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The use in this paper of the terms race and class has proceeded

on the assumption that the historian is absolved from the
obligation to contribute anything noteworthy about their meanings
as concepts. To do that is the province of the sociologist or

the economist. No doubt some social scientists would cbject to

a particular historian's method of testing the usefulness of these
concepts as techniques of historical explanation. To the historian
that is quite acceptable as fair criticism, provided that he is

" not saddled with the duty of redefining them as concepts. Another
difficulty lies in the fact that many historians, including myself,
in terms of our temperament and approach, do not find historical
explanation involving the use of large categories of this kind very
satisfying. We are more interested in the particular, in specific
events and iﬁ the actions of specific people. At the same time
historians must accept that the social scientists are correct to
stress the dimension of the impersonal in attempting to explain
social change. When the role of impersonal categories 1ﬁ the past
is. at issue, the historian has-‘a claim to be heard. For if the
historian's grasp of the models and concepts of the social sciences
is ahaky, perhaps as imperfect 'is the concrete historical knowledgc

of many social scientists.
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The historian's characteristic approach wouleFequire him to embark
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on the basis of a precisé definition or a firm theory of race ad class.

Presumably it can be accepted that race has a scientific basis in
genetics, a8 a means of classifying mankind according to certain
physical differences of a hereditary nature. The main controversies
about race arise from attempts to explain certain culturally based
behaviour patterns in terms of these racial differences, and as a
consequence of this to rank races on a superior-inferior scale. The

validity of race as a category of explanation does not require the
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adoption of a particular position in these controversies.
Obviously 'racism', in the sense of racial consciousness, is and
has been a factor in many societies, and as such it forms a
legitimate object of study. Admittedly this does not validate
race as a category of explanation. At the same time the

potential validity of race as such a category should not simply
be rejected a priori. To insist that race must always be
explained away in terms of something else is to indulge in ‘'the
counter fallacy of anti-racism'& which may be just as wrong-headed.
as racism itself, It is a contention of this paper that some of
the'hnalyses of recent South African history in social terms
reflect a tendency to reject out of hand explanations in terms of
race, on the mistaken ground that such explanations are themselves

instances of the racist fallacy.

As far as class is concerned, the historian's problemllies in the
bewildering vériety'of senses in which the concept is used by social
scientists, On the criterion of classifying individuals on the:
basis of their occupations, it might be possible to delineate
social classes in a more or less objective way. Alternatively the
criterion might be invoked of class consciousness on the part of
the individuals, which would call for evidence of their own
‘subjective assessment of their class affiliation. In both these
cases class is used as a more or less permanent attribute applying
to a collection of individuals. Newer insights in sociology and
social anthropology are evidently leading to quite a different
conception of class, not as a grouping of individuals but as a
network of social relations that are constantly subject to change.
Presumably the classification in social anthropological studies of
Africans in dual roles, as townsmen as well as tribesmen, is an

instance of this tendency. Stimulating as these rival concépts of
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class may be, their very variety must create a doubt in the
historian's mind as to the claims of analysis in terms of

social class to override all other categories of explanation.

The reference to the 20th century in the title of this paper
does not mean that the analysis‘is meant to be applicable to
the present gituation in South Africa. It is in fact a
historical analysis beginning with Union in 1910 and ending
for the most part in 1948. It does not seek to enter the
controversy as to whether the differences between pre-1948

