such as Vidal de le Blache’s geographie humaine and specifically the 
notion of genre de vie. This approach to geography was more ecological and socio-
economic in nature. Although Serton taught Ratzel’s organic state theory,6 in 
addition to Darwin’s biological evolution theory (which in geography was the 
foundation of environmental determinism), he was not altogether enthusiastic 
about the potential outcomes of such thinking (Barnard, 2016). It was suggested 
by Nel (Barnard, 2016) that there were two reasons for this lack of enthusiasm 
with which Serton taught the work of Ratzel, namely (1) the organic state theory 
would become the cornerstone of Hitler’s National Socialism as propagated by 
Haushofer and, after 1939, Serton’s own homeland was one of its first victims; 
and (2) he simply had an affinity with the French idea of possiblism. 

Figure 2.10: Dr DJ Conradie (Source: US Fotos, 1965)

6 Organic state theory was proposed by Herbert Spencer. This school of thought argues that 
states are more powerful than individuals. It advocates for a spirit of political collectivism 
because, as an organism, the state determines the outcomes of its organs (i.e. the people 
or citizens of a certain region, usually a nation state).
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Figure 2.11: Dr JH Moolman (Source: Watson-Lockley, 1940)

Figure 2.12: Dr A Nel (Source: US Fotos, n.d.)
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Figure 2.13:  Ou Hoofgebou (Old Main Building) at Stellenbosch University  
(Source: US Fotos, c. 1966)
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Figure 2.14:  Serton’s first published paper as a member of  
Stellenbosch University (Source: Serton, 1922, p. 84)
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2.4 Establishing a Research Tradition
At the time, most academics, once appointed as a professor, were not really 
expected to conduct any original research after obtaining their doctoral degrees 
or having been habilitated in the European Continental university tradition, or 
tenured as was the case in the United State of America. Teaching and postgraduate 
supervision were the primary assignments of a professor. Consequently, research 
was not a primary focus in geography departments, at least for some time. But not 
in Serton’s department. Serton excelled in postgraduate supervision and writing 
up research. His first paper since becoming affiliated to Stellenbosch University 
was Rotterdam and the Rhine published in the South African Geographical Journal 
(Figure 2.14) (Serton, 1922). Many would follow (but in Dutch) in the journal 
Tijdschrift voor Economishe Geografie (later Tijdschrift voor Economishe en Sociale 

Geografie). His publication outlets in terms of language were natural given his 
academic training in the Netherlands and the Stellenbosch context of promoting 
a non-British sentiment. It is worthy to note that the first geography research 
in South Africa that emanated from an ostensibly Afrikaans / Dutch-speaking 
learning environment would be in English, a practice that would soon disappear 
at Stellenbosch geography only to be re-established in the 1990s.

Serton published 12 research papers, mostly in the Royal Dutch Geographical 
Society’s journal Tijdschrift voor Economische (en Sociale) Geografie (see for example 
Serton, 1923, 1925, 1926, 1927, 1929, 1933, 1948), five contributions to books 
and four books and monographs (Serton, 1936, 1953, 1954, 1960; Serton et al., 
1971; Serton & Moolman, 1951). Serton would also go on to play a leading role 
in establishing the Faculty of Commerce at Stellenbosch University in 1923 and 
was dean of this faculty from 1926 to 1930. After all, his appointment in the first 
instance was based on his academic dexterity. A number of Serton’s seminal texts 
should be highlighted (Barnard, 2016). They were important contributions in that 
they demonstrated a highly productive researcher and leader of his geography 
peers at other departments in the country at the time. Barnard (2016) has argued 
that Serton’s academic journal articles of the 1920s paved the way for a more 
comprehensive monograph that was published in Dutch as an 82-page double 
number of Volume 24 (1933) of the Journal of Economic Geography as an economic 
geography of South Africa (Serton, 1933) (Figure 2.15). This was a regional 
geography against the backdrop of a specific subdiscipline – the research practice 
of the time (regional focus and thematic systematic specialisation). Interestingly, 
and perhaps oddly, the work was aimed at the informed Dutch public – not 
South Africans – and it focused on comparisons with European features with 
economic statistics artfully weaved into the text. The primary theme was the 
economic system as developed and maintained by white South Africans. In 
Barnard’s (2016, p. 75) assessment, “the resolution at which he wrote was coarse 
although less so than Passarge[s]” reflection on the region. Serton’s viewpoint 
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was that geographers could learn from comparative analysis, an idea he would 
pursue throughout his career and the value of which has only quite recently been 
rediscovered (e.g. Robinson, 2008) in the notion of comparative urbanism.

Figure 2.15:  Zuid-Afrika: een economisch-geografische studie  
(South Africa: an economic geographical study)  
(Source: Serton, 1933)
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Serton’s Zuid-Afrika – land van Goede Hoop (South Africa – land of Good Hope) 
(1953) (Figure 2.16) was different from other regional geographies of the time 
in its comprehensive review of social and political relations in South Africa 
relative to economic development. It was a significant contribution in that it 
argued for racial integration and resource investment in all South Africans as 
the only viable future trajectory for South Africa (Barnard, 2016). A strategic 
problem viewed from the current and contemporary English-dominated mode of 
academic communication is that Serton’s books were published in Dutch. There 
is no evidence of any local critical responses being made to this book at the time. 
Even in South African, social science academic talk about comparative research 
and imaginaries confirm that these works have, in the main, not been consulted 
in recent debates over this intellectual movement. 

Figure 2.16:  Zuid-Afrika – land van Goede Hoop  
(South Africa – land of Good Hope)  
(Source: Serton, 1953)
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The result was that the pioneering South African geographer was essentially 
invisible to the local and international academic audience, geography or other-
wise. While he proved to be an inspirational supervisor and colleague, this 
publishing mainly in Afrikaans / Dutch would isolate not only his own work but 
Stellenboswch geography and all Afrikaans geography departments from a larger 
international geographical community, particularly the then growing Anglo-
American hub of academic geography. One of the tragic examples of publishing in 
Dutch, and later in Afrikaans, was that comparative studies such as Serton’s book 
(1960), comparing the social geography of South Africa and Brasil (Figure 2.17) 
(now advocated by authors such as Robinson [2008]), were never considered 
by international authors. The life and times of Serton are extensively described 
and critically analysed in Barnard’s (2016) posthumous publication, Encountering 

Adamastor: South Africa’s founding geographers in time and place. It revealed that 
Serton did not share the political sentiments emerging from the 1930s against the 
backdrop of imminent war in Europe, his place of origin. It is not the intention 
here to concentrate on those world views, as Barnard had already done so. Rather, 
we stress that he was not sympathetic to the growing Afrikaner nationalism of 
the time nor supported the Separate Universities Bill.7 A letter to the Cape Times 
signed by a handful of Stellenbosch academics, including Serton, stated clearly that 
“In connection with the Separate Universities Bill, we, the undersigned university 
teachers, wish to place on record our belief that the autonomy of its university 
matters is of fundamental importance to the healthy intellectual life of a country” 
(Cape Times, 1957) (Figure 2.18).

7 The Separate Universities Bill, proposed in 1957, would lead to the University Education 
Act, no. 45 of 1959, which formed part of the apartheid government’s racial segregation 
policy in South Africa. This Act made it a criminal offense for students who were not 
‘white’ to register at a formerly open university (notably Cape Town, Natal, Rhodes 
and Witwatersrand) without the written permission of the minister of Internal Affairs. 
Subsequently, new universities were established ostensibly to cater to other racial or ethnic 
communities / groups. This led, for example, to the establishment of the universities of 
Durban‑Westville, the North, Western Cape and Zululand at the time to be followed by 
others later on. 
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Figure 2.17:  Suid-Afrika en Brasilië: Sosiaal-geografiese vergelyking  
(South Africa and Brazil: Socio-geographical comparison)  
(Source: Serton, 1960)

Serton’s pioneering status in South African geography scholarship was not 
forgotten in the South African context. His work was also respected abroad, 
particularly in the Dutch academic community. One would be hard pressed to 
see his work cited in contemporary works about that period of South Africa’s 
development. However, in honour of Serton’s role in establishing geography 
at the higher education level, the Society for Geography (an initiative led by 
Afrikaans geography departments and separate from the mainly English South 
African Geographical Society) created the Serton Memorial Lectures in 1972 as a 
communication channel to recognise current geographers of standing. As for his 
contemporaries in the department, Conradie and Moolman made few research 
contributions (Conradie, 1942, 1958, 1959; Moolman, 1933, 1939, 1946; Serton 
& Moolman, 1951) in mainly local geography journals. The published works were 
on regional economic and population geographies. 
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Figure 2.18:  Contestation of the Separate Universities Bill  
(Source: Cape Times, 1957, p. 1) 

After his retirement in 1958, Serton was succeeded as head of department by 
one of his students, Andries Nel. Nel’s appointment coincided with profound 
structural innovations at Stellenbosch University and in the discipline of 
geography, all marking the beginning of a period of consolidation in the 
department. The geographies produced in the department at the time (in effect  
those of Serton) did not really address issues of race and politics, but demon-
strated the ideas of regional development and comparative analysis, along with 
thematic issues typical of the general international geographical tradition of the 
time. However, larger thematic areas would follow, accompanied by an interest 
in regional geography as a theme of analysis. 
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2.5 Research Activities, 1920-1947
The period immediately following the department’s establishment was charac-
ter ised by a limited output of published research. Indeed, between 1920 and 
1947 only 14 publications were produced, eleven of these by Serton himself 
(Figure 2.19). The small staff component of the department in that period accounts 
for this paucity. Nonetheless, due to the efforts of Serton, 35 higher degrees in 
geography were awarded by Stellenbosch in this period, four of which were 
doctoral degrees (Conradie, 1942; Hugo, 1944b; Moolman, 1939; Pienaar, 1937). 
The first higher degree in geography was a master’s degree conferred in 1927 on 
EGJ van der Merwe for his thesis on the modern development of the Ceres district 
as explained by improved traffic routes and other (Van der Merwe, 1927). This 
was the beginning of a steady flow of graduate students from the department, 
whose research reflected the research interests of Serton. Pienaar (1937) produced 
the first PhD in the department on the topic of an economic geography of the 
Witwatersrand. This signalled a notable event in the development of geography 
at the University.

Many of the theses concentrated on regional geographies and descriptions of 
places in South Africa (Fischer, 1931; Louw, 1938; Maree, 1945; Naude, 1944; 
Nel, 1945; Potgieter, 1931; Raubenheimer, 1943; Schmidt, 1932; Stander, 1936; 
Strydom, 1939; Vermeulen, 1940). Other areas of investigation included popula-
tion dynamics (Hugo, 1944a; Moolman, 1933, 1939) and economic geographies 
of various areas (Brink, 1943; Conradie, 1942; Conradie, 1942; Pienaar, 1937; 
Theron, 1932; Van der Merwe, 1939; Vermeulen, 1942). 

Figure 2.19: Publications by year, 1922-1947 (Source: Authors’ survey)
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2.6 Conclusion
Geography as an academic discipline taught at multiple South African institutions 
of higher learning was initiated at Stellenbosch University in 1920. As was 
the case in continental Europe and the Anglo-American context, geography 
at Stellenbosch was established by academics who were not geographers by 
training. However, these academics recognised the value of an integrative field 
of investigation that could synthesise various aspects of the natural and social 
sciences into a coherent whole. The department of geography was initially small 
in both its staff and student complements. It produced the first professor of 
geography in South Africa and was, as outlined in the following chapter, the alma 
mater of many of the geography teaching staff at other national universities. Its 
teaching and research profiles centred in human geography themes and were, 
by current standards, very modest in volume. Nevertheless, by the late 1940s 
geography at Stellenbosch University was established in many administrative 
and academic modes. The following decades would consolidate this position, but 
in a certain epistemological fashion. In particular, it would galvanise positivist 
geography at Stellenbosch, the subject of the following chapter.
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CHAPTER 3

the depArtment oF  
geogrAphy mAtures

3.1 Introduction
The previous chapter outlined the establishment of the discipline of geography as 
a component of a wider degree course, followed as a fully-fledged major course 
for a degree and ultimately the creation of a chair in geography and an academic 
department at Stellenbosch. The main protagonists and the types of research 
conducted were also outlined. In many ways, this era reflected the times of the 
Union of South Africa and segregationist rule which echoed at other, mainly 
Afrikaans-language universities.

The period of the department’s history recounted in this chapter broadly coincides 
with the apartheid era. Thus, the timeline of the chapter is loosely framed by the 
late 1940s to the early 1990s. This period represents an era in which geography at 
Stellenbosch developed a particular kind of self-confidence in the South African 
geography community. This confidence, we will argue in this and the following 
chapter, created certain future advantages but also some concomitant challenges. 
The chapter first considers the expansion of the department and its changing 
physical location. Thereafter, the research output and staff changes are considered. 
The general tenor of the chapter is one of a department with considerable self-
assurance in terms of both teaching and research output.

3.2 An Expanding Department
This era is noted for expansion and technical innovation on many fronts, not 
least in Afrikaans geography higher education. Although politically a very 
challenging and deeply problematic era on many fronts, it was, for the first two 
decades, one of vigorous economic growth in South Africa, albeit that the main 
beneficiaries were white and white Afrikaners in particular. Stellenbosch, as 
the apex white Afrikaans university arguably gained disproportionately. This 
economic expansion resulted not only in greater financial resources for white 
Afrikaans higher education, but mobility in the white population along with 
expanded social and educational opportunities for them, too. This was seen in the 
steady growth in university student numbers nationally, so too at Stellenbosch. 



   A Century of Geography at Stellenbosch University 1920‑2020

34

The total number of students at Stellenbosch University grew from 4 500 in 1960 
to 14 100 by 1990. Along with such student growth came the associated physical 
infrastructure and considerable recreational facilities to boot (Kapp, 2015). Much 
of the current core campus infrastructure was developed during the apartheid 
era through some considerable assistance from funds from the Het Jan Marais 
Nationale Fonds (Kapp, 2015).

Over this period, the geography department’s undergraduate student numbers 
grew from 232 students with geography as a major in their degrees in 1960 to 
612 in 1990 and the number of research students increased from 27 graduating 
in 1960 to 83 postgraduates in 1990 (Barnard, 1995). These trends had very 
practical implications. Geography lectures were originally presented in the 
Dutch Central Hall at the College Square and the chairperson’s office was in the 
CL Marais Library in Crozier Street. In 1949, the department was centralised 
in the Old Main Building with two large halls at its disposal for lectures and 
practical classes. The larger and more complex departmental configuration 
created new accommodation and management needs. As a consequence, in 1963 
the department moved to the upper floor of the Natural Sciences Building 
(Figure 3.1) that was renovated periodically to meet the demands of an expanding 
student enrolment, including major, year-long renovations to the whole 
building in 1987. There were also innovations resulting from the greater student 
numbers, probably academic egos, and new academic needs – whichever way one 
would like to construe the need for the development of new academic units or 
departments. During the mid-1960s, two new academic departments developed 
from the geography discipline: The Department of African Studies (1965-1990) 
and the Department of Urban and Regional Planning (1965-1996). The latter was  
serviced by geography, and later geographical information systems (GIS), modules  
from the department. Generally, this had little impact on student numbers for 
the department per se and they actually provided expanded routes for degree 
articulations at postgraduate level. Ultimately, student numbers in general were 
increasing year-on-year and all departments could gain irrespective of real-world 
demand or qualification utility.

Building on the solid foundations laid by Serton, the 1960s and 1970s witnessed 
expansion of research activities and included contributions from a range of staff 
members, all alumni of the department, except WA Nieman (1966) and PH de 
Necker (1974). Geography at Stellenbosch University during this era developed 
in a certain way, given the Afrikaans geography community’s position relative 
to the political establishment. Evidence of this positioning was revealed by staff 
members JP Jansen, A Nel and CJ Swanevelder being members of the Afrikaner 
Broederbond8 (Wilkins & Strydom, 1980). It also consolidated the dominance 

8 The Afrikaner Broederbond was a secret, all-male organisation for the advancement of 
Afrikaner interests.
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of Stellenbosch in the expansion of geography as a discipline at Afrikaans 
volksuniversiteite in South Africa (i.e. universities in the service of white Afrikaans 
speakers in the country).

Figure 3.1:  Natural Sciences Building (Source: US Fotos, n.d.)

