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Introduction 

There can be no doubt that the American ruling class 
. . 

has vi tal interests to p·rotect in ,,southern A:f:'rica, and that 

these interests dictate the political policies of the U.S. 

Government. Often, these interests are perceived simply 

as the dollar figure on the amount,of c?rporate investments 

that American companies hold in southern Africa, and which 

in South Africa in particular yield extremely high levels 

of return on that investment. While this analysis is 

largely correctw the size of investments alone is not large 

enough to account for the extreme concern and level of inter

vention that the American ruling class has maintained in the 

region since the Second World War~ and particularly since the 

mid-1970's. 

In addition to American corporate investments in southern 

Africa, the ruling class has a number of other concerns. They 

include protection of vital natural resources, whose value 

has increased since the onslaught of the 1970's world economic 

crisis; protection of the interests of the Western capitalist 

allies of the U.S.; the competition with hostile powers in 

Africa, especially Russia; the containment of wars of national 

liberation; and, increasingly important, the defense of U.S. 

interests against the growing threat of black working class 

revolution in South Africa and such a revolution's effect 

on Africa a~d the rest of the world. Together, these interests 

make up the overall stake of American capitalism in southern 

Africa and are responsible for its alarm over the fate of 
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the ~egion. 

~QJ10MIC INTERESTS IN SOUTHERN J\FRICA 

South Africa 

American investment in South Africa has growh phenomenally 

over the last fifteen years. Between 1960 and 1971, U.S. 

investment increased by 340%, 1 and today has reached a total 

of close to $2 billion. 2 No less than 42.5 American companies 

have direct holdings in South Africa comprising altogether 20% 

of all foreign investment there, and making the U.S. the number 

two investor in the country's economy. These firms include 

thirteen of the fifteen largest companies in the U.S. and 

these thirteen are responsible for 75% of total U.S. investments 

in South Africa. In 1970, American investment in South Africa 

made up JO% of all American investment on the African continent.3 

The reason for the large American financial holdings in 

South Africa is primarily the high rate of return on investment, 

based on the complete subjugation of black South African workers. 

The South African black working class lacks even the most funda

mental civil liberties, the right to unions, the right to strike, 

or the right to organize politically. Dozens of laws and regu

lations maintain the black working class in the position of 

migratory labor, subject to the economic needs and political con-

trols that such a system ensures. Consequently~ American corpor

ations enjoyed a 19.1% return on their South African investments 

in 1974, compared with an 11% rate of return from foreign invest

ments elsewhere. 4 These economic facts, together with the relative 

stability of South Africa have made the country an attractive site 
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for American capitalists. As Fortune Magazine pointed out in 

July, 1972: . 

The Republic of South A£rica has always been regarded 
by foreign investors as a gold minet one of those 
rare and refreshing places where profits are great 
and problems small. Capital is not threatened by 
political instability or nationalization. Labor 
is cheap, the market booming, the currency hard and 
convertible. Such are the market's attractions that,,. 
American corporation~ have established subsidiaries 
or affiliates there. 

Clearly, U.S. corporate investment in South Africa is no 

small matter, both because of the amount of investment, and 

the rate of profit. Yet, despite these facts, American invest

ments in South Africa account for only 1% of the total assets 

of U.S. corporations overseas. 6 Certainly, based on this figuret 

the defense of American corporate investments in their present 

amount has real limits in terms of American political and military 

involvement, although given the continuing world economic crisisw 

1% is not as insignificant a sum as it was during the boom of 

the 1950's and '60's. 

However, other factors enter the economic picture. American 

bank loans to private companies, companies owned by the South 

African government, and to the government itself, now amount 

to about $2.2 billion.? Finally, the U.S. is the number one 

world trading partner with South Africa, exchanging $2 billion 

worth of goods annually, $1.5 billion of which consists of 

exports from the U.S. to South Africa. 8 

Some observers have argued that the extent of American 

economic involvement in South Africa is decreasing, due either 

to economic or political considerations. V\lhile it is true that 

South Africa is having serious difficulty with its growth rate 
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and with the growing instability of' the. political system due 

to black rebellion, these facts do not seem to have had the 

effect of reducing American financial interests in South Africa. 

