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Tom LOdge.

The years of the Second World War witnessed a revival in the fortunes

of the Communist Party of South Afrioca (CPSA). At the beginning of

the war the Party's following numbered less than 300, its influenoce in
the trade unions was negligible, it was isolated from other political
organisations among blacks, while its efforts with vhites had

suoceeded neither in checking the growth of fascism or Afrikaner
nationalism nor in 'building class unity. BSix years later the Party
could count its adherents in thousands rather than hundreds, it was
oapable of winning white local government elections, and its members
presided over the largest-ever African trads union movement as well

as contributing significantly to the leadership of the African and
Indian Congresses. From I945 knowledge of the Party's development
becomes vital for any understanding of the mainstream of black politics
in South Africa, This paper will examine and attempt to explain the
wartime expansion in the Communist Party's influence, first by referring
to the soojzal and economic conditions as well as the overall politiocal
enviromment of the time, and then by discussing the Party's policies

and strategies. CPSA responses to three different sets of movements or
organisations will be discussed: movements of the urban poor, of peasants,
and of labour, The paper will conclude with an evaluation of the Party's
role and development during the period.

Economic and social conditions which helped to promote a fresh mood of
popalar political assertion and which facilitated the rise in CPSA
popularity have been well dooumented in the relevant literature and
need only brief recapitulation here, For economic historians the I1939-
1945 period represents the conoluding part of an industrial boom which
began with South Africa's devaluation in 1932, Between I936 and I951
the indnstrial workforce doubled at an annual growth rate of six per
cont (I). This growth had a particular impact on Afrigans durin

war because of the diversiom of a guarter of a million whites (2§ :.nd:o
military occupations. Africans in substantial numbers began to fill
gemi-skilled positions in factories and here the wartime increase in the
number of black workers was three times that of whites (3). Movement
into semi-skilled posjtions was one factor contrituting to the narrow-
ing of the wage gep between black and white manufacturimg workers which
occurred during the war (4). However the I00 000 extra African factory
workers recruited during the war (a forty per cent increazse in the



total of the African manufacturing labhour force) only accounted for

a small proportion of the growing urban African population (5).

Between 1936 and I946 official statistios revealed a viriual doubling
of Johanmnesburg's Afrioan population 4o almost 400 000 whilset in

some smaller ceniree the rise was even more rapids in Cape Toun during
the way the number of African inhabitants grew from about I5 000 to an
estimated total of 60 000. Additional mmbers put an impossible

strain on the already inadequate provision of housing and the war years
ware to see the mushrooming of shanty settlements on the fringes of
every significant town. Many of the people who irhabited these were
refugees from the overcrowded and drought stricken reserves where
economi¢ conditions at the beginning of the war were beginning to
attract even government oconcern (6). The towns provided harsh havens
for though there was work for someyall had to face spiralling food
prices (7) (partly the result of heavy grain export ocommitments) as
well as shortages,and most lived in conditions of fearsome poverty. In
sooial and eoonomic terms the war years represented an acceleration and
deepening of changes which had already been in motion for nearly a
decade, But government poliecies and the wider political environment of
the I939-1945 period were in some respects importantly different from
what preeceded and followed the war,

During the early years of the war the Govermment displayed an
uncharacteristioc anxiety fto secure the support and loyalty of Afrioems,
This ooncern reached a climax im I942 vhen the Minister of Native
Affairs, Denys Reitz .eriticised the pass laws and ordered a relaxation

of their application in the main industrial centres of the Tranmvaal

and Natal (8). The same year the Smit Committee recommended their
abolition while the Minister of Labour, Walter Madeley, opeming the
Council of Non-Buropean Trade Unions ennual oconference in November,.
promised that legal recogmition of Afriocan trade wmions was impending (9).
Bven at this point any hopeful expectations would have been qualified

by War Measure I45 vhich prohibited all African strikes and Smuts's
repudiation of the relevance to black South Africans of the Atlantic
Charter (I0). Neovertheless talk of postewar black amelioration

continued stimulated partly by the emergetioc efforts of parliamentary
Native Representatives (who inoluded after I943 a former communist,

Hymen Basner) as well as a flurry of commission recommendations, The
Statel's overtures to Africans were mainly attritutable to its resolve

t0 maintain high levels of industrial production and, of course, the
govermment's feeling of vulnerahbility at a time of developing polarisation
in white polities,

Har Brought a change in white publio perceptions of the Comrmmist

Party. ¥From I941 the Soviet Union wae a glorious and respected

ally (II) (with diplomatio representation in Souih Africa the following
year) and a series of nation-wide meetings of such groups as the
Friends of the Soviet Union (FSU) and Medical Aid for Russia were well
attended and well publicised gatherings. The FSU, until I941 a ooterie
of CPSA emthusiasts, by the end of the war ineluded among its patrons
the Mayor of Johamnesburg and the Minister of Justice (I2). The election
of Bill Andrews as Party leader in Ig43 meant that the CPSA figurechead
was a celebrated veteran of the white labour movement (I3). The Party
in I942 beceme congpicuously patriotic:t for several months it arranged
'Defend South Africa' rallies im town halls up and dowm the country,

its newspaper columps gave prominence to war news while the editor
donned an air-rajd warden's uniform and conseientiously patrolled the



lanes of Orlande (I4). White comrades in the army helped to found a
*Springbok Legion*. Even the South African Broadcasting Corporation
responded to the spirit of the times, A Yiddish choir drawn from the
Jewish Workers! Club sung the 'Intermational! on the radio and Bjll
Andrews was requested in 1942 to broadcast a May Day message to workers
in. support of the war effort (I5).