- segregation and post-1948 apartheid are qualitative or not.
On the other hand it does assume certain continuities between
the present and the recent past, and the prevalence of
features fundamental to South African societylboth then and
now. What follows néxt is an analysis of race relations in
South Africa in terms of a power balance between the ruling
whites and the subject races. The paper then proceeds to a
discussion of class formation and class conflicts in early
industrial South Africa, but reaches the éonclusion that race
has been a more decisive factor. Finally_it seeks to assess
some recent attempts to reassert the claim that class conflict
is, after all, the decisive consideration, and that race

relations themselves are properly to be explained in class

terms.
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The racial basis of the modern South African state is a truism,
There was white supremacy everywhere in South Africa before 1910
but Union formalised and intensified it. Lord Selborne, the
British high commissioner at the time, had warned that 'the worst
form of government for natives i1s direct government by a
Parliament of white man.'(l) Yat this is what Union entajled., It
made possible the exercise by the white electaorate, through'ths
institutions of parliamentary democracy, of the right of self-
determination, It also meant, in a way that wes not fully
recognised at the time, the grasp by the white minority of political
domination over all other groups in a plural society, 1IP wae think
of this arrangement as a form of colonial rule, there was nothing
very remarkable about it. Nearly all Africa was under colonial
rule, The only difference in the South African case was that the
ruling whites lived in the same country as their black 'subjects’, (‘
instead of being based in a metropolitan or colonising country {in
Europe., It was almost universally assumed that ell ths colonial
powers in Africs, including the Union, were committed to the task
of trusteeship, This approach implied a paternalist pelicy,
conceivably in perpetuity, for it was atill widely accepted that
the wards, the black people who were being ruled, were racially
inferior. Even a paternalist policy was meant to show progress of
8 kind, though not necessarily political advancement, In the
South African case the vague ideal was that the ruling white
minority should raise the backward African majority in the scalse
of civilisation, There were no immediate pressures on the whites
as to what course they should embark on in fulfilling this

obligation, (

Since {t was the whites who made up the political nation, enjoying
the nffective power, the tone of South African politics was
{nitially set in terms of lssues dividing the white community,
There were elements of a revival of the old Anglo-Boser ‘'racial'’
conflict but politice was mainly 'a debate among Afrikaners about
what to do about the Britiah.'(z) The issues werse the Pamiliar
ones: ‘South Africa first' as against imperial interests, ‘
language equality, the move towards Dominion autonomy and the ’
demand for a republic, It was in this context that Afrikaner
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nationalism emerqged as the political pacemaker and, after
assuming full and long term powaer in 1948, finally achieved its
republican goal in 1961,

The dominance of issues in white politics in the Qqnaration

after Union was underlinad by the impression among politiciana
that black-whits questions were simply less p:easiné} This is
‘“not to imply that issues in uhite politics operated on an
independent plane, without reference to the other set df‘duastioha
relating to multi-racial South Africa. Many issues ‘in white
palitics had their plursl side. About immigration, for axample,
the Afrikaner fear and the English hope was that it uould one

day give the English section an electoral majority, But from a
white standpoint immigration could also mean an improvément in
the ratio of white to black. Until 1961 it was the Afrikaner
fear that_prevailad.(s) _lssues of race relations were capable

of .braeaking more directly into the preserve of white politics.
Frequently the political parties made a'straightforuard appesl

to the racial interests and fears of the white electorate: This
fiirst happened in pha 1924 general election when the Nationalist-
-Labour péct_exploited the issue of the industrial colour bér.. In
the 'black Manifesto’election of 1929, when Smuts was accused of
endangering white interests by his defence of the Cape franchise
#for Africans and his suggestion that the Union form part of a
British-created black Pedsration to the north, the Nationaliste
made the racial issue the key one. The exercise was repsated in
the apartheid campaign of 1948. On each occasion the device of
exploiting racial susceptibilities ﬁrbducad handsame electoral

gains,

At other times, instead of outbidding each other, the white

parties appeared to ba_aeekihg édnsensus ‘oh racial issues, Both
the administfativa experts in *Native Affairs’ and the politicians
preached the wisdom of keapihg such matters outside party politics,
In.part this was a function of the évouéd'objactiverf building

a united white nation'uhich, strbng in its unity, would deal

justly and genarouaiy with other groups. Nowhere, it seemsd,

could the need for united action on the part of whites be stressed

more/ ...,
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more than in the central area pf their relations uith‘other

races.