The commitment o.f many U.S. corporations is on the' rise. Some 

examples are the recently announced plans by Caltex(an oil 

company jointly owned by Standard Oil and Texaco) to invest 

an additional *134 million to increase its South African refining 

capacity, of Chase Manhattan Bank to move into larger offices~ 

and the recent ere a tion, in November 1977, of an American Chamber 

of Commerce in Johannesburg. 9 In addition~ bank loans have 

continued to be made in vast amounts, an example of which is 

the 1976 lo(An negotiated by the City National Bank of New York 

.f ~548 '11' 10 or ..p ml. 1.on. 

U.S. Investment and Trade Elsewhere in Southern Africa 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~-==-~~~~'----------~--.~~ 

While South Africa is clearly the center of American economic 

interests in southern Africa~ the amounts lodged elsewhere in the 

region are not meager. In Namibia, the amount invested is 

between $45-50 million, in Zimbabwe it is $57 million, and in 

Angola and Mozambique at least $220 million, primarily in Angola's 

oil rich enclave of Cabinda. U.S. trade with the two latter 

countries amounted to $517 million in 1974. In 1976, U.S. 

holdings in Zaire came to between $200-250 million with trade 

amounting to $290 million. In 1969, U.S. investment in Zambia 

was about $700 million, 75% of it invested in copper, and the 

1974 trade figure was $74 million. These figures have undoubtedly 

increased sharply with the mineral shortages of the mid-1970's. 11 
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In addition, American business interests in southern 

Africa lie adjacent to holdings i.h. other parts of black Africa. 

In 1973, the total investments in these areas amounted to 

$2. 8 billion with an average rate of return of 21.8%, Annual 

trade amounted to $9.5 billion in 1974. Investment and trade 

continues to rise. 12 

, Other Western Canitalist Inter~sts 

American economic and political interests in southern 

Africa are deeper than the direct stake of American controlled 

corporations and their trade. The large investments of U.S. 

political allies and primary trading partners in the advanced 

capitalist world are of major concern to the American ruling 

class. The once-secret National Security Council document, 

NSSM-39~ written in 1970, sheds light on this: "The U.S. 

has indirect economic interest in the key role which South 

Africa plays in the UK balance of payments." 13 It is not 

hard to see why. 500 British companies hold approximately 

$7 billion in South Africa, making Britain the number one foreign 

investor there. And unlike the relatively small worldwide 

percentage of American investments, South Africa has long been 

a primary center of British capitalism, today accounting for 10% 

of all British overseas investment~4 Annual British trade with 

South Africa comes to $2.33 billion. The same is true to a 

lesser degree with other Western economies. West Germany follows 

third in South African investments, and Japan, France, Italy and 

Switzerland all hold significant investments as well. 15 West 

Germany trades $1.7 billion and Japan $128 million annually in 
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1976. All in all, it is estimated that foreign investment 

in South Africa alone could be as high as $20 billion, accounting 

for 25% of all capital in the South African economy. 16 

The importance of southern Africa becomes clearer as 

one looks at the wealth of key natural resources present. A 

study prepared for the State Department by the African Affairs 

Advisory Council in 1971, entitled Afric~~ __ Resources, was· of· 

the opinion that: 

Africa contains a major proportion of the world~s 
reserves of' a few commodities important to US 
strategic or economic needs. In the future, the US 
·Will probably have to look to Africa forf among other 
'prodqcts 9 its chromi te, platinum group metals, tan
talite, petalite, gold, long-fibered amosite and 
crocidolite asbestos, natural industrial diamond 
stones and phosphate rock(in 20-30 years). · 

The !5tudy went on to say that, excluding tantalite, indus

trial diamonds and phosphate roclct these resources are "found 

primarily in almost uniqueconcentrations in southern Africa." 17 

·~h Africa 

For some time, South Afr~ca has been a primary supplier 

of important minerals to the U.S., and to some degree this 

fact was responsible for the investment boom of the 1960's. 

By 1975, the U.S. imported 36% of its chrome(South Africa is 

the world's largest producer), 51% of its vandium, 31% of 

its platinum and 14% of its manganese from South Africa alone. 

A large percentage of the remaining supply of these and other 

minerals come from other locations in southern Af'ric a. 18 South 
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Africa is also the third largest supplier to Western capitalism 

of uranium, the key ingredient of nuclear power and weapons. 