It was a complioated time for the Communist Party. In conformity with
Commnunist Parties in other parts of the world (though not in the British
dominions) the CPSA was to declare the war to be a oconflict bPetween rival
imperialisms and opposed it on that ground. Though tin the interests of
humanity® it was tessential that Naziem be destroyed!, for Souith Africams
this could be done most effectively by oconfronting the domestic threat
of Fasoism (I6). In doing this it was 'childishly absurd' to hope 'that
out of a white population of two million, which igs divided by a deep
oleavage from top to bottom, forces can arise that will save South Afriea
from fascist onslaught whether from within or without' (I7). Hence

the Party's emphasis shifted from popular front activity among whites

to efforts to mobilise large numbers of black people in anticipation

of a wertime administration's increasingly authoritariam attacks on
tworkers and democratio organisations!(I8), In March I940 in a report
presented at the national conference,the Party's invoivement in *ihe
national struggle of Non-Buropeans® was argued to be essential to the
development of a mass movement to resist fascism (I9). The Party's
anti-war campaign was therefore most publicly evident in the activity

of those of its members who were already active in the Non-—Buropean
United Front (20)., Opimion within the Party was not unanimous.
Johannesburg Communists had held the view that the Party should suppoxrt
an effective prosecution of the war before being overruled by the
loadership in Caps Town (2I). There was little determined dissent
however: an already disillusioned Hyman Basner chose the Soviet Invasion
of Pinland as the occasion to make hig break with the Party (22) while
the unpredictable Jimmy La Guma decided, mysteriously, to join up (23).
If others had private gualms about, for example, the Nazi-Soviet pact,
they kept them to themselves (24). For while the Party apparently took
its cue on the issue of the war from Comintern directives (25), mever—
theless opposing the war was locally popular among ceriain groups.
Following the precedent set by nationalists in Indis, radieal South African
Indians were to make opposition to the war their main plank in theinr
effective opposition of the oonservative leadership of the Indian
Congresses, Here Indian Communists involved in the Non-Buropean United
Front were prominent. In Cape Town John Gomas writing in Freedom in
June 1940 reflected a common sentiment when he argued:

I am gpatisfied with the statement of the famous English scientist
Professor J B S Haldane, that he would rather be a2 Jew in Hitlerts
Berlin than a native in Johanneshurg... How can we be interested in
fighting Naziem thousands of miles away, while in reality we have
a similar monster devouring us here daily? (26)

All this was to change in June I94I when the German army marched into
Rugsia, TFour days after the invasion the Cemtral Committee produced a
statement arguing that the total character of the war had changed: 'The
Soviet Union is not an imperialist power and is not waging an imperialist
war!, The Communist Party and the Non-European United Front abandoned
opposition to the war to the Troiskyists whose position remained

unaltered by the attack on Russia. 'Hitlerism®, now according to
Inkululeko, the new CPSA nespaper, was an immediate *threat to the very
hope of advancement and freedom for all workers and oppressed peoplest{27).



4

South Afrioa shounld strenghen its contritution to the destruotion of
Naziem by arming black soldiers and giving black people the votet 'Give
the people democratic righis, give them a country and a decent life,
give them arms and there is nothing which they will not do to defend
their freedom and their rights' urged Inlululeko (28), 'Bad as South
Africa is'y wrote Moses Kotane in early I942 in & pamphlet entitled
Japan, Friend or Foe?, 'she is as much our home a8 she iz that of the
Buropeans ...South Africa is what we Non~-Buropeans allowed her to be
ees in the future she will be vhat we ourselves make of her'(29). With
support for the war effort the Commumist Party was once again prepared
to consider constituencies which three years earlier had appeared to be
lost causess

Our experience has shown that our Party can gain support and
good will of all seetions., We must establish close contact
with Afrikaners ... We must taild the Party among skilled
workers. (30)

The Party's attitude to the war would influence the most vital areas of
ite activity., For example, in ¢alling for opposition to the govermment's
War Measure 145, the Gentral Committee in December I942 advocated that
the *trade union movement should get the Covermment to withdraw this
measure' and 'demand' full recognition of African Trade Unions. Just

how the trade unions should add force to these demands was not spelt out
though the statement went on to suggest that 'in the intereste of South
Africa's well being, particularly in these serious times, every effort
should be made to avoid strikes'(3I). In I942 the Party's posture also
seemed to ghape  the atiitude of the authorities to 1%. Ag mentioned
above Bill 4ndrews was given time on the SABC to brozdcast a May Day
negsage calling for the solidarity of labour against Hitler and a subversion
charge was dropped against Kotane after the Minister of Justice was showm

& copy of his pamphlet Japan, Friend oxr Foe? (32).

There is little publighed information on Party activity during most of
its antiewar phase, During I939 and I940 the Party did not publish a
newspaper (33) and sympathetic historians tend to limit their discussion
to Yusuf Dadoo's aotivities on behalf of the Non-Buropeans Umited Front.
The Front organised a series of anti-war rallies and Dadoo himself was
imprisoned for four months afier making an elogquent and powerful oase
against the war at his trial (34). The Froni's opposition to the war,
though, did not take it into the sitrikes and boycotis ocontemplated at its
original inception (35), The African National Congress also provided a
focus for activity by African communists: J B Marks first transferred
most of his emergies to ANC work afier being expelled from the Party in
the late I930s (36) and Moses Kotane, general secretary and full-time
functionary from 1939 onwards,led a revival of the ANC in Cape Town.

