POVERTY AM) MALNUTRITION:

The Case
Against Poverty
By Margaret R o b e r t s
(A m e m b e r of the Cape Western Regional Council of the Black
Sash and of the Archbishop's Conference C o m m i t t e e )
fields we would to a large extent be duplicating
N BRITAIN'S bad old pre-Wclfare-Stat*
the work of other bodies—even, in some ind a v s ^ a n d thev w e r e bad c o m p a r e d !
stances, using the same personnel. So the subwith now, for t h e vast majority of tfie
committee on Poverty and Wages, set up under
population, w h a t e v e r they w e r e for some
the chairmanship of Dr. Oscar Wollheim. soon
came
to represent the main "continuation" work.
of o u r well-heeled friends o r r e l a t i o n s —
tired r e f o r m e r s would seem to b e concedThis was concerned largely with helping certain non-White trade unions in their unequal
ing d i e h a r d s a point when they acknowstruggle to help their members keep their
ledged, " O h yes, it's t h e s a m e law for t h e
families in decency and health.
rich a n d t h e poor. . . . " T h e y would s o
Then we decided on this Seminar on "The
seem until they added: " Y e s — t h e rich
Case Against Poverty." As you see from the
a r e n ' t allowed to s l e e p in doorways,
invitation inset, four speakers presented the
either!"
"evidence" in their fields-—social work, nutrition,
industry, and African Trade Unionism—with
plenty of discussion from the floor in between:
Their argument was, of course .that freedom
and
at the end an advocate of the Supreme Court
in a completely unreformed, unfettered capitalist
summed
up the "indictment."
society is really only potential freedom—you
are as free as you can afford to he. For instance:
Our main object was to try' and influence those
if. for this reason and that, including your
sections of opinion, both public and private,
being neither clever nor lucky (however hardwhich may in turn be able to affect Government
working), and the way the economy is ordered,
action. We feel that public policy lags badly
your children's bread depends absolutely on the
behind the enlightened industrialist, a generawhim of a reactionary employer, you are not
tion behind the best medical advice on nutriin practice, free to make radical speeches in
tion. . . . We did not want to say to industrialists.
public.
"Play the game you cads and pay higher wages":
we know that the good employer, if unskilled
wages are a big proportion of his wage bill, does
How much more desperate is the plight of the
nothing so surely, by raising wages in isolation,
poor in South Africa's unjust society. Here we
as put himself out of business and leave a clear
not only take little or no effective State action
field to the bad employer. Indeed. South Africa
to temper private exploitation of the masses.
is alone in the modern world in haying employers
but public policy actually facilitates and ensures
who
have abandoned their traditional role of
it. This economy is not merely "the free fox in
resisting
wage-rises, and taken on what should
the free hen roost": it is the free fox, given a
be
the
Government
job of combating "sweating"'
daily dose of legislative and administrative vitaof
workers
to
whom
the law forbids effective
mins, among hens that have had their legs and
bargaining
power.
wings broken, or been tied to their roosts by
Government action.
DR. WOLLHEIM told us that about a third
of
the Coloured families in Cape Town have an
The result is a murderous poverty among
income
far below the poverty datum line—a
four-fifths of our population, which is a sin in
weekly
£5
15s. 4d. for a family of five—and thai
the soul of all of us who knowingly let it be so.
about
80
per
cent, of the African families fall
Such at least was the idea behind part of the
below
that
level.
Yet this income is just enough
Dedication drawn up by the Archbishop's Conto
keep
a
family
alive.
"But people tell me," said
ference Continuation Committee for Union Day.
Dr.
Wollheim
"that
these
workers and their
I960, when many thousands of South Africans
families
do
in
fact
keep
alive.
My answer i>
solemnly dedicated themselves, in English. Afripartly
that
they
don't—look
at
their
infant morkaans and Xhosa, 1o the task of "ridding our
tality
figures,
the
life
expectation
of
a
non-While
country of the scourge of poverty."
worker compared with a White, etc.—and partly
that when they do. it is a sub-life existence
There were two other parts to that vow—one
usually
bought at the cost of a working mother.
Concerned with securing a just Constitution, and
neglected
children, juvenile delinquency, disease,
the other with the protection of civil rights and
crime
.
.
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liberties; hut il soon hecamc clear that in these.
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"THE CASE AGAINST POVERTY''a
You are cordially invited lo attend a Seminar at St. Saviour's Parish Church Hall.
Claremont, on Saturday, March 31, at 9.30 a.m.
Speakers:
9.30 a.m. His Grace the Archbishop of Cape Town — Opening.
9.45 a.m. Dr. 0. D. Wollheim — 'Trying to Live Below the Breadline.'
11.15 a.m. Prof. J. F. Brock — 'The Effects of Poverty on Health—the Cost to the
Nation.*
2.15 p.m. Mr. W. R. Skeeles — 'Cheap Labour Is Not Cheap.'
3.45 p.m. Mr. T. Ngwenya — 'The Tragedy of the Unskilled Worker.'
4.30 p.m. Adv. D. B. Molteno, Q.C. — Summing up.
Teas and II livhl lunch wilt he available at a low cost.
PROFESSOR BROCK gave us the Ihe devastating figures, in terms both of human suffering and economic stupidity, of preventable disease and death, particularly among pre-school
children. Do you know, for instance, that 10.000
children die annually in our eight main urban
centres alone, from gastro-enteritis, and that
doctors are unanimous in indicting protein-deficiency as overwhelmingly the main cause of
these deaths? And Dr. Brock was beautifully
forthright in dismissing "fecklessness." "ignorance," etc., as comparable with poverty in causing this starvation.