Producing most of the 60% of the world supply of gold found 

in the region, South Africa is a key factor in the balance of 

a largely gold related world economic structure, 19 a fact 

long perceived by the U.S. Government as having uan important 

interest in the orderly marketing of South Africa's gold produc-

t .: "20 
..~.on. 

Zimbabwe(Rhogesia) 

Although NSSM-.39 dismissed Zimbabwe as being relatively 

unimportant to American interests~ 21 the list of resources present 

in this country cannot be ignored. Zimbabwe is the world's 

leading producer of high-grade metallurgical chromite ore and 

its deposits of chrome account for one-third of known Western 

reserves. It also produces copper, nickel, gold, asbestos and 

platinoids for export. 22 

NamipiaiSouth-West Af~ica) 

Due to the universally condemned illegal occupation of 

Namibia by South Africa, official US Government policy is to 

be "non-encouraging" toward American companies investing there. 

Yet, the U.S. does pay close attention to the resources present 

in Namibia, which in 1970 were considered "important mineral 

deposl. ts 11 by NSSIVI-.39. ZJ A ong these reso a · 1 - m urces re 01 , copper, 

gem diamonds, lead, vandium, zinc and uranium. In terms of 

current mining production, Namibia is Africa's fourth largest 
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mineral producer after South Africa~ Zaire and Zambia, with 

an annual output valued at $255 million. In addition, Namibia 

is scheduled to open the Russing uranium mine in 1978, the 

worldlls largest open-pit uranium operationw with an expected 

output annually of 5,000 tons of uranium oxide. Within a few 

years this new development could make Namibia the third largest 

producer of uranium after the U.S. and Canada. 24 

Ang~ 

By far the richest of the former Portuguese colonies in 

Africa~ Angola is a major producer of key natural wealth. Most 

important is its place as the seond largest oil producer in Africa 

(after Nigeria), with an annual output of 7.5 million tons of 

crude oil. Angola is fifth in world diamond production, and also 

produces iron, copper, and uranium. In addition, Angola is the 

third largest coffee producer in the world. 25 

Zaire 

Zaire is considered the northernmost section of southern 

Africa, but it is not peripheral in terms of its copper production, 

which accounts ·for 8% of the world's copper, and estimates of its 

cobalt production run as high as 67% of the world total, providing 

4/5ths of the U.S. demand. In additionw Zaire produces zinc~ 

cadmium, crushing bart, industrial diamonds, manganese~ tin 

d '1 . . . bl t 26 an 01 1n s1za e amoun s. 

~-~~ 

NSSM-39 saw Zambia as "the most important independent black 

state in southern Africa." 27 Though the report was discussing 
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Zambia~s political role, it is also the case that 25% of the 
, 

world's reserves of copper lie here. 

Effects ~-~~ Mineral Shortages 

Though southern A£rica has long been a major source of raw 

materials for American and v!Jestern capitalism, the world crisis 

and its accompanying energy and mineral shortages have dramatically 

increased the region's importance on this level. The shortage 

and high price of minerals, visible for the first time in the 

mid-1970's, created more interest than ever in southern Africa. 

As Anthony Harrigan remarked in the Strategic Review: 

The United States is not only facing an energy cr1s1s 
in the mid and late 1970's but a minerals crisis as 
well. Access to strategic minerals will be an in
creasingly serious national concern in the latter part 
of this decade. The 2~me situation ~pplies to NATO 
countries, of course. 

It is in consideration of these mineral and energy shortages 

that the vast resources of southern Africa must be today judged. 

An unexpected concern in this vein developed with the real:i.:t~ation 

that lithium may very well become a key energy form in the future. 

It could be used in high-power batteries and fusion, and would 

be key to the transformation of vehicles from oil to electric 

power. Yet, supplies of lithium could only be partly provided 

from American sources. As the ~hester_ Guardian of March 22, 

1976 noted, 

Behind the battles for political power in central and 
south Africa lie the resources on which the future of 
technology in the industrialized world depends. The 
energy future of the world in the post-oil era now 
seems likely to rest on lithium and, outside the 
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Unites States, by far the largest known deposits 
in the Western world lie in Rhodesia and South A£rica.3° 

South Africa in particular is seen as key in providing raw 

materials, not only because of the size of its deposits~ but 

also because of its commitment to providing the resources to the 

11\fest. As a strategic minerals study prepared by the White House 

Office for International Economic Affairs in 1974 put it~ 

Canadat ,Aus·tralia or South Africa would be unlikely 
to participate in any embargo of exports to the 
United States, Western Europe or Japan. Since these 
countries are the most important sources of raw 
materials for the United State~1 •• any embargo threat 
for commodities is diminished. 