1t 1s hard to say whether it was division among the whites or
consansus that prbvad more disadvantageous for the non-whites.
Smuts, under attack from both opposition parties for not taking
segregation far enough in his Natives {Urban Arsas) Act of 1523,
surrendered to their insistence that there should bs no guaranteed
freehold or other security of tanure for Africans in tha_touna.(4)
On the other hand consensus was af a peak, during the fusion
govarnmant, uhen the Cape Africana lost thair voting righta in
1936, ' '

The fact of white dominanca in the Unlon did not mean pnlitical
quiescence on the part of non-whites, The most obvious resource ('
open to Africana and Coloureds vas provided by the survival of

the non~racial Cape franchisae after Union. In the Cape the
importance of the Coloured and African vote to the two parties

in competition for it, as much as the liberal tradition, had
served to safeguard the franchise. Under Union a drastic
*dilution of the strength of non-white voters took plaée,-through
the addition of the white voters Prom the other provinces.  Later
the legielation of 1930-1931 took the dilution further, through
the enfranchisement of white women (thus excluding in the Cape
women of other races) and the exemption for white men in the Caps
from the need to meet the franchise QUalifications. This
political weakness of non-white voting power, as well as the
inadequacy of the entrenchment given to the Cape franchise, (
Facilitated the abolition first of the African common roll vote

in 1936 and twenty years later that of the Coloureds,

It cannot be cleimed for the Cape franchise that it was an
effective weapon for the non-whites who obtained it. At no tlma~
was there co-opersation between Coloured and African leaders over
the use to which the votes of thalr fpllouars wers to be put.
Neither Dr., Abdurahmen's African Political Organisation nor the
various African voters' assaciations of the Eastern Cape were
able to co-ordinate Coloured and African voting behaviour, even
on separate lines. For as long as ths non-racial franchise

survived/...




survived, both the African and the Eoloured vote Pfunctioned as

mereg eppahdagee to ;he:uhite_polipical partiee,

The non-uhite political aeeociatione end preeeu:e groupe that _
emerged in the post=-Union period vere neceeearily extre-parliementery
in their. roles. .They were weak end divided et:ucturee glving

»<. expression-to African,. Caloured and Indian voican' rather then
political activity in pureuit of atteineble ende. Their ueekneee
owead something ta general inertie, quieecence and .a. tendency to
~accept authority .on .the part of the communitiee concernad. Aperf
from this paseiue_'collaberation' on the pert ef the meesee, there
vasimore agctive. colleboretien by othere, edch as ‘the officially
recegnieed and ealaried chiefe co-epereting uith uhite edminietretare
(. in the reserves., 0On. the othar hand the politicel behaviour of the

Afticans, as. reflected in these mevemente, ehoued a pontraet to the
stindard 19th century pattern of tribel reeietance egainet the
encroaching .and disrupting frnntier of celeniel rule. Reletive also
‘¥o: the rest of. Africa at leeet up to 1945, non-whitse polii‘.icel
activity in South. Africa reached a high level of eephieticetien and
arbbculation.- Despite the generel feilure tu mobiliee mass
movements, there uae,_emeng the leede:e and te .soma extent beyond
them, a definite stirring of political conecioueneee. However
ineffective they hava praved, new ferme of reeietence to uhite rule

' uereiheing tried.. - e e

[ R

'The most eignificant of the African ergenieetione to, emerge eeon
after Union-.was the Induetrial and Commerciei Union.,s Creeted in
7Gape Tqun in. 1919 by Clements Kadalie, from Nyeealand, the I c.u.

iﬂquickly spread and so0n flouriehed as eomething ef a mass movement

"I'n ‘the eastern Cepe. By 1927. rollnuing the meve of its headquertere
t.d'.Johannesburg and. the emergence of the Netel branch, centred on ;