Wesso (1992) has noted that the late 1950s, and we would argue going into 
the 1960s, turned out to be a significant period for geography at Stellenbosch 
University for a number of reasons. We first consider a rather surprising curri-
culum development prior to reviewing the more mainstream offering. One of 
these events, and part of the department spinning off new departments, was the 
development of a Division for War Studies (Krygskunde) in the Faculty of Science 
(1957), established to present military geography courses. This “Krygskunde 
afdeling” provided new challenges to the teaching of geography. These involved 
what constituted military geography, where it would be taught and by whom? 
Both Serton and Nel served on the Committee for Military Studies that investi-
gated the need for and possibility of establishing such a division at Stellenbosch 
University. 

The first lecturers appointed to teach this newly founded military geography 
were Derick Nel (later head of the geography department at the University of 
the Free State), JP (Hans) Jansen and Wynand F Senekal (previously appointed 
as technical assistant in the department and also later a head of department at the 
University of the Free State) (Visser & Barker, 2016). They were appointed by 
Swanevelder in 1961 (or 1966 depending on the source). After the establishment 
of the Faculty of Military Science, located in Saldanha, JC Kotze (also a broeder-
bonder) was appointed as head of the new department, which offered a degree in 
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Geography (Mil). Once Serton had retired in 1958 after 38 years at the helm, the 
professorship in geography briefly lay vacant until Andries Nel was promoted to 
professor and head of the department. 

The further development of geography at Stellenbosch was now firmly in the 
hands of Afrikaner geographers, all of them graduates of the department. During 
the 1960s, 36 scholarly articles, nine books and two edited collections were 
published. In the same period, 15 master’s theses and six doctoral dissertations 
were completed. This was followed by 33 articles, six books, two edited collections 
and an atlas in the 1970s and nine master’s degrees and eight PhDs. The cohort of 
research students from the 1960s and 1970s would provide the future academic 
leaders not only at Stellenbosch but at a range of South African universities. 
Serton and Nel’s research tradition enabled many students to graduate with higher 
degrees and many of these graduates were to subsequently distinguish themselves 
in their varied professions such as F Smit (Figure 3.2). 

Andries Nel, who took over as the head of department, would retire in 1988 as 
dean of the Faculty of Arts. Degree offerings of geography broadened to a full 
BSc course in 1963, and a BEcon was introduced in 1970. In 1973, Prof WS 
(Barnie) Barnard, an alumnus who had joined the department in 1960, 
succeeded Nel as chairperson. By 1981, the geography teaching staff peaked 
at eight white men, with two professors (WS Barnard and CJ Swanevelder), 
two senior lecturers (WA Nieman9 and IJ van der Merwe) and four lecturers 
(GL de Kock;10  PH de Necker; PJ Eloff and MKR van Huyssteen). Nieman was the 
first appoint ment in this period who did not conduct his undergraduate studies at 
Stellenbosch and De Necker the second (De Necker was also the first English home 
language speaker appointed in the department). BHA Schloms, a soil scientist, 
transferred to the department from the provincial agriculture department in 
1986. The first female geographer to be appointed in the department since Le 
Roux’s resignation in 1932 was a climatologist, Ms (later Dr) J Olivier in 1985. 
This appointment was notable in that Oliver (like Nieman and De Necker) was 
a total outsider to the department and female. Olivier counted the University of 
the Witwatersrand as her alma mater, and the acclaimed Peter Tyson as one of 
her academic mentors. Figure 3.3 is a Fred Mouton drawing of the staff members in 
1985, while Figure 3.4 shows some staff members appointed in this apartheid era.

9 When Nieman was appointed as head of department (HoD) at the University of Zululand 
in 1984, he left the surplus of his research funding to the department to annually award 
a certain amount to the student who produced the best honours research report – the 
so-called Nieman Award. 

10 De Kock was well remembered for his field trips to the then South West Africa – he was 
responsible for all the logistics, food supply, was also driver and mechanic – an enormous 
yet often unappreciated task.
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Figure 3.2:  1959 Honours class with Professor Andries Nel.  Back, left to right: F Smit,11 BM Griesel, 
PJ Rootman; Front: Prof Dr A Nel, Dr DJ Conradie, Dr JP Jansen (Source: Authors)

Figure 3.3:  Drawing of staff members in 1985.  Left to right: Haldenwang (part of the Institute 
for Cartographic Analysis), De Necker, Zietsman, Eloff, Swanevelder, Van der Merwe (IJ), 
De Kock, Van Huyssteen and Barnard (Source: Van der Merwe et al., 2016, p. 13)

11 In later years, Smit would become Vice-chancellor and Principal of the University of 
Pretoria (1992-1996).



   A Century of Geography at Stellenbosch University 1920‑2020

38

In 1982, a system of a rotating HoD / chairpersonship of the department was 
introduced. Consequently, CJ Swanevelder and then IJ van der Merwe became 
chairpersons of the department. A glass-encased statue (Figure 3.5) of German 
geographer Carl Ritter (1779-1859), considered one of the founders of modern 
Geography as an international university discipline, and who founded the 
first university geography department in 1820 at the University of Berlin, was 
bequeathed to Stellenbosch University by the Ritter family and traditionally 
accompanies the departmental chair for display in the incumbent’s office during 
his/her term. 

Figure 3.4:  Some appointed staff, 1950‑1993.  Left to right, top first: Jansen (Edrich, 1987), 
Barnard (Edrich, 1970), Jooste (Edrich, 1961), Nieman (US Fotos, n.d.), Swanevelder 
(Edrich, 1975), Van der Merwe (IJ) (Edrich, 1972), Steyn (Edrich, 1972), De Necker  
(US Fotos, n.d.), Eloff (US Fotos, n.d.), Van Huyssteen (US Fotos, n.d.), Olivier  
(Research Gate, 2020) and Zietsman (US Fotos, n.d.) 
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Figure 3.5:  Glass‑encased statue of German geographer Carl Ritter  
(Source: Van der Merwe et al., 2016, p. 13)

In 1975, the department received a large collection of books and journals from 
the university’s Carnegie Library and managed to establish a well-stocked 
geography library in the department (a privilege that lasted until 2003, when the 
library was amalgamated with the main JS Gericke Library). Marianne Cronje 
was appointed in the early 1990s to the post of departmental librarian that was, 
with the centralisation of the university library system, converted to the principal 
departmental officer, a position she held until her retirement in 2014. She was 
replaced by Selene Ortell in 2015 and by Deidre Davids in 2017 (Figure 3.6). 
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Figure 3.6:  Postgraduate administration officers.  Left to right: Marianne Cronje,  
Selene Ortell and Deidre Davids

In an era before the outsourcing of contract service workers, Pauline Davids, 
Fred Damonse, Henry Fritz and Hennie Jacobs were the last four employed by 
the university who kept the department clean, assisted staff with printing work, 
collating papers for binding, setting up audio-visual apparatuses, preparing and 
mailing all the copies of the Journal for Geography / South African Geographer to 
subscribers all over the world, and so on (Van der Merwe et al., 2016). 

Much can be learnt about geography departments’ traditions from their organisa-
tional placement in a university. Geography is a hybrid science allowing 
accommodation in a range of faculty formations and specialising in various 
scientific domains. Serton’s human geography background and expertise 
contributed largely to geography’s positioning at Stellenbosch University in 
the Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences, in contrast to most other South African 
universities where a physical geography point of departure fostered location in 
their faculties of natural sciences (Barnard, 2001). Not only did the department’s 
physical location change in the early 1960s, but so too its teaching offering 
and research practices. By following international Anglo-American trends in 
geography, there was a move away from the classical academic mode of developing 
a regional geographic specialism towards a systematic research focus. Speciali-
sation in a systematic geographic subdiscipline became the new mode of teaching 
and research. Consequently, during Nel’s tenure as head of the department, 
urban geography replaced political and regional geography in the curriculum, 
the teaching of climatology and geomorphology was strengthened and lectures in 
cartography became a pivotal practical com ponent. The lecturers, not only senior 
staff, also began to engage increasingly in research and publication.

As already noted, themes in human geography were taught since the advent of 
geography at Stellenbosch. Over time, the undergraduate offering changed not 
only in response to international trends, but also significantly in accordance with 
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staff abilities and interests. For geography at Stellenbosch, this meant the intro-
duction of spatial science – quantification, statistical analysis, spatial organi  sation 
and visual representation through cartography. Further changes in curriculum 
occured in 1963, where two courses of study in geography – Geography A 
(for students in the Arts Faculty) and Geography B (for those registered in the 
Natural Sciences Faculty) – were now presented (De Waal & Williams, 2020). 
Geography  A contained an overwhelming focus on economic, urban and political 
geography, with limited content on the study of geomorphology at second-year 
level. Geography B on the other hand would provide detailed, in-depth instruction 
in physical geography. Geomorphology as a dedicated field of study would be 
added to both the Geography A and B curricula at second- and third-year levels 
after Swanevelder’s arrival in 1966 (De Waal & Williams, 2020). 

By the end of the 1960s, the focus on European landscapes had also disappeared 
and greater attention was given to the African continent and South Africa, perhaps 
the result of both Serton’s retirement and the establishment of South Africa as 
a Republic in 1961. Climatology offerings were also expanded in second-year 
during the 1970s in Geography B, while the importance of geography’s origins, 
the relevance of the African continent and its connections to the rest of the 
world were still emphasised (De Waal & Williams, 2020). By 1980, the need for 
more integration between physical and human geography training resulted in 
human geography and resource studies modules being added to the Geography B 
curriculum. This would represent the beginning of the substantial changes to 
come in the 1990s.

Stellenbosch University, which was still an all-white institution into the late 
1970s, began to see its student numbers in the geography department decline. 
Consequently, two academic posts were lost in the post-1985 period and some 
of the department’s activities were downsized. Over the next two decades, the 
department would undergo dramatic changes regarding its staff, identity, focus 
areas and direction to position itself as a top performing department in the Faculty 
and Stellenbosch University.

3.3 Research Activities, 1948‑1993
The research publication rate in the department in the 1940s and 1950s continued 
at a gentle pace until the expansion of the department in the 1960s (Figure 3.7). 
Most of the active research in the department in this time was undertaken by 
Serton (until his retirement in 1958) and by Nel. Much of Nel’s early research 
focused on population dynamics in South Africa (Nel, 1954, 1957, 1958) and 
Serton made several book contributions. While the 1940s had produced only 
four publications, followed by 17 in the 1950s, the 1960s recorded an increased 
research output of 48 publications. Central to this were the contributions of 
Barnard (14) and Nel (12). Barnard had broad research interests and published 
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several papers on a variety of themes, including regional geographical descriptions 
(Barnard, 1965a, 1965d), water resources (Barnard, 1965c, 1967), physical 
geography (Barnard, 1965b, 1966) and, surprisingly, country terrain and borders 
(Barnard, 1961, 1962, 1964). Barnard, affectionately known as Prof Barnie by 
his colleagues, was the department’s most well-rounded geographer and took a 
keen interest in geographical tradition (Barnard, 2001, 2016). In fact, much of 
this book is inspired by his early contributions. Nel’s later research concentrated 
on regional development in Africa (Nel, 1963; Nel & Jansen, 1961; Nel & Van 
Zyl, 1962; Smit & Nel, 1960). His appointment as the dean of the Arts Faculty in 
1967 led to declining productivity in the research sphere (Nel served two terms 
as dean – 1967-1969 and 1974-1988).

Figure 3.7: Publications by year, 1948‑1993 (Source: Authors’ survey)

A significant addition to the department’s research agenda in this time was themes 
in physical geography. Until 1960, no research output in physical or environmental 
geography topics had been published. The first paper of this ilk to appear was 
by Jansen and Potgieter (1960) on the deflection of winds due to earth rotation. 
Further regional geography papers followed (Barnard, 1965c, 1965d; Nel, 1964) 
and Nieman published research on the sea-ice extent in the Southern Ocean 
(Nieman, 1965). The appointment of Swanevelder, a geomorphologist, in 1966 
led to an upsurge in research output and post graduate research in physical 
geography. He conducted studies in multiple sites in the Western Cape and in 
South West Africa (Namibia) (Harmse & Swanevelder, 1987; Swanevelder, 1965, 
1968, 1974, 1981). One of his doctoral students, JT Harmse, was appointed to the 
departmental staff in 1977, but left in 1984 to join the Rand Afrikaans University 
(RAU, now University of Johannesburg [UJ]). 
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Barnard conducted physical geography research and published many descrip  tive 
studies on dunes in the Namib (Barnard, 1972, 1973, 1988), denudation forms 
(Barnard & Greef, 1993), landform development (Barnard, 1966, 1980), water 
resources (Barnard, 1965c, 1970) and the broader geomorphology disci pline 
(Barnard, 1965d, 1975a, 1975b). The most active researcher in physical geography 
during this period was Jana Olivier. Olivier was a climatologist who studied hail 
dynamics and hail impacts in the Highveld (Olivier, 1988a, 1988b, 1990; Olivier 
& Van Rensburg, 1992, 1995) and rainfall (Olivier & Van Rensburg, 1985, 1987). 
Overall, Olivier produced 14 peer-reviewed research articles in her time at 
Stellenbosch University. During her tenure, she also laid the foundations for her 
later acclaimed research on fog harvesting. Her departure to the University of the 
North in 1994 left a substantial gap in the department’s research agenda.

De Necker contributed to the research activities of the department through 
publi cation of reports via various outlets. His full contribution is, unfortunately, 
not recorded in this book as we have only considered peer-reviewed studies. 
Additionally, his extensive work as an editor for numerous theses, dissertations, 
books and journal articles by staff and students after his retirement is note-
worthy. Eloff, a human geographer, also found an interest in climatology and 
meteorology, teaching and publishing in these fields for many years (Eloff, 1979; 
Eloff & Nieman, 1980; Van der Mescht & Eloff, 2013). Schloms – a well-
respected soil scientist (Grondklassifikasiewerkgroep, 1991; Verster et al., 1992) 
– also contributed physical geography research. In total, 40 academic articles 
and five book contributions in physical geography were published in this period 
(1960-1994). Because the department was founded and its initial curriculum was 
developed by a human geographer, and as it is institutionally located in the arts 
faculty, most of the teaching and research output is not in physical geography, and 
the products do not have the sophistication of those produced in the geography 
departments at the Universities of Natal (UN) (Pietermaritzburg and Durban), 
Cape Town (UCT) and the Witwatersrand (Wits). The relocation of Harmse 
in 1984 to Johannesburg, Swanevelder’s retirement in 1990 and Olivier’s move 
to Polokwane in 1994 severely weakened the physical geography arm of the 
department and their positions were never occupied by physical geography 
specialists. For the most part, climatology and geomorphology were left in the 
hands of geography generalists such as Eloff and Schloms whose remits were 
undergraduate teaching.

The department of geography appointed Dr Izak van der Merwe in 1966 and his 
first publication in 1967 marked the beginning of an illustrious academic career, 
lasting until long after his official retirement from the department in 1995. Van der 
Merwe’s career includes over 60 journal articles, six atlases, seven book sections 
and a book. The full scope of his work is too wide to cover here but his primary 
interests were in urban geography and language geography. As the leading human 
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geographer in the department, the themes of his writing were often linked to 
spatialising socio-economic change in the greater Cape Town area. He made some 
unique contributions to South African geographical discourse through probing 
the relationship between geography and language (Van der Merwe, 1989a, 1993a, 
1993b; Van der Merwe & Le Roux, 1989) and the medical geography of cancer 
(Haldenwang & Van der Merwe, 1992). On the whole, the department did not, 
beyond a positivist epistemology, have any shared research theme(s) or focus that 
it aimed to excel at on either a national or an international front.

One notable publication is the book by Steyn and Barnard (1976) on spatial 
ordering from an economic-geographical perspective, an excellent economic 
geography text embodying the main currents of positivism in geography at the 
time (Figure 3.8). The department also created an Afrikaans academic geography 
journal – Tydskrif vir Aardrykskunde / Journal for Geography (1957-1972), later 
renamed Die Suid-Afrikaanse Geograaf / The South African Geographer 

12 (1973-1993) 
– which soon became an alternative to the South African Geographical Journal. 
This also provided a forum in which existing geographical concepts could be 
translated to compile an Afrikaans lexicon for the discipline. This journal was 
closed after the merger of the two learned geography societies. The school 
textbook contributions (e.g. Swanevelder, Kotze & Myburgh, 1985; Swanevelder, 
Kotze & Van Kradenburg, 1985; Swanevelder et al., 1985) are significant as they 
provided school learners with clearly defined Afrikaans definitions and insight 
into key geographic concepts: “… Afrikaans-writing geographers have spent 
considerable energy on publishing for their students …” (Pirie, 1985, p. 481).

