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SHORT ABSTRACT

CLASS, RACE AND NATION: AFRICAN POLITICS IN DURBAN, 1929-1949

Timothy Andrew Nuttall

Pembroke Coliege

Submitted for the degree of D.Phil.
Michaelmas 1991

The 1930s and 1940s in Durban have been relatively under-researched, and yet
these two decades constituted a crucial phase in the city’s growth. This thesis
concentrates on the political experiences of Africans during the period.

The beer hall riots of 1929 and the ‘African-Indian’ riots of 1949 serve as
significant points at which to start and end the thesis. These two flashpoints were very
different in nature, and their differenggs signalled the changes that took place in Durban
between the late 1920s and the late 1940s. Yet the riots can also be linked: they both
reflected extreme frustration amongst Africans at their exclusion from the resources of
the city. The two riots illuminate key issues in African politics, in municipal and state
policy, and in the changing structures of Durban society.

These comparative findings are based on a detailed study of the period between the
two riots. A wide variety of African political experiences in Durban is examined. These
fall into four broad categories of political ideology and practice: populism, nationalism,
ethnicity and ‘workerism’. The narrative begins with the radical anti-municipal
populism of 1929-30 and then attempts to explain the politically ‘quiet’ 1930s. The
Second World War brought significant changes, giving rise to a range of important new
ideologies and political strategies. The most important developments were in worker

organisation and nationalist politics. The struggle for the city was heightened even



”
further in the post-war period. Wide-ranging expressions of urban populism and racial
ethnicity set the scene for the 1949 riots.

Due to the nature of the evidence collected, much of the thesis concentrates on the
roles played by the (largely middle class) political leadership. The analysis portrays
African politics as a complex process of ‘negotiation’, and the historical narrative is

informed by theoretical perspectives which integrate ‘class’ and ‘race’.



LONG ABSTRACT

(WRITTEN ACCORDING TO THE REQUIREMENTS OF THE FACULTY OF
MODERN HISTORY)

CLASS, RACE AND NATION: AFRICAN POLITICS IN DURBAN, 1929-1949

Timothy Andrew Nuttall
Pembroke College

Submitted for the degree of D.Phil.
Michaelmas 1991

This thesis joins a growing number of urban studies in South African
historiography. The contemporary significance of urban politics has generated a good
deal of lively historical research. The cities of the Transvaal and the western Cape have
received the most attention. During the early to mid 1980s, in an attempt to redress this
regional imbalance, a group of historians at the University of Natal began a series of
research projects on Durban history. By far the largest city in twentieth century Natal,
Durban was the obvious place to start. Both in the past and the present the sheer size
and economic significance of Durban gives it a political prominence which overshadows
Natal’s administrative capital, Pietermaritzburg.

I was attracted to my topic by the work already begun at the University of Natal in
Durban. In Natal’s relatively undeveloped urban historiography, the emerging literature
on Durban provided a useful frame of reference for a doctoral project. The Durban
research programme concentrated on the history of Africans in particular, and this also
helped me to decide on my topic. Africans in general have been the most oppressed
group in Durban’s racially organised society, and their history has been the most easily
suppressed or forgotten. By concentrating on different subjects, previous generations

of academic historians have assisted the process of forgetting. The political
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developments of the 1970s and 1980s, most particularly the dramatic intensification of
urban conflict, have made it imperative to insert Africans ever more centrally into
Durban’s recorded past. Ideally this should be done in a holistic way, incorporating the
history of Durban’s whites and Indians. This would enable us to move beyond racially
bounded histories which, in part, have reflected racially differential experiences of the
city. But Durban’s historiography is not yet developed enough to achieve such a
synthesis. This thesis takes us a few steps closer to that goal, by strengthening the
reconstruction of an ‘African’ past, and by making African-Indian relations a central
theme of the last two chapters.

The research programme at the University of Natal also helped to define the
chronological parameters of my thesis. The 1930s and 1940s were relatively neglected
and I decided to fill this gap. The political flashpoints of 1929 and 1949 provide
obvious and challenging places at which to begin and end my study. Africans were the
central actors in both these conflicts. In the first instance, they deployed direct action
against municipal policies, and in the second - a highly complex urban revolt - they
targeted Indians. The riots of 1929 and 1949 raise important questions about the
eruption of public violence, an important feature of Durban’s past and present. The
events of 1929 were very different in nature from those of 1949. Comparing them
illustrates the changing nature of Durban society and of African politics between the
late 1920s and the late 1940s. Yet 1929 and 1949 can also be linked. They both
reflected widespread African frustration at being excluded from the resources of the
city. Through various twists and turns, the failure to achieve deep-seated demands in

1929 found a tragic outlet in 1949.

To understand this connection between 1929 and 1949 we need to examine
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developments in the interim. This thesis creates a bridge between these two major
events. In doing so, it recounts and analyses a wide range of African political
experiences, from the turbulent 1920s through the depressed 1930s to the ebullient
1940s. The nature of the evidence collected has shaped my approach. Drawing on
relatively accessible archival material - most of it in English - my analysis concentrates
on the ideologies, strategies and tactics of African political leaders. The motives and
consciousness of their followers (or potential followers) have been far more difficult
to plumb, although on occasions this has been possible. Popular political culture, and
the nature of pressure ‘from below’ on the African leadership, await further
exploration.

It would be insufficient merely to examine the internal dynamics of organised
African politics in Durban between the late 1920s and the late 1940s. African politics
needs to be situated in the context of the socio-political transformation of Durban and
the evolution of municipal policies. This period was a crucial phase of the city’s early
industrialisation and it saw important policy developments. With a few exceptions, the
agenda of African politics was created by the initiatives of white politicians,
administrators and capitalists. African politicians spent most of their energy responding
to or probing segregationist municipal and government policies. This reflected the
essential weakness of their position. The embodiments of white power - state and
capital - were themselves continually having to react to the pressures and changes of
urbanisation and industrialisation. These responses, in turn, created new forces in
African politics. A nuanced historical narrative is required to understand these
developments. A theoretical approach which integrates social structure and human

agency is also needed.
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African political developments are best understood as a multiple process of
‘negotiation’. The main sites of negotiation were between the political leaders and white
power, and between those leaders and the African masses. This was the classic
ideological, strategic and tactical terrain of oppositionist politics in a ‘colonial’ milieu.
By virtue of their mission school education, and their connections through a network
of ‘improving’ families, members of the African middle class dominated the roles of
political leadership in a largely illiterate society. Their whole socialisation was towards
integration into the upper levels of South African society, as members of an urban
middle class or as rural landowners. Between the 1920s and the 1940s, the gathering
policies of segregation closed the door on integration, but offered new openings through
‘advisory’ politics and retribalisation. At the same time, changing class identities
amongst Africans, especially the growth of an urbanised proletariat and lumpen
proletariat, put new and potentially radical pressures on African politics. The African
middle class itself became more divided socially, between more desperate lower ranks
and more established upper strata. In response to these multiple developments, the
middle class politicians developed an increasingly complex set of ideologies and tactics.
It was not simply a choice between elitist petitioning and popular confrontation,
although specific groups within the African middle class tended towards these two
particular poles. The growing variety of middle class political practices reflected
complementary strategies which sought to monopolise the roles of ‘negotiation’ between
the masses and the state. At moments of acute social crisis the claims to leadership by
the African middle class were challenged by more marginal groups in African society,
but these challenges were not easily sustainable. The precise nature of the ‘negotiation’

process depended on particular social forces and power relations which existed at
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specific historical conjunctures.