;Durban, under the Zulu, AR.G.U, Champion, the 1.C.U. claimed to have
100000 members, Then, at the very height of ita influence it began
to Eellapse. Internal disseneion was evident in. the expulsion of
the Communists in 1926 and in the rivalry of Kadalie and Chempion

- @s! leadsrs, .Direct repreeeion by the etate also played a part in

the dounfall of the I.C.U.
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£Although the African National Longress emerged in 1912 (uhan it
was founded as theg South African Natjuve National Congress), ita
role was insignificant until the passive resistance campalgn of
the 1950'9.(6 In the thirties African political sctivity wvas at
a lower ebb than. in the tuenties. For a time after 1936 the
African natlonalist leadearship uas prepared to give a8 try to aaparate
representation and the Native Raprasentative C0uncil.(_

Just as-thereAuqé no ofganisatioh.that coqld claim to give unified
exprassion to. African yiews, 8o there was.no prospect of & united
non>white Prdnt,'excab€ ?othha'congfbsa-movemeht,of the 1950'3;;
The Coloureds hoped in valn.that Hértzog’a promises to. fham would
' be kept and that they would be intagrated politically with the .‘(
‘whites. The Indlans kept to the pattern aset by Gandhi of ;alllnq

in the mediating power of the imperial government (and latet the
United Nations) to achisve special treatment as a distinct
community, Apart from tha group'conaciouénesa of the Coloured and; |
"Indian communities, it is arguable that both shared a latent
interest with the uhitea, in thet .all threse were and are minotity
groups, when considered alongside the nfricans.

Whatesver the progress read into their efforts, or the value

attached to their experience, the non-uhite organisations clearly
failed as movements of protest against white rule, Any advances
they made were more than matched by the dynamic pouer resqurces nf_ﬁ
the white state,  Black disarmament was virtually complete before it
1910, while the coercilve agencies huilt up after Union, the pqliée
:and'defsnce forces, were kept Firmiy undar'whita control. Even the
undeniably modest gosls of the early Africen nationalists, who as
late as 1936 were demanding little more than the extansion of. the
Cape franchise to the rest of tha country, were capable of arousing
fears and hardening attitudes among whites, This effect became

more -pronounced with the shift in the 1950's to anti-colonjplist -
aims.including majority rule. The resilt has been the repression-
of these movements under special 1egislétion and coercive pouwgrs,

In/eaue




In the above survey race has been employed as a category for
axplaihidg the power relationships within the South African

atate, Recently a demand has grown up for the application of
'social clees as an sltarnetive technigue of snalysie, In part

this has been sn ideologicsel development reflecting the interest

of Marxiast theaorists in producing an explanation in tarms of the
‘cless atruggla' More broadly the imterest in class invites, {n
an open- mindad way, greater utilisation of sociological and
economic’ ‘concepts particularly in the study of more recant hiatory.

(8

;Certainly the theme of econcmic changa in 20th cantury Scuth Af!iq.
implies spectacular davalapments in the composition of’ aocial
classes, Even cursory attention to the tuin proceaaes of indus-
trialisation and urbanisation serves to establish this. ~The first
"saw the rapid growth of secondary 1nduutry,‘aapecialiy in the'
periad after the Sacond World War, to the point of challenging

the primacy of goldmining and sgriculture in ths sconomy. The
second, bringing to the touna the necessary labour force, had
especially decisive effects for both Afrikaners (ainca most Engligh=
. speaking South Africana were already urbanisad) and Africana, as
_the following table shous: s,

