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Two Professors Fail to Explain

THE ECONOMICS OF
APARTHEID

J. J. JABULANI

THERE HAS LONG been a need for an integrated study of the economics
of apartheid. Here we have a highly developed industrial economy
which has grown up in conditions where the labour force is sharply
divided between a 'colonial' section, deliberately restricted in educa
tional and employment opportunities and the right to collective
bargaining, and a privileged white section which has a monopoly of
these rights and opportunities, The distortions of traditional capitalist
development imposed by these special conditions; the role of foreign
investment; the relationship between mining and secondary industry;
the agricultural background; the connection between the colour bar
and capitalism; the current trend towards state monopoly capitalism
and war economy; these and a very large number of related problems
are a fascinating field of study which could add a great deal to our
understanding not only of South Africa but also of the process of
capitalist development in general.

Two recent studies by leading South African economists, Professor
w. H. Hutt of Cape Town University and Professor D. Hobart
Houghton of Rhodes University, fall short of meeting these needs.
Both the professors are opponents of apartheid in theory and principle.
But both of them are prevented by their own limitations of outlook
and preconception from coming truly to grips with their subject,
and of making a truly profound assessment of the material available
to them. Hutt is a devotee of the 'classical' laissez laire school of
economics which lingers on in certain academic backwoods but has
long had to be thrown completely overboard by every capitalist state.
Houghton is an admirer of the fashionable American school which
strives to present an intellectually respectable alternative to Marxism
by conceding certain Marxist positions. Both ~ks serve to expose the
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superficiality of bourgeois economics and its inability to provide
a satisfactory analysis of the significant South African situation or any
other contemporary phenomenon.

Despite the promising title of his book, Professor Hutt has merely
succeeded in producing a compound of nineteenth century bourgeois
economics, an equally primitive political philosophy. and a number
of unbelievably erode 'sociological observations' such as the following
gem:

Lightly coloured penons take every possible opportunity of passing for
white, and although there is a big economic advantage for them if they
succeed, that is by no means the whole reason for their wishing to do so. The
standards of beauty among non·whites appear to have been subtly moulded
by the prestige which attaches to a white skin and white features.

The lack of discipline in the organization of the book makes it very
difficult to review. Nevertheless in all the morass one thing remains
constant-the apologist for capitalism, living in 'a dream world where
the level of wages is 'determined by supply and demand' (he actually
writes this-about South Africa, the land of pass laws, reserves and
forced labour!) and the benevolent character of the capitalist jungle,
or as he puts it, 'the relatively benevolent operation of the free market'.

Incredible as it may seem, Hutt manages to find examples of 'relative
benevolence' even in the savage pressures imposed to force Africans
to work on the mines. He denies that the mine workers are exploited.

The cheapness of African labour did not ... imply its exploitation.... It
was the rise in the Africans' money wages above the value of those
('primitive') wants that could be satisfied by money expenditure, to which
we can trace-in part-the origins of their high demand for leisure (the
long periods devoted to living on previow-earnings, in the reserves).

It is not because Hutt does not know of the poverty of the Reserves
that he writes of a 'high demand for leisure'. The purpose of this
mumbo-jumbo is to defend the brutal exploitation of Afri<:an workers
in the mines.

The South African gold mines were developed in a manner classical
to the early stages of imperialism. Massive capital export for raw
material exploitation, was accompanied by the necessary measures for
creating a colonial administration to safeguard the investments. The
use of cheap labour becomes essential for the maintenance of the high
profits necessary if the metropolitan bourgeoisie is to be able to siphon
off its excess capital.

Professor Hutt exposes his bankruptcy even further when trying
to explain the fundamental origin of the imperialist exploitation of the
African working elass. (As far as he is concerned, this exploitation arose
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out of the stand taken by the white section of the working class. The
1907 strike on the Rand mines 'prepared the way for colour bar legisla~

tion'.} Keen as the mine-owners were to use as much cheap labour as
possible, they wanted to replace the skilled white workers, paid at

. higher rates, with Chinese workers who would do the same work
at lower rates. The white workers stood firm on the demand 'equal
pay for equal work'. Though even among the most developed sections
of the Transvaal Miners' Association-the miners' union---equivocal

- attitudes were taken concerning the question of the exploitation of the
African working class in the mines, the T.M.A. staunchly defended the
gains of the white working class.