Any account of African politics in Durban between 1929 and 1949 has to grapple
with the interaction of ‘class’ and ‘race’. Durban developed as a distinctly racial
society, yet it was also a society undergoing industrialisation, where conflicting
property relations and unequal access to resources gave rise to class struggles. Parkin’s
neo-Weberian model of class conflict integrates ‘race’ as an instrument of domination
and resistance.! This model defines ‘class’ primarily through political strategies of
‘closure’, which seek either to secure domination through ‘exclusion’ or to contest
domination through ‘usurpation’. I have found this approach most convincing in
explaining African politics in Durban during the 1930s and 1940s. Through it we can
understand middle class elitism, and the whole range of mobilising ideologies from
populism to nationalism to ethnicity. Each of these ideologies, and their accompanying
political practices, expressed the various ambitions and frustrations of the ‘nation’. This
over-arching and inclusive concept was a meaningful but often ambiguous reference
point in African political language during the period. The term ‘nation’ was used by
populists in bread-and-butter struggles against the Durban municipality, by nationalists
in countrywide mobilisation against the South African state, and by ethnic politicians
seeking to build regional identities. The greatest challenge to the various understandings
of ‘nation’ came from the mobilisation and organisation of African workers in trade
unions. But it was a challenge which did not develop much momentum, and which
tended to be absorbed into the broader thrusts of community politics.

As this is a history thesis, these theoretical insights are expressed through the

narrative itself. After outlining the position of Africans in Durban society and politics

1. F. Parkin, Marxism and Class Theory: A Bourgeois Critique (London, Tavistock, 1979), pp.44-47, chs.4-6.
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during the 1920s, the historical account begins with the radical anti-municipal populism
of 1929-30. This politics of confrontation was led by the Industrial and Commercial
Workers’ Union, and was informed by militant strands of Zulu ethnicity and communist
ideology. The central events were the beer hall riots and boycott, and the campaign to
burn passes. State repression and reform, the onset of the Great Depression, and the
rickety nature of the populist alliance, all helped to end this ‘moment’ of mass conflict
between Durban’s Africans and the municipality. The events of the late 1920s provide
important insights into Durban society and African politics. The thesis proceeds from
this set of reference points.

In the bleak political conditions of the 1930s radical populism was superseded by
conservative forms of regional Zulu ethnicity, rooted in a defensive reaction to the
radicalism of the 1920s. Durban was only marginally involved with the state’s
retribalisation policies, which were largely directed towards shoring up rural society.
But because of the large number of migrant labourers in Durban it was not surprising
that local politicians tried to exploit the new terrain of state-sanctioned ethnicity.
Alongside various kinds of ethnic mobilisation an explicitly elitist urban agenda
dominated the politics of the African middle class during the 1930s. Except for sporadic
instances of radicalism, there was remarkably little pressure on these leaders ‘from
below’. As a result, the 1930s were ‘quiet’ years for organised African politics.

The Second World War brought drastic changes, accelerating the social
transformation of the city and providing new international political influences. The
ethnic politics of the 1930s quickly became outdated. War-time strikes and trade union
organisation amongst African workers marked a significant new development, building

on the pioneering worker struggles of the late 1930s. Neither strikes nor unions had yet
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been seen on any significant scale in Durban’s history. The paucity of organised worker
action was a consequence of migrant labour and the concentration of African workers
in the vulnerable margins of a racially-structured labour market. Strikes among
structurally weak and disorganised workers were short-term phenomena, but the more
resilient unions promised to exert a longer-lasting influence, both politically and in the
workplace. An incipient multi-racial populism, espoused by the Communist Party, was
another development during the war. Communist slogans and speeches spoke not only
of a faraway war, but of democratic and socialist demands for all South Africans. This
message briefly mobilised significant numbers of Indians, Africans and even whites in
united campaigns. As conditions changed after 1942, this multi-racial populism was
overshadowed in African politics by new nationalist, populist and ethnic voices.

Coherent ideologies of African nationalism only developed significant momentum
in Durban during the early 1940s. A new, upwardly-mobile generation of middle class
activists urged confrontation between an increasingly urbanised and materially desperate
‘African nation’ and the segregationist state. African nationalism had an important
ideological impact; but its practical effect on Durban’s politics was limited to livening
up the internal organisation of the African National Congress. In spite of this, African
politics remained weakly organised and poorly followed. African nationalism spanned
an ideological range from multi-racial humanism to parochial Africanism. The latter
merged into the racial ethnicity of anti-Indianism. Within an increasingly complex
urban landscape, anti-Indianism became ever more central to African political culture
during the late 1940s. Alongside this, the post-war period saw the growth of a diffuse
populist politics targeted against municipal power and state authority. The state’s new

racial zoning plans, which were a response to the gathering urban crisis, embodied a
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far-reaching threat to the stake of Africans in the city. But African society at the time
was too fluid, disorganised and divided to be mobilised behind a coherent mass
movement of resistance.

The 1949 riots, at one level, were an anti-Indian pogrom carried out by certain
groups of Africans. This was a particularly violent explosion of racial ethnicity,
indicating its pervasive appeal. In the struggle for the city, Indians were singled out as
a politically vulnerable but economically influential group. The riots developed through
three phases and threatened ultimately to become a city-wide revolt. In suppressing this
challenge with armed force, the state authorities were now more convinced that Durban
had to undergo major restructuring if the political and economic interests of whites
were to be secured and entrenched. The city had imploded and the implications were
alarming for white power holders and property owners. For African politics the riots
were also a watershed, both for those who took advantage of the conflict and for those
who grappled with the consequences for multi-racial mass campaigns against apartheid.

The thesis ends at this dramatic and significant moment. The 1949 riots raised stark
questions about leadership, ideology, strategy and organisation in African politics. The
riots also highlighted the nature of Durban society. Similar questions were posed by the
1929 riots, although the nature of the earlier conflict was different. This thesis sets out
to provide answers to these questions, both for these events and for less spectacular but
important happenings in between. In doing so, it seeks to fill a significant gap in
Durban’s history. It offers new insights into the race-class debate; and it explores the

complex inter-relation between populist, nationalist, ethnic and ‘workerist’ mobilisation

in African politics.
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INTRODUCTION

Since the late nineteenth century Durban has been Natal’s largest urban centre,
mushrooming from its small beginnings as a coastal port. Politically, economically and
demographically it has since then towered over the Natal hinterland. Durban grew
initially as the port closest to the mineral revolution on the Witwatersrand. From the
1910s it serviced the industrial transformation of the southern Transvaal, and by the
1950s it had become a significant manufacturing centre itself. Today it is a sprawling
metropolis of three to four million people.

Natal’s urban history is relatively undeveloped, and Durban is the obvious place
to start. Durban’s past illuminates both urban and regional history, providing an
important reference point for future studies of Natal’s smaller cities and towns. I was
initially drawn to my thesis topic by a research programme on Africans in Durban co-
ordinated by Paul Maylam and others at the University of Natal during the early to mid
1980s.! This programme built on the pioneering local and regional studies of Kuper,
Swanson, Marks and Hemson.? Various research projects were beginning to piece
together the history of Durban’s Africans since the late nineteenth century. Essentially
this work addressed the interactions between ‘native’ policy, social change and African
politics. The research of la Hausse and Edwards, in particular, has provided a

framework for my dissertation. La Hausse examined municipal policy, African popular

1. The first structured presentation of this research occurred at a Workshop on African Urban Life in Durban
in the Twentieth Century, held at University of Natal, Durban, in 1983.

2. L. Kuper, An African Bourgeoisie: Race, Class and Politics in South Africa (New Haven, Yale University
Press, 1965); M.W. Swanson, ‘The Rise of Multi-Racial Durban: Urban History and Race Policy in South
Africa, 1830-1930°, PhD thesis, University of Harvard, 1965; S. Marks, ‘The Ambiguities of Dependence:
John L Dube of Natal’, Journal of Southern African Studies 1, 2 (1975), pp.162-180; S. Marks, ‘Natal, the
Zulu Royal Family and the Ideology of Segregation’, Journal of Southern African Studies 4, 2 (1978), pp.172-

194; D. Hemson, ‘Class Consciousness and Migrant Workers: Dock Workers of Durban’, PhD thesis,
University of Warwick, 1979.
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culture, and politics in Durban between the early 1900s and the early 1930s.! Edwards’
doctoral research looked at similar themes from the late 1940s until 1960.% African
politics during the 1930s and 1940s needed closer examination.

My thesis concentrates on the political experiences of Africans during a crucial
phase of the city’s early industrialisation, between the 1920s and the 1950s. In this
period Durban was transformed from a medium-sized commercial centre into a large
industrial city. Between 1921 and 1951, Durban’s population increased from 169,000
to 480,000.> The social profile of the city’s Africans changed from being a largely
migrant workforce and a tiny middle class to a more urbanised proletariat and a
growing middle class.