The Johannesburg Distriet Conference in its review of the previous yearts
work acknowledged in March I94I the *great importance attached to helping
the ANC lead the African people in their struggle! (37) though in the same
year the Party conferemce warned that commitments to other organisations
were causing a neglect of the Party itself (38). In fact it is diffioult
to see a strong central impulse to the CPSA's development in this period:
a modest and rather late beginning was made in the field of African

Trade Union sotivity and some support was given to Alphaeus Malibats
pioneering attempts to organise peasant resmistance in the Northern
Transvaal; African members contested and won two and then three seats

on the Orlando Advisory DBoard elections while in Johannesburg Comrmunists
continued their weekly public meetings on the City Hall steps, Here also
it was hoped to gain through the Party's anti-war stance some Afrikaner
support with the establishment of of an Afrikaans medium journal, Die
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Ware Republikein, though the Party continued io stress the reactionary
oharacter of Afrikaner Natiomaliem (39). A modest growth in membership
was recorded, from 280 to 400, 2 new District Committee was elected in
Johannesburg in 1940 composed largely of men and women who had joined the
Party quite recently and were thus unaffected by the divisions and
tengions of its sectarian history in the I930s, and a new constitution as
drawn up in I94I. Reconstruction of the Party after the debilitations
of the previous decade seems to have been the main priority; anti~var
aotivity did not extend beyond public meetings. This notwithstanding,
three communists were intermed: the Joffe brothers of Johannesburg and
the trade unionist Arnold Latti from Port Elizabeth. It is possible
that the apti-war line did not inspire much enthusjasm within the Partys
According to Edwin Mofutsanyana this period:

(was) the time when the Africans began asking whether
they (the Communists) were supporters of Hitler. They
had phrases like "'wamphethu Mkize' ~ 'Hitler has got them
all rightt. (40)

Perhaps significanily in this ocontext, one of the resolutions debated
at the May I941 conference, when the Party was still opposing the war,
ooncerned the rights of Afriocan servieemen; they should be emtitled %o
boar arms and to gaim promation to 211 army ranks (4I)., There was an
essential ambivalence to the Party's anti-war position:s even its most
militant exponent, Yusuf Dadoo qualified his opposition with the
provigo  that if 'unfettered democratic rights! were extended to black
people than the conflict ocould be transformed into a .fjust war! which
it would be possible to eupport (42). . .

Such considerations no longer applied after the Soviet entry into the

war though there iere some noigy objections to the Partwts rationalisation
of its new position (43). In April 1942 the Communists launched a 'Defepd
South Africa' campaign. This was to take the form of approximately

thirty open air and city hall meetings, pageants and processions held in
every major town and several smaller cenires as well: Johannesburg, Durban,
East London, Port Elizabeth, Cape Town, Kijmberley, Bloemfontein, Pretoria,
Pietermaritzberg, Ladysnith, Dundee and Roodepoort were all visited hy
leading party spokesmen, black and white, calling upon the govermment to
'Avenge Tobruk, by moBilising our people and our wealth'. The public
intentions of the campaign were spelt out in a lengthy pamphlet, Arm the
People , thousands of copies of which were distrituted during the eight
months ‘of its duration. Arm the People opemed with a referemce to the
threat of invasion from Vichyite Madacascar: the 'Fascist peril' was
'approaching ever closger to our shores' and South Africa was 'faced with

e desperate struggle for its existence'., After oriticising the government
for its negleat of adequate military training for blacks, its tolerance

of the Ossewa Brandwag and similar components of & 'Fifth Column®, and its
contimied diversion of national resources into gold production the
pamphlet went om to outline 'A Polioy for Vietory!. Black soldiers should
be armed and army conditions improved so as to encourage recruitiment.
Industry should be put on a war footing with the establighment of workers!
production ocommittees to increase output, proteet workers'! interests and
prevent sabotage. African trade unions should be recognised and encouraged
and African workers allowed 1o acquire skills, 'The pass laws &nd segregation
laws should go and voting rights should be extended to blacks. Adequate
air raid preoentions were needed. Food supplies should be improved
through aid to small farmers and the abolition of control boards which
functioned to maintain high agriculbural prices (44). If the underlying
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motive of the campaign was to broadem the Party's appeal then it can

be judged as a success, A recruiting drive for membership was mounted
gimultaneously and application forms were distributed at publio mestings.
Bach district or branch was set recruiting quotas; Durban was apparently
the most successful in Bringing new people into the Party (45). By the end
of the campaign membership had quadriupled’ with I 346 new adherents (46).
£5 000 had been donated to party funds and the circulation of the by I943
communi st-controlled Guardiay newspaper had risen to 42 000 (47). In

its public pronouncements the Party provided no indication as to among
which seetions of the population it was most successful in Building a
following at this time, While city hall meetings would have heen primarily
directed at whites many of the events were arranged in locations habitually
used by black people and African speakers commonly provided keynote
addresses, From later estimates it seems likely that a large proportion

of the recruits were African and Indian(48).This may have been as much

an effect of the Party's attention to local commmity issues and black
trade unioniem as of the specific content of the campaign itself.

But if, as the Simonses claim,it is possible to discern in the Defend
South Africa Campaign a programme for 'complete liberation from national
oppression! (49) this was'not the main emphasis in the CPSA's appeals to
voters in parliamentary and municipal elections the following year. The
Party's intention to contest white elections, something it had not
contemplated since the I920s (50) was signalled by Kotane at the concluding
Defend South Africa rally when he announced a forthcoming new initiative
Yo increase our influence, to press forward with our demands* (5I).
Another pamphlet was produoed., Fntitled *We South Africans! and aimed
at potential white voters in the I943 general eleotion it was studiously
vague in discussing the CPSA's approach to African politiocal aspirations.
Referring to the Labour Party's 'lotal segregation' policy it suggested:

Afriocans themselves may prefer such a system under socialisms

it bears some resemblance to the Yautonomous national republies!
that have been recogniged in Soviet Russia and may be a progress—
ive gtep under socialism. Put it is a2 very long term policys

the practical question of today is how to remove the disabilities
imposed on the non~vhite peoples. (52)

The pamphlet also argued that skilled vhite workers to protect their own
long term interests should set about removing racial job reservation

as well as contending that sccialism would benefit 'members of the profess—
ions, artists and scientisis, shopkeepera and mmall farmers' (53).