South Africa is also in a position to play a role in guar

anteeing, to a certain degree at least~ that the rest of southern 

Africa's resources are available to the West, through economic 

and even military pressure on dependent neighboring regimes. 

III. IMPERIALIST RIYALRY_];_N SOJITHERJ _ _L_AFRICA 

In 1970. NSSM-J9 viewed the military significance of south-

ern Africa as important, but without visible alarm: 

Southern Africa is geographically important for the 
US and its allies, particularly with the closing 
of the Suez Canal {iiow opened? and the increased 
Soviet activity in the Indian Ocean. The US uses 
overflight and landing facilities for military air
craft in the Portuguese Territories ~ince los17 
and South Africa. There are major ship repair and 
logistic facilities in South Africa with a level which 
cann3~ be duplicated elsewhere on the African contin
ent. 

The increased Russian activity in the Indian Ocean was a 

cause for some concernw as the Cape Route was viewed as "strat-

egically important to the US and its Allies especially in the 
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face of increased Soviet activity in the Indian Ocean." As a 

base for. military action, nsouth African port facilities are the 

best in Africa, and their availability to the Navy would be 

useful in peacetime and essential in time of war."33 Clearly, 

NSSM ... 39 viewed the potential threat to American interests in 

southern Africa in terms of Russian intrusion on important shipping 

lanes in the Indian Ocean~ a concern largely based on the in

accessibility to the then-closed Suez Canal. Yet, the study~ 

while attaching some importance to Chinese involvement in the 

construction of the Tan-Zam Railroad and the resulting influence 

of China in Zambia and Tanzania, sees little Russian concern with 

A£rica itself, as "the soviets appear to afford Africa a low 

priority at present and can be expected to limit the extent of thier 

commitment and involvement."34 

Since this time~ of coursei Ch.ina has sided with U.S. policy 

in southern Africa, and it is the fear of Russian interests and 

Cuban military intervention which gives American capitalism its 

nightmares. The intervention of Russian equipment and Cuban 

troops in the Angolan liberation war of 1975-76, largely in 

response to covert U.S. aid to defeat MPLA, led to massive infusions 

of equipment and funds from the US to the South African backed 

anti-liberation forces, and to bitter complaints of Russian im-

perialism in U.S. "territory.n Charges of Russian influence 

in Ar1gola and bases in Somalia and now Ethiopia have undoubtedly 

upped the ante on the military significance of southern Africa 

for the U.S. No longer are the Russians off the coast in the 

Indian Ocean~ but direct Russian bloc political and military 
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presence is growing on the mainland of Afr,ica itself, largely 

in the form of Cuban troops and advisors. Due to the increasing 

instability of southern Africa, the ability of Russia to under

mine American interests in the region isn't regarded lightly. 

Aside from strictly military considerations, Western capital

ist concern with increasing Russian presence is seen largely 

from the standpoint of access:to key natural resources. The 

Economist of July 9, 1977 outlined ruling class concerns when 

it pointed out that, contrary to "the optimists," Russian influence 

in southern Africa could mean problems for the West. The article 

pointed out that Russia has many of the same resources present 

in southern Africa within its own borders, but these minerals 

are often more inaccessible and therefore more costly to extract, 

a burden that the Russian economy is not in a position to easily 

withstand. Because of this, Russia is increasingly in need of 

minerals, and in particular the non-ferrous metals that are 

present in southern Africa. Although Russia lacks the capital to 

buy these minerals with currency exchangable on the world market, 

it is in the position to barter equipment and machinery for the 

materials it needs, the usual basis for Russian trade with the 

Less Developed Countries. Hussia has been importing Bauxite for 

aluminum production from Guinea-Bissau and West Africa. Smaller 

Eastern European countries are in a number of African countries 

searching out raw materials and have begun to look for oil in 

offshore Angola due to the cut-backs in their imports from Russia. 