The dissertation’s focus on Africans reflects the influence of Durban’s
historiography which, in turn, has been shaped by the racial structures of Durban
society. Histories of Durban have tended to limit themselves to ‘white’, ‘Indian’ or
‘African’ studies. We are still a long way from a holistic portrayal of Durban,
reflecting the integration of all the city’s residents into a single political economy. This
thesis, drawing on work already done, hopes to move Durban’s historiography nearer
that goal. Africans have had a distinctive past as the most exploited and oppressed
segment of Durban society, but they were not a watertight racial group. My study

highlights the complex interaction of class and race in Durban’s past. Between the

1. P. la Hausse, ‘The Struggle for the City: Alcohol, the Ematsheni and Popular Culture in Durban, 1902-36’,
MA thesis, University of Cape Town, 1984. Subsequent work drawing on the thesis includes: ‘The Dispersal
of the Regiments: African Popular Protest in Durban, 1930’, Journal of Natal and Zulu History 10, 1987,
pp-77-102; ‘The Message of the Warriors: The ICU, the Labouring Poor and the Making of a Popular Political
Culture in Durban, 1925-30’, in P Bonner et al. (eds.), Holding Their Ground: Class, Locality and Culture

in 19th and 20th Century South Africa (Johannesburg, Witwatersrand University Press and Ravan, 1989),
pp-19-58.

2. LL. Edwards, ‘Mkhumbane Our Home: A History of African Shantytown Society in Cato Manor Farm, 1946-
1960°, PhD thesis, University of Natal, Durban, 1989.

3.  J.R. Burrows, The Population and Labour Resources of Natal (Pietermaritzburg, Town and Regional Planning
Commission, 1959), pp.24-5.
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1920s and the 1950s the proportion of Africans, whites and Indians was roughly
similar, giving Durban - South Africa’s third largest city - a unique racial character.

At the risk of treading on the toes of fellow researchers, I identified 1929-30 and
1949 as key moments in Durban’s history, and as meaningful boundaries for my thesis
topic.! The years 1929-30 saw a significant peak in African militancy, reflected
particularly in beer hall riots and a campaign against passes. Urban revolt on this scale
had not yet occurred amongst Africans in the city’s history. The target of resistance
was the repressive set of municipal ‘native’ policies known as the ‘Durban System’.
Large numbers of Africans were mobilised against the municipality through a radical
populist politics. The authorities met this with a potent dose of repression and reform
which, together with the Great Depression, neutralised the militancy of the previous
few years. The conflicts of 1929-30 laid bare the nature of Durban society and
highlighted key dynamics in African politics. These events provide a good starting point
for the thesis.

The 1930s were politically ‘quiet’, and this has to be explained. During the early
to mid 1930s, the political centre-stage belonged to middle class African politicians who
busied themselves with conservative class and ethnic politics during the high tide of
segregation. It was an elitist politics, relying on the passive involvement of the masses.
Militancy flared sporadically, under highly unfavourable circumstances.

From the late 1930s, however, African politics began to become more turbulent
again. The most important indicator of this was the series of strikes in 1937. For the

first time, Durban’s African workers were mobilised in significant numbers around

1.  This periodisation is also hinted at in S. Marks, ‘Patriotism, Patriarchy and Purity: Natal and the Politics of

Zulu Ethnic Consciousness’, in L. Vail (ed.), The Creation of Tribalism in Southern Africa (London, James
Currey, 1989), p.218.
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wage demands. Worker struggles developed further during World War Two,
particularly through the pioneering unionisation of African workers. The war was a
turning point in Durban’s history, when structural and social change accelerated. In the
process, new leaders, organisations, ideas and struggles developed. The ethnic politics
of the 1930s was overshadowed. By the mid 1940s a heightened tempo of African
politics, focused around demands for urban ‘citizenship’, had begun to challenge the
municipality and local capital in new ways. There were still many weaknesses in this
challenge, but urban crisis, worker organisation, African nationalism and populism
created a volatile mixture in the post-war period. This manifested itself in a variety of
ways, but was poorly organised. There was no clearly dominant African political
leadership. If there was a common thread, it was one of heightened struggle for
resources and power in a racially ordered city undergoing rapid transformation. There
were a multitude of potential targets and axes of mobilisation.

At the end of the 1940s there were growing signs of a possible conflagration in
Durban, but the 1949 riots, and the form they took, were not inevitable. The
underlying issues of this conflict were similar to those of 1929: Africans were
demanding a greater share of a city that excluded them on many counts. In 1929,
Africans had directed their frustration and anger against key aspects of municipal
policy. In 1949 a different target caught the popular imagination: Durban’s Indians. The
1949 riots were, in effect, a collective assault by certain African groups on those
Indians who were generally perceived to constitute a politically vulnerable ‘racial’
barrier to the achievement of urban African demands. The riots are not only important
events in themselves; they offer a prism through which to look back at the social and

political developments of the 1940s and perhaps earlier. Increasingly, from the late
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1930s, the position of Indians in Durban’s political economy had become an issue of
mobilisation in African politics. This growth of racial ethnicity reflected the impact of
state policy, the racially differential structures of Durban society, and trends in Indian
politics. Africans in Durban - middle class and workers - increasingly had to fit
themselves into an urban environment where Indians were generally ahead of them in
the queue. This reality confronted any attempt to mobilise Africans and Indians jointly
as racially and economically oppressed groups, whether in the workplace or the
community. The 1949 riots highlighted the simmering tensions of African-Indian
relations. The riots were a milestone both in black politics and in urban policy.
Afterwards, nothing would be quite the same. The 1949 conflict marks a significant
moment with which to end the thesis.

African communal mobilisation and worker organisation revealed a continuous
process of ‘negotiation’ which the African leadership undertook with state and capital,
on the one hand, and with the masses, on the other. Between the late 1920s and the late
1940s, the negotiating power of African leaders was generally weak. Whatever strategy
they chose, their bargaining power was directly related to their ability to sustain and
monopolise populist, nationalist, ethnic, and worker followings. To achieve this,
opposing claimants to African leadership had to be co-opted or excluded. New issues
and circumstances were continually moving the political goal posts. To be seen to be
currying influence with state officials or employers, and not producing concrete benefits
for followers, soon resulted in unpopularity and even illegitimacy for political leaders.
On the other hand, democratic organisation was generally absent, and political
consciousness amongst Durban’s Africans was fractured and undeveloped. Limited

accountability on the part of leaders was matched by shallow commitment from
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followers. To curry the favour of the masses by mobilising around popular demands
held out possibilities of being pushed into militant tactics. The danger of this for middle
class leaders was that their relatively privileged position might be threatened by the
aspirations and tactics of groups lower down the hierarchy. Furthermore, militant
leaders faced state suppression. On the other hand, there were perils for middle class
leaders if they did not tap into or initiate mass militancy. Worker or lumpen leaders
could rise to fill the gap, to the exclusion of the middle class.

The great bulk of leadership in organised African politics was drawn from the
artisans, traders, journalists, clerics, teachers and clerks of the African middle class.
Members of this social group were excluded from the dominant class by racist state
policies, but their social practices, skills and aspirations set them apart from the mass
of Africans.! The African middle class was, to use Kuper’s phrase, at the ‘apex of
subordination’.? This group occupied an intermediate position between an almost
exclusively white dominant class and a largely black subordinate class. In Marxist
theory, this position is the contradictory class location of the petty bourgeoisie and the
labour aristocracy, who are neither fully bourgeois nor fully proletarian.’ Socially,
politically and economically they are pulled in opposing directions in the class war.
Consequently, their politics tends to manoeuvre between elitism and mass mobilisation.
This ‘betting both ways’ might appear contradictory at an abstract theoretical level, but

it is better seen as a maximizing strategy for human actors in concrete situations. Marks

1.  For an important broader discussion, see B. Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origins and
Spread of Nationalism (London: Verso, 1983), chap.7.
2. Kuper, Bourgeoisie, p.7.

