
MISSING THE POINT-

The Theron Commission Report

by M. G. Whisson

l ife 's but a wal king shadow. a poor playe r.
Tha t stru ts and fre ts his hour upon the stage .
And th en is heard no more; it is a ta le
Told by an idiot, full of sound and fu ry .
Signi fying no thing.

Th us spo ke Macbeth on hea ring of the death of the grea t
l ady who had fuell ed his ambitious hopesof real pol itical
clout in the land of his birth. Were th ere any brown
Macbeth s who staked any real hopes upo n th e labours of
the Theron commissioners as th ey consulted with the
tatter da y, forked tongued diviners - soci olo gists, demo
grap hers and econo mists ? Did anyone seriously believe
that the Commission would propose a new deal acceptable
10 t he " coloured" peop le which would be honoured by th e
exi st ing government ? The answer is, am azingly, ye s, th ere
wer e. Th e di senfr anchised members of th e Commission itself
mu st ha ve be lieved that their effor ts wer e going to be wo rth
mak ing, and th at by bothering to participate in the voting
th at took place from tim e to t ime they m ight be making
some contribution to a better future fo r those sharing their
legal classificati on, Other s responded to quest io nnaires and
talked to th e Commi ssion . Some perhaps, in th eir hearts,
ex pected nothing, but neverthel ess felt that their viewpoint
should be put rath er than be lost by default.

What did th ey get ? Three major themes seem to arise ou t
of th e reco mmenda tion s. First , th ere is the tentative and
contes ted reques t th at p rovision sho uld be made for
sati sfact ory forms of d irec t Coloured repr esentatio n and
decision-makin q on th e vari ous levels of au tho rity and o f
government. That was wh at the whole Commission was
about as far as some peop le were concerne d, but the
Com mission, hop elessly d ivided between thos e who recoq
ruse th a t signi fica nt polit ical righ rs are the sine qua non of
just ice and commu nal ha rmony and th o se who could not
suppo rt proposals inconsisten t with the Nationa list Part y
dreams of " parallel development" , proposed a com mitt ee
of expe rts to look into the matter and make more concre te
proposals. Th e response of the gove rn ment has been pre
dictab le - ano the r commission sho uld look into way s
whereby the aspirations of the " Coloured" peop le ca n be
me t witho ut challenging the tra di tional right of the whi te
parl iament to govern its own affairs , affa irs which incl ude ,
of cou rse, the proper ordering o f co mm unal rela tions and
its own posit ion at the apex of the socio- political hierarchy.

A second th eme is more fun damental and concerns the
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identi ty of the " Colour ed" peop le themsel ves. T he law
de fines them as a resid ua l category i.e. by their not being
me mbers of positively d efined or substant ive cetecc rtes,
Th e operatio n o f th e apartheid legislation how ever implies
th at th ey do for m a substa nt ive category. If on e is going
to attemp t to cla ssify peopl e and order their acc ess to the
resource s of the whole society by virt ue of that cress. nee
t ion , it is inev ita ble that suc h a basic problem will occur,
Th ere will always be a resid ual category, whose cor por at e
ness can be ex pre ssed only in ter ms such as those used at
the Colou red Con ven tion " a number of people discriminat ed
agains t in a part icular sort of wav " . The on ly way out o f
this dilemma is to abo lish the legal categor y en tirely , which
is what the vast majority of the " Colou red" people have
consistently dem anded . Fiddling abo ut with the syste m can
achieve a little, whether for good or evil it is hard to pre-
dic t. Mak ing it easier fo r pe op le to be re-classified th roug h the
humil iat ing proc edu res o f the Classification Board s may
ease th e person al lo t of some , wh ile leading to the hurtful
rejecti on of others and the destruction of normal human
relations as peopl e endeavour to achieve" acce ptance" by
on e group through rejecting the other, The Com mission
recommend ed fid dling with th e classifica tion system -
raci sm and humiliation with a litt le more human it y and a
litt le mor e co ns ide rat ion of the ind ividual, but racism and
hum iliat ion no ne the less.

So far, so bad. T he rest of th e recom menda tions, p re '
dicated as th ey are upon the fa lse categorisation of
" Coloured" pe opl e as a substant ive cat egory, can be
co nsidered together as an exercise in fiddlin g, fo r the
most par t to good eff ec t , The miscegenation laws should
be repealed ; commercial and ind ust rial areas sho uld be
open; o rganisa tions and places of enter tainment should be
free to ad mit wh om they wish; the wage gaps should be
closed ; freehol d farm s should be available to " Colo ured"
farmers; private schools should be free to accept " Co loured"
pupils, as should all u niversit ies; income cr iteria for
hou sing in sta te sche mes should be th e same for " Coloure d"
and " Whi te"; sta te welfare grant s sho uld be equalised;
films should be released on th e same ba sis for " White" and
" Coloured" ; th e organisation and playing of spo rts should
be lef t to th e unio ns and clubs co ncerned. The for e-goin g
recommenda tions may be justified on th e grounds that
even if they do no t go far enough and in some cases retain
a measure of discrimina tion they are at leas t fir m steps in
the d irect ion of abolish ing all discrirmnanon, But so many



qu est ion s are begged - if we ca n now see th e same film in
di fferent houses (a ste p forward) why not the same film in
t he sam e hou se? As Nero might have said, " How can I
complete th e har mon y, this is onl y the beginn ing of th e
second movement".