Urban populations as percqntageé df“the'tdtél‘pdpulation

3 1911 1522 1936 1946 1951 1960
Whites 51,6 55,8 65,2 74,5 . 78,4 . 83,6

Africans 12,6 12,5 17,3 23,7 27,2 31,8

: Coloureds 46 45,8 53,9 60’9 64,7 . 68’3

Indiane 46 30,9 66,3 71,3 77,5 83,2
25 24,7 25,1 38,4 42,6 47

~In mo far as this aconomic'grouth expended the 'capitalist’

classes it was the whites who vers involved. The ranka of the
goldmining magnates were 1?ined by the entreprensurs of caommerce
and secondary 1ndustry. Tha professional 'element in ‘the middle
class similarly grew. The establishment of Iscor in 1928 marked
the emergence of a component of 'state capitelism', also controllecd
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classes it was the whites who were involved. The ranks of tha
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and secondary 1ndustry. The professional 'element in ‘the middle
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the emergence of a component of ‘'state capitelism', also controlled
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by Uhltes. Finally the expanding opportunities of the urban‘
market and the subsidies provided by the state encouragegd morp
progressive methods on the part of many farmers, o0 agriculture

as a wvhite enterprise became more 'capitalist' in character.(lo)

The original component of the white working class consisted of
the skilled workers, mainly British and Australian born, who made
nearly all the early craft unions the preserve of uhitas. Next
were the white mineworkers who sought to monopolise skillad and

..8emi-skilled jobs on the mines in terms of the white labour

-.UhltBSO

prlnc1ple (carried in the Mines and Works Act of 1911) that the
relevant 'certificates of compatency' ‘should -be" issued only to
(11) A further element was dddéd by theg urban migration

' of members of the depressed and unskilled white clasa of the
countryside, the bywoners on farma owned by other uhitaa. Some
of these pnor uhitea‘ uho came to the Reef went to work on the
mines, where by the time of the Rand Revolt of 1922 Afrikanere

. formed a majority of the white workets. Others wers helped by
the anforcement of the 'civilised labour' policy in the late
1920's. In one form this meant that certain jobs on etate or
utility undertakings, such as the railuays,_uera reserved for
them, 1In another it meant the pronguncement by a board appointed
.under the lage Act of a particulaf'uccupation a8 ona meriting a
'civilised® wage, in which cass the white employer preferred to
take on a white worker rathser than anyona slse. (12). The economic
grouth of the late twentles and thirtias also contributed to the
solution of the ‘'poor white problem’, Espacially in its recent
phases this grauth has aslao added to the stratification and
complexity of. the white working clasa,_but uithout altaring its

peculiarly privileged character.,

Turning to class formation among, the nthar races, we may begin by
notlng that economic growth and education hava promotad the
emergence of a small middle class. lmpressianistically onhe could
assert that this procsss has gone further in the Ingian and
Coloured communities than among Africans, and that in the case

of Africans and Coloureds the buainasq camponenf has been
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smaller than the professional one. That urbanisation entailed
some move towards the emergence of an African middle class is
avident in the ownership by some Africans gof urban freehold
property, although government policy since 1948 has halted this

tendency.,

On the reserves economic growth this century has entailed a
decline in the tribal or communal peasantry which, it is now
claimed, had actually improved its condition in the mid-19th
century. The main reason for the decline was the growing demand,
from mining, secondary industry and public undertakings such as |
the railways, for migratory labour. Bn the onse hand this meant
a dependence of agriculture in the reserves on remittances from
migratory workers; on the other the low wages characteristic of
1sﬁch labour may be linked to the supplementary subsistence income
drawn from that agriculture. Through scil-ercsion, over-stocking
and inadequate farming methods, this additional income has almast
Eértainly fallen. The result has been an undermining of the |
stability of the migratory labour 'system' and the likelihood of
increasing poverty in the reserves. The more recent demand,
since 1945 especially, of secondary industry for a more stable
and efficient work force has added a new and growing dimension to
the African working class. These are the permanently urbanised,
non-migratory workers living in the tounships, a category
recently dascribed by Dr. Ellen Hellmann es ‘second and third
generation townsmen, ethnically inter-married and strangers to
the homelands'.(ls) Obviously the demand for labour of this

kind has had the effect of further undermining the migratory

system,

Thé palitical importance of these class divisions can readily be
illustrated. In the case of the whites, there was a definite
class conflict betuween cdpitsl and labour, the minecwners againat
the mineworkers, which culminated in the Rand Revolt of 1922,
This conflict over the colour bar in mins labour was won in the
short term by the Chamber of Mines through Smuts's suppression of
the Revolt, but ultimately by the mineworkers through the victory