There was a divide between the Afrikaans geography departments, whose academic 
leaders at the time were essentially all trained at Stellenbosch, and the English 
geography departments with their decidedly different academic training (and 
international) lineages. Eventually, the marginalisation of Afrikaans geography 
led to the collapse of an academic geographical lexicon by the early 2000s. The 
narrow view of South African geographies and an uncritical engagement with 
these views during the last three decades of the 20th century also meant that the 
standing of the Stellenbosch department suffered nationally and its impact and 
legacies were invisible to the international scholarly gaze until fairly recently. The 
language issue is perhaps paramount in the sense that the potential readership was 
very limited and debates rather circular to the national Afrikaans geographical 
debates. In retrospect, it seems that these geographers were not that concerned

12 Most of the editors of this journal were from Stellenbosch University: Journal for 
Geography : Editors Mr JW van der Spuy (1957-66), Dr WS Barnard (1967-72); South 
African Geographer : Editors Prof WS Barnard (1973-74), Dr IJ van der Merwe  (1975), 
Mr  PH  de Necker (1976-77), Dr WA Nieman (1978-84), Prof WS Barnard (1985-92),  
Prof IJ van der Merwe (1993).



The department of geography matures   

45

Figure 3.8:  Ruimtelike Ordening: ’n Ekonomies‑Geografiese Perspektief  
(Spatial Ordering: an Economic Geographical Perspective) 
(Source: Steyn & Barnard, 1976) 

with these issues. This observation must be set against South Africa’s increasingly 
marginalised global position owing to apartheid. In terms of the production of 
new knowledge, the following might illuminate this point. 

When considering this period in the South African geographical discourse, Beavon 
and Rogerson (1981, p. 164) noted, in mirroring the growing critiques of the time 
more generally (e.g. Aitken & Valentine, 2015), that

…  the earliest papers in the spatial organisation tradition concentrated upon 
techniques of analysing urban data. Rather than being concerned with human 
beings per se and their problems, geographers examined the delimitation, 
size, and nature of work and business places and their spatial patterns … yet 
in the heyday of positivist Human Geography in southern Africa … during the 
1960s and 1970s the legitimacy of apartheid ideology rarely was challenged 
a priori by geographers. 

This observation epitomises what was happening at Stellenbosch where human 
geography retained its quantitative positivist origins. In the process, a very 
apolitical human geography was taught and researched throughout the 1970s to 
1990s (Van der Merwe et al., 2016). 
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Despite the analytical reimagination that Marxist geography brought to the 
discipline during the late 1970s and 1980s, its impact on and relevance to human 
geography were never mentioned in the department’s curricula or research. The 
call for a people’s geography in the 1980s to decolonise the research and teaching 
agenda of South African human geographers also went unheeded (Rogerson 
& Parnell, 1989). Moreover, the “cultural turn” and postmodern geographical 
discourses came and went with very little thereof manifesting in the teaching 
and research of human geography at Stellenbosch. The “lilywhite geographies and 
continuing interrogation of research questions which obviously, to a large extent, 
by-pass the uncomfortable, often cruel and, by and large, pretty disgusting spatial 
implications of apartheid” (Rogerson & Parnell, 1989, p. 16) became the silent 
voice in geography academia at most departments in the country and Stellenbosch 
was no exception. This resulted in the geography department becoming isolated 
from the local “liberal” powerhouses of human geography – Natal, Wits, UCT, 
University of Durban-Westville (UDW) and the University of the Western Cape 
(UWC) at the time – so that meaningful contact with the Anglo-American heart 
of geography in the country did not exist (Van der Merwe et al., 2016).

Taken as a whole, it is difficult to understand why this was the case. Those who 
led the department are no longer alive so that obtaining clear insight is not 
possible. In retrospect, these omissions could be linked to a number of factors. 
The first was that the staff contingent was locally trained. Those who were 
not, were taught by lecturers who obtained most, if not all their education at 
Stellenbosch (hence a largely positivist research tradition). Those with doctorates 
were Stellenbosch graduates. Thus, there was little circulation of new ideas 
coming from universities outside the Afrikaans geography fold nationally and 
little in terms of international geography powerhouses in the United Kingdom 
or the United States. These debates and their proponents had no connection to 
staff members’ academic training and induction into the academic world. This 
contrasts sharply with the South African English university departments where 
most academics held qualifications, in part, or in toto, from universities with 
leading departments (mainly the Anglo-America heartland of geography) from 
which these new ideas (such as Marxist and postmodern geography) in geography 
and social science more generally emanated.

Another issue is that the task of the department, for the most part, remained the 
training of future geography teachers. These (Marxist and postmodern) debates 
and perspectives were, seen from the perspective of school curricula in the 
1970s to the 1980s, not relevant. Moreover, given the apartheid context it was 
hardly desirable to introduce Marxist geography to a nearly all-white Afrikaans 
student body. There was, after all, the looming Rooi gevaar (Communist menace) 
that defined many aspects of the national white political and social discourses. 
Additionally, as has already been acknowledged, some (though certainly not all) 
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of the staff members were supporters of the apartheid government or involved 
with the Afrikaner Broederbond. A further remark would be that the staff 
complement was aging and might not have wanted to change their understanding 
of geography and its purpose. By the mid-1980s, most of the full-time academic 
staff were in their 40s and, like most academics, had adopted a certain style of 
conducting geographical research.

Notwithstanding the uncritical, positivist reflection on the impacts of apartheid 
on society and the city through scholarly research, students were nevertheless 
exposed amidst the state of emergency era of the 1980s, to the fundamental flaws 
of apartheid spatial planning. In fieldwork visits to townships under surety of  
military safety, the students were exposed to life in Khayelitsha and Mitchell’s 
Plain. It is telling that it was not until 1990 that the first piece of research in the 
department (honours level) was conducted on a black township (Donaldson, 1990; 
Van der Merwe et al., 2016). No definitive text on the nature and character of 
urban South Africa existed in the 1970s. Although the textbook of Nel and Van 
Zyl (1962) was widely used as a prescribed textbook at Afrikaans universities, this 
was considered to be furnishing only “a somewhat sterile picture relative to the 
unfolding events and struggles in the region” (Beavon & Rogerson, 1981, p. 172). 
IJ van der Merwe’s (1983) book on the city and its environment succeeded Nel 
and Van Zyl’s book and became a widely used set text (Figure 3.9). It is debatable 
whether this was much of an improvement given that it was a textbook and not a 
critical analysis of the city such as the works of David Harvey and Doreen Massey 
(for example) at the time. Their books drew heavily on mainstream international 
literature and then worked in materials from local examples.

Figure 3.9:  Die stad en sy omgewing (The city and its environment)  
(Source: Van der Merwe, 1983)
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At Stellenbosch, cartography was promoted as a necessary skill and knowledge 
field in “practical” modules and the use of maps and graphics in facilitating 
geographical research was emphasised. This interest in cartography would lead to 
the establishing of a dedicated research unit that will generate major teaching and 
commercial research outcomes later. This enterprise is described in Chapter 5. 
On the whole, the 1980s and early 1990s were productive years in the department 
– it was increasingly more research-active and graduated many undergraduate 
students. Many of the staff who had completed their postgraduate studies in the 
1960s and 1970s had matured by then and were at the zenith of their careers, 
many more were at other universities. Staff members published on a wide range 
of fronts and themes, the West Coast of South Africa and Namibia receiving 
considerable attention (Barnard, 1988; Harmse & Swanevelder, 1987; Olivier & 
Stockton, 1989; Van der Merwe, 1989b). A total of 204 recorded publications 
were produced between 1948 and 1993, with 42 in the 1970s and 58 in the 1980s 
(Figure 3.7).

3.4 Conclusion
After a rather protracted gestation period from the 1920s to the 1950s, the sub-
sequent decades, loosely framed as the 1960s to the early 1990s, witnessed a 
certain self-confidence in geographic research. Although critical reflection can 
be cast on the body of knowledge produced, as done to a degree in this chapter, 
it did deliver research on a wide front of issues, mainly in what might be loosely 
called human geography with a strong fixation on urban geographic themes. 
Essentially, all the research was done within a positivist tradition. All manner 
of other styles of conducting geographical research were absent. Research was 
published nearly exclusively in South African journals, the most prominent being 
those of the two learned geography societies (Society for Geography and South 
African Geographical Society). The scholarship produced was generally led by 
a few individuals. It cannot be claimed that all the academic staff were active 
researchers in the contemporary (2020) understanding thereof. The beginning 
of the 1990s ushered in a new and very uncertain period in the evolution of 
geography at Stellenbosch. This is considered in the following chapter.
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CHAPTER 4

turbulent tImes  
And InnovAtIon

4.1 Introduction 
The early 1990s were economically, but particularly politically, very unstable 
times for South Africa which manifested on nearly all campuses across the 
country, too. Intellectually, the investigatory terrain of South African society and 
its universities was in flux. Changes were felt in many ways at Stellenbosch as 
an institution, but certainly in the department. In particular, new questions of 
what was being taught and researched by whom, in what format and for what 
purpose were being deliberated. The overall narrative arc was one of a turbulent 
context and a department that had to be agile. The certainties (for white Afrikaans 
universities) of the previous three or so decades had evaporated and various 
changes were required.

This chapter first considers the basic changes in the staff complement where there 
were sudden and considerable adjustments. The old guard of the previous decade 
made way for a whole new contingent of academics and there was a concerted 
drive to increase student numbers. There was also the looming reorganisation of 
the department’s contribution to components of academic degree programmes, 
rather than geography being just a major in a generic degree. The implementation 
of new teaching and research foci is considered as an introduction to Chapter 5 
that deals with the increased commercialisation of the department in its research 
and academic offerings. 

4.2 Staffing Changes and a New Era
What was generally taught at Stellenbosch, and in the discipline of geography 
particularly, was contingent on the available staff complement and the depart
ment’s institutional placement. Regarding the latter, the department continued to 
function administratively under the Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences (variously 
named over the decades), but has observer status in the Faculty of Natural Sciences 
owing to the department’s contribution to shared degrees and its offering of 
proprietary programmes (BSc, BSc Hons, MSc, MSc in GeoInformatics and PhD) 
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in that faculty. Because the content of courses was for the most part a function 
of the department’s staff, particularly at the more senior levels, we first turn our 
attention to these role players. 

Over the first 70 years, a total of 19 permanent academic staff were employed 
in the department. In the subsequent 25 years (19952020), another 16 were to be 
appointed (Table 4.1). On the whole, over time to the early 1990s, there had been 
an exceptionally low staff turnover. This would create significant academic and 
teaching inbreeding relative to larger geography departments both nationally and 
internationally. However, during the mid1990s the department saw significant 
changes to staffing and a resultant recasting of academic offerings and research 
trajectories.

Leading the department through these times was Izak van der Merwe, who took 
over the departmental leadership from 1991 until 1996. He was a product of 
the department and had a deepseated commitment to it. While at the helm, 
the department was not only witnessing major societal change, but was also 
beginning to engage with the broader geographical community in South Africa 
– where intellectually the department was probably not at its best relative to 
rival geography departments at Natal and Witwatersrand at the time. There was 
considerable flux on many fronts – all of which impacted universities and the 
department by default. As reflected in the department’s publication record and 
staffing, there was a great imbalance between those members who were active 
researchers and those whose academic roles revolved mainly around teaching and 
administration. As such, the department was disproportionately dependent on 
relatively few staff members for research output. This could, in part, be linked 
to the significant proportion of the permanent academic staff that did not hold 
doctoral degrees. In turn, research by postgraduates was limited (particularly at 
the doctoral level). As a result, academic research publication in toptier academic 
journals suffered greatly.

Table 4.1: Academic staff members in the department, 1920‑2020 

Period Name Years Position

Founding 
phase
1920‑1947

Serton P 1920‑1958 Professor

Le Roux MM 1920‑1932 Lecturer

Conradie DJ 1929‑1965 Lecturer, Senior Lecturer

Moolman JH 1940‑1948 Lecturer, Senior Lecturer

Maturation 
phase
1948‑1993

Nel A 1949‑1974 Lecturer, Senior Lecturer, Professor

Jansen JP 1959‑1965 Senior Lecturer

Barnard WS 1960‑1995 Lecturer, Senior Lecturer, Professor
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Period Name Years Position

Maturation 
phase
1948‑1993  
(continued)

Jooste PG 1965‑1975 Lecturer, Senior Lecturer

Nieman WA 1966‑1984 Lecturer, Senior Lecturer

Swanevelder CJ 1966‑1990 Senior Lecturer, Associate Professor, 
Professor

Van der Merwe IJ 1966‑1995 Junior Lecturer, Lecturer, Senior 
Lecturer, Professor

Steyn JN 1969‑1974 Lecturer

De Kock GL 1971‑1985 Junior Lecturer, Lecturer

De Necker PH 1974‑2005 Lecturer, Senior Lecturer

Eloff PJ 1974‑2012 Junior Lecturer, Lecturer

Harmse JT 1977‑1984 Junior Lecturer, Lecturer

Van Huyssteen MKR 1977‑2002 Senior Lecturer

Olivier J 1985‑1994 Lecturer

Schloms BHA 1986‑2013 Lecturer

Zietsman HL 1992‑2005 Associate Professor, Professor

Postapartheid 
phase
1994‑2020

Van der Merwe JH 1994‑2014 Senior Lecturer, Associate Professor, 
Professor

Van Niekerk A 1997‑ Lecturer, Senior Lecturer, Associate 
Professor, Professor

Ferreira SLA 2003‑2019 Senior Lecturer, Associate Professor, 
Professor

Smith N 2005‑2008 Lecturer

Donaldson SE 2007‑ Associate Professor, Professor

De Klerk H 2010‑ Senior Lecturer, Associate Professor

Kemp J 2010‑ Lecturer, Senior Lecturer

Münch Z 2010‑ Lecturer

Poona N 2010‑2019 Lecturer

Spocter M 2013‑ Lecturer, Senior Lecturer

De Waal JH 2014‑ Lecturer

Visser GE 2015‑ Professor

Mashimbye ZE 2016‑ Lecturer

Williams S 2016‑ Lecturer

Grenfell S 2020‑ Lecturer

Loggenberg K 2020‑ Lecturer
(Source: Adapted from Van der Merwe et al., 2016, p. 17)
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Izak van der Merwe was replaced by Larry Zietsman in 1997 and this opened  
the position for a new geographical information systems (GIS) lecturer, which was  
filled by a promising young MSc graduate of the department, Adriaan van Niekerk 
(later professor and the director of the Centre for Geographical Analysis). By the 
turn of the millennium, trends in the higher education sector began to alter the 
structure of the geography department at Stellenbosch. Educational reforms in 
the late 1990s resulted in the demise of large numbers of teacher trainees and the 
geography department’s offering in that regard. This was, as noted earlier, not 
altogether new. During the early 1990s, the first signs of change were the rapid 
decline in student numbers studying geography. The department responded to 
demands for greater relevance in response to global and national environmental 
concerns through the develop ment of geographical technologies. One early 
response was that in 1995 the department, like many others, changed its name to 
Geography and Environmental Studies (Van der Merwe et al., 2016).

The module offerings since the founding of the department were determined 
mostly by the available staff complement, their research profiles and their general 
academic interests. There were also concerns about how these modules would 
academically translate between different faculties and degree offerings (there 
was, as noted, the BEcon involvement with the Faculty of Economic Sciences). 
Historically, in terms of the “core of the offering”, this was so, for example the 
case of Piet Jooste’s interest in population geography, Andries Nel in political 
geography and Kobus Steyn, later Pieter de Necker in economic geography, all of 
which were closely linked to their particular personalities and research interests 
which spoke to disciplines in other faculties. Jooste’s interests in the spatio
temporal depiction of demographic change was enhanced by Larry Zietsman, who 
pushed for a marketdriven and practical application of this style of investigation. 
The economic geography modules were the only contributions by the department 
to the commercial sciences via a BEcon degree qualification.