Then there are the reco mme ndations which are pr edica ted
on the sound assum pti on tha t th e "C oloured" people, as the
victims of circumstances over centuri es, are in need of not
onl y th e remova l of some res trictions, but of posit ive help
to enable th em to compete in an open society, or to
ach ieve such a measure of prosperity and communal we lfare
th at th ey have no des ire to compete or part icipate in the
"White" dominate d areas. The Coloured Development
Corporation should be given greater scope to assist in
the development of " Colou red" owned and ma naged busi ness
enterprise; people should be given greater assistance in
dea ling with cred it and hire purchase arra ngem ents ; tra inin g
cen tres fo r apprentices should be de veloped ; the " tot"
svstem shou ld be abo lished ; far mor e resources sho uld be
de voted to education at all levels from nursery schools to
t he university, with highe r education falli ng und er th e
Depa rtmen t of National Ed ucation and more generous
sub sidy for mul ae than those used for th e older universit ies
being applied to the University of th e Western Cape; Dist ric t
Six , Woodstock and Salt River should be proclaimed
"C oloured" areas; additional resou rce s sho uld be d evoted
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to the promoti on of fami ly plann ing.

If the government responds pos itivel y to the recommendations
th at an end should be made of a mass of petty restri c t ions
upon th e freedom of " Coloured" people to live the ir lives
according to their own choi ce, the n the Commi ssion will
ha ve been worthwhile and will have signif ied more than
nothing - albeit stating no more th an th e self-evident.
If the govern me nt responds generously to the recornmend e
t ions that the " Coloured" people be given assistance to
reach levels of housing, education and social welfare
equivalent to the "Whites", then again, the effo rt will have
been wort hwhile. But since th e Commission fai led to grasp
the fundamental issue of classifica t ion in its rec ommend a
tions if not in its de liberat ions , and failed to confro nt the
government with the real pol itical demands of th e "C oloured "
peopl e, it has come nowhere near offering a solu tion to
"the Colou red Problem " , Whet her through wilfu l blindness or
through th e understandabl e be lief that to ask for what might
be granted is better than to ask for what is really needed,
is neither her e nor there - it ha s missed th e point. The
" Problem" remains, and will on ly be resolved when the
te rm "Coloured" and its various synonyms is removed from
th e statut e book. On ce that ste p is ta ke n, perspect ives will
be a tittle clear er on the problems of poverty, ignorance
and anomie with which the Commission co uld do no
mo re th an fiddle. o

ON THE BRITISH CONNECTION
by Eric Harber (in Britain)

English speak ing people living in South Afr ica are rather
like those American citizens o f, was it Arizona, who
bought London Bridge th inking it was the original art icle
and set it up in the desert with an artificial river and a fleet
of red buses to carry the exc ited tourist s to and fro . Th ey
we re a littl e dis appointed to find that it wasn't the ori ginal
br idge and it didn' t have caste llated to we rs bu t th ey
believed in it art the same. It was high ly profita ble and
enjoyable fo r them to believe in it. They never told the ir
visitors that it was only 150 years old and was in da nger of
fatting do wn and needed to be re buil t on sou nder tcunda
tions. So it is for those who be lieve that Britain is a
civilised soc iety that its " most cruc ial social arrangem ents
are based on the notio n of fair play, mutual considerateness.
an d common sense" . T his is a Quotation from Col in
Ga rdner' s art icle on Britain tha t appeared in " Realit y"
recen tly . No doubt the pu rpose o f thi s articl e was part ly

to persuade the reade rs, if the y were not persuaded alread y,
that these principles and the institutions tha t pract ised them
were a very good idea, but Professor Gardner, apar t from
the rhetorical pr oviso of "B riti sh society is far from perfect" ,
clear ly be lieves what he says to be t rue and wishes everyone
to believe thi s also. I would like to argue that his view of
Brita in is unreal and sentimental, especially when he says
that the cha racteristic bents of public life in Britain are
" intelligence, courtesy, ou ts pokenness and relaxation" ,
This view is possible o nly to one who does not venture much
beyond the congenial atmosphe re of a un iversity common
roo m, when visiting Britain.
Democracy as it has oeen practised in the West has not
moved very far away fro m the paradigm of a slave society.
Slavery was abolished or off icia lly abolished a mere 140
years ago, but the effective enslavement of the co lonies by
Britai n and t he other colon ial countries last ed un til they
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