0f/eee
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DEW;he Nationalist-Labour Pact in 1924. Apart from the
reiﬁstatement of the industrial colour bar through the passage

of the Minas and Works Amendment Act in 1926, white labour
secured further gains through the inception of the 'civilisad
labour! policy.(la) The new security and privileges thus given
to white labour may have contributed to the decline of the Labour
party, whose rise had been linked to its exploitation of the
grievances of white workers, skilled and unskilled.

It is possible that class analysis might illuminate aspects of

the emergence of Afrikaner nationalism, If we take Afrikaner
nationalist antipathy to the minecwners, condemned ae 'imperialists®
and’ the embodiment of the 'Hoggenheimer' monster, as directed

against big business rather than capitalism as such, then a middle C
-class componant is readily identifiable. .The cultural nationalists,
lawyers, teachers and ministers of religibn turned out by
Stellenbosch can be ssen as an Afrikaner middle class elite, to be
Joined in the twenties and thirties by the economic protegtionists

and the nucleus of Afrikaner entrepreneurs in businaﬁa._

The difficulty lies In ouar-simpiification. Ihqiatenca on a class
analysis of this kind serves to underplay other factors, such as

the survival of personal and regional loyaltiaﬁ. It also ignores

the fact that Afrikaner nationalists sought to use the cement of

a common language, culture, religlon and social life to bind as 7
many Afrikaners together as possible. Class differences could not (
be accentuated, for nationalism hed to embrace wealthy farmers as

well as bywocners, business and professional men as well as mine-

workers and urban poor whites.

Class considerations can also be taken into account in an estimate
of the African political associations. The Zululand branch of

the I.C.U. included farm labourers and squatters, but the
organisation was essentially a decentralised urban movement
embracing African workers of every type except those on the mines,
Given the small proportion of Africans who had been permanently
urbanised by 1930, and the obvigus obstacles to the orgeanisation

of/vee
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of migratory workers, the class basis of the 1,C.U., was very
precarious. In the case of the A.N.C. the social basis was
middle class but tha elements were similarly weak 3 eicluding

the chiefs, who may be regarded as a more conservative influence,
théra were teachers, ministers of raligion, and rather fewer

lauwyers and doctors.

?ngélaas designation of Africans could opsrate. in anotﬁar an,
that of making them the victims of special disabilities, In
terms of the Stallard doctrine, which is oftan held to axpreas
the spirit behind tha urban areas lagislation affecting Africans,
only those 'uxlling oes to minister to the needs of the. white
man' were welcome in the touna.(ls) Yet in tarma_of_thei
Industrial Conciliation Act of 1924, which éxcludéd théh from

the defibition of 'employee', thesd  African workers wsre denied
the right to strike or, in eFfact, to form trade uniona of thoir

OUﬂo(lﬁ)

In mast analyses.of -the South nfrican aocial ayatam, it 13
conceded ‘that race rather than class haa been the deciaive

(17) The -class allegiance of people has seldom been:abla

factor.,
to cut across or transcend racial barriars. Thise can badt'ba
shown in the failure particularly of any uorking clasa salxdarity
to develop across the colour line, From the outsst, both in
“'¢Weir trade unions and in the white labour policy of their party,

the white uorkafs defined their class conac$q@anasa in fagial terms,

A similer line vas followed in the thinking of the early South
African socialists. Indeed the svailability tdAamployafa of cheap
*xﬁfrican'labnun wvas regarded as a qpaﬁiei locai gfieﬁaﬁce, somathing
over- and above the standard grigvgncee_aga;nqt'thé capitalist
Syétem wvhich they held in common with membaré of the working class
':Id other countries. Added to this was. thair firm belief, hardly
questioned in early 20th century South Africa, that African
“workers were a breed apart, racial Anferiors unworthy to be

members of the working class.(le)
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’ ;Jhe first notable challenge to this outlook came from the amall ;