During that time, there were conversations with UCT geography, led by Richard 
Fuggle, whether geography in the region, and the respective geography depart
ments, would follow a “hard sciences” environmental studies /science approach 
(see Meadows & Fuggle (2016) in this regard) or perhaps a more social science 
type of approach. At UCT, there was a merger between a very successful research 
centre and a struggling geography department that resulted in the Department of 
Environmental and Geographical Sciences. Such decisions were taken in various 
formats elsewhere in South Africa, too. Yet Stellenbosch, as so often in its history 
(see Grundlingh, 2018, visàvis UCT), took a different view and a practical 
approach. The essence of the difference, in the view of the Stellenbosch staff, was 
that the department would not take instructions from the “other university” on 
the slopes of Devil’s Peak and that Stellenbosch’s approach to geography would be 
their own understanding of the discipline and its position in both the academic 
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sphere and labour market. The department would, therefore, decide a different 
course of action. The department, as often the case in the past, needed to consider 
the existing expertise at hand. The department’s historically strong bonds with 
the social sciences (unlike most other geography departments in South Africa) 
resulted in a softer geographical approach (Barnard, 2001, 2016).

When JH (Hannes) van der Merwe was appointed to the lecturing staff of the 
department, after the closure of the Institute of Geographical Analysis and its 
related staff movements, the internal repositioning at Stellenbosch and its host 
faculty, in particular, began. When the last truly physical geographer, Jana 
Olivier, left the university and Barnard, who was a regional geographer with 
interests in the softer side of physical geography and the history of the discipline 
retired, any departmental claim to expertise in physical geography evaporated. It 
was clear that there was simply not a strong enough staff complement to support 
any extensive academic offering relative to other universities in the region, let 
alone the country. The department’s viewpoint was not comparable to what was 
happening intellectually at English South African university geography depart
ments. Nevertheless, the softer environmental studies route would be followed 
so leading to the department adding ‘Environmental Studies’ to its name. On 
the human geography side, particularly the urban geography component of the 
degree offering, Izak van der Merwe, reluctantly became dean of the Faculty 
of Humanities and Social Sciences in 1995. Thereafter, Konrad van Huyssteen 
retired. In many ways, this represented something of a cataclysmic series of events 
for the department and a new era was effectively forced upon the department by 
the late 1990s. 

The following phase, set against the already swiftly changing internal workings of 
the department, was even more confusing. The university was required to follow 
a programmebased approach to degree qualifications. This was, in fact, the new 
national higher education mantra and certainly not unique to Stellenbosch. Thus, 
the systematic modules in geography needed to be fundamentally rethought and 
this limited the department of choices concerning what was presented relative to 
the strengths of the dwindling staff complement. 

The department needed to rework its composition and functioning to fit the 
hard rules of the programme approach. Therefore, the department had to design 
modules that followed the principle of synergies and complementarity (the 
buzzwords of the time in higher education) that would adhere to the various 
new programmes in the faculty. The department had, in other words, needed 
to enter the “faculty marketplace” and develop programme content that joined 
across disciplinary lines, as well as programme content that would (1) be coherent 
in content, but also complementary to other modules in the degree programme; 
(2) expansive enough in credit value; and (3) have an aim to satisfy market needs 
that would make it attractive to entice students to enrol for the programme(s). 
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It has to be noted that while the notion of cohesion between different module 
contributions, in different faculties, to a given degree programme was initially 
strictly enforced by faculties and university administration at the beginning 
2000s, it soon fell by the wayside. In truth, though the department did rethink 
its offerings, many modules were simply repackaged and renamed to fit into the 
new programme approach. Programmes in the mid2000s became more flexible 
in content and structure. Indeed, logic prevailed and programmes were developed 
to simply reflect the skills and research interests of the staff complements of the 
various departments in faculties. So the initial ironfisted instructions to rigid 
programme content started to fade quite soon after implementation.

Although the intention of the degree programme approach was to develop 
greater synergies between different departments in different faculties, this did 
not necessarily occur. Ultimately, each faculty prioritised its own departments 
and it was increasingly difficult to find partner departments in other faculties 
to collectively present a specific degree programme – particularly at the under
graduate level. This had a negative effect on physical geography, especially where 
no BSc or BA programmes were searching for geomorphology as a part of 
their offerings. Although the department did see a decline in student numbers 
registered in the 1990s, it did successfully consolidate its programme offering 
with other departments in the Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences in the early 
2000s. Notably, the links with programmes in other faculties such as Commerce 
and the Natural Sciences unravelled, with a significant twist in the second half of 
the first decade of the 2000s. 

4.3 The Birth of Geographical Information Systems and  
Expansion into Geographic Information Technology

In reviewing the development of geography at its first centenary, it is difficult  
to imagine it without the teaching of and research into the fields of geographical  
information systems (GIS) and geographic information technology (GIT). 
This line of thinking and practising geography was certainly not new to the 
department. The mapping of various geographies of different phenomena has 
been standard teaching in the department and has formed an integral part of 
research outcomes as demonstrated in the publication of a range of atlases and 
the incorporation of practical mapping classes into early curricula. Expertise in 
this regard was established in the 1970s and is covered in the following chapter 
that highlights the research centres established in the department over the years. 
Although the creation of mapping technologies was in many ways a gesture to a 
commercialisation of geographical knowledge and techniques, there is a tale as 
to how it made its way to Stellenbosch. 
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Zietsman (2002, p. 30, in Van der Merwe et al., 2016, p. 19) recalled years later 
that, as a young geographer in 1972, he was

…  ordered by senior colleagues to attend a two‑week short course in 
FORTRAN programming to produce computer maps required in an urban 
research project … At that time microcomputers did not exist and computing 
was done using mainframes in a batch‑processing environment. Computer 
programme instructions were keypunched onto punched cards, assembled 
into stacks (decks) and fed into a mainframe by a card reader. This meant 
that the user stood in a queue to access the keypunch. After laboriously 
punching the cards, another wait followed in a queue to access the card 
reader. Having fed the computer programme and the data into the computer 
another unpredictable time‑lapse would follow, whilst waiting for the output 
to appear on a line printer, usually only to discover that there had been some 
key punching error(s). This sequence would have to be repeated a number of 
times until finally the required output was achieved … there was no computer 
interactivity, no visualisation, no colour graphic screens, single pen plotting 
had just became available, relational database management systems rarely 
existed, and digitising was mechanical and slow … [and] density‑shaded maps, 
for example, were generated by overprinting characters using a line printer!

Between 1972 and 1990, Zietsman was the only geographer in the department 
with an interest in geospatial technologies and this culminated in 1990 with 
him introducing the first postgraduate course in GIS in the department. He 
would almost singlehandedly take this subbranch of the department to a 
higher level in the next decade and was eventually joined by one of his first 
GIS students, Adriaan van Niekerk (Van der Merwe et al., 2016). Technologies 
involved in GIT are often lumped together, somewhat erroneously in the term  
‘geographical information systems’, whereas it includes photogrammetry (accurate  
mapmaking from remotely sensed imagery), computer cartography (electronic 
mapmaking and plan construction) and satellite remote sensing (RS) such as 
aerial photographic analysis and global positioning systems (GPS). GIS is the apex 
spatial information technology platform that allows the integrated analysis of 
information from remote sensors and GPS sources with secondary information 
concerning natural resource data bases and human development patterns and 
manifestations. In applications, its aim is to monitor, inventorise, analyse and 
model spatially distributed natural and human phenomena in an integrated mode 
to support essential planning and management decision making across a broad 
range of government and private institutions from international to local levels 
(Van der Merwe et al., 2016).

Regarding GIS, Hill et al. (2000, p. 87) have noted that “the challenge for academic 
departments, over and above the question of acquiring the technology and skills, is 
the issue of whether we are offering a conceptual course or merely a new ‘tool’ in 
the same way that map skills have always been an important and integral part of 
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Geography courses”. A GIS standardsgenerating body was established in 2003 to 
generate and register unit standardsbased qualifica tions (USBQs) with the South 
African Qualifications Authority (SAQA). Stellenbosch University, particularly 
Zietsman, was actively involved in this process. During the GIS explosion at 
Stellenbosch, GIS was, from the start, viewed from a technology (i.e. training 
in its use) and not a conceptual (which required analytical education) point of 
view. This emphasis prevails until today with the development of educational 
standards in GIS to meet the South African Council for Professional and Technical 
Surveyors (PLATO) (renamed the South African Geomatics Council) registration 
when requirements for the accreditation as GIS practitioner in 2012 reaffirmed 
the applied nature of GIS. When applying for registration, “an applicant’s 
competence as a Geographical Information Science (GISc) practitioner is related 
to his/her knowledge and understanding of GISc concepts and experience in  
applying geospatial technologies, in particular Geographical Information Systems  
(GIS)” (Du Plessis & Van Niekerk, 2012, p. 331).The first GISrelated publications 
between 1985 and 1989 were produced by researchers at UCT, Wits and 
Stellenbosch (Cilliers et al., 2013). Initially, at Stellenbosch GIS was only practised 
in the classroom and not in research applications, but this was to change markedly 
with significant adjustments in the department in the coming years. This, too, has 
a backstory (Van der Merwe et al., 2016).

In the mandatory departmental review report of 1999, the department received 
accolades for the prominent role it played in research applications and teaching of 
GIS in the national context. The shortage of staff (only Zietsman and Van Niekerk), 
however, prevented any further growth in this section of the department. 
A task team, appointed in 2001 by the institution’s management, concluded that 
Stellenbosch University is seen as a leader in GIS research in the South African 
context and that additional staff were essential to enhance this status of the 
department. The enhanced prominence of GIS precipitated by earth observation 
(EO), GPS and GIS industries and sciences globally, and consequently also in 
South Africa, made it exigent to cement the department’s leadership in the field. 
This was ensured through a number of initiatives. 

Nadia Smith (a Stellenbosch graduate but not a geographer) was appointed in 
2005 to strengthen the RS training and research, but she left the department 
soon after (2008). In 2007, the department commissioned a formal enquiry into 
instituting a recognised geoinformatics (elsewhere also known as geomatics) 
programme at Stellenbosch University. The enquiry, by the then retired Zietsman, 
made substantive recommendations which, when the University afforded the 
option in 2009, were submitted as one of the proposals for an Overarching 
Strategic Plan (OSP) (socalled flagship initiatives) in what became known as 
the University’s HOPE project under the leadership of the institution’s first black 
rector, Professor Russel Botman. Under the new chairpersonship of Hannes van 
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der Merwe, the application was successful, resulting in the appointment of three 
new staff members in 2010 (Jaco Kemp, Nitesh Poona and Helen de Klerk), while 
Nadia Smith’s position was filled by Zahn Münch. As its brief, the task team 
had to establish a professional programme in GIT with national accreditation 
in mind. By laboriously pursuing and participating in the national standard
setting and accreditation process through SAQA, the teamdesigned programme 
was formalised in the structure, content and performance of the degree BSc 
(GeoInformatics). The threeyear BSc programme articulates into a fourth 
year BSc (Hons) degree, followed by the researchbased MSc (GeoInformatics) 
and a PhD (GeoInformatics) programme. The importance of a postgraduate 
qualification in GIS/GIT is confirmed in the survey of Moolman and Donaldson 
(2017) which found that most (36%) of the Stellenbosch graduates are positioned 
in GIS or ITrelated jobs.

4.4 Merger / Demerger and Expansion Phase, 2007‑2010
Organisationally, the worldwide disciplinary drift and cycles in the (inter
disciplinary) development of geography have affected the status of the discipline 
internationally and, arguably, brought the discipline to an existential crisis 
threatening its independent departmental structures through forced mergers 
(Van der Merwe, 2009). These tendencies regarding geography followed cycles 
of shifting emphasis between applied and basic knowledge pursuits in tandem 
with longer cycles in response to global economic cycles and because regimes 
mould academia to their own requirements. The competition between geography 
and the earth and environmental sciences is acute and has split the disciplines 
in unsustainable human and physical branches more starkly, emphasising the 
need to maintain a coherent disciplinary profile (Johnston, 1991). Experience 
shows an inability to relate coherently between disciplines without shared 
dialects, metaphor and articulation (shared vocabularies and understandings) in 
interdisciplinarity that incorporates the “positionality” of individual practitioners 
(Lau & Pasquini, 2004, 2008) in forced mergers. Academics’ sense of belonging 
is threatened by such potential identity crises with ramifications for the writing 
of interdisciplinary work through simple differences in style, presentation and 
format between scientific, environmental and social sciences. Paradoxically, 
successful interdisciplinary work fosters subdisciplinary growth and eventually 
new disciplines − impermanence becoming permanence (Evans & Randalls, 2008; 
Van der Merwe et al., 2016).

These observations were acutely on display during the imposed merger of 
geography and geology at Stellenbosch and fuelled the inevitable split that followed 
only three years later. In 2007, at the direction of the university’s management 
to consolidate departments, the department was amalgamated with the then 
department of geology to form a “crosscutting entity” named the Department of 
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Geology, Geography and Environmental Studies. In some ways, this was ironic in 
the sense that it was Shand – a geologist – that enabled the foundation of geography 
at Stellenbosch. The geography department had to vacate the Natural Sciences 
Building they had occupied since 1963 by July 2007 and relocate to the Chamber 
of Mines Building (Figure 4.1). The amalgamated department was placed under 
the executive chairpersonship of Australian geologist professor JC Clemens, with 
JH van der Merwe serving as the chairperson of the geography arm of the new 
departmental entity (Van der Merwe et al., 2016).

Figure 4.1:  Chamber of Mines Building (Source: Authors)

The international concern over the loss of identity and the disciplinary decline of 
geography in amalgamations is omnipresent in the literature (Johnston, 1991). 
Fairhurst et al. (2003, p. 12), in commenting on forced mergers and transforma
tion in South Africa, gave warning that “if university restructuring is to lead to 
this type of relationship in the interests of administrative economies, questions 
on the importance and maintenance of disciplinary identity arise and need to be 
urgently addressed”. Other than the sharing of two semester modules at firstyear 
level (Introduction to HumanEnvironmental Systems offered by geography staff 
and Introduction to Earth Systems Science offered by geology staff) the envisaged 
academic synergies did not materialise and the Department of Geography and 
Environmental Studies regained its independence and remained in the same 
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building from 2010 onwards. Personality clashes, incompatible curricula and 
disciplinary synergy, coupled with the sudden rapid growth of the geology 
component also added to the unbundling of the two disciplines hosted in one 
department. On reflection, a possible factor in the inability of the departments of 
Geography and Environmental Studies and Geology to find any middle ground 
was the department’s relatively weak physical geography and environmental 
geography offerings, which could thus not provide a bridge between the two 
disciplines (De Waal & Williams, 2020). From a management point of view, this 
presented serious challenges, particularly in a context in which essentially few staff 
members were interested in heading the reestablished geography department. 
Appointments made in subsequent years would lead to some innovations in 
management. With the departmental demerger complete in 2010, Catherine 
Liederman (Figure 4.2) was appointed as the department’s secretary, a role she 
has filled with distinction to present.

Figure 4.2: Departmental secretary, Catherine Liederman

An individual entity in 2010 once more, the department faced substantial change 
on a variety of fronts. The creation of new research centres (the subject of 
Chapter 5), the imminent retirement of longserving staff (Eloff, Schloms and 
Van der Merwe) and an explosion of research output were all in store during 
the 2010s.
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4.5 Further Changes 
Given the change in emphasis in teaching in the 1990s, owing to the departure 
of lecturers linked to physical geography specialisations (e.g. climatology and 
geomorphology) and to environmental geography studies, the revised focus 
was accompanied by a modular switch to a more theme and problemdirected 
approach (e.g. South African water management, South African environmental 
management). The human geography accent of the department became 
concentrated on urban and tourism concerns from the late 2000s decade onwards.

The broad undertaking of geography from 2000 forward was to accentuate 
technological advances (such as GIT) and a dedicated engagement with Africa. 
Over the past decade, a number of theses, dissertations and publications in 
the department have dealt with phenomena in neighbouring and subSaharan 
countries, for example Reunion (Kemp et al., 2009), Ghana (Fuseini & Kemp, 2015; 
Yakubu, 2018), Lesotho (Moeti, 1997), Malawi (Mwathunga, 2014), Mauritius 
(Wortman et al., 2016), Mozambique (Nhantumbo, 2009), Nigeria (Onyebueke, 
2013), Rwanda (Gatsinzi & Donaldson, 2009), Tanzania (Tilumanywa, 2013; 
Yamungu, 2019) and Zimbabwe (Dube, 2008; Gumbo, 2013). In a sense, these 
students and their research might represent the beginnings of the decolonisation 
of the department, certainly in terms of the location of these projects. However, 
this did not translate into an overt ontological move towards a decolonised 
conception of knowledge. At best, it meant that there is a greater awareness of 
geographical questions on the African continent and inclusivity of students from 
other regions in Africa in the department. These changes were also linked to the 
university’s drive for greater continental representation in the student body as a 
component of “internationalisation” of the institution (see Chapter 6).