The Party's nine parliasmentary candidates garnered 7 000 votes between
them, an average of II per cent of the vote. 4in East Londoner, Archie
Muller, supported by African voters was narrowly defeated in the Cape
Provincial elections, The same year the Party's electoral efforts were
revarded with two seats on the Cape Tovm City Council and one on East
Londonts (S54). It was an encoursging start. The other left-wing
contender in the general election, the Independent Labour Party, despite
its well-known leader Solly Sachs and a prudent 'bread and butter!
manifesto colleated only 2 per cent of the wotes in the three working
class constituencies it contested (55). Heartemed by its modest suocess
the Party continned Yo fight elections: in 1944 Hilda Watts wonr a council
seat in Hillbrow, a central Johamnesburg suburd of high density apariment
blocks and two further seats were gained in Cape Town.

Research iz needed to tell us why the CPSA was able to win elections as
well as to indicate the extent to which it tailored its propaganda to the
prejudices and inclinations of white voters, Referring to the 1945
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munic¢ipal eleetions in Johamnesburg an Inkululeko correspondent
reported on the 'disappearance of old prejudices against communists! (56)
and the shock he encountered amongst white subuxziban voters ‘at the
horror of non-Furopean conditions ... (they) nearly always agree that
improvements should be made'. 'The voters are waking up', he concluded,
VYand we communiste, by fighting the eleections, are helping them to see
the truth'. Though the CPSA's electoral appeal may have been defined

in a way which could evoke social compassion it is also possible that

it moderated the political and social implications of its policies,
Support for the 'mational democratie rewvolution'! was frequently presented
as merely the extension of civil rights to blacks., BHmphasis on this
detracted from the socialist content of the Party's message:

Comrades,. there are times vhen to be extireme ultra-
revolutionaxry is to betray the cause for which we are
working. Which is the more revolutionary today - to say
you want to nationalise the land and nationalise the
banks, or to say you want the vote and eguality of rights
for the non-Buropeans. (57)

In January I944 the CPSA removed from its constitution the clause which
determined as orne of the Party's prinocipal aims tthe abolition of
Imperizalism and the establishment of an independent republic of the
people!, It gought to reassure the vhite public in: other ways too.
Social -equality between black and white would not necessitate the

the abandonment of cusiomary social segregation. A communist pamphlet
published in 1945 dwelt on a familiar preoccupation in white eleotoral
politieos:

One who thinks a black man is sorry and ashemed of his
colour is stupid ...We love our colour and we would not
like to decrease it by inter-marriages we like owr black
girls dearly and wish them to marry and increase our
black race. One who says we blacks might take Buropean
girls for marriage if we were freed talks rubbish. (58)

The Party's moderation in its public stance did not immunise it from
attack. In Johanmnesburg the Labour Party having refused on two occasions
the Communistst! offer of an electoral pact published a leaflet in the

1945 eleetion on what the Communist Party stood for. The leaflet detailed
the CPSA's adwvocacy of universal suffrage and its espousal of the right
of blacks to stand for election in addition to its desire for 'natives

and coloureds (to be allowed to)ride in the same buses and live in the
same residential areas as Buropeans'. Aa Inkululeko plaintively pointed
out the leaflet 'said nothing at all about the econstructive mmnicipzl
policy advanced by the communists' (59).

Waile trying to garner electoral support from whites the CPSA was also
systematically attempting to build its following among blacks. In
November I943 following a vigorous return to pass law enforcement by

the police on the Witwatersrand (60) an Anti-Pass conference was held

in Johannesburg under the auspices of the CPSA., From a platform decorated
with a huge portrait of Johannes Nkosi, the Durban communist mariyr of
the 1930 pass oampaign, and festooned with'Mayibuye I Afrika' banners, the
agsembly was opened by speeches from Tusuf Dadoo and Edwin Mofutsanyana.
The time had come, said Dr Dadoo 'for the Non-Buropean people to unite (60),
to rajse their voice and carry on a campaigm against the pass laws,
against this badge of slavery which humiliates the African people'. 'We
are not alone', he continued:



8

If we campaign properly and well, we will win the support of
the Coloured and Indian people, and of the progressive BEuropeans.

The time had come, exhorted Mofutsanyamna *'to fight the passes to the bitter
end', This should be done by employing tevery channel that we have':

We must petition the government and tell them we can no longer
tolerate their pass laws, We must tell our representatives in
Parljament that in the coming session they must move a bill to
abolish the pass laws. (62)

After the chajrman had enjoined those 'who had nothing special to say not
to speak' a pledge of support was tasken by the I53 delegates (from II2
bodies representing 80 T96 people) who thenm resolved to set up local
anti-pass committees,send resolutions to the Prime Minister, Minister for
Native Affairs, and the Native Representative Council and as well as
requesting the parliamentary native representatives to imtroduce anti-pass
legislation 'to undertake every possible form of aotivity which will bring
pressure on the Government to aboligh the pass laws'., A leading committee
of I5 was then elected composed largely of African communists and non-—
communist members of the Transvaal African National Congress (63).

The formation . of local anti-pass committees rapidly got under way.

By May 1944 when an elaborate launching ceremony was held for the campaign
in Johannesburg anti-pass activity had spread to affect most substantial
African urban communities in the Transvasal: Brakpan, Roodepoort, Randfontein,
Middelburg, Witbank, Springs, Vereeniging, Meyerton, Klerksdorp, Ermelo, and
Pretoria. Anti-pass committees existed in Pietersburg and Sibasa in the
Northern Transvaal., Work had begun in Cape Town where the Anti-Pass Committee
held during January meetings in Langa, Retreat, Kensington, Bellevue,

Philipi and Stellenbosch. Meelings were usually arranged in conjunction
with loocal bodies: vigilance associations, tenants leagues as well as

ANGC branches and trade unions., By April 1944 local efforts were focused

on the circulation of a petition and the selling of green, yellow and

black anti-pass badges. A somewhat belated endorsement of the campaign

ceme in March from Dr Xuma, President-General of the ANC (64).