That the white workers were justified does not interest Professor
Hutt very much. He hates trade unions anyway and even more, social
ism and the organizations of the revolutionary working class. The
trade unions emerge as a 'private coercive power' restricting capital
in its benevolent mission. Professor Hutt's opposition to apartheid is
much less than his hatred for socialism and Communists. He even
describes apartheid as 'indeed the survival of a kind of socialism'.

This leading theorist of bourgeois economics has discovered that
Since they first carne to the towns, the Africans have been able to satisfy
their demand for traditional food, clothes and shelter by the expenditure
of a relatively small proportion of their current earnings.

This, despite by innumerable findings (including those of a team of
field-workers in Professor Hutt's own Department of Economics at
the University of Cape Town) that African workers' wages were well
below the 'poverty datum line'-the very minimum essential to provide
a family with the barest needs of food, clothes and shelter. Instead
of these hard findings, we are told by Hutt that Africans were 'happy,
smiling, patient, submissive, respectful and courteous in their dealings
with whites'.

Such outrageous and absurd statements are substituted for any
serious attempt to analyse the dialectics of manufacture and production
in conditions of apartheid.

The present political and social superstructure of white colonialism
in South Africa has been determined very largely by the predominant
mining industry, developed essentially on the familiar lines of colonial
exploitation-mass alienation of the indigenous population from the
land and forced-labour methods. The contradictions of colonial exploi
tation of raw material are in some measure different from those of
capitalist manufacture. But by the time large-scale mining began
capitalist manufacture had already been established, already formed
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and confirmed in the legal. political and other institutions of the country,
and giving rise to the basic contradiction of capitalist accumulation
outstripping the growth of purchasing power.

The massive torelgn investment in gold mining for a long time con·
cealed this contradiction. The means of production grew to the dic
tates of the mining industry and were mainly of a capital-construction
nature. To a great extent South African capitalist agriculture and manu
facture depended on a foreign market.

But with the steady growth of the economy the need has become more
and more acute for a stable and expanding home market. for the pur
poses of the accumulation and utilization of manufacturing capital.

A bigger internal market would however mean higher wages for the
non·white working class and higher production costs that would scale
down the profit rates and the predatory wages of the white working
class. So long as the local market and the export markets were adequate
for the development of the means of production, the bourgeoisie
and its spokesmen lauded apartheid. Out of the system the bourgeoisie
was earning its profits. bribing the white working class and still keeping
prices down to what the local and export markets could bear. The
development of the means of production is however beginning to meet
the resistance of the social relations that arose in response to the
imperialist exploitation of the country's raw materials and the cheap
labour policy so useful for capital accumulation in the other sectors
of the economy.

This is a contradiction that neither the bourgeoisie nor the state can
solve. (The government has reacted to this situation by increasing
immigration of white workers from Europe, hoping that by this means
it can ward off the inevitable crisis of idle capital, falling profit rates
and unemployment. Following the Nazi pattern. capital is being
diverted to arms production and other unproductive ventures. State
control is being intensified. to add to the considerable control the state
already has.)

Hutt senses the conflict but he cannot get out of the situation.
Characteristically he is happy just to point out the 'disadvantages' of
apartheid. He is however incapable of understanding the interactions
and the contradictions of the present South African situation.