In 2000, the annual tradition (initiated in 1983 by De Necker) of the honours class 
camp at the start of the academic year was sadly discontinued owing to financial 
constraints. At these camps, students were inducted into postgraduate studies 
and topics for their research projects were selected. De Necker coordinated a 
rigorous process of research reporting, which continued during the honours 
year, culminating in final oral presentations (the ‘honours conference’). It could 
be argued that the Stellenbosch honours students have habitually won awards 
at the annual South African Geography Student Conferences owing to these 
events setting the scene for the year. After a long absence, the honours camp 
was reintroduced in 2016 and written into the requirements of the research 
module of what is essentially the fourth year of study. From a research training 
and groupbuilding perspective, this has, in a very short time, proven to produce 
very positive results. Declining finances for student training was a theme of 
the 1990s and early 2000s. The research component of the honours degree has 
traditionally been aided by field work training in taught modules and courses in 
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research methods. Bennie Schloms (Figure 4.3) noted that funding for field trips 
at honours level gradually decreased in the 1990s and students eventually received 
much less training in this regard.

Figure 4.3:  Bennie Schloms on a field excursion with  
honours students

Over the next two decades, there was a gradual expansion of the urban geography 
offering that also branched into tourism geography. Sanette Ferreira (previously 
at UNISA) (Figure 4.4), joined the department in 2000 as a parttime senior 
lecturer (as a temporary replacement for Van Huyssteen) that became a permanent 
position in 2003. Ferreira was only the third fulltime female appointment to the 
core departmental teaching staff over nearly 80 years of geography teaching and 
research at Stellenbosch and became the first female professor in the department 
in 2016. Ronnie Donaldson, with interests in urban, particularly small towns, 
and tourism geography joined the department as associate professor in 2007 
to fill the position De Necker left vacant when he retired in 2005. These new 
appointments resulted in significant changes to the curriculum of geography at 
Stellenbosch and an injection of renewed research vigour in the department. 
The core of human geography became tourism and urban studies while the re
maining physical geography modules were repackaged as environmental studies. 
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Essentially, physical geography per se, was not taught during the early 2000s. 
The retirement of longserving undergraduate teaching lecturers Piet Eloff and 
Bennie Scholms13 in the early 2010s, and the departure of Hannes van der Merwe 
from the department in 2014 signalled the end of an era. They were the last long
serving staff members appointed in the department prior to 1990. In addition, a 
generalist geography offering would make way for more specialised teaching and 
research practices.

Figure 4.4:  Professor SLA Ferreira

The department has come a long way in terms of demographic profile since 
the allwhite male eras of the 1930s to the 1980s. By 2016, half of fulltime 
nonadministration staff composition of the department (inclusive of its three 
centres) were female. However, the department had to wait until 2010 when 
the first black academic (Nitesh Poona from UKZN, 20102019) was appointed 
followed by a second such appointee (Manfred Spocter from the Council for 
Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR)) in 2013 and another two appointments 
made in 2016 (Zama Eric Mashimbye from the Agricultural Research Council 
[ARC] and Samantha Williams from SANParks). Beginning in 2014, and 
contrary to the faculty norm, the chairperson of the department served on a 
oneyear rotational basis in a threeperson management team. Ferreira became 
the first female departmental chairperson in 2014. The oneyear rotating chair 

13 Both lecturers annually received extremely high student evaluations. Eloff was also recipient 
of the Rector’s Award for Teaching Excellence in 2004. De Necker was the first in the 
department to receive the award in 2001. 
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has allowed senior staff in the department to build management expertise, while 
sharing the managerial load and still pursuing productive research careers. This 
model has been replaced with a twoyear chairship from 2020. The serving 
chairs from 2014 to the present are shown in Figure 4.5, while the full list of 
departmental chairpersons is given in Table 4.2. 

Figure 4.5:  Rotational chairpersons.  Left to right:  Profs Sanette Ferreira (2014), Adriaan van 
Niekerk (2015), Ronnie Donaldson (2016), Gustav Visser (2017) and Drs Jaco Kemp (2018), 
Danie du Plessis (2020) and Manfred Spocter (2019)

Table 4.2: Departmental chairpersons, 1920 to present

Chairperson Years serving

Serton P 1920‑1958

Conradie DJ 1959

Nel A 1960‑1972

Barnard WS 1973‑1982

Swanevelder CJ 1982‑1990

Van der Merwe IJ 1991‑1996

Zietsman HL 1997‑2004 

Van der Merwe JH 2005‑2013 

Ferreira SLA 2014

Van Niekerk A 2015

Donaldson R 2016

Visser GE 2017

Kemp J 2018

Spocter M 2019

Du Plessis D 2020‑
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The vision of developing a strong urbantourism critical mass led to the 
appointment of a further urban and tourism scholar in 2015, when Gustav Visser 
joined the department from the University of the Free State. Collectively, the 
human geography appointments also brought in new perspectives, as Ferreira 
had no previous connection with Stellenbosch, Donaldson and Visser, both 
graduates, were away from the department for two decades, while Spocter 
was mainly educated at UWC. In 2014, Jan de Waal, from UCT, was to be the 
only “pure” physical geography appointee in decades after the departure of the 
previous three longserving members from the department. He would be joined 
by environmental geographer Samantha Williams in 2016 (educated at UWC 
and UCT) and Suzanne Grenfell, a physical geographer from UWC in 2020. The 
staff profile of the department has clearly undergone transformation on a range 
of fronts and in a brief period has become more diverse and representative of 
South African society.

By 2019, the department had a comprehensive teaching offering that involved 
16 undergraduate modules packaged in some 20 programmes across four faculties, 
while nine honours level modules, five MA/MSc programmes, 12 MPhil modules 
(in two programmes), as well as a PhD in both geography and GIT are on offer. 
Teaching is largely structured into human geography programmes and modules 
or environmental studies programmes and modules, while the GIT programmes 
and modules are all undergirded by a specialised spatial analytical and problem
solving focus in research. In addition, eight short courses in GIT are offered by the 
Centre for Geographical Analysis (CGA) and the Centre for Urban and Regional 
Innovation and Statistical Exploration (CRUISE) presents two. The Research 
Alliance for Disaster and Risk Reduction (RADAR), part of the department from 
20112017, presents another short course, so servicing a growing market of 
inservice learning and further education.

4.6 Research Activities, 1994‑2019
The 19942020 period has seen significant change in the volumes and nature of 
research produced by the department. Central to this has been the work of senior 
staff, Van Niekerk (over 65 publications since 1997), Ferreira (over 45 publica
tions since 2000), Donaldson (over 55 publications since 2007) and Visser (over 
20 publications since his arrival in 2015). Initially, research in the department 
continued at a normal pace, with little change from the output of the 1980s and 
early 1990s. Indeed, from 1994 to 2009, 111 documented research contributions 
were recorded. Departmental expansion in the 2010s through the arrival of the 
CRUISE and GIT academic personnel, and a renewed focus on research, saw a 
significant increase in the research productivity. The past decade (20102019) has 
seen 390 documented research output from journal articles, book contributions 
and edited collections (Figure 4.6). This is more than half the total research output 
of the entire 100year history of the department (719) (Figure 4.7).
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Figure 4.6: Publication output by year, 1994‑2019 (Source: Authors’ survey)

Figure 4.7: Geography publications by year, 1922‑2019 (Source: Authors’ survey)

The mid1990s saw continued research productivity from the two Van der 
Merwes (Izak and Hannes). Izak would, however, leave the department in 1997 
to serve as dean of the Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences until 2002. Despite this, 
the venerable professor still managed to supervise students and coauthor papers 
during his term as dean – no small feat. This work, particularly with Donaldson, 
covered deracialisation of areas (Donaldson & Van der Merwe, 1999; Donaldson 
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& Van der Merwe, 1998), urban restructuring and renewal (Donaldson & Van 
der Merwe, 2000; Kotze & Van der Merwe, 2000) and urban change (Van der 
Merwe, 1998, 2002). Hannes van der Merwe produced three atlases (Van der 
Merwe & Van der Merwe, 2006, 2009; Vlok & Van der Merwe, 1999) and valuable 
environmental research (JH van der Merwe, 1998; Van der Merwe et al., 2013; 
Van der Merwe & Steyl, 2005), while balancing the pressures of departmental 
chairship and amalgamation / separation in his later career. The two Van der 
Merwe’s proved to be the mainstay of research in the department in the late 
1990s and early 2000s and they laid the foundations for the research explosion 
that was to come.

As stated, Adriaan van Niekerk’s career in the department began in 1997. He 
has contributed significantly through student supervision and research. He has 
produced over 50 research publications since 2010 and has led the growth of 
GIS and GIT as a discipline and research field with aplomb. While balancing the 
departmental chairship (2015) and directorship of the CGA (2009 to present), 
his research has focused on remote sensing (Harris & Van Niekerk, 2019; 
Stuckenberg et al., 2013), data analysis, terrain and landcover analysis (Myburgh 
& Van Niekerk, 2013, 2014; Stuckenberg et al., 2013), machine learning (Bangira 
et al., 2019; Bekker et al., 2019; Macintyre et al., 2018; Vermeulen & Van Niekerk, 
2017) and interpolation (Van Niekerk & Joubert, 2011).

Donaldson’s research interests include the geographies of small towns (Donaldson, 
2018; Donaldson & Vermeulen, 2012) and growth potential of towns (Donaldson, 
Spocter et al., 2012; Donaldson, Van Niekerk et al., 2012), as well as urban 
transformation, township studies and renewal (Donaldson & Du Plessis, 2013; 
Donaldson & Van der Merwe, 2000). Donaldson is also well known for his role 
in postgraduate supervision, winning the ViceRector’s Award for Research for 
PhDs delivered in 2019 and having supervised one third of all the department’s 
PhD candidates from 2010 to date.

Ferreira is one of the foremost tourism geographers in the country and had a 
reputation as an allrounder, with excellent teaching evaluations and research 
output. Her research has typically centred on tourism in national parks 
(Ferreira, 2011; Ferreira & Harmse, 2014) and tourism spaces (Ferreira, 2020; 
Ferreira & De Villiers, 2014; Ferreira & Visser, 2007). She inspired countless young 
geographers to pursue their love for the discipline and has been an excellent role 
model to young women. Her love of her home language, Afrikaans, also led her 
to teach parallel English and Afrikaans classes. Her career in the department from 
2000 to 2019 has left a significant imprint on colleagues and students alike and a 
major contribution to the department’s DNA and culture. Visser was appointed 
to the departmental staff in 2015 and he has been a substantial boon to its overall 
research profile. He has also taken on the role of academic mentorship and advisor 
to many younger colleagues. An urban geographer by training, he has published 
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widely on the tourism system and emerging tourism products (Visser, 2017, 
2019b, 2019c; Visser et al., 2017), gentrification and studentification (Ackermann 
& Visser, 2016; Visser, 2019a; Visser & Kisting, 2019) during his time in the 
department. He is well known for organising staff and student events and his 
teaching of an honours module on the philosophy and traditions of geography as 
a discipline.

Other contributions from staff members include those of Helen de Klerk who 
was appointed from a conservation background with research foci on fire ecology 
(Altwegg et al., 2015; Magadzire et al., 2019) and the use of remote sensing in 
conservation management (De Klerk et al., 2016; De Klerk & Buchanan, 2017). 
Manfred Spocter’s work on security in urban areas and gated communities is 
notable (Spocter, 2011, 2013, 2016, 2018), while Jaco Kemp concentrates on 
remote sensing of land and water surfaces (Callaghan et al., 2015; Engelbrecht et 
al., 2017; Theron et al., 2017). Zahn Münch – a GIS generalist and outstanding 
teacher14 – has produced applied research, covering many topics including water 
management, climate change, conservation and land cover change (Archer 
et al., 2009; Gibson et al., 2018; Gibson et al., 2010; Münch et al., 2019). Zama 
Mashimbye paid attention to digital elevation models and land delineation 
(Mashimbye et al., 2012, 2014, 2019) and Nitesh Poona has done much work 
on hyperspectral imaging (Loggenberg et al., 2018; Poona et al., 2016; Poona & 
Ismail, 2019). After the retirement of Eloff, Schloms and Hannes van der Merwe, 
research and teaching in physical geography has fallen to Jan de Waal whose main 
area of interest has been on climate and water (De Waal et al., 2017; De Waal 
& Vogel, 2016; Jacklin et al., 2019). Enhanced ways to cope with climate change 
and environmental change are being made at various levels across the world. In 
the southern African region, despite the regions’ potential for economic growth, 
several disasters associated with climate stresses (particularly evidence made 
for repeated floods and droughts. He is joined by Samantha Williams, the first 
female academic appointment from the historically disadvantaged groups, who 
publishes in the environmental subdiscipline (e.g. Hagan & Williams, 2016). 
The appointment of Suzanne Grenfell in 2020 holds promise for the rejuvenation 
of research in physical geography. Similarly, the arrival of Kyle Loggenberg 
(Loggenberg et al., 2018) in 2020 should further strengthen the GIT offerings 
of the department. The staff and students of the research centre CRUISE have 
contributed substantially to research output in this period of review. Greater 
attention is given to the department’s research centres in Chapter 5.

The postapartheid period recorded 70% (501) of all the department’s publica tions 
over the past century. However, while the annual publication total had peaked 
at 13 in 1992 (Figure 3.7), it would only reach near that number again in 2011 

14 Münch won a Rector’s award in 2018 in recognition of her excellence in teaching.
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(Figure 4.6). The average annual output in the 1990s and for the first decade of 
the 21st century was approximately seven. However, the final ten years (to 2019) 
of the centenary have been markedly different with the average shooting up to 
almost 40 publications per year, reaching an average of 50 publications per annum 
in the five years to 2019. In many ways, the South African National Research 
Foundation’s rating system of individual researchers and its role in various 
metrics, amongst them staff promotion, is playing an increasing role in the 
pursuit of publishing research in international journals and, inevitably, in English 
(Visser, 2007). The accelerated rate is also a reflection of the internationalisation, 
corporatisation, managerialism and neoliberalisation of universities in South 
Africa and inter national academia as a whole (Hammett, 2012). 

Collectively, there has been increased quality of the research standing of staff on 
the international academic stage as evidenced by the growing number of staff 
members holding National Research Foundation (NRF) ratings.15 Clearly, for 
long the department’s agenda had, for the most part, not been an endeavour to 
pursue a common research theme. However, more recently there has grown 
greater synergy between some of the research produced and the department’s 
main teaching foci.

4.7 Conclusion
The chapter has reviewed the recent past of the department’s developmental 
trajectory. It was a period during which many aspects of the department changed. 
Attention was given to the changing staff complement and the diversity of the 
new appointees regarding their educational backgrounds and prior employment 
histories. In addition, significant strides were made towards greater gender and 
race equity. This spotlighted the stark contrast to the long historic trend of 
appointing staff educated in the department and from similar backgrounds. 
The institutional rearrangement of a shortlived amalgamation with the former 
geology department to form a new departmental entity was reviewed. Ultimately, 
this attempt at creating some form of interdisciplinary teaching and research 
platform failed because economic expediency was the more likely motivation for 
this endeavour. The vast increase in the count of research publications during 
this period is also witness to a significant restyling of the department’s research 
profile. Both can in no small measure be attributed to contributions from the 
research centres housed in the department, to which the attention turns in the 
following chapter.

15 The National Research Foundation’s rated former and current staff members since the 
inclusion of Social Science in the rating scheme: H de Klerk, R Donaldson, S  Ferreira, 
HS  Geyer, S Grenfell, M Spocter, IJ van der Merwe, JH van der Merwe, A van Niekerk 
and G Visser.
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CHAPTER 5

reseArCh Centres  
In the depArtment

5.1 Introduction 
The aim of the chapter is to record the reasons for establishing the three centres 
that have, in various formats, been integral to the department, the people 
employed there and the research they conducted. Consideration is first given to 
the development, in the 1970s, of the first self-funded academic and applied unit 
in an era long before the present-day global corporatisation of higher education. 
The idea of self-funded research units has become increasingly prevalent and has 
been supported by most university administrations for various reasons, most 
of them perhaps not that noble. In the case of the Department of Geography 
and Environmental Studies at Stellenbosch University, the centres have all had 
considerable successes in various matrices of analysis, although the commitment 
to them by the university has, for the most part, been questionable. The order of 
exposition is chronological and, as will be highlighted, each centre has different 
academic and practical mandates. The creation and transfiguration of the Institute 
for Cartographic Analysis (ICA) – later the Centre for Geographical Analysis 
(CGA) – is considered first; thereafter the establishment of the Centre for Urban 
and Regional Innovation and Statistical Exploration (CRUISE) is discussed; 
and finally the Research Alliance for Disasters and Risk Reduction (RADAR) is 
given attention.