Nevertheless~ the Russians are not, according to the Economist, 

a potential threat simply because they may become rivals in the 
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consumption of materials, but that Russian possession of these 

minerals would put the West largely at the mercy of Russia 

politically and economically. While, the article explains~ 

Russia might resell minerals that controls to the West (as 

it has been re-selling Rhodesian chrome to the U.S.), there is 

always the possibility that Russia will stockpile minerals. 

Because southern Africa provides large amounts of the total supply 

of several important minerals, Russiaws presence could be potentially 

dangerous to Western capitalism, in the short run at least. For 

example one half of the world production of cobalt~ key to steel 

production, is located in Russia, Zaire, Zambia, and Cuba in 

that order. South Africa is the world's largest chrome producer~ 

followed by Russia and Rhodesia. Gold and Diamonds come primarily 

from South Africa@ Rhodesia3 and the Eastern bloc state capitalist 

countries. Russian control~ the ~fears~ could result at 

least in increased Russian political leverage and influence 

on Western economies through control over the world price of such 

minerals. 

IV. POLITIQ_h_1_lll_rr:g;RE;§._TS AND STABI_LITY 

The interests of the u.s., and indeed of all Western economies, 

in the realms of investment, resources and military positioning 

in southern Africa depends on the political stability of the 

entire region. This is important both for protection against 

imperialist rivals and against the black African masses. This 

stability has been maintained through strong repressive regimes, 

and South Africa in particular has played the key role in protect-
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ing the rule of Western capital in the region, similar to the 

Vllestern-oriented and sponsored police roles of Iran and Israel 

in the Middle-East. Rhodesia has played this role also, although 

it is weakening in its present form. However, it is not only 

the white regimes that have been recruited to build stability 

based on the status quo of imperialism in southern Africa. 

Zambia especialJy plays an important role for the West in southern 

Africa, particularly in the attempt to bring about a neo-colon

ialist solution in Zimbabwe and in building *'detente 18 with South 

Africa. Zaire (formerly the Congo) has long been a vassal of 

Western capitali.sm, used to maintain its interests in the region. 

In order to make this possible, the U.S. has provided $~50 million 

in economic and military aid since 196). Since the increased 

working class revolt in Zambia, the Angolan war and the 1977 

Shaba Rebellion, the U.S. has poured more aid to the Mobutu 

regime~ a:mmounting to $66.8 million between 1975 and 1978. Zaire 

in turn paid back part of the debt when it launched raids on 

the 1V1PLA in Angola through both FNLA and its O'W.n troops.35 

More recentlyj the U.S. has been looking to Nigeria to carry 

out its wishes in southern Africa and General Obasanjo has 

offered to provide Nigerian troops to enfore the Anglo-American 

plan in Zimbabwe. Through the realities of neo-colonialism in 

black Africa, in which black regimes are disciplined by the 

demands of the international system, the fundamental division 

in Africa today is not race, but class. 

Of course, black regimes based on largely pre-capit~l~. 



- 15 -

economies are not as stable as the white regimes have been, 

and this accounts for the attention that the U.S. focuses 

on the stability of South Africa. 

Dominoes and Revolution 

The stability of any of the major regimes in southern 

Africa is important to Western capitalism because it long ago 

realized that its interests in any partie ular a:t'ea of the world 

is based not only on direct economic interests there, but also 

on the reality of the "domino effect," especially in regard to 

revolutionary movements. A revolution in one area has an effect 

on other areas and can result in the loss to Western capitalism 

of more than just the original spot. As Gabriel Kolka explained 

in regards to Vietnam: 

That Vietnam itself has relatively little of value 
to the United States is all the more significant 
as an example of America's determination to hold 
the line as a matter of principle against revolutionary 
movements. 1/llhat is at stake, according to the "domino 
theory" with which Washington accurately perceives 
the world, is the control of Vietnam's neighboJ~' 
Southeast Asia and, ultimately~ Latin America. 