3. For an important application of this theory, P.L. Bonner, ‘The Transvaal Native Congress, 1917-1920: The
Radicalisation of the Black Petty Bourgeoisie on the Rand’, in S. Marks and R. Rathbone (eds.),
Industrialisation and Social Change in South Africa (London, Longman, 1982), pp.270-313.
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uses the notion of ‘ambiguity’ to characterise such strategies.! Work by Cobley,
Couzens, and Bradford, among others, has paved the way for more nuanced analyses
of the politics of the African middle class, subject to the particular constraints and
opportunities of a given moment.?

Having outlined the basic chronology, and the historical problem which is to be
tackled, it is necessary to comment on the nature of the evidence I have used, and then
to introduce briefly the major concepts and theories which inform my analysis. I have
relied heavily on the state archives, English-language newspapers, and various
collections of oral material and private papers. These sources have yielded much
information on middle class African political leaders, but less on their followers. A
good deal of my analysis therefore focuses on the nature of political leadership.
Followers feature prominently only at certain moments when the evidence allows it or
when the theme demands it. A systematic and critical use of relatively accessible
evidence has enabled me to address a number of important themes in the history of
Durban during the 1930s and 1940s. In doing so, I have drawn on the sizeable
literature dealing with black political leadership, organisation and mobilisation in

twentieth century South Africa.’?

1. S. Marks, The Ambiguities of Dependence in South Africa: Class, Nationalism and the State in Twentieth
Century Natal (Johannesburg, Ravan, 1986).

2. A. G. Cobley, ‘"On the shoulders of the giants": the black petty bourgeoisie in politics and society in South
Africa, 1924-1950°, PhD, University of London, 1986; T. Couzens, The New African: A Study of the Life
and Work of H.I.LE. Dhlomo (Johannesburg, Ravan, 1985); H. Bradford, A Taste of Freedom: The ICU in
Rural South Africa, 1924-30 (Johannesburg, Ravan, 1988), chap.3.

3. Ashort-list of publications that have shaped my ideas includes the following (arranged in order of publication):
E. Roux, Time Longer Than Rope (Madison, University of Wisconsin Press, 1964) (first published in 1948);
J.and R. Simons, Class and Colour in South Africa, 1850-1950 (London, International Defence and Aid Fund,
1983) (first published in 1969); P. Walshe, The Rise of African Nationalism in South Africa: the African
National Congress, 1912-1952 (London, Hurst, 1970); T. Karis and G.M. Carter (eds.), From Protest to
Challenge: A Documentary History of African Politics in South Africa, 1882-1964, vols.2-3 (Stanford, Hoover
Institution Press, 1972-77); S. Marks and R. Rathbone (eds.), Industrialisation and Social Change in South
Africa: African class formation, culture and consciousness(London, Longman, 1982); T. Lodge, Black Politics

in South Africa since 1945 (London, Longman, 1983); A. Odendaal, Vukani Bantu: The Beginnings of Black
Protest_Politics in South Africa to 1912 (Cape Town, David Philip, 1984); B. Willan, Sol Plaatje: South
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If chronology and evidence shape historical writing, so does theory. Good history,
as I see it, informs theory with narrative, and seeks, through a sense of change over
time, to inter-relate social structures and human agency. As a study in urban history,
this dissertation portrays ‘the city’ as a focal point of capital accumulation and social
reproduction, where conflict and displays of power are intensified through spatial
density.! My understanding of politics has been strongly influenced by the more
nuanced versions of South African radical historiography.? For the particular tasks of
this dissertation, I have found the neo-Weberian ideas of Parkin most helpful in
providing an analytical framework.’> Like Marxists, Parkin is centrally concerned with
‘class’; and he sees this as a relational concept, defined in conflict and struggle.
However, Parkin parts company with Marxism through a causal schema that begins
with collective action rather than material forces. His model incorporates the latter, but
class is perceived first and foremost as a political and situational phenomenon. In this
view, social closure - the construction of ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ group allegiances - is
the basic weapon of class identity and conflict. Fundamental social conflict arises from
competing strategies of exclusion (defining the dominant class) and ‘usurpation’

(defining the subordinate class). Alongside this basic cleavage there are many sub-

—Alrican_Nationalist, 1876-1932 (London, Heinemann, 1984); B. Bozzol (ed.), Class, Community and
Conflict: South African Perspectives (Johannesburg, Ravan, 1987); S. Marks and S. Trapido (eds.), The
Politics of Race, Class and Nationalism in Twentieth Century South Africa (London, Longman, 1987); W.
Beinart and C. Bundy, Hidden Struggles in Rural South Africa (Johannesburg, Ravan, 1987); M. van Diepen
(ed.), The National Question in South Africa (London, Zed, 1988); LACOM, Freedom From Below: The
Struggle for Trade Unions in South Africa (Braamfontein, Skotaville, 1989); Bonner et. al. (eds.), Holding

Their Ground; B. Hirson, Yours For the Union: Class and Community Struggles in South Africa (London,
Zed, 1990).

1. B. Magubane, ‘The City in Africa: Some Theoretical Issues’, in R.A. Obudho and S. El-Shakhs (eds.),
Development of Urban Systems in Africa (Praeger, New York, 1979), pp.33-36; F. Cooper, ‘Urban Space,
Industrial Time and Wage Labour in Africa’, in F. Cooper (ed.), Struggle for the City: Migrant Labour,
Capital and the State in Urban Africa (Beverley Hills, Sage, 1983), pp.23-37.

2.  B. Bozzoli and P. Delius, ‘Radical History and South African Society’, Radical History Review 46/7 (1990),
pp-13-45.

3.  F. Parkin, Marxism and Class Theory: A Bourgeois Critique (London, Tavistock, 1979), pp.44-47, chs.4-6.
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agendas of social closure through which a diverse range of groups battle for power and
resources. Parkin’s ideas can be extended by applying the notion of political and
ideological ‘incorporation’ to instances where the dominant class blunts usurpationary
challenges ‘from below’.! A major appeal of Parkin’s closure model is that it can
embrace a wide variety of social formations, whether they are defined economically,
racially, culturally or politically.

Informed by the above perspectives, this dissertation explores a range of political
practices amongst Durban’s Africans, from middle class elitism to mobilisation around
populist, nationalist and ethnic symbols and identities. The distinguishing features of
these strategies and ideologies are best introduced by comparing their perceptions of
political targets and goals. This comparison entails examining their respective
parameters of social closure and group definition in the struggles of the period. At one
end of the political spectrum, members of the African middie class distinguished
themselves socially and politically from the African masses, and bargained with white
power for special dispensation as an elite. By definition, there was little scope for
militancy in this strategy and the goals of political action were limited. Yet segregation
narrowed the options for elitism as an effective strategy, pushing the African middle
class to look to broader mobilising strategies. At the same time, through
industrialisation and urbanisation, new pressures ‘from below’ exerted themselves on
the political leadership. The growing numbers of workers, squatters and lumpen
proletarians in Durban made their demands and aspirations felt. It was a sign of how
pervasive ‘race’ was in the structuring of Durban society that the popularisation of

politics was largely confined within racial groups. ‘African’ politics drew on

1. E. Laclau, Politics and Ideology in Marxist Theory (London, NLB, 1977), p.161.
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specifically ‘African’ social experiences, giving shape to sometimes overlapping
manifestations of populism, nationalism and ethnicity.

Populism was the broadest of the three ideologies, but its bread-and-butter political
targets were often the most specific. Populist politics represented the diffuse politics of
the ‘the people’ struggling against various forms of exclusion, domination and
exploitation. Populist leaders tried to mould social alliances around a wide range of
popular experiences of marginalisation in the city. They did so through a fiery
militancy, directed against easily identifiable grievances and offering apparently simple
solutions to oppression. Municipal policies were the most common and tangible targets
of populist politics.

