
Polaroid's Dramatic Withdrawal from South Africa 
The rationale for doing business under the apartheid system no longer holds.  

GEORGE M. HOUSER

+ IN A WIDELY publicized campaign, 
launched in January 1971, the Polaroid 

Corporation explained why it would 
continue to do business in South Africa.  
The Polaroid argument, which was de
veloped in response to demands for 
withdrawal, ran this way: if the company 
cut itself off from South Africa it would 
no longer have influence on the country's 
racial policies; by staying it could im
prove the lives of South African blacks.  

I 

Now, seven years later, Polaroid ap
pears to have changed its mind; a No
vember 21 announcement confirmed 
that it was terminating its business in 
South Africa. The importance of the 
Polaroid decision does not rest on South 
Africa's value to the company in finan
cial terms. Estimates put Polaroid's 1977 
sales of film equipment and sunglasses 
there at $3 to $4 million. Through its 
relationship with a South African firm, 
Frank & Hirsch, it employed only about 
200 people. Instead, the significance of 
Polaroid's withdrawal is primarily sym
bolic. A company with a liberal reputa
tion, it attempted in 1971 to set a trend 
and establish a rationale for doing busi
ness in South Africa at a time when 
public discussion on the issue was al
ready under way.  

What the company in fact accom
plished was to provide an acceptable 
justification for other U.S. businesses to 
continue South African operations, mak
ing profits while at the same time satis
fying their consciences that this activity 
could help lead to change.  

I believe Polaroid has now admitted 
-albeit without saying so directly - its 
conviction that such a course is not pos
ible. It seems to me that the company is 
tacitly conceding the point I made at the 
time in an article in The Christian Cen
tury ("The Polaroid Approach to South 
Africa," February 24, 1971): that U.S.  

business operations in South Africa, no 
matter what programs they espouse that 
are designed to modify apartheid and 
help blacks, have not produced and will 
not produce any effect on a system 
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grounded on the principle of race dis
crimination and separation.  

We will return. to this issue later. First, 
a review of the events of 1971 and of 
developments leading up to Polaroid's 
recent announcement will shed some 
light on a period during which U.S. in
vestment in South Africa has doubled, to 
more than $1.6 billion.  

II 

The 1971 announcement came after a 
group of black employees at Polaroid's 
headquarters in Cambridge, Massachu
setts, organized to protest the company's 
South African involvement. Their par
ticular target was the furnishing of some 
of the materials for producing the hated 
passbooks which all Africans must carry.  
By calling for a boycott of Polaroid 
products, the workers were able to make 
the issue a major one for the company's 
directors.  

Faced with growing public awareness 
of the racial situation, the company sent 
a fact-finding committee to South Africa.  
The result was a decision, announced in 
full-page advertisements in major met
ropolitan newspapers and in the black 
press (an effort which must have cost at 
least $5o,ooo), to continue, with some 
alterations, Polaroid's South African op
erations.  

In terms of business arrangements, 
Polaroid guaranteed that it would no 
longer sell any equipment to the South 
African government- an assurance that 
Polaroid products could not be used in 
implementing the pass system. More 
generally, the decision also meant that 
Polaroid equipment would be unavail
able to the military, the police, or any 
other arm of the government involved in 
perpetuating apartheid.  

In addition, Polaroid announced that 
it would begin an "experiment" -origi
nally scheduled to last one year and then 
extended indefinitely -aimed at raising 
wages; increasing other benefits, includ
ing job-training programs; and setting 
up a fund to contribute to black educa
tional and cultural organizations.  

There was nothing in the "experi
ment," of course, that would bring the 
company into conflict with the white 
regime. A Polaroid spokesman, asked by 
a reporter about the relationship of the

new programs to the apartheid structure, 
was quoted in the New York Times bf 
January 31, 1971, as saying: "They will 

have to be done within the framework of 
South African law." The Pretoria gov
ernment, for its part, took the Polaroid 
announcement with equanimity, even 
going so far as to praise the company for 
its action.  

Polaroid's "experiment" did indeed 
have some effects through the years. Ac
cording to the company, almost half a 
million dollars was given to black 
scholarship funds and other programs.  
There were also some increases in the 
wages of black employees.  

In the broader South African society, 
however, Polaroid's actions, and those of 
other companies which followed its lead, 
had no discernible effect on the 
apartheid system. The gap between 
black and white average earnings con
tinued to widen, new and harsher laws 
were passed, and increasing numbers of 
black South Africans were harassed, de
tained and intimidated.  

III 

This was the situation on November 
16, 1977, when information was given to 

Polaroid that its distributor in South 
Africa, Frank & Hirsch, had been selling 
Polaroid products to the South African 
government in violation of agreements 
reached in 1971.  

The American Committee on Africa 
played a role in this event. On a brief 
visit to South Africa in 1975, Paul Irish, 

my colleague at ACOA, met a man named 
Indrus Naidoo. A member of the African 
National Congress for many years, Nai
doo had completed a ten-year prison sen
tence for sabotage and in 1973 had re
turned to his former job in the shipping 
department of Frank 8c Hirsch. Thus he 
was in a position to see several shipments 
of film consigned to government refer
ence bureaus that issue passbooks. Fur
ther, Naidoo observed that shipments in 
substantial quantities were going to mili
tary headquarters located outside Pre
toria.  

Naidoo managed to make a photo
copy of a shipping order which showed 
that Polaroid materials were being sent 
directly to the Bantu Reference Bu
reau, while the invoices were forwarded
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to a pharmacy in downtown Johannes
burg. All similar shipments were packed 
in unmarked cartons which, loaded on 
unmarked vans, were sent to their desti
nation.  