' knot of soclalists who broke with arthodox. labour an the fssue":
of pacifism during the First Lorld War, By the time thay founded
the South African Communist party in 1921, they hed esdopted a
conception of the proletariat that included all non-white as well
as white workers., They believed further that the class interests
of white and black workers were fundamentally harmonious, and

that the white workers were the only section of the working class
capable at that stage of revolutionary action. Hence_their
support for the striking miners in 1922 and their subscription tg
the slogan {which one of them, 5.P, Bunting, confesaed‘to
communists abroad was 'grotesque')s: ‘Uorkers of the Uorld, Fight
and Unite for a White South Africs,’ »(19)

In the event the Rend Revolt destroyed such illusions about
working cless solidarity. As a tribute to the political power
they exarcised through their votes, which helped bring the Pact
to pouwer, the white workers obtsined special privileges. In
effact they were subsidiaed into full membership of the ruling
white racs, Since no race barrier distinguished them from other
whites, they enjoyed easy social mobility in the white community
as a whole., If, as we have seen, organised labour declined as
a political entity (outside the trade unions), this was partly
_because the party prop was no longer neceesary,

lqa in the case of the working class, so was the small middle-clnas‘(
emerging in each non-white community unable to form part of a
larger, non-racial middle class in which the whites would have
been dominant. Nor was there one, self-conscious, non-white
middle class, but only middle class members of easch of the three
distinct and internslly divided non-white communities., As late as
the forties, the chief aspifation of these middle class elements
seems to have been to acquire for themselves some title to enter
‘civilised®' (white) society at certain levels. The characterxstiq
reply was given by Smuts in his Rhodes Memorial (ecture in 1929
'the proper place of the educated minority of the nativea ia with
tha rest of their people, of whom they are the natural leadara

and from whom they should not in any way bhe diaasaociatod.'(

In the tuenti{es and thirties there emerged the joint -council

movemant /...
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movemant, in whieh in several centres uhita liberals co-operated
with educated Africans in defence of the Capa franchise, and also
in the hope of curbing communist and other ‘axtremist influsnce on
Africans, This might be seen as an attempt to build bridges on
middle class supports, but if so, it was too small scale and
cautious & venture to have much'affect on the basic imbalance

betueen race and clasa,!2})

Recently thers has been some attempt to diéchrd:explanationa of
the South Africaen situation in terms of racial domination as
‘traditionsl?', and to assert that after all the kay is to be found
in class conflict.(zz) In soma_meaaure.this tendancy raflecta ‘the
aim of demonatrating anew the relevanca ‘of Marxist categories of
axplanatlon, particularly the class atruggla.‘ In its simplified
form the argument posits a rough idantity batuean race and claas.
In industrialised South Africa the majority of Africana (including
Parm labourers and migratory workers), Indiana ‘and’ Coloureds ars
seen .a8 having become members of the working claass, This in turn
is regarded ‘as basing made up almoat axclusively of non-uhites. In
view of their privileged puaition the uhita workers are included
in the single white ruling claas. This again includes all.the
cther elements: 'capitaliata; of every daacription (capteins of
mining, industry and commerce), farmers and landowners, the
enterprisee of 'state capitalism' and finally. the proponunta of
AFrikaner nationalisem,

The South African state aince Unxon is vieued as having sarved as
an instrument of class rule,. proffaring subsidisa to farmers and
favours to industrialists while diapenaing 'to the working claas
(including originally uhite as well’ as black workers) disabilitiss
and ultimately repression. "In terms of this sort of reasoning,
racial ideology is regarded as part of the capitalist system-
itself, st least at a certain historical stage, It may be neted
in:-passing that this view links up with those predictive énalyaeq
that attack the notlon that economic dfcutﬁ is capable of under-
mining apartheid. 1Instead the contrary assartion is made that