Conceptually, nationalism was narrower than populism, but its political targets
were broader. Nationalism was distinctly ‘cultural’ in tone, drawing inspiration from
‘being African’ in a segregationist society. There was a ready-made niche here for the
imaginings and constructions of members of the local African intelligentsia, who sought
to connect with their counterparts elsewhere in the country, and to portray themselves
as the obvious leaders of the African masses. In this view, South African society
constituted various competing ‘nations’, with the African middle class the key broker
and definer of ‘the African nation’. Unlike the narrower targets of populist politics,
nationalist strategies were directed primarily against the central government. Nationalist
politics had South African rather than local, municipal parameters. The challénge was
how to give nationalist ideas political clout and how to create mass followings.

While African nationalism was developing into an ideological rejection of the
segregationist state, ethnicity became increasingly significant as a product of

segregation. Ethnic ideologies conceived not of ‘an African nation’ struggling against
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white domination, but of various regionally distinct African ethnic entities, each seeking
to consolidate themselves in the turbulent context of rapid social change. As a
phenomenon, ethnicity pre-dated twentieth century segregation, but Natal’s ‘native’
policies during the 1920s and 1930s created a favourable climate for African politicians
to mobilise around regional cultural solidarities. These communal identities were based
on common language, social norms, and shared historical origins.! Ethnic politics
tended to be conservative. Its leaders aimed not to radically alter segregation, but to
build an ethnic political base from which to push for gradualist changes. Anti-Indianism
amongst Durban’s Africans can be included as a particular manifestation of local, racial
ethnicity.

Reflecting the influences of international and anti-colonial politics, the language of
‘the nation’ dominated the vocabulary of African politicians in Durban between the
1920s and the 1950s. This did not mean that all the politicians were nationalists. ‘The
nation’ was sufficiently elastic and legitimate in the discourses of the time to embrace
the full range from populist to ethnic politics. It was in worker mobilisation that the
greatest potential lay for alternative conceptions of politics. These are issues as relevant
to the early 1990s as they were to African politics in Durban between 1929 and 1949.

We need to begin by examining what kind of a city Durban was during the 1920s.

1. M.C. Young, ‘Nationalism, Ethnicity and Class in Africa: A Retrospective’, Cahiers d’Etudes Africaines 103,
26-3 (1986), p.449; L. Vail, ‘Introduction: Ethnicity in Southern African History’, in L. Vail (ed.), The
Creation of Tribalism in Southern Africa (London, James Currey, 1989), pp.1-19.




CHAPTER ONE

FROM THE IZINYATHI TO THE IZEMTITI: AFRICAN SOCIETY AND

POLITICS UNDER THE DURBAN SYSTEM DURING THE 1920s

The purpose of this chapter is two-fold. It introduces Durban, and African
experiences of that city, during the decade after World War I. This provides a
departure point for the thesis, against which the continuities and discontinuities of the
succeeding two decades can be assessed. Secondly, and more specifically, the chapter

sketches in the social, economic and political background to the African militancy of

1929-30.

1.1. CLASS, RACE AND URBAN SPACE

The concentration of people and the visibly unequal distribution of resources gives
a special intensity to urban social relations.! Of the many potential battle lines of the
city, the struggles for living space are among the most significant. The privileged
classes deploy political power and market logic to define a hierarchy of space, which
determines unequal access to land and urban services. Spatial boundaries seek to
contain the social presence of the urban poor and the ‘dangerous classes’.

The nature of social relations in Durban in the 1920s was a consequence of the
city’s history, economy and topography. Durban began as a harbour and colonial
enclave during the mid 19th century, linking the interior to the sea route between the

East and Europe. Durban grew into the largest port in south eastern Africa and, from

1. Cooper, ‘Urban Space’, pp.23-37.
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the 1890s, offered the shortest rail link between the coast and the Witwatersrand’s
mineral revolution. As a consequence of this booming trade, the city’s population began
to grow rapidly. Pioneering service industries were established in the vicinity of the
port. Local industrialisation was further stimulated by shortages of imports during
World War 1. But by the mid 1920s, Durban was still overwhelmingly a commercial
city, processing the import-export trade of Natal and the Transvaal. It had also become
a major tourist centre, its beaches and tropical climate attracting increasing crowds of
white South Africans and visitors from Europe.'

A striking feature of Durban during the 1920s, compared to today’s sprawling
metropolis of three to four million people, was its spatial concentration. By 1929 the
total population of the Durban municipality and its immediate environs was roughly
185,000. By far the majority of the city’s residents, black and white, lived within or
just beyond the small municipal area of 12.5 square miles. This area was a narrow
strip, bounded in the east by the Indian ocean, in the south by the harbour and the
Umbilo River, in the west by the Berea ridge, and in the north by the Umgeni river
(see Maps 1 and 2). The residential density of Durban gave an immediacy and fervour
to its politics. Both the riots of 1929 and 1949, for example, were played out within
a few miles of Durban’s symbol of white authority, the city hall. This contrasts
markedly with contemporary South Africa where social turbulence has by and large

been contained within far-flung African townships and peri-urban areas.

In 1929 the population of Durban and districts consisted of approximately 55,000

1.  Burrows, Population, pp.176-77; M. Katzen, Industry in Greater Durban, Part I: Its Growth and Structure
(Pietermaritzburg, Natal Town and Regional Planning Commission, 1961), pp-1, 131; R.H. Smith, ‘The

Labour Resources of Natal: A Study of Population and Development’, M.Comm thesis, University of the
Witwatersrand, 1945, pp.529-531.




Map 1. Durban and District, Late 1920s-Early 1930s
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Map 2. Durban, Physiographic Regions
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Africans, 65,000 whites, 60,000 Indians and 5,000 coloureds.! This group
classification has been deliberate, for access to urban space and resources was racially
skewed. Durban was unmistakeably a city with a colonial heritage, shaped by the
differential incorporation of racial groups into the urban political economy. This can
be illustrated by looking very briefly at whites and Indians, and then in more detail at

the experiences of Africans.

Differential incorporation: whites and Indians

Durban’s whites consisted largely of skilled and white collar workers, a trading,
clerical and educational petit-bourgeoisie, and a commercial and industrial bourgeoisie.
These various strata formed a self-consciously urban, mostly English-speaking,
dominant class. This is not to say that there was not conflict within this class. Early
twentieth century Durban, for example, had experienced white worker militancy,
including the brief seizure of the city hall in 1920 by a workers’ soviet.? But this
militancy was really about the terms of incorporation of white workers into a privileged
class. Whites showed little concrete concern for the claims of Indian and African
workers, who embodied the threat of cheap labour and were never seriously considered
as comrades in struggle. Like better-off white groups, white workers arrived in Durban
equipped with all the cultural baggage of colonialism. They immigrated not from the
South African countryside, but from the towns of the Cape and the Transvaal and from
the cities of Britain.? Bolstered by their electoral power, their skills, and their culture

of superiority, Durban’s whites secured most of the best land and jobs. The wealthiest

1. Population estimates vary. See University of Natal, The Durban Housing Survey (Pietermaritzburg, University
of Natal, 1952), pp.17-19, 31, 33-35; Burrows, Population, pp.24-25.

B.L. Reid, ‘Organized Labour in Natal, 1918-1924’, MA thesis, University of Natal, Durban, 1975, pp.68-87.
3.  Burrows, Population, pp.35-40.
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colonised the upper reaches of the Berea ridge. The middle class, and better-off
workers, bought houses and flats on the lower reaches of the ridge, or flats on the
beachfront. The poorer white workers rented flats in the central city’s harbour district.!

Despite a vociferous anti-Indianism, Durban’s whites failed to prevent Indians from
obtaining a territorial and commercial toehold in the city centre. This was important
because a sizeable number of immigrant Indian merchants and professionals bought
property in the lower Greyville area between the race course, Victoria Street and Berea
Road (see Map 3). This well-established Indian bourgeoisie came to Durban from the
1880s onwards.? They came to service the market created by thousands of indentured
Indian workers who had been drafted to Natal’s sugar estates since the 1860s. Soon,
Indian-dominated trading networks had penetrated far into the ‘Indian’ and ‘African’
markets of the Natal interior. In Durban, the ‘Indian quarter’ became the hub of Indian
and African consumer activity.