5.2 Centre for Geographical Analysis née Institute for  
Cartographic Analysis

Historically, cartography was an important niche in the department that was 
expanded through the formal founding of the ICA in 1975. The ICA, the 
predecessor of the CGA, was a self-funded research unit in the department and 
initially tasked with publishing a series of atlases (e.g. Van der Merwe & Zietsman, 
1977; Van der Merwe, 1983; Jackson et al., 1984; Zietsman & Van der Merwe, 
1981, 1986). In 1997, the ICA was formally replaced – with substantial investment 
of its own funds in GIT infrastructure – as a research and service institution by 
the renamed CGA to be led by JH (Hannes) van der Merwe, later head of the 
department (Figure 5.1).
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Figure 5.1:  Dr JH van der Merwe 

The CGA’s mandate was to conduct basic and applied research in a range of 
geography fields upon request from private and public institutions. In addition, 
they were to support university staff with GIS-related projects and training. The 
CGA’s development paralleled the acquisition and use of enhanced spatial data 
technology in the department as a whole. This aided the department in rapidly 
building a reputation as one of South Africa’s leading academic establishments 
in GIT. The CGA, as the business and service-delivery arm of the department, 
is headed by a part-time director elected from departmental staff and it functions 
without institutionally funded support staff. Directors of the units have been 
Profs IJ van der Merwe (ICA, 1975-1990), HL Zietsman (ICA, 1991-1997), JH van 
der Merwe (CGA, 1997-2008) and since 2009, A van Niekerk (Figure 5.2).
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Figure 5.2: Professor A van Niekerk

The mid- to late 1990s were not particularly good years for the ICA. However, in 
association with the flagship Stellenbosch University HOPE Project since 2010, 
the CGA has seen a major expansion of staff numbers, structure and activity 
spheres. It provides three types of service: project work for the private and 
public sectors at commercial rates; short courses in GIT (closely aligned with the 
geoinformatics programmes) aimed at the public (learn-and-earn) market; and 
aid to students enrolled in GIT programmes or technical GIT research support to 
the department and the other two units. To enable these expanded roles, the CGA 
employed two permanent staff (Garth Stephenson and Ilse Boonzaaier) in 2015, 
several full-time contract GIT specialists and varying numbers of interns from 
the GIT programme. Stephenson and Boonzaaier had previously been appointed 
on a renewable contract basis. This promoted shorter response times to external 
contracts and has boosted the CGA’s annual income − a notable and growing 
contributor to third-stream funding for the university. 

The increased capacity provided by the HOPE Project has enhanced the CGA’s  
aim. Key objectives are to attract larger and longer-term (e.g. multi-year) 
research projects to facilitate human capacity development (i.e. through attaining 
advanced degrees while working on research projects) and staff expansion. It also 
increased research output (e.g. Stephenson et al., 2015; Van Niekerk et al., 2016) 
and strengthened existing expertise in the specialised field of land cover change 
using RS technologies. Large research projects are attracted to the CGA through 
increased internal (e.g. CRUISE, RADAR, other departments) and external 
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(e.g. CSIR, ARC, Water Research Commission (WRC), private companies, other 
universities and international partners) collaborations. The permanent staff 
members in 2019 were Garth Stephenson, Theo Pauw, Divan Vermeulen, Jascha 
Muller and Jessica Eichhoff. Additionally, a number of contract workers are 
involved in the centre (Figure 5.3).

Figure 5.3:  CGA permanent and contract staff, 2019.  Back: Garth Stephenson,  
Adriaan van Niekerk, Christiaan Theron, Ockert Malan, Jascha Muller;  
 Middle: Divan Vermeulen, Jessica Eichhoff, Lauren McCarthy, Theo Pauw,  
Tara Southey;  Front: Adriaan Prins, Caley Higgs, Hanu Mostert

A notable study undertaken by the CGA in 2004 was on the growth potential of 
towns by Izak van der Merwe, Larry Zietsman and Sanette Ferreira. This was the 
first contract study conducted by the CGA and was subsequently updated in 2010 
and 2013 by Ronnie Donaldson, Danie du Plessis, Manfred Spocter and Adriaan 
van Niekerk. This work has had far-reaching applications and still informs 
professional and local spatial development plans in the province. 

Most of the CGA’s recent activities involve the application of GIT for solving 
environmental and agricultural problems. For instance, the CGA recently (2018) 
completed a project funded by the Water Research Commission (WRC) in which 
all the actively irrigated areas in South Africa were mapped. The water used 
by each irrigated field was quantified using satellite RS. This enabled detailed 
analyses of the water use efficiencies of different crop types in different regions 
throughout South Africa. It also provided an estimation of how much water is 
available for additional irrigation and other uses. The findings are currently being 
operationalised to monitor irrigation on a seasonal basis. 

Another 2019 CGA study funded by the WRC developed a web application by 
which farmers can monitor their fields, orchards and vineyards to detect whether 
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and when crops are being influenced by salt accumulation and/or waterlogging. 
The system, called the South Accumulation and Waterlogging Monitoring 
System (SALT – SAWMS), uses satellite images to detect changes in agricultural 
fields. This saves time and costs as it directs attention to specific problem areas 
where field inspections (visual observations and/or soil sample collections) are 
needed. SAWMS was implemented and tested in several irrigation schemes 
throughout South Africa and judged by end users to be a major forward step in soil 
conservation. The CGA developed TerraClim in 2018-2019, a web application 
(funded by Winetech) by which wine and fruit producers can obtain high temporal 
resolution (hourly) climate data at vineyard and orchard level. Users can compare 
recent climatic conditions of a specific location with historical climate data to 
make better decisions about irrigation scheduling, fertilisation applications, pest 
management and harvesting planning. The system is also useful for identifying 
areas suitable for specific crops or cultivars. The CGA also provides services to 
several other key players in the agricultural industry, including the South African 
Wine Industry Information and Systems (SAWIS), CITRII, Hortgro, and GWK, 
so confirming that the CGA has developed a niche set of capabilities of geo-spatial 
technologies for the agricultural sector. 

Apart from contract research, the CGA is also developing a range of software and 
products that have commercial potential. One such product is the Stellenbosch 
University Digital Elevation Model (SUDEM) which was commercialised through 
a spinout company, GeoSmart Space (Pty) Ltd. The SUDEM was generated using 
a combination of RS and GIS data sources, and the methodology was patented. A 
new, higher resolution digital elevation model (DEM), called the DEM of South 
Africa (DEMSA), is currently being developed using photogrammetry techniques.

5.3 Establishing Two New Research Centres in the Department
Since 2009, the department has been strengthened by the incorporation of two 
more centres: the Centre for Urban and Regional Innovation and Statistical 
Exploration (CRUISE) in 2009 and the Disaster Mitigation for Sustainable 
Livelihoods Programme (DiMP) in 2011, the latter being renamed the Research 
Alliance for Disaster and Risk Reduction (RADAR) in 2013. The funding model 
of each centre varies, but the common denominator is that the university bears 
no financial responsibility for them. A direct management oversight link extends 
from all the centres through the department and its chairperson to the dean of 
the Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences. These centres have been very successful at 
many levels, but their relationship with the university has frankly been one-sided 
and exploitative by the university. The centres have generated considerable 
income for the institution with essentially little support or reward in return. 
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5.3.1 Centre for urban and regional innovation and statistical exploration
CRUISE, externally funded by Statistics South Africa (StatsSA), was established in 
the department in 2009 with an urban planner, Professor HS (Manie) Geyer (Snr)
(Figure 5.4), appointed as the first Statistics South Africa Chair. Geyer was 
appointed to the university as a full professor and director of the centre at 
Stellenbosch. 

Figure 5.4:  Professor HS Geyer.  Left to right: Professors Magda Fourie, Manie Geyer  
and Hennie Kotze

Financial support from StatsSA enabled the CRUISE to create seven new offices 
in the department and another three were added through adaptive use. The core 
activities of CRUISE relate to basic and applied research, as well as to the building 
of capacity in the public and private sectors. The lack of capacity amongst senior 
and second-level decision makers in local government for effectively managing 
planning activities on the ground, correctly interpreting and using data that 
inform development planning activities, underlies the centre’s training and 
research mandate. Because StatsSA, the official provider of development planning 
information, found its effectiveness hampered, it resolved to fund a centre of 
excellence at a university in South Africa to create capacity planning execution 
and statistical expediency as a priority. CRUISE at Stellenbosch University was the 
result. To fulfil their mandate, two geographers (Anita Adendorff who was later 
succeeded by Lodene Willemse, and Amanda van Eeden), three urban planners 
(Danie du Plessis, Anele Horn and Herman Geyer Jnr) and an administrative 
officer (Yvette Regue) were appointed (Table 5.1). 
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Table 5.1: CRUISE staff, 2009‑2020

Staff member Period Position

Geyer HS Snr 2009‑2019 Professor and director

Adendorff A 2009‑2010 Lecturer

Du Plessis D 2009‑ Senior lecturer and director (since 2020)

Van Eeden A 2009‑2017 Lecturer

Willemse L 2010‑ Lecturer

Geyer HS Jnr 2011‑ Lecturer

Horn A 2011‑ Lecturer

Regue Y 2013‑ Senior departmental officer

In addition to offering a range of short courses mainly for StatsSA staff, the centre 
has offered a taught master’s programme in Urban and Regional Science since 
2011 (Figure 5.5) and reintroduced a master’s programme in Urban and Regional 
Planning (the previous urban and regional planning department at Stellenbosch 
was closed in 1996). The first intake of town and regional planning students was 
in 2015 (Figure 5.6).

Figure 5.5:  The first graduating group and CRUISE staff, 2011
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Figure 5.6:  CRUISE graduates and staff, 2015

Academically, the centre has functioned autonomously from the geography 
department, but CRUISE staff and students have contributed significantly in 
its short existence to the research output of the department (Van der Merwe et 
al., 2016). Since 2011, the centre has produced over 90 journal articles and book 
contributions in the spatial planning and urban geography spheres. Under the 
leadership of Geyer and Du Plessis, the centre has gone from strength to strength 
and its invaluable contribution to the department is commendable.

5.3.2 Research Alliance for Disasters and Risk Reduction
RADAR became part of the department in 2011. A New Zealander, Dr Ailsa 
Holloway (Figure 5.7) (a qualified nurse with a doctorate in Public Health and 
founder and director of the unit), joined the geography department with two of 
her key full-time staff members: risk reduction programme coordinator Trish 
Zweig (an honours graduate from the Stellenbosch geography department and 
MA graduate in geography from UCT) and knowledge coordinator Gillian 
Fortune. In 2012, the unit was strengthened with the appointment of Jan de 
Waal and Vimbai Chasi as researchers (Chasi left the unit in 2015) and in 2013 by 
Dr Robyn Pharoah (UCT PhD geography graduate) as senior researcher, with an 
additional two researchers joining the unit later (Table 5.2). 
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Figure 5.7: Dr A Holloway

Table 5.2: RADAR staff, 2011‑2020

Staff member Period Position

Holloway A 2011‑2020 Director

Zweig P 2011‑ Lecturer / Periperi U coordinator

Fortune G 2011‑2020 Knowledge manager

Chasi V 2012‑2015 Researcher

De Waal J 2012‑2013 Researcher

Pharoah R 2013‑ Senior researcher

Francioli A 2014‑2020 Periperi U liaison / Researcher

De Kock C 2017‑2020 Researcher

Gabier M 2017‑2020 Data capturer / Research assistant

Harber I 2017‑2019 Periperi U coordinator

Between 2006 and 2020, RADAR acted as the secretariat and project manager 
for Periperi U (Partners Enhancing Resilience for People Exposed to Risks), a 
consortium of research units and departments from 12 African universities 
working to build capacity for disaster risk-related capacity on the continent. 
RADAR staff have generated several publications (e.g. Cutter et al., 2015; 
Hemstock et al., 2016; Pharoah, 2014; Zweig, 2015) and they have under taken 
nationally and provincially commissioned research, as well as regional studies 
for clients such as Southern Africa’s Regional Inter-Agency Standing Committee 
(RIASCO) on humanitarian trends.
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RADAR was based in the Department of Geography and Environmental Studies 
from 2011 until September 2017 when the unit was upgraded as a Type 2 Centre 
within the University and no longer housed in the department. Nevertheless, 
strong links still exist between geography and RADAR. RADAR’s history goes 
back to 1996 when it was established at UWC from where it later moved to UCT. 
It was originally known as the Disaster Mitigation for Sustainable Livelihoods 
Programme (DiMP), but was renamed shortly after relocating to Stellenbosch. 
Although its name and bases of operation may have changed, RADAR’s mission 
has remained largely the same since its inception nearly a quarter of a century 
ago. The centre operates on a mixed-source funding model, with external funding 
supplemented increasingly by self-generated funding. RADAR draws heavily on 
its disciplinary foundation in applied geography and environmental studies, with 
specific emphasis on urban risk, as well as hydro-meteorological threats and fire. 

RADAR places much emphasis on advancing capacity building in the field of disaster 
risk through participation in academic programmes and short courses. RADAR 
currently contributes a postgraduate module in the geography department’s 
BA honours programme and it hosts a postgraduate diploma in disaster risk 
studies and development and an MPhil in disaster risk science and development. 
RADAR also does training through week-long short courses, designed to provide 
knowledge and enhance understanding of disaster risk theory and paradigms, as 
well as to strengthen community-based risk assessment capabilities in disaster-
prone informal settlements. By the end of 2019, RADAR had already trained 
more than 400 development and disaster management practitioners in disaster 
risk reduction and had taught well over 100 honours or master’s graduates in 
disaster risk science. The honours mini-thesis research of at least 40 of these 
students was in the field of disaster risk.

A secondary focus of RADAR’s activities has been to conduct research on and 
contribute to knowledge about hazards, vulnerabilities and risks in southern 
Africa and the African continent. RADAR has given priority to building an 
understanding of disaster risks that predominate in the Western Cape of South 
Africa through extensive applied research into risks in informal settlements, 
as well as of the impacts of recurrent extreme weather events. Such knowledge is 
key to addressing these issues and contributing to risk reduction and foundation 
building for more resilient and sustainable societies. RADAR has also been active 
in creating opportunities for multi-site, transboundary disaster risk research that 
involves partnerships in Zimbabwe, Senegal, the Gambia, Uganda, Mozambique 
and Kenya. RADAR also engages with a diversity of stakeholders and role players, 
including international non-governmental organisations, international and 
bilateral assistance partners, as well as local, provincial and national governments. 
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For example, in 2015, representatives from RADAR attended the Third United 
Nations (UN) World Conference on Disaster Risk Reduction (UN WCDRR) in 
Sendai Japan and assisted in organising and hosting an open forum event on “the 
role of higher education institutions in advancing disaster risk knowledge”.

The Periperi U consortium’s efforts at local and national levels, as well as across 
the continent, have helped to reframe Africa’s self-view on its disaster reduction 
capacity by shifting from an entrenched history of aid dependency to an aware-
ness of emerging local agency and capability (see www.riskreductionafrica.org). 
Since 2014, Periperi U has been recognised as an Integrated Research on Disaster 
Risk (IRDR) International Centre of Excellence for Risk Education and Learning 
(ICoE-REaL). As such, RADAR has contributed richly to the department’s (and 
the university’s) international profile.

RADAR has also undertaken a range of complex and influential research projects. 
In 2012, the RIASCO study included primary data collection in thirteen countries 
with over 200 interviews conducted by more than ten researchers. One of 
RADAR’s most influential projects piloted the use of smoke alarms in fire-prone 
informal settlements. A post-event review of the 2017 Knysna fires, the most 
destructive peri-urban fires in South Africa’s history, has also had a tangible 
impact. The research, commissioned by Santam and undertaken in collaboration 
with Stellenbosch University’s Fire Engineering Research Unit (FireSUN) 
and the Council for Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR), was central in 
motivating the industry in South Africa to create a Disaster Relief Fund aimed at 
providing responsive financial assistance to governmental and non-governmental 
institutions following disasters.