He fails for instance to understand that there are sharp contradic·
tions within the South African bourgeoisie. It is clear that a section

.of the capitalist class is concerned about the control that the govern
ment has over a significant part of the stock of capital. The consistent
advance towards Nazism means that the property of part of the capi-
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talist class will fall to the inevitable 'nationalization acts' of the govern~

ment. Part of the South African bourgeoisie is acting in collusion, as
in Nazi Germany, with the state; this section will obviously reap rich
benefits from the expropriation ofother capitalists who are a hindrance
to the success of a war-based fascist economy, (Earlier this year Anglo
American took over the Afrikaner nationalist mining house, Federale
Mynbou, The government immediately issued a statement deploring the
take-over. Oppenheimer replied that one of the great problems of the
country was the antagonism between the Afrikaans- and English
speaking sections of the population. He hoped that by the take-over he
would contribute to better understanding between these two 'ethnic
groups' in so far as they would all be working together.) In this case
the sharp conflict between that part of the bourgeoisie which Oppen~

heimer represents and the government was dramatically exposed.
The main section of the bourgeoisie won; yet this same section is
worried about what the next twelve months or more of Nationalist rule
will mean to it.

Hutt, the spokesman for 'liberal' capitalism does not understand the
reality and significance of this conflict; he does not even see the signi
ficance of the decision to impose state control over capital investment
in the 'Bantustans', He sees as the 'cruel dilemma' of the 'true South
African liberals' that

they must support action, even drastic action, to counteract a form of
subversive activity which exploits violence.... But when the defenders of
intelleclUal and economic freedom approve of the only procedures which
many believe can be effective to suppress subversion, they seem to be
defending the very policies which have played into the hands of the would~be
saboteurs.

We must suppose that, if it would be possible to put it into plain
English, this turgid prose means that having approved of Vorster's
9Cktay no trial law, Nazi police torture methods and other 'drastic
action' against revolutionaries, the 'true South African liberals' like
Professor Hult feel aggrieved. Despite these degrading services to
fascism they are nevertheless accused of encouraging the revolu~

tionaries; they 'seem to be defending' radical policies themselves.
A 'cruel dilemma' he calls it-well, perhaps it is. For years
he has made a profession of 'seeming to defend' a sort of fantastic
Adam Smith 'liberalism', while in practice giving unreserved support
to capitalism and imperialism. Today, in the rough reality of the clash
between open Nazi reaction and revolution in Africa, the imaginary
'middle ground' which people like these 'true liberals' 'seemed to be
defending' has disappeared under their feet. What are his pious assu
rances about opposing apartheid worth-when in practice he supports
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Vorster's gestapo against the revolutionaries who are the only force
which can defeat apartheid '1 To Hutt, the national liberation movement
sweeping through Africa is 'the ominous development of pan-African
imperialism'. Faced with a real threat to white domination and vested
interests, the 'true liberal' turns out to be a supporter of perhaps
the most illiberal regime in the world.

Like Hutt. Professor Hobart Houghton is no Marxist. But his views
on South African problems tend to be far more contemporary, intelli
gent and realistic-and, one should add, far more cogently expressed.
He adopts the method of analysis expounded by the American econ
omic historian W. W. Rostow in his book The Stages of Economic
Growth-A Non-Communist ManIfesto. As may be deduced from the
title, Rostow attempts to provide an alternative to the Marxist method
of historical materialist analysis. He concedes the correctness of
Marx's emphasis on the development of the means of production,
but eclectically isolates this element and rejects the Marxian analysis
as a coherent whole. For this reason, Rostow's method is lacking in.
depth; it fails to encompass the crucial problem of changing social
relations as they affect. and are affected by. the development of the
means of production.

Relying on this erroneous approach, Houghton's book is unable to
supply the reader with a profound analysis of the economy, Qr of the
class contradictions in our country. In short, it is far from being a
Marxist thesis. Nevertheless, unlike Hutt, he does provide the serious
student with a great deal of factual material, concerning wages, foreign
trade, fanning, the value of economic output in the reserves, the
development of state capitalism and similar important subjects. From
these facts, the student can draw his own conclusions.

The great utility and interest of this book lies in its historical and
contemporary presentation of the facts of the economics of apartheid.
]t emerges as an invaluable reference work.
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