Though Kolka didn't forsee it in 1969, southern Africa would 

be the domino nightmare for VJestern capital ism in the 1970's~ 

partly as a result of U.S. defeat in Vietnam, thousru1ds of miles 

aways. The first African dominoes to go were the Portuguese 

colonies of Guinea-Bissau, Mozambique and Angola, spurred on to 

victory by the fall of the fascist Caetano dicatorship in Portugal 

as a result of the backbreaking cost of the colonial wars. In 

this case, the domin~had fallen both ways in two continents. 
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The effect of Portuguese colonial defeat, and later the 

demise of Western imperialism in the Angolan war sent shock waves 

throughout all of southern Africa, heightening the struggles for 

national liberation in Namibia and Zimbabwe. However, most 

significant was the effect o:f the MPLA's victory in Angola on 

the heart of advanced African capitalism: South Africa. Alex 

Callinicos and ,John Rogers describe it: 

There was a direct relation b .. · etween the AO&ola 
war and the black revoltJ[oweto, June 19?2/. 
The South African intervention had led to the largest 
military mobilization since the second world war; ... 

. At the end of it all there was nothing but humiliation. 
White South African prisoners of war were displayed 
at press conferences in various black African capitals. 
The invading troops had to pull out: the most power
ful military machine in Africa south of the Sahara 
had been bested by black fighters. No amount of 
talk about Russians or Cubans could mask this fact. 

The message of the South African defeat spread 
among black people like wildfire. An eye-witness 
described to us how in Cape Town a huge black aud
ience would watch the television news in Coloured 
hotels and cheer every report of South African cas
ual ties in the 'operational zone. • 

The MPLA's victory in Angola, along with Pre
limo's victory in Mozambique ... helped instill in 
black South Africans the confidence ;~at their white 
rulers could be taken on and beaten. 

The rebellions in South Africa, beginning with the Soweto 

uprisings of June, 1976, were more of a threat to Western capital

ism than anything that had come before in southern Africa. \IVhile 

the wars of liberation in other southern African countries have 

been threatening to the U.S. and the West, they had been led 

by petty bourgeois nationalists. These forces1 usually based 

among the peasantry in the countryside, saw the building of a 

bourgeOIS state as their immediate goal, eventually hoping to 
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build "socialism in one country." The self-imposed limits of 

these movements, while threatening, were not putting themselves 

out of the reach of international capital. South Africa~ on 

the other hand, was witnessing a massive revolt among undefeated 

black working class youth, centered in the urban centers of the 

headquarters of capital ism in .Africa. Unlike a peasant movement 

which follows one class or another, or the petty bourgeois nat

ionalists who speak of socialism while they institute a form of 

capitalism, the black South African working class has the interests 9 

and indeed, the potential, to go beyond capitalism with a black 

face to organize a socialist society based on working class 

power. 

The effect of such a revolution on the rest of southern 

Africa would be fantastic. Black and white regimes alike would 

be rocked by the waves of worker and peasant rebellion that has 

been simmering almost everywhere, as a result of a working class 

seizure of power in South A£rica. As Callinicos points out, 

The destruction of South African capitalism is the 
key to the overthrow of capitalism and imperialism 
through out the African continent. . Victory for the 
black working class of South Africa would both fatally 
disrupt the web of Weste~n interests stretching over 
Africa and be a catalyst to the struggles of the 
workers and peasants of b3~ck-ruled Africa against 
their own ruling classes. 

However, the effects of a mass working class upheavel 

throughout the subcontinent of southern Africa would have much 

more far reaching effects. As Kolka has pointed out, a domino 

reaction of working class revolution throughout Africa could 

not but affect the equilibrium of capitalism throughout the world, 
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particularly in its weak links.. The signals of a victorious 

workers revolt in sections of Africa would find echoes throughout 

the world as workers see that the octapus of capitalism is not, 

after all, invincible. There is every reason to believe that even 

the U.S. would be greatly affected by events in southern Africa, 

as the sizable '})lack and minority population takes inspiration 

from the African working class. Certainly, this is what Andy 

Young must have had in mind when he warned that the situation in 

Africa could lead to a race war in the U.S. More serious for 

the American ruling class, the situation in southern Africa could 

lead to a heightened level of class war in the U.S. 

Though world revolution would probably not be around the 

corner~ it goes without saying that American and Western interests 

in all corners of the globe would be greatly disrupted, and 

seriously threatned by the actions of workers of many nationalities. 

In this possibility lies the foremost threat to Western 

capitalism in southern Africa and, indeed~ beyond the region 

itself. Increasingly, it is this which is leading to a heightened 

awareness on the part of U.S. and international capital that 

southern Africa must be attended to, or it will attend to itself. 
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