5.4 Conclusion
The research centres discussed in this chapter have made significant contri-
butions to the research outcomes and teaching activities of the department. 
They were established for various reasons and their core research mandates and 
training functions have changed in response to various university, industry and 
societal needs. The CGA is clearly focused on the commercial opportunities that 
applied geography presents to industry, as well as to various levels of government. 
It has been highly successful in earning considerable revenue for Stellenbosch 
University through their activities. CRUISE performs the dual purpose of 
generating significant income through professional postgraduate programmes for 
national planning and monitoring agencies, while simultaneously contributing 
substantially to the published research output of the department. RADAR has 
mainly contributed towards teaching and practical training endeavours and has 
also contributed significant research for social impact. Collectively, these centres 

http://www.riskreductionafrica.org
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have expanded the reach of the department into various levels of society ranging 
from academia, local communities and national government to the upper reaches 
of international humanitarian aid organisations. This chapter has reviewed the 
establishment and development of these centres and shown that their stable 
leadership has led to many contributions being made which are linked to their 
involvement in postgraduate research programmes and the related research 
outcomes. The next chapter reviews some of these contributions.
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CHAPTER 6

postgrAduAte student  
reseArCh In the depArtment  

And relAted Centres

6.1 Introduction
The idea of students making research contributions is complex and fluid over time 
and between various disciplines. Students can, and do, contribute to the larger 
body of research output of the academy in various ways and at many levels – be 
that as fieldworkers for once-off projects, members of a research group or by their 
independent research activities in the form of honours research reports, master’s 
theses or doctoral dissertations. The aim of this chapter is to consider and analyse 
the flow and general research foci of student research at the postgraduate level 
in the department. The first section reviews the research output of the honours 
programmes which involve small-scale studies. Thereafter, the results of master’s 
theses come into view, followed by the most academically significant student 
research contributions in the form of completed doctoral research dissertations. 

6.2 Geography Honours Degree Research at Stellenbosch
The single largest contribution to new research by students in the department has 
been the independent honours research projects – the defining course component 
of the honours programme. This requirement was, however, not always part of 
the honours course and is, in fact, a relatively recent addition. The honours degree 
has various meanings in the context of different degrees and education systems. 
Most commonly it refers to a variant of the undergraduate bachelor’s degree 
containing a larger volume of material or a higher standard of study, four years 
of study, or both, rather than an “ordinary”, “general” or “pass” bachelor’s degree 
(three years of study). In many Anglo-American university traditions, an honours 
bachelor’s degree would include that a dissertation or independent research project 
be conducted during the fourth year of study. The structure and content of that 
requirement is extremely diverse and not the focus here. What is important to 
note is that we have classified honours research projects as postgraduate research 
when in different international contexts that would not be the case. This is a 
broader reflection on the South African higher education model. In South Africa, 
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non-professional bachelor’s degrees (e.g. BA, BSc, BCom) are three-year degrees 
(professional degrees such as engineering degrees or medicine are longer). The 
honours degree is an optional fourth year of study and is an additional one-year 
qualification. Usually the honours degree specialises in one subject field. Intake 
into honours degree study is often highly selective. Currently, the bachelor’s 
degree is at level 7 and the honours degree at level 8 on the National Qualifications 
Framework of the South African Qualifications Authority. Research components 
must comprise at least 25% of the honours degree.

Regarding Stellenbosch University, it should be noted that the founder academics  
of Victoria College are important, because they defined the idea of what consti-
tuted an honours degree. These academic founders essentially set the format 
of undergraduate degree courses, which drew on the academic traditions from 
which the professors came. For Stellenbosch University, that would mean very 
heavy influences from the English and Scottish university traditions. By the early 
1890s, the college was, in academic character, a typical Scottish-English institution 
(Heese, 2018), despite the fact that the student body was nearly exclusively 
Afrikaans-Dutch. This was important to the development of geography at 
Stellenbosch as the person who proposed the introduction of geography, Samuel 
Shand, was a Scot. Thus, the structure of the degree programme, if not the content, 
was copied from his background. 

The basic starting curriculum has already been remarked on (Chapter 2). What 
is important is that the requirements for independent research in an honours 
degree were then not as they are now. From the historical records in the depart-
ment itself, it is evident that the idea of an independent research project solidified  
by 1972. 

Barnard (2016) noted that by the early 1940s, as set against the backdrop of inter-
national and national turmoil, political geography as a systematic teaching course 
was popular amongst geography students. In the middle of a war, naturally 
Serton’s perspective was Eurocentric and most of his relatives lived in occupied 
Netherlands. Serton’s lectures were essentially a regional geography (typical of 
the time in geography) of the European family of state and their continental and 
transoceanic extension interpreted through the lens of power relationships. For 
what is now referred to as the honours year, Serton’s approach merely extended 
this world view. Area studies also dominated Serton’s course on geographical 
methods for fourth-year (honours) research students. Suitable for the time 
in international human geographical research, the French School of regional 
geography and possibilism (as also the American cultural geography debates of 
the time) were lauded. 

According to Barnard (2016), the honours research topics most students chose 
were small, well-delineated areas – precincts, wards, irrigation districts. They 
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conducted research through fieldwork and acquired a grassroots knowledge of 
their study area, observed visually, conducted interviews and made their own 
conclusions. Contrary to later projects, no large-scale mapping was expected, no 
analysis was attempted, and the studies lacked historical depth. Much of what 
Serton established during his tenure for the later research component is still 
present in the exposition of honours research projects but with significantly more 
depth and analysis of collected data.

From 1972 to 2019, 647 recorded honours research projects have been submitted 
for examination as part of the requirements for the honour degree in geography 
(Figure 6.1). A list of these is given in the bibliography of this book. Starting with 
only three projects in 1972, the volume increased so that by the end of the 1970s 
a total of 37 honours projects were submitted in the department. At this level of 
study, it is difficult to really aim for in-depth analysis and ultimately the express 
purpose of these projects is to teach students how to conduct research. There was, 
broadly speaking, a balance between human and physical themes which reflected 
the teaching and research interests of the lecturing staff at the time. In terms of 
methodology, these were empirical investigations in the tradition of positivism. 
Generally, themes related on the one hand to geomorphology and urban 
geography on the other. Given the broader language context of the university, 
almost all the research was communicated in Afrikaans. 

A noticeable expansion in the size of the honours year group is registered in 
the 1980s. There were nearly always more than ten students who submitted a 
total of 114 research projects in the decade. There are a number of reasons for 
this trend, some related to students, some to the institution itself and some to 
the broader national funding environment in which Stellenbosch University 
was functioning. From a student perspective, there was increased employment 
competition where vastly greater numbers of employment applicants would be 
in possession of a first degree. The 1980s were dismal years for the South African 
economy, and the relative advantage of an academic qualification became more 
pronounced. Many of the geography students were aiming towards a teaching 
career and the requirements for the more senior teaching positions increasingly 
required a four-year degree. There were also geography-related specialisations, 
such as urban and regional planning for which an honours degree gave applicants 
an advantage over others with bachelor’s degrees. Other forces were also at play 
that related primarily to funding requirements for universities in South Africa 
and these caused a general drive to increase postgraduate student numbers as they 
attracted greater fee income and state subsidy. 

An in-house publication called GeoStell existed in the 1980s to mid-1990s where 
honours students were required to submit a proto-article to their supervisors 
based on their research. These articles were vetted and honed by study leaders 
for inclusion in GeoStell, a further mechanism for student training in research. 
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Some supervisors, rather than selecting articles for GeoStell, reconditioned these 
articles even further for publication in peer-reviewed academic journals. GeoStell 
was discontinued in the mid-1990s when the department was under pressure 
from faculty to publish in state-subsidised academic journals. A tradition of a final 
honours ‘conference’ was also implemented in this time. Students were required 
to present their research studies at a final report session, which was often a 
formal affair. This tradition still stands today, though perhaps less formal than it 
once was. 

Figure 6.1: Honours projects by year, 1972‑2019 (Source: Authors’ survey)

Considering what was being investigated in these projects in the 1980s a widening 
schism started to emerge between themes related to human as opposed to physical 
geography. About two thirds of research projects were in human geography 
subdisciplines and the remainder in physical geography domains. Nearly half 
of the physical geography projects might be classified as environmental studies 
as opposed to a strong representation of natural science orientated themes in 
climatology or geomorphology. Most of the human geography studies entailed 
urban themes. This was a clear reflection of the shifts in the staff complement’s 
research interests and teaching abilities. Afrikaans remained the language mode 
of communication, but this would change rapidly in the following decades. 

The 1990s was a decade of flux in South African society as a whole and conse-
quently in higher education as well. Student numbers in the honours degree 
programme had increased by some margin over the previous decade and this 
continued in the 1990s with 138 research projects being produced, most in human 
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geography subdisciplines. A new subdisciplinary niche that emerged related to 
GIS and its application to various geographic phenomena. In many ways, this 
focus intersects with essentially any discipline requiring spatio-temporal analysis. 
Going forward, this trend consolidated into a key research area in Stellenbosch 
geography, a separate degree offering, and hence the honours research projects 
as well. 

The first decade of the new millennium were good years for South Africa as a 
whole, but an extremely turbulent period for South African higher education 
where considerable education reforms were put in place. Massification of higher 
education was one of them, with the underlying intent to broaden access to this 
sector. This did not really manifest in student numbers at the geography honours 
level at Stellenbosch. Then again, the language policy of the time, the university 
still predominantly teaching in Afrikaans, did not make it an attractive university 
study destination for those cohorts massification was intended to include in higher 
education. In fact, somewhat of a decline was registered (120 honours projects 
were submitted). The types and subjects of research conducted by departmental 
staff were reflected in the nature of the honours research projects and varied so 
widely that it is difficult to categorise this body of student work. As noted in 
Chapter 4, these were uncertain times for the department itself. Suffice it to say 
that there was a relative decline in student numbers although the prominence of 
human geography research themes remained. The only marked difference was 
that the honours projects in the department were, since 2000, almost without 
exception communicated in English. The overwhelming reason was that the 
relevant student cohort, still largely Afrikaans-speaking, wanted to be prepared 
for English-language work environments in South Africa or, increasingly, abroad. 

The second decade of the century witnessed a significant increase in student 
enrolment at geography honours level. This was a natural outcome of the gradual 
increase in total student numbers at Stellenbosch University and not necessarily a 
greater interest in geography per se. Consequently, the total number of students 
graduating in this course of study increased to 238 in the 2010s. Where physical 
and environmental geography had featured previously, a fundamental shift 
occurred in the research foci to themes in GIS/GIT and, more prominently, 
urban and tourism geography. These concentrations relate to the introduction 
of a professionally accredited degree in GIT and to the reorientated expertise of 
the human geography staff. Consequently, the research themes of the honours 
projects can be classified in broad terms as urban, tourism, GIT and environmental 
geographies. Vitally, the greatest gains were in the GIS/GIT projects and notably 
the era is exceptional for all the honours research project submissions being in 
English. Significantly greater gender and racial diversities were registered.
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6.3 Geography Master’s Degrees
Unlike the requirement of an honours research project as a component of the 
degree programme, the master’s degree at Stellenbosch University followed 
the British tradition in which a relatively consistent academic requirement is 
a research-based thesis, with no or little formal coursework components. This 
generally amounts to a course of self-study demonstrating mastery of a high-
order overview of a specific discipline or field of investigation or area undertaken 
typically over the course of two years. As in Britain, this remained the model 
at Stellenbosch for many decades. However, in the mid-1990s, and set against 
the backdrop of an international trend towards the expansion of postgraduate 
student numbers, the notion of structured master’s degrees was introduced in 
the South African higher education system. Stellenbosch University, along with 
most South African universities, embraced this model. Two different types of 
master’s degree would be on offer, the traditional master’s degree by research and 
the new master’s by coursework and a mini-thesis, typically designated as MPhil. 
The introduction of the coursework master’s was, in large part, one of financial 
expediency. Research master’s could drag on over the two-year mark, after 
which the university would not receive any additional subsidy funding by central 
government. The idea was that the structured master’s option would be more 
efficient in getting students through the system, so releasing more government 
funding. This innovation would have various implications for the department 
over the past three decades. Most importantly, the structured master’s was not 
more efficient in the delivery of degrees, the quality of the research was often 
lower, and it did not articulate well into a potential doctoral course of study. In 
total, the department has delivered 385 recorded master’s degrees (traditional 
and structured) in its 100-year history (Figure 6.2). In the next two subsections, 
attention is first given to the traditional master’s degrees in the department and 
then to the structured master’s degrees. 

6.3.1 The traditional master’s
A record and brief analysis of the extent and main research foci of this body of 
research follow. Serton excelled in postgraduate supervision and writing. He was 
for many years the only staff member qualified to supervise postgraduate students 
as no other staff members held doctorates. The department’s first master’s degree 
student, and indeed the first master’s in geography at a South African university, 
was Ernst Gabriel Jordaan van der Merwe who graduated in 1927 (Van der 
Merwe, 1927). A second master’s thesis was submitted shortly afterwards 
in 1928. The 1930s saw a slow escalation in master’s theses to total 12 by the end 
of the decade. By the 1940s, master’s degrees were an established feature in the 
department and a further 20 were completed by the end of that decade. These 
32 master’s graduates in geography were more than those produced by all the 
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other geography departments in South Africa collectively, although many of the 
other geography departments in the country had not been established yet. An 
important effect of this delivery of master’s graduates is that many academics in 
other geography departments, particularly in Afrikaans-medium universities, 
received their master’s degrees from Stellenbosch.

The rate of completing master’s degrees would remain almost the same through 
the following three decades, with 14 submitted successfully in the 1950s and 
another 15 in the 1960s, but notably during the 1970s when the department was 
arguably at its apartheid-era zenith, only nine master’s degrees were awarded. A 
few explanations for the low rate come to mind. First, there was not really a need 
for a master’s degree for most students in the department who would quite likely 
enter the teaching profession. Moreover, degrees, let alone master’s degrees, 
were still in relatively short supply in the national labour market. Also, there 
were considerably more alternatives to Stellenbosch for obtaining a master’s in 
geography as there were, by the 1960s and 1970s, similar offerings at various 
universities located in the considerably more economically active and attractive 
settings of Johannesburg and Pretoria. Finally, because these were turbulent times 
politically and economically, most students simply wanted to get into the job 
market as soon as possible and they could not easily afford a master’s education, 
particularly when the mode of delivery tended to be full-time residency. This 
trend continued in the 1980s when a further nine master’s theses were successfully 
submitted.

Most of the early master’s studies (1920s-1950s) were regional descriptions of 
geographic areas or places in South Africa. The prominent locales were in the 
Western Cape (Saldanha Bay, Breede River Valley, Hex River Valley, Koue 
Bokkeveld, Caledon, Garden Route and Cape Winelands) while others looked 
further afield to the Orange River, Karoo, Natal and Transvaal. There was a 
spotlighting on small town geographies, particularly developing towns in the 
Western Cape, and the description of their development and economies. Economic 
geography, population dynamics and cartography were common themes in these 
early degrees. Climatology and tourism themes would emerge in the 1970s and 
1980s, as well as a few geomorphology studies. The first master’s thesis written in 
English was by Taylor (1974).

A watershed decade followed in the 1990s, the decade in South Africa defined 
by radical political, social, economic and educational shifts. In this decade, more 
master’s degrees (39) would be awarded than in the previous three decades 
combined (34). This was, in large part, the result of the introduction of structured 
master’s degrees in 1996. Greater concentration on the tourism system began in 
the 1990s which, concomitant with the change in the department’s name, also 
saw environmental themes emerge. This growth in tourism research would see 
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the creation of a structured master’s in cultural tourism and heritage studies in 
the early 2000s. However, growth in human geography topics dwindled over the 
past decade (2010s), with only one human geography thesis submitted in 2019. Of 
those human geography master’s theses submitted, most have focused on themes 
in tourism, leisure and recreation, as well as to urban form, studentification and 
gated communities. Some of the master’s research has explored environmental 
topics relating to climatic change, water resource development and management, 
coastal management, and conservation themes. The GIT master’s component 
of the department has performed well in this time (over 25 master’s graduates 
produced). This is largely explicable in terms of the availability of funding 
possibilities in the GIT domain, whereas bursary opportunities are difficult to 
come by for human geography.