'capitalism' thrives on aparthaid.(zs)

Clearly/ees
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Clgarly the line of argument outlined above is of little value R
as .a technique of historical explanation, The identity auggaetad”
between class and race ls simplistic, fhutalogoua and guestion-
begging: in thé end one {s thrown back on race enyway., Similarly
ths view of race as charactaeristic of a certain astage of

capitelism rests on mere assertion and faila to take the task of
explanation any further. A more sophisticated argument (that of
the sociologist Adam) suggests that ‘racialism is an expression

of specific 1ntereeta'; in the sense that it must have 8 socio-
econamic base.(Zé) It is'obvioyaly wise to bs slert toc the
possibility of such a connection, but the implication must be
reaisted that it uill aluays be found, or that uhera it is found

it tells the whole story. Raciallsm can often be shoun to have
roots in a historical situation that haa'itself‘diaappearad, as in
the case of a slave-owning ;bciety;_br to incorporate an :
irrational componant as demonstratsd by social psychologists,
Aa-abery schoolboy knuua, from havihg to analyse french society

on the eve of the Ravulution, class is a familiar catcgory in
historical enquiry. The seme is true of race, nu;ranasa of the
importance of race nésd not {nvolve the historian in lengthy debate
about {ts validity as a scientific concept or about'the nature

and limits of racial differences. But he must concern himself
with the manifestations of race conséiduannas in the past, whether
in the policies and practices of goverﬁmenta, or in the actions

and attitudes of men, either as individuals or as typifying certain (‘_
groups. In the case of recent South African hiatory. valuable
inaights may be drawn from a consideration of both clase and

racial aspacts, But the attempts to explain the racial aspects in
terms of class are not convincing, Tha affinities of class

cperating across ths colpur'llné_aaem'tob wveak, Uues slways return

to race as the determinant of the character of our society.

There has nof been a grest deal @f.ubrk~dona by historiens in the
area suggaatad‘by the titla of this paper, Thg"probléme have been
discussed chiefly in the works of sociologists and economists,

It is certain that nc single conceptual scheme derived from these
disciplines could do justice to the complexities of the historical

process.

I/ oo
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I conclude with an axampla to {llustrata these complexities.
The historian would naturally be suspicious of eny attempt to
explain the course of conflict and divieion within the white
community'in terms of the other dimension, that aP.ralationa
betwuean black and white, 1In other uorda,'ha Qbuld'qunation any
assertion that the conflict between Afrikhnqr nationalists
pursuing the republican goal and the defenders.of the Britian
connection had only a symbolic importance: the advocacy of two
ideal systems for the pursuit of white {nterests and the desired
.« exploitation of black. In fact the conflict between Afrikaner
-fi:? ~nationalism and its white opponents, having independent origins
" and an intrinaic 1mportance, ‘has been auperimpoaad on a quite
different ' set of issues = thoaa arieing frum the challange of
',Q#J'tha plural society, ‘

" As a rnault thera haa grown up the myth of the prioritiaa, which
l?aﬁ}fargusn that no anlution to black-uhita queations vas poaaibla
¢ .~befora. the uhitae had raaolvad the fundamental differences among _
“themselves., The prioritias uero miatakan and did not uork out
S im.practice, becayae the. nattla of race :elationa had™ anyuay to
ibe grasped at once, It has baen in a context of continuing ‘white
division that the fumbling responses of the ruling race to this
""challenga-have been mads, e should not think of 'a debate among
;-the whites abuut vhat to do asbaut the blacku',aa having replaced an
. parliar }dabate among AfPrikaners about ‘what to do about the British',
fof i The two debates have been going on side by aida all the time and

this is also true of the period since 1948. o
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