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Introduction to 
“South Africa in a Comparative Study of Industrialization” 

 

Stanley Trapido points us in both directions: how comparative studies can 
enable us better to understand industrialization in South Africa, and how 
the history of South African can inform comparative studies of 
industrialization.  His focus is on the relations between ruling political 
alliances and the coercion of labour. 
 

 Previously, South African historiography had mainly been 
concerned to with its “peculiar institution” which “tended to obscure the 
process” which led to industrialization. Trapido’s arguments are straight-
forward and subtle.  They are informed by evidence from the United 
States’ South, Prussia and Tsarist Russia.  Trapido redirected historians 
and social scientists to turn the ways in which they asked questions about 
South Africa upside down.  He drew them out to produce a narrative that 
encompasses decisive moments and institutional arrangements. 
 

 Trapido started with Barrington Moore’s study of The Social 
Origins of Dictatorship and Democracy (1966).  Moore, in turn began 
from Alexander Gerschenkron’s Bread and Democracy in Germany 
(1943).  Trapido transposed the 1878 protectionist bloc of “iron and rye” 
into the marriage between “gold and maize” with the formation of the 
Het Volk government in the Transvaal in 1907.  The Fusion government 
of 1934 may be reinterpreted as a “remarriage” of “maize and gold”; 
again around the issues of 1907-1913: labour, land and political 
representation.  Trapido suggested in a seminar in 1994 that the transition 
of 1990 to 1994 might be seen as one more stage in the reformation of 
ruling coalitions in South Africa.  This time “it incorporated the working 
class into its social and political institutions”. 
 



Trapido 
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 The weight of the article is tilted not to political alliances, but to 
forms of labour coercion as a means of capital accumulation.  Agrarian 
capitalists and mining companies complained persistently about the 
shortage of labour (“free” or “unfree”).  It was not easy to get people to 
work for them on the terms which they were prepared to offer and they 
found it difficult to prevent workers from “deserting” their “masters”. 
 

 Hence the prevalence in all the countries examined of complexes of 
instruments to restrict the mobility of labour and at the same time to 
secure its reproduction.  These were most marked among large-scale 
farmers who needed labour the most.  Cotton plantations were managed 
in similar ways to large industrial enterprises.  Sustained technical 
advances in mining gold did not dispense with the need for a plentiful 
supply of cheap labour. 
 

 As Trapido, following Marx, observed, cotton produced by slaves 
was at the core of England’s industrial expansion, and was the main 
earner of foreign exchange in the United States in the first half of the 
nineteenth century.  Similarly, the Rand was the world’s largest producer 
of gold and it was South Africa’s main source of foreign earnings 
throughout the twentieth century.  In Imperial Russia, from Emancipation 
in 1861 to the Revolution of 1905, land communes were burdened by 
taxes and redemption payments, which they claimed from their members. 
 Peasants were socially dependent on the communes for the allocation of 
land and for permission to find urban employment.  In these ways, the 
land communes provided a constrained urban labour force and supplied 
the grain exports which made possible the industrialization of Russia.  
Apartheid South Africa was exceptional, but shared many features of 
other industrializing countries.  What if we were to see its histories of 
labour coercion as the norm? 
 

 The regimes that are the subject of Trapido’s article have passed, 
though many aspects of their arrangements persist in changing forms.  
South Africa now looks very different from what it did in 1970; its political 
and economic institutions have been reformed, but not transformed.  The 
past continues to live in the present.  If, as Trapido always asserted against 
the pretentions of social sciences, “everything is history”, then the present 
does not displace the past.  To reverse his formulation: “The change of 
social structures requires as much explanation as continuity”. 
 

Gavin Williams 
University of Oxford 



 

      
  
   

 

          
           

           
            

             
         

           
             

            
         

           
           

             
       

              
              

           
           

           
        

          
         

           
         

          
          

              
        

           
          

          
           

             
               
         

             
           

            
             

               
             

     



 

     

         
          

          
          

             
       

             
          

            
           
             

             
              

           
            

          
          

           
          

             
            

                 
          

            
          
              

  
             
             

                
          
          

             
         

             
           

            
           

           

            
           

 

           

           
          



 

        

           
             

         
           

            
           

             
          

            
          

        
            

            
           

          
          

           
            

            
           

         
             
           

            
            

          
            

         
            

           
          
            

           
             
         

             
          
             

            
           

              
            

           
            
           

             
          

           
  

          
            

            



 

     

             
           

           
            

            
          

             
           

          
        

          
            

            
          

             
            

          
          

            
      

           
           

           
         

           
            
           
             

            
           

            
          

         
        

           
          
             

        
           

            
           
         

             
              

            
             

               
           

 
            

              
           



 

        

            
         
            

         
             

         
            

           
            

           
           

           
               

         
           

           
               
         

           
            

          
            

            
               
     

           
             

           
         

            
           
          
          

            
             

            
            

           
          

         
             

           
            

         
           

          
          

   
          

        
         
         



 

     

               
        

           
          

           
           

             
          

            
             

          
            

   
          

            
             

           
           

         
           

           
          

           
         

         
               

          
          

            
             

           
          

          
            

           
            
              

   
               

           
             

             
              

            
            

          
            

           
           

             
            

              



 

        

            
           
             

          
 

             
             

           
             
          

            
           
              

            
            

           
            

   
              

              
           
          

          
             

            
             

            
            

             
              

          
             

           
            
          

  
        

       

     
      
     

        

            
              
           

             
             

           



 

      

            
           

           
            
           

         
          

            
         

          
            

           
            

           
           

       
        

         
           
             

            
         

           
        

            
           

             
             

            
           

            
           

           
           

            
            

            
         

           
         

          
         

            
            

           
        

           
        

         
           

            
            



 

        

           
          

  
         

         
         

           
           

            
          

          
          

          
           
         

          
          

        
            

          
           

            
          

           
        

             
          

            
          

          
           

            
            

         
         

           
            
            

          
          

     
           

          
          

            
            

           
           

            
           

         
            



 

     

          
           

         
   

        
           

           
            

              
              

           
        

          
            

             
           

              
        

          
           

           
           
           
    
            

         
            

         
           

          
           

        
           

            
           

              
         
             

          
            

            
       

             
            

           
          

          
          

          
             

              
               



 

        

                          
              

              
             

         
         

                
              

            
             

               
           

           
             

           
         

           
          
         

          
           

            
             

          
         

             
           
             

         
              

           
            

           
           

             
         

             
           

             
           

             
             

         

 

            



 

     

 
            

      
             
     

            
      

          
            

              
     

       
           

   
        