Durban’s Indian middle class was commercially successful but politically
vulnerable. From the 1890s white Durbanites used their voting power to contain Indian
property transactions and trading activities in the city centre. Various business and
building by-laws, and threats of white vigilante violence against transgressors, threw
a cordon around the existing Indian quarter. In consequence, Indian capital was invested
in property just beyond the municipal boundaries, to the north, west and south of the
Berea. By the end of the 1920s, there were roughly 16,000 Indians living in the city
centre (including 7,000 in municipal hostels), and 50,000 residing in districts bordering

the municipality.?

1. University of Natal, Housing Survey, p.25.

M. Swan, Gandhi: The South African Experience (Johannesburg, Ravan, 1985), pp.2-10.

3. University of Natal, Housing Survey, pp. 17-19, 31, 33-35; C.A. Woods, The Indian Community of Natal:
Their Economic Position (London, O.U.P., 1954), p.10.
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Map 3. Durban City Centre, Streets and Venues
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The majority of these peri-urban residents were ex-indentured families who had
migrated to Durban since the cessation of the indenture system in 1911. They either
bought or rented land from Indian owners, building a variety of houses, from solid
structures to wooden shanties. These newly urbanised families worked as market
gardeners, hawkers, or as unskilled and semi-skilled wage labourers in Durban’s
commercial and industrial sectors. As new proletarians, Indian workers were attractive
to capitalists. They had no political rights, and their labour was cheaper than white
labour.! The pattern developed in which white workers successfully defended skilled
jobs, while employers increasingly favoured Indian labour over white or even Coloured
labour for semi- and unskilled work. The caste system produced Indian labour for the
most menial of jobs, such as street-sweeping, but on the very bottom rungs of the

labour market it was more common to find other workers, African migrants.

Differential incorporation: Africans, migrants, and the Durban System

By the mid 1920s three distinct kinds of workers - dockers, ricksha pullers and
domestic servants - made up roughly half of Durban’s waged African workforce. The
three to four thousand dock workers were identifiable by special badges, tied to their
arms or sewn to their clothes. Their badges signalled that they had registered with the
municipality as togt (daily-hire) labour. The main motive for the municipal introduction
of compulsory togt badges in the 1870s had been to impose standardised wages on a
volatile but indispensable group of migrant workers. The twelve hundred or so ricksha

pullers offered transport to destinations not served by trams and buses. Ricksha pullers

1. J. Kelly, ‘Durban’s Industrialisation and the Life and Labour of Black Workers, 1920-1950°, MA thesis,
University of Natal, Durban, 1989, chap.2; V. Padayachee, S. Vawda and P. Tichmann, Indian Workers and
Trades Unions in Durban, 1930-1950 (Durban, University of Durban-Westville, 1985), pp.27-50.
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did not sell their labour power in return for a wage. Instead, they paid a rental to
ricksha-owning companies and then earned what fares they could. Like the dock
workers, ricksha puillers engaged in heavy and back-breaking toil, yet retained some
independence over how they expended their labour. By contrast, the fifteen thousand
domestic servants (three quarters of them men) were at the beck and call of their white
masters and madams. Clothed in their distinctive red-trim calico uniforms, they made
up the largest occupational category of Durban’s Africans. They worked in the kitchens
and gardens of white, and to a lesser extent Indian, homes. If the dock workers had to
be strong and quick, the ricksha pullers powerful and steady, domestic workers had to
learn the rituals of dexterous subservience. It was while their employers were asleep
that domestic servants could give vent to vigour in the amalaita gangs which roamed
the night-time streets.’

These three types of workers were prominent in Durban’s social landscape. They
were unskilled, mostly male, and migrant. The heaviest flow of migrants came from
nearby, but Durban drew labour from all parts of Natal and the Transkei. Migrants
typically entered the Durban labour market through domestic service and then moved
rapidly between jobs in search of better work. Employment was also disrupted by
regular movement between town and countryside.>

The high levels of African migrancy in Durban reflected the triple interests of
capital, migrants and the municipality. Local business interests were far from
monolithic, but almost without exception Durban’s employers perceived African

migrants to be the most ‘suitable’, cheapest labour for the large number of unskilled

1. P. la Hausse, ‘"The Cows of Nongoloza": Youth, Crime and Amalaita Gangs in Durban, 1900-1936’, Journal
of Southern African Studies 16, 1 (1990), pp.79-111.

2.  Smith, ‘Labour Resources’, pp.307, 332-349.
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jobs in the partially industrialised economy. A ‘commonsense’ view developed that
Africans were stronger than whites or Indians.! This racial stereotype reinforced
others, creating a labour market graded by skin colour. The ‘natural’ work of Africans
was heavy manual labour, epitomised by the dock workers or the ricksha pullers. The
popular description of the dock workers as izinyathi (buffaloes) was an apt one.
Africans were employed as the packers, loaders, cleaners, diggers and sweepers of the
Durban economy. There was no business incentive to stabilise these labourers as there
was no skill invested in them. Migrants could be hired and fired more easily than
‘stabilised’ labour. They could also be paid ‘bachelor’ wages which took no account of
the costs of maintaining workers’ homesteads. The urban wage was commonly
perceived by employers as merely a ‘subsidy’ towards a rural livelihood 2

Migrant labour, however, was not just the consequence of capital’s machinations.
In a manner similar to Cooper’s work on East Africa, Kelly has recently argued that
migrancy was the preferred strategy of a sizeable number of workers, at least until the
1940s.? Kelly contends that Africans in the Natal countryside were not simply driven
into migrant labour through remorseless rural impoverishment. Rural transformation
was certainly rapid from the 1920s onwards, but it was complex and variable. Despite
the expansion of commercial agriculture on white-owned farms, and signs of
overcrowding in the Reserves, large numbers of African homesteads retained sufficient
access to land to provide for a rural livelihood. Kelly agrees that poorer homesteads

were certainly coerced into wage labour, but argues that there was also a large number

1. Ibid., pp.453-5.

2. Natal Archives (hereafter NA) 3/DBN 4/1/2/ 1220, 467, 5: Durban Native Administration report to the Native
Bconomic Commission, March 1930.

3. F. Cooper, On the African Waterfront: Urban Disorder and the Transformation of Work in Colonial Mombasa
(New Haven, Yale University Press, 1987); Kelly, ‘Durban’s Industrialisation’, chap.2.
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of migrants who entered Durban’s labour market selectively. For a range of reasons,
not least the wish to resist subordination to full-time wage exploitation, they opted for
migrancy. To this should be added Walker’s interpretation of migrancy as an outcome,
at least in part, of gender struggles within rural households.

Municipal policy was the other major influence on the migrant labour system.
Indeed, the Durban municipality’s energetic effort to enforce African migrancy throws
Kelly’s argument into doubt. If migrants chose to migrate, why did the municipality
develop elaborate measures to perpetuate migration? It seems that a more nuanced
answer 1s necessary. Even if there were migrants who chose to migrate, there were
others who wished to settle more permanently in Durban. The municipality sought to
sustain migrancy for two main reasons. Firstly, as a custodian of capitalist interests,
the municipality tried to ensure that the African workforce remained cheap and
‘disciplined’. Secondly, and probably more importantly in the eyes of most municipal
officers, migrancy was favoured as a mechanism for retarding African urbanisation. A
migrant populace, rather than an urbanised one, was cheaper to administer and control.
It also posed less of a political threat to the concentration of urban resources and power
in white hands.

A migrant labour framework had been in operation for a long time. Ever since the
1870s, a pass system had been imposed on African workers. The principle was that
only employed workers were legally entitled to be in the ‘white man’s town’.
Otherwise, they faced ‘expulsion’ by the municipal police. From these early days,

considerations of cost and control ensured that African workers were housed in single-

1. C. Walker, ‘Gender and the Development of the Migrant Labour System ¢.1850-1930°, in C. Walker (ed.),
Women and Gender in Southern Africa to 1945 (Cape Town, David Philip, 1990), pp.177-192.
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sex hostels close to their places of work. It was a regular condition of employment that
workers reside in hostels. Each hostel, with its bunks and dormitories, had its white
manager and team of African ‘boss-boys’. Modelled on military barracks or prison,
these institutions were places of harsh discipline and rough justice.!