After Paul Irish's return to the U.S., 
Naidoo sent him a copy of the photo
stated delivery order, which he held onto 
because Naidoo was too vulnerable to 

reprisal by the South African govern
ment. But last year Naidoo, after being 
discharged from his job, left the country.  

At that time, Paul Irish brought the 
document to the attention of the Boston 
Globe, which, after communicating with 
Naidoo in Europe, presented the evi
dence to Polaroid. The company imme
diately sent two representatives to South 
Africa, where they examined the books 
of Frank 8c Hirsch and discovered that 
the firm had been in continuous viola
tion of the agreement that Polaroid 
equipment not be sold to the govern
ment.  

Five days after receis ing the informa
tion, Polaroid was readv to announce 
the termination of its relationship with 
Frank K Hirsch. Its statement. describing 

the company as shocked by the revela
tions, reiterated Polaroid's opposition to 
apartheid, reviewed the firm's accom
plishments, and concluded: "Vith the 
termination of this distributorship, we 
do not plan to establish another one." 
Company representatives declined fur
ther comment.  

IV 

As I see it, there were at least four 
reasons for Polaroid's dec ision.  

First, the company had been given 
unassailable proof-- well publicized 
that its distrilbtor was deliberately vio
lating an agreement and in so doing 
was providing a product (film for 
passbooks) that dircctly assisted in per
petuating apartheid.  

Second, Polaroid's business in South 
Africa was so small that ending it would 
have t1o impact on overall company 
operations.  

Third, the business climate in South 
Africa was unhealthy. Unemployment 
was on the rise, the country showed few 
signs of coming out of a deep recession, 
and profits on insestment by U.S. com
panies had sagged to less than the 14 per 
cent worldwide average. after years when 
returns of j6 and 17 per cent had been 
commonplace.  

Fourth, on the basis of conversations 
ACOA staff people have had with repre
sentatives of Polaroid. it is my opinion 
that at least some company officials had

become increasingly uneasy about their 
South African involvement. In support of 
this view is the Globe's report that two 
weeks before the Frank &c Hirsch affair, 
Polaroid had written to Vice-President 
Mondale seeking guidance on its future 
course of action in South Africa.  

Circumstances in southern Africa have 
changed dramatically since Polaroid's 
1971 decision. Angola and Mozambique, 
involved in an armed struggle against 

Portuguese colonial domination for 
more than a decade, had won indepen
deuce. The struggle for majority rule in 
Zimbabwe (Rhodesia) and autonomy in 
Namibia had escalated, increasingly tak
ing violent form. The big powers, both 
the United States and the Soviet Union, 
were deeply involved in events in south
ern Africa. The period of d~tente which 
the Vorster regime had tried to establish 
with independent black African states in 
1974 had almost completely broken 
down.  

V 

The revolt of the students in Soweto 

in 1976 indicated a new resistance among 
blacks, and the rise of the black con
sciousness movement in South Africa was 
a further sign of new commitments to 
demands for political rights and majority 
rule. In rapid succession came the death 
of Steve Biko, with resulting protest 
both within South Africa and interna
tionally, the crackdown of the South 
African government against black resis
ters and white sympathizers, and the 
unanimous adoption by the U.N. Secur
ity Council of a mandatory arms em
bargo against South Africa; all of this 
highlighted the fallacies in Polaroid's 
original argument and indicated the ap
proach of a new era in South Africa.  

Does Polaroid's withdrawal now con
stitute the same sort of precedent that 
the company set in 1971? One can hope 

so, but to date it appears that the ma
jority of U.S. companies are still follow
ing the same rationale they adopted 
from Polaroid seven years ago. The most 
notable manifestation of this is the fact 
that in the past year over 50 companies 
have agreed to comply with a set of six 
principles drawn up by black activist 
minister Leon Sullivan, who is on the 
board of directors of General Motors.  
The principles commit the companies to 
pursue such things as equal pay for equal 
work in South Africa.  

Just as with Polaroid's 1971 effort, the 
South African government has praised 
this action, an indication of official opin
ion that the six principles pose very little

threat to the status quo. At the same 
time, the white regime has signaled very 
clearly that it will brook no genuine 
interference from foreign firms. In No
vember it announced that any corpora
tion, domestic or foreign, could be or
dered to tailor its production to govern
ment demands in the interests of na
tional security.  

If this same government found Pola
roid film so important that it was willing 
to participate in the charade uncovered 
by Naidoo, how much more important 
are the operations of IBM, whose com-

puters are essential in military and in
ternal security capacities, or of Mobil 

Corporation, which provides refined oil 
for use by both industry and the South 

African armed forces? 

VI 

Perhaps it is now more evident to 
some than it was in 1971 that by the very 

fact of their business dealings with South 

Africa, U.S. corporations are supportive 

of the state and the status quo. The time 

is past when they could be permitted to 
cloak that reality in liberal-sounding 

statements intended for American con

sumption; the time is past when the 

U.S. government could officially support 

a policy that wotld "neither encourage 

nor discourage investment in South 

Africa." 

The weight of the U.S. government 
must now be used to encourage with

drawal of American capital, and the 

weight of public opinion must be di

rected toward forcing U.S. firms to fol

low the Polaroid example, and in so 

doing to put an end to operations which 

only strengthen apartheid. 11 

the christian CENTURY April 12, 1978