The campaignr was formally inaugurated in Johannesburg on the weekend of

May 20th = 2Ist, 540 delegates attended a meeting at Gandhi Hall representing
a diversity of organisations: {rade unions, vigilance associations, food
olubs, ANC and CPSA branches, churches, studemt groups, Advisory Boards,

and Ratepayers! Associations. After addresses by Dr Xuma, the Rev., Mjchael
Scott, Dr Ismail of the Indian Congress and the Native Representative
Council members a National Anti-Passg Council was elected. The form of the
campaign was confirmeds: a million signature petition for presentation to

the government in August, fundraising, and the distritution of publicity
material, Troiskyite advocacy of more militant forms of resigtance were
rejeated by the delegates and subsequently Inkululeko's columnist; Unlweli,
reproved.thoge who were arguing in favour of civil disobedience by the
Mnti-Pass leadership:this was foolish for the task of leaders was 'to assigt
and give guidance' (65). The olimax of the launch was provided by a
demonstration of 20 000 through the sitreets of Johannesburg. Few people,
though, were there to witness it, for it was a sunday.

In June and July the ocampaign seemed to progressing well, In Brakpan
(home of the APG's gecretary, David Bopape )ta.'bles were set up in the
gtrests and by the gates of the location with copies of the petition
for people to smign. A thousand men and women gathered in Sibasa, their
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mmbers including several local chiefs and indunas., A request for 200
petition forms came from the recently established committee in Bloemfontein.
In Heidelberg in June, after the arrest of a leading local communist and
member of the Anti-Pass Committee, Dan Mokeana, for not having a lodger's
permit, hundreds of women demonsirated outside the court—=room while achools
closed and ne one went to work, After a parade through the centre of the
town the mayor listened to a list of complaints against the location
superintendent and promised the release of Mokeana, The superintendent
himself was arrested the following week under suspicion of attempting to

- axeite gympathy by placing a bomb in his own office.56 Meanwhile further
meetings were reported in Durban, Boksburg, Cape Town and Springs.

In fugust however the tempo of the campaign appeared to slacken. Though
in Brakpan on August IO there was a stay awey by T 000 African locationm
regidents in profest against the dismissal from hisg teaching post of
David Bopape (67) there were no reports of activity conneoted with
oppoaition to passes from anywhere else in the Transvaal. In September
it was announced that the date for the presentation of the petition had
been postponed (68).

The next public pronouncement of the National Armti-Pass Council d4id not
oome until February. This was a statement by Bopape on the closure of
the ymtition drive (69). Angered by the silences in Bopape's statement
two communist members of the Council ., Mofutsanyana and Palmer made
publioc oriticisms of its worke In the Transvaal the ocampaign:

... beceme inective after the (May) Conference. Badges were
not sald, petitions were not signed, and even the local

ocommi ttees have gone to sleep ...something is radically wrong
with the working committees. Most of the Council members

at the centre failed to attend meetings: there has been zn
average atiendance of from five to seveni the work being left
t0 three members ...it muat Be pointed out that Chairmam
(Dadoo) and the Secretary (Bopape) have not beem the live
wires they should have been. “hey have rather expected local
commiftees and othera to take the ingtiative. (70

The conclusion of the campaign was in June 1945. 5 000 people accompanied
a deputation to present the petition to the Dgputy Prime Minister. On
arriving at Parliasment its leaders were refused an interview with Hofmeyr
and rejected the offer of meetings with the Hinieters of Native Affajrs and
Justice, The government made no public response to the petition and its
I00 000 signatures.

What had gone wromg? At the beginning there seemed to be no shortage of
popular enthusiasm for the campaigme Large numbers of people apparently
participated in demonstrations, on local iniatives passes were actually
Wurnt on qertain occasions (715,, and in at least two centres, Erakpan

and Heidelberg, the issue of the pass laws fused with other sources of
local discontent to provoke impressive displays of communzl solidarity (72).
On: the Bast Rand women were roticeably involved in the early stages of the
eampaigm = in March I944 at the instigation of Josie Palmer a special
women's conference was held in Johanmesburg - and the war years did witness
an effort Ly some municipalities to regulate for the first time the
movement of African women into towm.

It is possible that the form the ocampaign took did little to retain people's
interest and active support: contrasted with earlier types of protest
ageinst the pass laws petitioning was rather a lame tactic -~ hardly the
eonceivable limit 'of activity which will bring pressure on the Government®'.
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0f course it is possible as the critics quoted above suggested that
leaders could have been more energetio (though it should be acknowledged
that both Dadvo and PBopape were harassed by the authorities as a result
of their part in the campaign) but that seems unsatisfactory by itself as
an explanation. Coniemporary commentators suggested that the CPSA
deliberately confined the protest to legal soris of activity as a
consequence of its war policy (73). In addition it may have been that
communists themselves may have been influenced By govermmemt proposals for
reform to the extent of believing that if they campajigned 'properly and
well' the authorities would have beem suitably impressed.

Eleotions and national ocampaigns were only onme dimension of the Party's
wartime development, DBefore attempting any overall evaluation of its
role its more localised responses and activities and its work in the
irade union movement need conagideration,

Before: the war in the Transveal there were two geographiocal foocuses to

CPSA activity among Africans. The first was in Orlando where from 1934

Communi sts had dominated Advisory BPoard politics organising support for

their candidates through the Vigilance Association. The Communists recognised
from the beginning the limitations of the Boards (74)but argued that they should
should be employed as platforms for a 'mjghty strugsle for self-government in

the locations' to be conducted not only through the boards themselves but

algo outside them:

If the municipality and the Government does not listen %o

the Advisory Board members when they put forward your

just demands, the Advisory Board members must call meetings

of residents, lead deputations and demonstrations and compel
the rulers to fulfill these demands., The Advisory Board
members must be real leaders and fightery icr your demands (75).