MR. W. R. SKEELES showed us unanswerably
how costly to us all, in terms of productive
efficiency, and of miserably inadequate homemarket demand, is our "cheap" labour; and how
astonishingly Government lags behind employers
in their attempts to have the Wage Act amended
to combat this stupidity.
MR. THOMAS NGWENYA gave us a devastating picture of what it is like on the inside of
that "home market." where, because civil liberties ensuring freedom of movement, effective
bargaining power, etc., etc., are by law denied
to our African workers, "real" wages have been
falling for a generation, and are still falling.
Unemployment is rising.

• Do you know that skim milk provides all
necessary protein?
• That Dr. Mitchell of the Cape Divisional
Council went on record years ago with the
fact, at once hopeful and horrifying, that
a daily tablespoon of skim-milk powder per
child would virtually wipe out gastroenteritis, even leaving housing and hygiene
untouched?

MR. DONALD MOLTENO'S masterly summingup gave proof of four propositions—that the
most desperate poverty prevails among the vast
majority of our people; that this poverty is deepening, alarmingly; that Government policies on
the whole tend to aggravate rather than alleviate
this poverty; and finally—and most important
of all—that "in terms of productive potential,
poverty in South Africa is totally unnecessary,
and could immediately be alleviated and shortly
be abolished if the will were there to adopt the
appropriate measures."

• And do you know that the Government is
quite desperately embarrassed by milk
surpluses?
• That in the first 12 months after Bremer
bread—containing skim-milk powder—was
discontinued, about three years ago, 370,000
gallons of skim-milk went down the drain
on the Rand alone?

For the first three, he depended largely on
analyses of speakers' evidence. He supported
fully, on the third, those speakers who showed
that, in essence, colour-bar legislation (such as
the pass laws) which is as destructive of national
prosperity as it is restrictive of personal liberty,
substantially pre-dated this Government, although
this Government made it worse. And in the field
of nutrition he. like Professor Brock, made the
Continued overleaf

9 That even allowing the abundance of a
daily pint per child, this would have kept
over 8.000 children, killed that year by
malnutrition, in full health?
• That to cure one case of kwasiorkor—the
main protein-deficiency killer, which hospitalises many thousands annually^costs
the state about R150?
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T H E CASE AGAINST POVERTY—
(Cotttd.)
same charge of inaction against previous governments. Both, for instance, quoted the 20year-old work of that distinguished nutritionist,
the late Dr. T. W. B. Osborn, M.P., and its failure
to evoke official response.
On (he fourth proposition. I feel it imperative
to quote Mr. Molteno directly—I wish very much
that it could be in full:
"It is my final proposition that this poverty
is totally unnecessary. I wish first to debunk
a fallacious approach often repeated—that the
Government, or the privileged White class, "does
so much" for the non-White people, the main
victims of poverty. . . , Even if this were true,
and I dispute it, 1 believe it to be a total fallacy
to imagine that poverty can be abolished by
any form of bounty. . . . The only way In which
poverty can be alleviated . . . is by an increase
in the national income, which, In turn, is dependent upon the co-operative efforts of .ill
classes of the community directed to the best
use of material resources. The role of governments, therefore, is . . . to promote the conditions for increasing productivity.
"On the physical side the evidence is clear
that South Africa is materially well endowed.
Twenty years ago, the Van Eck Commission presented irrefutable evidence of this. . . . Mr.
Molteno then quoted extensively from the Report (very exciting to hear, "for this evidence
has never been contradicted") and its recommendations (very depressing to hear, "because
never acted on").
"The country therefore possesses the human
and material resources to enable it to overcome
poverty. The problem thus is one of organization:
to mobilise those resources and direct their use
to the alleviation and ultimate abolition of
poverty.
"And that task pre-eminently is the function.
I suggest to you, of Government, and should be
one of any government's two principal functions—the other is the promotion of personal
freedom. The two must go together, they are
complementary: the one is impossible without
the other."
And. after detailed advocacy of the economic
measures, like anti-cyclical budgeting, necessary
to the conquest of poverty, Mr. Molteno warned:
"Although Parliament is the only organ that
can take or authorize the measures that I have
suggested to you are required. I do not think
it is likely to do so, so long as it is exclusively
composed of the privileged class in this country.
. . . I know of no historical case where an organ
exclusively composed of the privileged has made
the radical reforms needed to alleviate the condition of the masses of the people. . . ."
The Black Sash, throughout the length and
breadth of the Republic, must surely respond to
these sentiments with a very solemn AMEN—
and act accordingly.
Vhf Mark Susft. iittis, /Of..?

A BRILLIANT and tolling exhibition
was a r r a n g e d for t h e S e m i n a r
by Aileen Moodie, (he Research Social
W o r k e r in the N u t r i t i o n Unit of the
University of Cape Town, in kiosks
around

the

hall, giving

figures of m a l n u t r i t i o n in

facts

and

diagram

form.
Dr. O. WoIIheim also set out on a
table t h e actual food which could b e
bought from the average weekly wage
of an unskilled w o r k e r .

