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- Busjnessleacier;t~stiiY to the Truth Commission on their role 
. - .. - . ..-~ . -- ~- -

during the years of National Party rule. Robert Brand reports 
--- -- - -- -

-1913 Land 
- --_ •.. - -- , 

Act laid base 
for exploitation 

. _ .- -

even before 
apartheid 
, , I feel rather glad that the labour 

questIon here Is connected with 
the native questIon," Cecil John 
Rhodes said during a debate on 

the Glen Grey Act, the precursor of the In· 
famous Land Act, in the Cape Colony Par· 
liament more than 100 years ago. 

"If the whites maintain their position 
as the supreme race, the day will come 
when we shall be thankful that we have the 
natives in their proper position." 
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The Glen Grey Act sought to drive 
squatter·peasants and share-<!roppers off 
the land. to turn them into wage labourers 
for the burgeoning mining industry on the 
Witwatersrand; in 1913. the Land Act would 
extend this process throughout the Union 
of South Africa, 

"The Land'Act," said ~fessor Sampie 
Terreblanche in a submission that set the 
tone for the Truth and Reconciliation Com· 
misslon's business hearing this week. "was 
more successful than any other measure in 
proletarianising a very large percentage of 
the African population and in creating the 
very exploitative and llIIiust system of 
labour repression." 

The "proper position" of the "native" 
was to be a cheap source of labour for the 
mining industry and agriculture; a situa· 
tion which continued well into the last 
quarter of this century. 

The TRC's business hearing attempted 
to provide answers to two questions: did 
business profit from apartheid. and what 
should be done to redress the economic 
wrongs of the past. The weakness of the 
hearing was that the period under review 
by the TRC starts in 1960. a watershed year 
in politics in South Africa. but not neces' 
sarily in business. 

To understand the true role of business 
In the establishment and consolidation of 
the apartheid system. Terreblanche ar· 
gued. one had to go back to the last century. 
long before the institutionalisation of 
apartheid by the National party govern· 
ment. 

The starting point of 1960 provided an 
easy way out to business Institutions which 
testified before the commISSion: by then. 
the NP had become an easy scapegoat for 
all that went wrong. But the patterns ?f 
economic explOitation which endure, m 
some instances to this day, were already 
well estabUshed by then, 

The submIssions tended to focus on 
buslness's response to the political system 
of apartheid. without tackling the ec0-
nomic issues which underPIn!'ed It. 

With few exceptions. white business 
institUtions which testified at the hear­
ings argued that tbey ba~ oppos~d 
apartheid because it was InimIcal to therr 
best interesta, 

;\\ssocom (the Associated Chambers of 
Commerce. predecessor of the SA Cham· 
ber of BUSiness - Sacob) held the view that 
apartheid was a violation of human rights 
and was economically unsustainable. They 
believed it would eventually collapse under 
the weight of the demands made on it by 
rapid economic growth." said Sacob direc­
tor·general Raymond Parsons. 

This view was echoed by other COrp<}­

rate submissions: Mike Rosholt. former 
Barlow Rand chalrman. said the long-term 
difficulties of apartheid far outweighed the 
short·term gains It brought business; the 
response of many businesses was to "act 
against the iI\Iustices of apartheid ", 
through efforts such as public statements 
and calls on government". 

Business sponsored many initiatives. 
especially during the 1980s when it had be­
come clear that apartheid had driven the 
country to the brink of disaster. which un· 
doubtedly helped bring about change, The 
business·sponsored Urban Foundation. 
which prole8ted vigoroUBly and with some 
success aBainst influx control. is one ex­
ample. 

But as could be expected. black busi· 
ness Institutions in their submissions 
proposed an ent1rely different view: 

-_. __ ._---- .. _._._--

"Business had no choice but to oppress 
and exploit blacks." said Lot Ndlovu of the 
Black Management Forum. "The claims 
and protests by business or business lead· 
ers that they resisted apartheId must be re­
jected .' , apartheid became an effective tool 

). of capitalism." . 
Terreblanche pointed out tbat high 

economic growth did not cause the down­
fall of apartheid; ·.in fact, the NP govern­
ment was brought to its knees by a com­
bination of political ferment and 
economic stagnation. 

T
he period of high economic growth 
in the 1950s and 1960s. Terreblanche 
said. coincided with a strengthening 

or the apartheid goverrunent and the strue­
lUres of exploitation. Instead of a tr~ckle­
down effect strengthening the econonuc p<>­
sition of blacks. high growth in this period , 
had a "trickle-up" result: in 1947. the per 
capita Income of whites was 10 times 

, higher than that of blacks; by 1975. this had 
Increased to a multiple of 15. Throughout 
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this ' Perion, the NP government grew 
stronger. to a point where it had not only 
majority support from Afrikaners but also 
from English·speaklng white South 
Africans. 

In a thoughtful written submission. for­
mer First National Dank chief executive 
Chris Ball said business leaders during 
apartheid simply did not understand the 
social and political dynamics of the coun­
try. 

"In particnlar, there was not an under· 
standing of the techniques of power and 
their management and manipnlation by 
the apartheid regime." 

A3 a result, Ball said, business allowed 
Itself to become oo<>pted or at least com­
pUant with the apartbeid regime, even 
whUe expressing opposition to Its policies. 
Far from isolating the regime. business 
contributed to the veneer of respectability 
which it maintained. especially in the eyes 
of Thatcherite Britain and Reaganite 

.-.~ 

.' . ."'. =-~. "-'-'co: 

Thi.q proposal, however, was overshad­
owed by the controversy of Terreblanche's 
suggestion that a weAlth tax shonld be 
lev ied to bankroU the upliftment of the 
POOrest sections of society 

Terreblanche's idea is not as far-fetched 
as has heen suggested: a similar tax was 
levied in post-war Germany to pay for re­
construction. But nobody likes taxes and. 
m the controversy surrounding the wealth 
tax concept the central POint was lost - that 
social justice has not yet heen done and 
that It should beacbieved if we wanttoen· 
sure long-term stability and peace. 

America, until its very last days. 
The Afrikaanse Handelsinstituut (AlII) 

came closest to displaying an understand­
Ing of the present-day pol1tlcal and social I, 
aynamics in ils submission. which apolo­
giSed for the hurt caused by apartheid and 
made constructive suggestions to redress 
past wrongs. 

Far from being "servile". as the ART 
8ubmlsslOn was described in an editorial in 

. 8 · leading business daily, the organisation 
provided an analysis that came closer to 
the truth than many. Although apartheid in 
the long run was had for bUSiness. the Am 

. 2 ./" 

said. business did not recognise this until 
fairly late. White bUSiness undoubtedly 
benefited trom the system at the expense of 
black business in the short-term, and dur­
ing the 1960s many businesses supported 
separate development from an ideological 
.POlOt of view and were prepared to pa 
economic price for it yan 

. The Am's proposal that part of the R9 8-
billIOn SASRIA fund should be used to fl­
na~ce the TRC's proposed reparations 
polley. was, the only practical suggestion 
ma~e In thIS regard hy any business insti­
tutIon. 
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