After I937 though there was an additional dimension to the CPSA's view

of Board politics for the Boards themselves were vital coastituents in
the process of indirect election of representatives to the Native
Representative Council., The CPSA's own NRC candidate, Edwin Mofutsanyana,
was a leading figure in Orlando Advisory Board activity. Ascetic and
hardworking, 'loyal Edwin' (76) lacked the popular touchj Communist
influence in Orlando depended more on organisational efficiency than on
charismatic local personalities.

Communi sts were active also in Alexandra, the frechold township %o the north
of Johannesburg. In Bram Fischer the Party had a representative on the
Health Committee, nmominally the governing local authority in Alexandra and

a substantial local branch had been tuilt through the efforts of Max Joffe
who during the late I930s was locally active in setting up a temants!' league.

Alexandra and Orlando provided the settings for two of the most dramatic
assertions of popular discontent during the war and ostensibly the CPSA
might have appeared well placed in both cases to have played a leading

role. In Alexandra between I940 and I945 there were four seperate protests
over rises in bus fares. They took the form of boycotts which climaxed in

a seven week protest in November and December I944. Beginning with simple
refusals to pay the extra fare the form of resistance became progressively
more elaborate and militant: in 1943 I0 000 people marched in a huge
procession the eighteen miles to town and in the following year. the movement
looked at one moment as if it might develop into a township-wide genersl
strike. Local leadership was provided by a Transport Action Committee (later
called a Workers' Tramsport Action Committee) and from 1943 local leadership
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was supported and advised by an Emergency Transport Committee established
and led by Semator Basner. Ry 1943 the CPSA, weakened locally the year
before by the expulsion of the mercurial Gaur Radebe for petty bourgeois
behaviour (money-lending), was just one of several politiecal groups
jostling acrimoniunsly with each other for influence over the boycotters.
The genesis of these groups and the intricacies of their relationship with
each other and with the boycotters are matters which have only partly
been uncovered by recent scholarship but it does appear that in the

1944 Yvoycott the CPSA functioned to limit and define the course of the
movements in other words that its influence was a restraining one. It
oprosed for exsmple (on quite practical grounds) the extemsion of the
boycott movement to the south~western townships and pressed for the
acceptance of the offer of a City Council subsidised coupon scheme which
guaranteed the perpetuation of the old low fare for three months (77),

and it may have, through its influence on trade unions, delayed the
implementation of the general strike ocall. In all this the CPSA may well
have been correct in interpreting the popular mood in addition to the
potential limits of vhat mgy have been gained., It is worth recording, though,
that in doing so they were opposed by left wing groups ealling for a
socialised form of publiec transport (78). Local communists probably
considered such proposals wildly quixotio: in the wake of the boycott

the Alexandra branch immersed itself in the more everyday preoccupations
of its constituents, In July they announced from their new office in

the old Health Committee rooms their intention of teking steps "to organise
people around the issue of drains and the risk of small pox!. They also
proposed to reaise with the munioipality the legal question of the status
of the Health Committee; they wnted it to have trading rights so it could
embark on a programme of tulk tuying for consumer cooperatives (79).

But if ocommunists accurately gauged the limits to popular militanocy

in the Alexandra bus boyoott this camnot be said in their judgements
concerning the Orlando squatters movement, At the beginning of the war
each of Orlamdo's 5 000 houses accomodated seven people. This average
was to nearly double between 1940 and I944 as a oonsequence of a huge
influx of migrants from the farms and the reserves secking access to

Jobs and food. Rather than tuilding accommodation for these people

the Council lifted restrictions on subletting and allowed the most

acute conditions of overcrowding, After fruitless agitation against the
housing shortage a group of Orlando residents led by James Sofasonke
Mpanza, an Advisory Board member, orgemised am expdusmof sub-temants out
of the location to conatruot hessian shelters on the empty weldt in
March 1944, Before the sub-tenants moved however, Mpanmza approached the
Communists and asked them to join his oommittee, Mofutsanyane and his
comxrades held hack, though, arguing that at the beginning of the winter
Mpanza's plam was irresponsible gnd would merely lead to greater privations
than already e xisted., Orlamio communists distrusted Mpanza in any case, with
his background of convicted murderer, born-again evangelist and small-
time huckster, and they had been energetically opposing his role in
Advisory Board politios for nearly a decade. But mumicipal hostility and
cold weather notwithstanding, Mpanza's movement grew and grudgingly the
Communists had to concede support while questioming Mpanza's personal
motives and eriticising his administration. Their initial abstemtion
cost them dear., Thereafter Mpanza ensured their exclusion from any
active partiocipatién im the leadership of his new kingdom and they were
confined to organising soup kitchens and lobbying the Council in concert
with liberal pressure groups for a more generous poligy towards the
squatters. In three successive Board elections, in 1944, I945 and 1946,
the Communists failed to win any of the seats¢80).

At one level the failure can be attributed to the personalities involved.
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The autocratic Mpanza was indisposed to sharing decisions with any but
the most sycophantic counsel and in manner and style wes light years
apart from trained party functionaries like Mofutsanyana. BPut the
problem was deeper than this for the Communists had underestimated the
housing crisis (81) and the intensity of popular feeling arising from
it and had allowed the iniative to pass from their hands. Ag the
Johannesburg District Committee put it in a refreshingly self-oritical
report:

We failed to recognise the deep desire and need of the
people for vigorous and correct political leadership, we
did not act as the vanguard of their struggles. (82?