6.3.2 The structured master’s
In following international and national trends, structured master’s programmes 
were introduced in the department in 1996. The main purpose was to increase 
postgraduate student numbers as they attracted substantial subsidy funding per 
student in a situation where public universities in South Africa were being allocated 
increasingly lower funding support from the central fiscus. The introduction 
of these programmes also formed part of a wider national and international 
trend of massification of higher education, particularly at universities. The 
first products of geography’s endeavour to introduce such programmes were 
registered in the late 1990s and the results are clear in the number of master’s 
degrees awarded in the second part of the 1990s (33 master’s degrees awarded 
from 1995 to 1999, compared to just six between 1990 and 1994) (see Figure 6.2). 
Also, in the early 2000s, a programme approach was introduced at master’s level. 
Moreover, there was a national government drive in higher education for more 
interdisciplinary teaching and research programmes. Hence, cross-disciplinary 
master’s programmes were developed. In the geography department, there was 
participation in a number of the programmes, and geography took the lead in a 
programme in cultural tourism and heritage studies. This programme, now such 
a strong focus of research in the department, was established in the mid-1990s 
by De Necker with some considerable assistance by the dean of Arts and Social 
Sciences, Izak van der Merwe. Their efforts enabled the department to create 
an MPhil in Cultural Tourism and Heritage Studies, which included modules 
on township tourism, waterfront tourism, wine tourism and industrial heritage 
tourism, while also including field excursions to Kayamandi and the wine routes 
amongst many others, led by De Necker. Thus, De Necker initially compiled the 
programme and was coordinator until his retirement when Ferreira, who had a 
keen interest in this area of teaching and research, took over.
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The structured master’s programmes in geography were phased out when 
the national government changed the subsidy rules in 2009, prescribing that 
the degree output at master’s level, for most academic degrees as opposed to 
professional degrees, had to be research driven only. This imposition does 
not really manifest in the master’s thesis output of the department because the 
introduction of vocational degrees through CRUISE largely disguised significant 
drops in the production of traditional master’s degrees. 

The founding of CRUISE reintroduced the idea of a structured master’s degree 
but as a professional qualification that was not affected by the rule change and it 
catered for a national scarce skill. The programme was successful in delivering 
student research output, but in the format of mini-theses. The effect is clear with 
output since 2010 having escalated to 163 master’s for the period to 2019. It must 
be noted though that most of these products were not full research theses. 

Overall, the department has produced 385 documented master’s theses from 1927 
to present (an average of approximately four per year) (see Figure 6.2). Taking the 
themes of both types of master’s together, the unfocused nature of the individual 
research topics remains, although there are greater linkages to the research 
programmes of the individual staff members that supervised the candidates. 
However, significant changes have occurred regarding the gender and racial 
composition of the candidates, the institutions at which they completed their 
undergraduate education and the locales of their various research investigations 
over the last two decades.

Figure 6.2: Master’s theses submitted by year, 1927‑2019 (Source: Authors’ survey)
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6.4 Geography Doctoral Degrees at Stellenbosch
The degree Doctor of Philosophy, which has various mutations in its naming, 
is the highest university degree that is conferred after a course of study in most 
countries. As an exclusively research degree, those studying for a PhD degree 
are usually required to produce original research that expands the boundaries of 
knowledge, normally in the form of a thesis or dissertation, and they must defend 
their work against experts in the field. The format of the PhD at Stellenbosch has, 
by international standards, changed very little over time. This stands in contrast 
to new PhD programme innovations in developed countries over the past decades 
where these are mostly full-time residential degrees, spanning coursework and 
thesis components. In this section, we consider the span and foci of this academic 
apex degree and its place in the department’s history. The department has 
delivered 64 recorded PhDs since inception in 1920 (Figure 6.3).

The first geography doctorate at Stellenbosch was awarded to Pienaar (1937), a 
decade after the first master’s degree. There would be four more doctoral theses 
awarded before 1950. The studies, being on economic geography, development 
and population dynamics, reflected Serton’s expertise and research interests. At the 
time, Serton supervised more than half (55%) of all the research students receiving 
advanced degrees in geography in South Africa (Barnard, 1995). Many of the future 
professors of geography at a range of universities in the country completed their 
master’s and doctoral work at Stellenbosch University’s department of geography 
between 1920 and Serton’s retirement in 1958. This inevitably led to academic 
inbreeding, the recirculation of concepts in and approaches to geography, a 
growing disconnect between Afrikaans and English geography departments 
and limited exposure to the international arena. From the 1950s onwards, the 
research foci changed from regional geographies to more systematic themes in 
urban geography, all done in the positivist tradition. Dissertations on economic 
geography themes dwindled, and a few cartographic studies were conducted 
(Jooste, 1968; Nel, 1951). The first PhD in physical geography was awarded to 
CJ Swanevelder in the mid-1960s (Swanevelder, 1965), while the first study on 
the tourism system was completed by JN Steyn in the early 1970s (Steyn, 1972). 
Until the 1980s, most PhD theses had been written in Afrikaans (the first English 
dissertation being submitted by Coetzee (1974)). This changed in the 1980s 
when Vincent Taylor (1984) submitted his dissertation in English, followed by 
De Necker (1987). This marked the beginning of a reduction of PhDs written in 
Afrikaans, the last two in 1998 and 2004 (Froneman, 2004; Reyneke, 1998). The 
first PhD in the GIS/GIT field was completed in the late 1990s (Moeti, 1997). 
Since then, one third of the PhDs in the department have been GIS/GIT-related, 
so signifying the significance of these fields and related to the introduction of the 
BSc GIT degree in 2010.



Postgraduate student research in the department and related centres   

91

Figure 6.3: PhD dissertations submitted by year, 1937‑2019 (Source: Authors’ survey)

Thematically, most PhDs have been in human geography with various topics 
in urban geography, population dynamics and the tourism system. However, 
there is no singularity of research theme in the studies and no clear geographical 
distribution either. Studies have been conducted in the Western Cape, Free State, 
Northern Cape, Northern Transvaal (now Limpopo) and North West provinces, 
as well as abroad (Ghana, Lesotho, Malawi, Nigeria, Tanzania and Zimbabwe). 
By comparison, far fewer studies have been conducted in physical geography. The 
department has not delivered a PhD in physical geography in over 30 years, the 
last one in geomorphology in the late 1980s (Harmse, 1987). GIS/GIT research 
has focused on the use of RS in the detection of land use change and the use of GIS 
as a support system in resource management. 

For the first 80 years, with very few exceptions, these PhDs were awarded to white 
men, most having had their undergraduate training in the department. Over the 
past two decades, this has changed notably, in large part owing to a university-
wide drive for more PhDs and greater continental expansion in the name of 
internationalisation of the student body. This is particularly evident in the 
successful roll-out of full-time PhD scholarships through the African Doctoral 
Academy and other funding mechanisms. The topics these students investigated 
and the diverse range of places where they are located indicate the diversity of 
student backgrounds. 
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6.5 Conclusion
This chapter provided an overview of the contributions that postgraduate students 
have made to the research output of the department. The tempo of these research 
contributions was modest at first but gathered pace over the past three decades 
(1990-2020). The past decade was particularly productive. The fields in which these 
investigations fall are thematically diverse, although there remains a clear focus 
on the four primary subdisciplines of the department (human, environmental, 
physical geography and GIS). Four key contributing factors to the expansion of 
student research in the 2010s were the introduction of the CRUISE postgraduate 
programmes, momentum in the postgraduate GIS/GIT programmes, the growing 
internationalisation of the postgraduate student body through initiatives such the 
African Doctoral Academy and sustained pressure from the university to expand 
postgraduate enrolment.
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CHAPTER 7

ConCludIng thoughts on A  
Century oF geogrAphy  

At stellenbosCh unIversIty

This investigation set out to discover the origins and trace the evolution of 
geography as an academic discipline at Stellenbosch University. A first attempt 
at documenting the establishment of geography as a discipline was made by 
Barnard (1995) and this book has aimed to add more detail to those narratives. 
It has sought to shed light on the beginnings of the discipline at Stellenbosch,  
its institutionalisation as part of degree programmes and provide information 
about the teaching and research conducted in the department, as well as the people 
who contributed to these endeavours. How the department currently operates 
is deemed fundamentally joined to its past and sets the course for the further 
evolution of geography and its various subdisciplines at Stellenbosch. The general 
paucity of recorded histories of the department, the absence of its pioneers and 
the fickleness of institutional memories have severely complicated the task of 
recalling and documenting many of the major moments and achievements of the 
department since its inception a hundred years ago. We nevertheless trust that the 
product will provide a foundation on which future generations of geographers at 
Stellenbosch can build when they one day reflect on the department’s journey 
yet to come.

The first lesson we learnt in recording the general history of the department 
and the various geographies it produced is as simple as stating the case for good 
record-keeping. Visser et al. (2016) noted that the compilation of the centennial 
review of the Society of South African Geographers, The origin and growth of 

geography as a discipline at South African universities, was complicated by a general 
shortcoming of record-keeping at other geography departments around the 
country, too. The format of record-keeping requires consistency at many levels. 
Consistency and depth were certainly not to be found in the source material 
from which this investigation drew. A major achievement of this book is that 
it provides as comprehensive a record as possible of individual staff members 
who worked in the department and what they and their research students were 
engaged with in terms of teaching, research and publications through a range 
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of different modalities. If anything, the investigation provides an electronic and 
physical record of those achievements, the formats in which to order such 
informa tion and a factual foundation from which subsequent reflections on 
geography at Stellenbosch and its links to other geographical communities across 
the world will emanate. This book is more of a repository of information about 
the achievements and less a critical analysis of their content. That task is left to 
future scholars for interrogation.

A second observation is that the main teaching and research thrusts in the 
department varied considerably over the past century, although from an episte-
mological point of view they remained remarkably similar. It is note worthy that 
the discipline of geography was introduced through a physical geography lens, 
after all Shand was a geologist, and his suggested curriculum, overwhelmingly 
located geography in his fields of interest from the natural sciences of the day. 
Although the need for a course in geography was recognised by the university, 
the resultant four-year geography course was fundamentally human geography 
in content at the birth of the department in 1920. Perhaps the only binding 
epistemological thread was one of a belief in empirical data to support descriptive 
investigations of the earth and societal interactions at large in a positivist frame.

The narrative also highlights that the department was in many ways the kinder-
garten of Afrikaans-speaking South African academic geographers, many of 
its alumni went on to teach, conduct research and hold university rectorships 
elsewhere in the country. What they did take with them to these other geography 
departments was a deep commitment to a positivist, empirically-driven style of 
geographic research, which would not seriously deviate from that foundation. 
Indeed, in many ways, as highlighted by Wesso (1992) and echoed by Van der 
Merwe et al. (2016), even the basic structure and content of geography courses at 
other historically Afrikaans universities emanated from the geographies taught at 
Stellenbosch.

Research at the department was seldom led by a truly clear ontology. The world 
view of what society should look like was in many ways an uncritical parroting of 
that which was produced by positivist geographies in the broader Western world 
with no real critical local engagement nor universal project of its geographic 
translation. Debates and categories of analysis seen in the “heartland of the 
discipline” were for the most part translated to the local context, particularly in 
the second half of the 20th century. In some ways, that did encourage some form 
of comparative geographical exploration, but with local cases nearly always the 
subaltern to the theories emanating from the Western geographical tradition. In 
other cases, the uniqueness of a case or region was the only analytic ambition 
and contribution, dislocated in a sea of similar investigations. Nevertheless, this 
style of teaching and research was embraced by many South African geographers 
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for decades, even at the apparently more progressive universities at the time, 
such as Natal and Witwatersrand. Where there was a divergence with the South 
African English universities, however, that became apparent in the late 1970s and 
throughout the 1980s. The rise of a Marxist geography, sometimes styled as a 
“geography of the people“, if only implicitly so (Pirie & Mather, 2016), did usher in 
a marked divergence between Stellenbosch and these universities. It was in many 
ways that step too far to totally question the why behind the geographies that 
were so studiously analysed. Further theoretical innovations and very different 
ways in which to envisage the geographies we lived in emerged during the 
1990s in the form of postmodern geographic ontologies and their accompanying 
epistemological and methodological innovations and were, for the most part, 
absent in Stellenbosch geography teaching and research. It is the task of future 
investigators to really unpack this trend. It is, however, safe to observe that these 
new geographic practices did not sit particularly well with the all-male, all-white 
staff complement of the time. Barnard (2001, p. 65) for one, spoke dismissively of 
the “anything goes” tenor of these discourses.

The value of quantitative, empirically based research was always at the front line 
of practising research in the department. Strategically, and perhaps in response to 
an emerging discomfort with the contemporary political currents in South Africa, 
there was an increased interest in geographical technologies such as GIS and 
later GIT and their application to urban environments and other contexts. The 
hallmark of this work would, however, mainly be that of detailed description. We 
submit that it probably felt safer and arguably more politically natural to spatially 
analyse without addressing the root causes of what was being mapped. Perhaps a 
similar remark could be made concerning the initial rise of tourism geography in 
the department, although that field of study did develop a decidedly more critical 
tone over the past decade or so. But now, rooted in a positivist tradition and 
deeply committed to a strong empirical base, the department is a leading one in 
Africa on matters concerning GIS/GIT technical development and application. 

Since the turn of the 2000s, the department has undergone substantial trans-
for ma tion in terms of its staff complement. At the founding of the department, 
geography was taught by a male and female combination, although in a particularly 
patriarchal fashion where Serton was the professor and Le Roux his assistant. 
Subsequently, the department’s lecturing staff would, for the most part, be a 
white male preserve for decades. Moves towards greater gender representation 
are recent. However, since 2000, six of the 14 academic appointments in the 
department have been female and the department’s first female professor, 
Ferreira, was promoted to the position in 2016. Change in its racial profile took 
even longer, but transformation reflective of the South African demography has 
occurred since 2010. Thus, strides have been made and similar transformation has 
been registered in the postgraduate student body.
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On approaching the new millennium, rapid change was registered not only in the 
staff complement, but also in a major drive towards the internationalisa tion of 
research output in non-South African-based journals and publishing houses. It 
is noticeable that research was increasingly published in English and in journals 
of a considerably higher international standing. There were many drivers of this 
trend, but the most significant was no doubt the inclusion of human geography 
in the NRF rating system which necessitated international recognition. Hence, a 
substantial increase in research output. 

This, however, also links to another issue: funding. How the university and then 
its departments are funded have changed considerably since the late 1980s. 
Universities are increasingly having to find financial resources beyond the 
government block grants they receive which are linked to the number of students 
registered at an institution. This has led to the massification of higher education 
in South Africa and Stellenbosch was no different. Subsidy contributions to the 
university come from many directions, of which state vehicles remain important 
if less so in the past decade. In this regard, the establishment and growth of 
externally funded, income-generating research centres stand testament – they are 
part of the neoliberalisation of higher education seen internationally, although 
the motivation for their creation is not as clear-cut. Approximately half of the 
total departmental staff compliment over the past decade was externally funded. 
This means that the focus and aim of research and teaching produced in that 
context does not necessarily align with the latest academic discourses seen 
either locally or internationally. A number of debates, including decolonisation 
and Southern urban theoretical concerns, have seen little direct consideration 
in the department, as often these issues are not seen as directly relevant to the 
funders, although we would argue they are critically important. Perhaps the 
department has unwittingly become neoliberal in its workings, as it focuses on 
industry demands where key elements of the qualifications on offer are vetted 
by professional bodies. In many ways, this will direct future investigatory paths 
in which applied geographies with a solid empirical base, from most likely a 
positivist ontology, will trump whichever latest turn academic thinking might 
take. In that regard, we would rather see a discipline serve societal needs than 
those that are mainly or purely academic – but hopefully in a responsible and 
intellectually aware manner.

As much as this investigation reflected on the past, it has been purposefully 
descriptive and summative. Investigations like these are not the platform from 
which to launch major critiques of former staff members’ work. There is, 
however, considerable room for examining why Stellenbosch geography in the 
main remained empirical and positivist in its methodological and epistemological 
approach within a rather opaque ontology. It is unclear what staff members really 
sought in terms of a current or future world of geographical imaginations. The fact 
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that the department never engaged any notion of the “ought” is telling. In the end, 
the department lacked something of a “things to do” for an undefined ontological 
purpose. What we do have are extremely strong teaching programmes that are 
in many ways technical and methodological in outcome. Research has been, for 
the most part, empirically robust. In terms of volume, the current geography 
department is amongst the most productive in South Africa and on the continent.

As authors, we are fully confident that the department will be favourably respon-
sive to the current and future needs of society by providing clear analyses of 
spatio-temporal challenges and problems, but with an emphasis on the underlying 
causes. As Virgil stated, Rerum cognoscere causas (knowing the causes of things) 
achieves the Stellenbosch University mandate of Pectora roborant cultus recti … 
a sound education strengthens the spirit. May this be so for the future of the 
department and the university.
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