For Durban’s rulers, a negative consequence of the hostels was that thousands of
African hostel-dwellers lived in the heart of the city. Added to this were the multitudes
of domestic workers in the backyard khayas (servant’s quarters) of white-owned houses
and flats. The pervasive social presence of Africans in central Durban flatly
contradicted the colonial notion of a ‘white man’s town’. By the early 1900s the
increasing number of Africans working in Durban prompted a crucial municipal debate
about the future of ‘native policy’. Should not Durban follow the lead of Cape Town
or Bloemfontein, and establish territorially segregated townships for Africans?

Durban’s dominant class opted, not without significant dissension, to continue with
a hostel-based migrant labour policy. During the 1910s and 1920s a number of
municipal hostels were built in or near the city centre. The most important of these was
the large Somtseu Road barracks.> A major step was taken in 1916 with the formation
of a separate Native Administration Department within the municipality. A new corps
of bureaucrats devised a far more systematic procedure to register and check African
residents.? A night-time curfew and a comprehensive pass system sought to control the
social presence, mobility and employment of Durban’s Africans. Vigilant police action

was a central feature.

1. P. Maylam, ‘Shackled by the Contradictions: The Municipal Response to African Urbanization in Durban,
¢.1920-1950°, paper presented to Workshop on African Urban Life in Durban in the Twentieth Century,
University of Natal, Durban, 1983, p.18.

2.  G. Maasdorp and A.S.B. Humphreys (eds.), From Shantytown to Township: An Economic Study of African
Poverty and Rehousing in a South African City (Cape Town, Juta, 1975), pp.10-13.

3. La Hausse, ‘Struggle’, pp.112-114.




21

Who financed this evolving municipal policy with its hostels, officials and police
force? For reasons of class and race, ratepayers - most of them white - resisted
municipal expenditure on native affairs. As the poorest segment of Durban society,
Africans would drain municipal funds. Durban’s answer, legislated in 1908, was to tax
Africans indirectly through a municipal monopoly of utshwala (sorghum beer). Beer
money would pay for Native Administration, absolving the municipal coffers
completely. This became the central principle of what became known as the Durban
System. Beer halls were built at major hostels and transport depots in the city centre.
The monopoly was a notable financial success. By 1917 the monopoly earned as much
as £41,677 per annum.! Indeed, beer profits were so high, and municipal expenditure
on African facilities so low, that the Native Revenue Account was always in surplus.
Like the curfew and the passes, the success of the municipal beer monopoly depended
on police coercion. All liquor consumption by Africans outside the municipal beer halls
was illegal. This gave the police force almost unlimited scope to interfere in the daily
lives of Africans. Pass and liquor raids by the police were routine and incessant.

The principles of the beer monopoly and the service contract passes were
incorporated into the 1923 Natives Urban Areas Act. The Act represented a concerted
attempt by the central state to standardise urban policy for Africans countrywide.? It
seems that no other municipality had been able to emulate Durban’s success with beer
profits, nor to keep such a high proportion of its African populace migrant. Coercion

was an important component of Durban’s success; but this alone was insufficient.

1. Hemson, ‘Class consciousness’, p.135; P. la Hausse, ‘The Message of the Warriors: the ICU, the Labouring
Poor and the Making of a Popular Political Culture in Durban’, paper presented to History Workshop,
University of the Witwatersrand, 1987, p.4, note 10. (A slightly shorter version of this paper was later
published in Bonner et al. (eds.), Holding Their Ground, pp.19-58. My referencing in subsequent footnotes
uses the page numbers of the History Workshop paper.)

2.  D. Hindson, Pass Controls and the Urban Proletariat in South Africa (Johannesburg: Ravan, 1987), pp.32-42.
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Thousands of Africans patronised the municipal beer halls daily. The monopoly
successfully reshaped the centrality of utshwala in the lives of Natal’s Africans. The
beer halls became a cultural extension of the male, aggressive world of the hostels.
Thousands of migrants stayed in the hostels not only because the Durban System pushed
them there; the hostels were cheap, close to work, and bearable in the short-term. They
were also places where home-town networks could be relatively easily sustained. The
Durban System ingeniously exploited and perpetuated certain material and cultural
experiences of the city’s most subordinated workers.

Despite its apparent ‘success’, the Durban System contained flaws and
contradictions. It intervened so frequently and pervasively in the lives of Africans that
it provided many points of resistance. Municipal regulations were evaded, ignored or
blatantly contravened. This usually happened informally, rather than in an organised
manner. To have functioned optimally, the System would have required Durban to have
been one huge, fenced army camp, with fixed points of entry and exit. The System’s
‘ideal African’ would have been male, employed, willingly migrant, and thirsty only
for municipal beer. Of course, this was not the case. Hence the centrality of coercion
to the functioning of the System, and the blanket application of the regulations to all
Africans.

The System was undermined in other ways too. Durban’s harbour, transport and
tourist industry required a large pool of casual, unskilled labour. This was necessary
to meet the fluctuating demands of these sectors. By the late 1920s it was estimated that
a labour reservoir of up to 10,000 African men was required to obviate bottlenecks at
times of peak activity. The most important structural challenge to the Durban System

came, however, from the process of African urbanisation. By the end of the 1920s as
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many as 15,000-20,000 Africans had settled in Durban. They bore the brunt of the
Durban System’s hostility to non-migrants. They included both men and women; and

they ranged from lumpen groups to an aspirant urban African middle class.

An unwelcome minority: urbanised Africans

African urban settlement was contrary to the spirit of the Durban System. The
municipality did, however, make a token acknowledgement of an urbanised segment
of Africans. By 1925 the authorities had built sixty rudimentary houses at the ‘Married
Quarters’ near the Somtseu hostel.! By far the majority of the urban settlers were
manual labourers, who could afford only sub-economic housing. Only the state was in
a position to provide this. But the Durban authorities were very reluctant to provide
township housing for Africans. This would undermine the migrant labour system, and
would cripple the Native Revenue Account. During the 1920s a decades-long dispute
began between Durban and Pretoria over who was to pay for African housing. African
settlers, in the meantime, had to find their own accommodation. The great majority
rented lodgings and backyard rooms from Indian property-owners, both in the city
centre and in those areas bordering the municipality. Compared to whites, Indian
households were, in general, more willing to have African neighbours, and were more
reliant on the income earned from African tenants.

The ratio of women to men was far higher in the peri-urban districts than in the

hostel-dominated city centre.” For a long time the Durban authorities had been hostile

1. Torr, L., ‘The Durban City Council and Urban Land Use, 1923-33: The Founding of Lamont’, paper
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2.  The census data indicated an African female:male ratio in Durban of 100:623 in 1921 and 100:358 in 1936.
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to African women as the most obvious symbol of creeping urbanisation. Vagrancy laws,
in particular, were employed with impunity to expel women from the city. The reality
was that there were very few waged jobs for African women in the Durban economy.
By the late 1920s the only significant employment opportunities were in domestic
service, a sector dominated by men. Nevertheless, the rate of migration of women to
Durban continued to increase. The great majority of these immigrants relied on the
informal sector for a livelihood. Probably the most rewarding source of income was the
(illegal) supply of liquor to male shebeen patrons. This threat to the municipal
monopoly was yet another reason why the authorities were so keen to stamp out the
presence of women. Yet municipal hostility to African women was matched by the
determination of many women to stay in town. As Walker has argued, once African
women had left the patriarchal homesteads of rural society it was extremely difficult
to return.’

Among the African men who were settling in Durban there were three main social
groups. First, there were the lumpen elements: those who had been driven to town by
rural poverty, had severed connections with rural homesteads, and had joined the pool
of casually employed labour in the Durban economy. Secondly, there were unskilled
workers who had secured the best available jobs on offer. These choicer jobs tended
to be in the manufacturing sector, and had been reached through a process of job
turnover. Many of these workers retained a migrant base, but they stayed in Durban

for lengthening periods.? The third group was the African middle class. These were

that three quarters of the peri-urban population of the late 1920s lived in family-based households. See also

L. Kuper, H. Watts, and R. Davies, Durban: A Study in Racial Ecology (London, Jonathan Cape, 1958),
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1. Walker, ‘Gender’, pp.188-189.