Their characterisation of Npanza as®irresponsible' was symptomatioc of
their unwillingness at that time to contemplate initiating direot action.
In Orlando this may have been partly a conseauence of partiocipation in
local elections., Though at the beginning the Communists professed to
be conseious of the limited utility of the Boards by the 1940s it is
possible that 'control! of the Boards had become an end in itself,
Certainly in Orlando in 1944 the Communists demonstrated considerable
insensitivity to the needs and aspirations of sub-tenants who were not,
it should be remembered, entitled to vote in Board elections. It is
also conceivable inat Johannesburg Communigts may have been influenced
in their response to the squatters by their understanding of local
white politics . As the report quoted above went on to suggest:

There is a large and growing body of Buropean opinion
conscious of the oppression of the non-European people

and sympathetic to their demands and agpirations. It is
the special duty of every Buropean Communist devotedly and
energetically to spread and deepen thig conaciousness and
sympathy (83).

Fortunately the kind of looal challenge provided by Mpanza was exceptional
Elsevhere._. . Communist participation in local bodles such as residents
agsociations and Advisory Boards provided useful vehioles for agitation
over administrative injustices, food shortages and material hardship, and
helped to significently extend their influence. By 1945 there were
Communist branches or groups established within African communities in

most of the industrial towns (84). Both locally and nationally Africamn
Communi sts took pains to oollaborate with the African National Congress
often functioning as key oifice holders., Here their tactical emphasis on
reformist d emands and their apparent concern to awvoid confrontation with
authority helped to foster the developing alliance with the still very
congervative ANC leadership. At the same time small-gcale organisation
around subsistence issues could also provide the first vital steps in
comanunal mobilisation, In this context the food tuying cooperatives
developed by Communists in Johannesburg, Durban and Pretoria in the course
of I943 and 1944 were imaginative responses to the deprivation and helpless-
ness of the urban poor {85). In general then, despite their setback in
Orlando, the early I940s vere years in which the Communists successfully
established themselves as a popular force in local urban’ African politics (86).

Their record was less impressive in the countryside. For in the Reserves

the close of the I1930s and the beginning of the I940s witnessed the inception
of an extended and increasingly violent struggle as peasants attempted to
resist the government's efforts to reorganise land usage and pouliitical
structures. Through the heroic efforts of Alphaeus Maliba, the Communists
had first hand knowledge of the most serious of these conflicts, that of

the Northern Transvaal, and for a time the Party helped Maliba's Zoutpansberg
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Cultural Association, providing legal assistance, an office, and in
I939 publishing s pamphlet by him (87)}. But despite resolutions and
the adoption of an agrarian element in their programme (88), Maliba's
cause did not figure prominently in the Party's wartime concerms.

Indeed when the CPSA in I944 held its first *rural conference', marking,
aoccording to Kotane, 2 'new stage' in the Party's development, it held
it in the Western Cape for the benefit of farm labourers, not peasants (89).
0f course reaching reserve communities was often very difficult because
of government resiriofions but it was also the case that leading
Transvaal Communists felt that the Party's prime tasks should be
different, As the Pretoria advocate George Findley commented after
defending Maliba in Louis Trichardt in 194I1:

The Platteland Africans are a secondary area - mere
propaganda is needed there, not peasant mevolts, (90)

The final dimension of CPSA activity was trade union organisation.

While fighting a rearguard action within the white trade union movement (91),
the moet important activity was in developing workers' organisations

among Africans and, in the Cape and Natal, among Coloured people and
Indians. CPSA trade union initiatives will be described at length in a
seperate paper and only a tentative outline of an analysie can be

presented here.

The Second World War provided a favourable climate for the growth of
black trade unionism. The development of mapufacturing and the inareasing
employrent of Africans in semi~skilled industrial positiors provided one
vital impetus for trade union organisation. The inclusion of Africans in
HWage Board determinations to a greater extemt than ever before gave

to unions legal space for manoeuvre enabling them to deliver substantial
benefits to their new memberes without bringing them into immediate
confrontation with the state. A high level of spontaneous industrial
militancy throunghout the war years helped to encourage an official
perception of African trade unions as a means through which conflict
betwaeen employers and workforce could be regulated,

Communists were not first in the field in wartime Afriocan unionism
(though they did do pioneering work with Indian and Coloured workers in
Durban snd the Cape Boland). After the depredations of the purges
and the Popular Frontism of the I930s they had retained few members
with any experience of African trade unionism. The two cluasters of
African trade unions vwhich had developed by I94I, the Joint Committiee of
of African Trade Unions, and the CGoordinating Committee, with respectively
20 000 and 3 000 affiliated members were led by men who were wary of
involvement with the Communigt Party. The first had been set up as a
result of the work of Max Gordon, a radical socialist employed by the
Ingtitute of Race Relations and the second was under the aegis of

Gana Mekabeni, expelled from the Party in I93I. (92). Communists, though,
were active as memberg and office bearers in unions affiliated to these
bodies and their merger into a Council of Non—European Trade unions at
the end of I941 took place at a2 meeting over which Moses Kotane presided.
At least four of the seven men who composed the firast CNETU executive
were communists., HNevertheless CNEIU is hest understood as an uneasy
eoalition rather than a body over which the Communist Party exercised
direct control.

The main thruat of Communist Party trade union work lay in the expansion
of organisation mainly in the service sector and light industry though
there were efforts to organise power workers, metal workers and wine
labourers as well, Much of the organisation was of a fairly superficial
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quality with African officials serving as secretaries for several
different organisations and offices centralised on party premises

in Johannesburg. For the purpose of representing workers at wage
board enauiries such arrangements were adeguate but they would have
been severely put to test in more militant forms of action. ‘The Pariy
however made it quite clear on several occasions that it opposed the
use of the strike weapon. As Ray Alexander reported to the 1944 CPSA
conference:

Our party's policy is directed towa.ds a peaceful settlement
of disputes and avoiding any strikes or any actions that will
hinder the war effort, ?93) '

There were probably other considerations as well, As a contemporary
liberal commentary pointed out in I941 : 'Unions have endeavoured to
avoid strike action as far as possible, It is illegal for Natives to _
strike and there is therefore a need for a high degree of organisation'(94)
Not that workers were unwillingj on severzal occasions unions had to

curb the militancy of their members. For example in the Non~Buropean
Federation of Iron and Steel Workers it was necceassary in I943 to

pass two resolutions against 'hasty,ill considered action' and
"unneccessary stoppages' after the granting of a modest wage award

and reports of disatisfactiion among rank and file workers with the
leadership persisted to the end of the war (95). The Communist-led

Gas and Power Workers! Union intervened in 1942 to prevent a strike
‘becanse we felt that it was our duty to prevent trouble when the

country was in the midst of a serious war orisis' (96). In at least

three strikes im which trade unionsa were involved, the wmilling workerst,
timber workers' and coal deliverers! digputes, all in 1944, the
Communists were sharply critical, accusing their lleaders of being 'a
handful of wreckers','fifth columnists® and 'scoundrels! (g7). More
specifically in each oase they argued that the strikes were based on
inadequate preparation., These unions were led hy Trotskyites who delighted
in irritating the Communists as on the occasion in I943 when the African
Commercial and Distributive Workers attempted to persuade the Trades and
Labour Council to resolve agminst the opening of a second front
contending that it would 'be used only for the imperialists' dream of
crushing the people's movement'. Such a position, charged the Communists,
was olearly 'Fascist inspired', raising the 'suspicion in the workers!
minds that the Soviet Upion's allies are really her enemies! (98). In
the case of strikes which werz not Trotskyite inspired the CPSA tock

a more sympathetie position, Party members despite polioy appearing on
picket lines (99), and the Party itself defending the sgirikers in its
propaganda for African trade union recognition. (100).

African trade unionism by 1945 represented a substantial achievement, the
I19 bodies with their alleged 150 000 membership (101) representing an
impressive total, partioularly if the very small number of trade union
organisgers is recalled. What is arguable is that more could have been
achieved, especislly if the Party had been willing to employ strikes in its
campaign for trade union recognition. In I945 its polioy of industrial
discipline appeared as if it might place in jeopardy ite ascendency within
the African trade union movement. Accusing the 'Staliniste' of *Trade
Union Fetishiam® {102) a Trotskyite 'Progressive Trade Upion Group!

produced a catalogue of the various wrongdoings and shortcomings of the
CNETU executive, These included it alleged communist inspired 'pacification?
of workers and the establishment of rivals to unions which did not

conform with communist polioies and the f2ilure to support strikes (103)

In August 1945 conmunists needed the help of unaccustomed allies to

retain their position at the CNETU conference: a well organised effort

by the Progressive Trade Unionists to pack the conference was
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defeated with the help of the CPSA's normal antagonist, Senator Basner,
who had been invited to open the meeting. Thereafter the Trotskyites
were expelled (104). Taking with them some of the most militant and
experienced trade unionists their departure did not portend well for
the new phase of working class action which was to succeed the ending
of the common front against Fasciem,

Conclusion

The Party's view of its history during this period is one which depicts
it in terms of unmixed achievement, stressing the succesful broadening
of public support, the more militant of its activities, and the develop-
ment of mutual perception and understanding between it and the African
National Congress. In the ome scholarly study of the CPSA wartime
history the author refleets the CPSA's own interpretation in his own
analysis of the CPSA's apparently smooth and logical progression from

a purist advocacy of 'class sitruggle' to a more pragnatic espousal

of 'national liberation®.(105),

As the evidence in this paper indicates things were more complicated
than this. This period of the Party's history was characterised by

its lack of militanoy, its identification with African national
aspirations was based on a most limibed interpretation of what they
ghould be, and an optimism that went well beyond most liberal prognostio-
ations of the eapacity of white society to seriously entertain proposals
for social reform (106).

Critios of the CPSA both at the time and more recemtly have suggested
that by allegedly subordinating local interests to the dictates of
international politics (and in particular the Soviet Union's role
within them) important opportunities were squandered, Important forces
within ruling circles favoured reforms; with more militant actions
these would have been secured (107),

Of ocourse it is also possible that popular militancy may have increased
government intransigency particularly as the Communists and other
opposition groups were still very week organisations. Even the new
Africen labour movement was highly vulnerable: mostly unskilled, predom-—
-inantly in non-strategic industries, internalily divided, and operating
in a context of high urban unemployment was it really ocapable of
deleivering really decigive blows against employers and the state?
The: CPSA's loft-wing opoonents in the irade union movement were contenpt—
wous of the 'milk and water' methods employed By the CPSA in its campaign
for Africoen irade upion recognition but their own strike -zotions were
entirely confined ito wage-related issues (I08), | " '

It may be more tenable, though, to argue that the CPSA's role during
“the war was as much a reflection of the experience and predisposition
of its members as a consequence of externally imposed diktats. .There
were those, like the lawyer Franz Boshoff, suspended from the Party
for accepting a state brief to act against Mpanza, who were still
captives of their professional and social background (109). Then
there were others, such as the veterans of the Jewish Workerst Club,
who were representatives of a strezm of Eastern Buropean radicaliem.
For them identification with the needs of the Soviet workera' state
required no extermal prompting (110). Some black men joined the Party
because it stood for, in the words of Naboth Mokgatle, Pretoria
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trade unionist, a society tin which all childrem would have free

education and equal opportunities ...(and)...all wuld have the right

to vote'(111), Some of the Party's wartime-adherents would have joined from a
humani tarian impulse towards justice and equity rather than a knowledgable
commitment to Marxiam (112). 'The CPSA of the I940s represented a rich
composite of South African politiocal traditions, The one thing it was

not was a Leminist vanguard of professional revolutionaries. It is not
surprising, therefore, that i¢ did not behave like one.
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