2. NA 3/DBN 4/1/2/1146, 323, 1: Secretary, Native Affairs Commission to Minister of Native Affairs, 12
December 1929.
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the people who had acquired the skills, resources and social standing to scramble above
the ranks of unskilled manual labour. Their education and socialisation had equipped
them for an urban world. They ranged from those who had a smattering of western
education to those who were confident of their elite status.

Africans used a number of terms to describe and rank groups within the middle
class. On the lower rungs were the oJazibhantshi (the wearers of long coats).! These
were the artisans, petty traders and herbalists who sought to make an independent living
through providing a range of goods and services, including foodstuffs, wood,
medicines, liquor, tobacco, dagga, shoe and bicycle repairs, and tailoring. Their living
standards were perilously close to those of unskilled wage labourers. By the late 1920s,
four hundred of these small-scale entrepreneurs were doing business from stalls in the
municipal markets attached to the beer halls. Many more ran backyard businesses.

The oJazibhantshi typified those carving out an independent yet fragile existence
in the city. Many spoke only broken English, yet their clothing and cultural expressions
tended to be flamboyantly Western. They represented a potentially subversive cultural
and political phenomenon. For Durban’s whites, the oJazibhantshi were the archetypal
‘cheeky natives’ who did not know their place in the racial order of things. Many had
one foot in the world of crime. They were the life and soul of the dance halls which
sprang up in the ‘Indian quarter’ during the 1920s. Many stayed one step ahead of the
laws that tried to stop them living in Durban. It was not only the authorities whom they

deceived. Scores of freshly-arrived migrants fell foul of the street-wise tricksters who

1. J. Ngubane, ‘After the Collapse of Apartheid: An Inside View of Race Politics in South Africa’, unpublished
manuscript [19787], pp.144-145.
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sold them charms, potions and advice on how to survive in the city.!

Those groups at the upper end of the African middle class commonly regarded the
oJazibhantshi as vulgar and brash. The more established segments of this class were
known as amakholwa (the believers) or izifundiswa (the educated).? Both terms pointed
to the origins of the African middle class in the 19th century Christian missions of
Natal. The more successful products of the mission schools were equipped linguistically
and ideologically to interact with the white ruling class. But for the colour of their skins
these priests, teachers, clerks and businessmen could have been members of that class.

Ever since the 1880s the mission-based amakholwa, many of whom had made money

as yeoman farmers, had been fighting the erosion of their material and political
position. They were under assault from the consolidation of white rule, which was
underpinned by the expansion of gold mining and commercial agriculture. But the
crucial point was that the more established individuals and occupations of the middle
class had been able to weather these changes. Segregation lowered the ceiling on
African advancement, but it still relied on Africans with some educational and
administrative skills. Even the most ardent advocates of the Durban System, for all
their hostility to non-migrants, grudgingly acknowledged a legitimate niche in Durban
society for a small number of African clerks, semi-professionals, and even licensed
traders. These people, patronisingly pardoned by the dominant order, were aptly called

the izemtiti, the exempted ones.

The term izemtiti originated in the 19th century through an administrative

exemption of some mission-educated Africans from the Natal Code of Native Law. The

1. For an important discussion of tricksters, see P. la Hausse, ‘So Who Was Elias Kuzwayo? Nationalism,

Identity and the Picaresque in Natal, ¢.1920-1948’, paper to History Workshop, University of the
Witwatersrand, 1990, pp.16-17.

2.  Ngubane, ‘Collapse’, pp.144-5; Kuper, Bourgeoisie, p.74.
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qualifications for exemption were formal schooling to a certain level, or the ownership
of fixed property. The exemption law was Natal’s conservative alternative to the
qualified, but non-racial, franchise at the Cape during the 19th century. Natal’s African
elite clung to the exemption system as a stepping stone to the franchise. By the early
twentieth century this development seemed increasingly unlikely. The exemption
concept took on new meaning as the upper ranks of the African middle class pushed
successfully for immunity from some segregation policies, such as the pass laws, and
restrictions on property ownership and trading in urban areas. A relatively smalil
number of Durban’s Africans benefitted from these exclusionary tactics; some even
slipped through the net and purchased property in central Durban.

The izemtiti, amakholwa and isifundiswa made up the upper ranks of the African

middle class, but they still lived in a racially structured society. They, too, faced the
ignominy of being stopped in the street by the police and searched for a pass. They still
had to produce their piece of paper, even if it was one of relative privilege. They had
to face the many obstacles with which the Durban System resisted urban African
settlement. Their economic prospects were curtailed by politically influential white
artisans, traders and professionals, and by the established Indian middle class. The
resources of the African middle class were scant. Their monthly earnings were not far
above the better paid unskilled workers. Dockworkers earned around £4 per month;
African semi-professionals averaged £6 to £7 per month.! Consequently many of
Durban’s African middle class notables retained a foot in the rural society and economy
of nearby mission reserves like Inanda, Amanzimtoti and Umlazi. This signalled their

rural roots as a class, and their perception of Durban as a place hostile to their

1. NA 3/DBN 4/1/2/1413, 643]/18, 3: Durban Joint Council, Report on housing in Durban, September 1930.
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aspirations.

By way of rounding up this discussion, we can reiterate the theoretical possibility
that members of Durban’s African middle class would opt for political strategies of
both usurpation and exclusion. On the one hand, they would seek to mobilise groups
below them in the class hierarchy against broadly defined targets of oppression and
exploitation. On the other hand, the middle strata would continue to seek ways of
improving their position relative to other oppressed groups. We can expect the lower
rungs of the middle class to be attracted more towards strategies of usurpation than
exclusion. Africans were so pervasively oppressed as a racial group that even the most
establishment of politicians could not ignore the prospects of communal mobilisation.
To speak a political language and employ strategies that would appeal to the masses -
to the dockworkers, domestic servants, manufacturing labourers, and lumpen casual
workers - was a daunting task. To gain a following, sustain it, and still retain the
initiative was a tremendous challenge. A related test was to translate the power of a
popular following into victories against white authority. The task of the next section is
to see how Durban’s African middle class leaders grappled with these issues during the

mid to late 1920s.

1.2. TO TURN LEFT OR RIGHT? POLITICAL CHOICES AND STRATEGIES

IN THE 1920s

South African politics was remarkably turbulent during the decade or so after the
First World War. The period saw major shifts and tensions in the country’s social
structures. Of particular importance was the expansion of manufacturing and

commercial agriculture, resulting in a massive exodus of black and white tenants and
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peasants from the land. The growth of an industrial proletariat heightened class conflict
in the cities. During the 1920s the central state consolidated its power by neutralising
the challenge from white worker radicalism.! The construction of a broader white
dominant class was achieved, in part, through further excluding blacks from civil
society.? This was the essence of prime minister Hertzog’s South Africanism and
native policy. Any remaining notions of gradual African progress and integration into
a common society were firmly swept under the carpet of a racially narrow and rigid
segregationism.

The African middle class was pushed towards a political T-junction during the
1920s. To the left, members of that class were drawn into a more confrontationist
politics, throwing in their lot with urban workers and an increasingly desperate tenantry
and peasantry. The assertive demands of these workers, tenants and peasants made it
increasingly difficult for middle class leaders to sustain an elitist, exclusionary political
agenda. The most important organisational expression of this trend was the Industrial
and Commercial Workers’ Union (ICU). Founded by Clements Kadalie and others in
Cape Town’s dockyards in 1919, the ICU grew into an unparalleled mass movement
in South Africa’s countryside and major towns during the mid to late 1920s.’ Durban
became a key centre of ICU politics. During the same period, the national leadership
of the older and more elitist African National Congress, founded in 1912 to mobilise
against the unification of a whites-only state, also underwent radicalisation.

The signposts to the right of the junction pointed in the direction of tribal politics.

1. See for example, D. Yudelman, The Emergence of Modern South Africa: State, Capital and the Incorporation
of Organized Labour on the South African Goldfields, 1902-1939 (Westport, Greenwood, 1983).
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‘Retribalisation’, or the reconstructing of pre-colonial African social formations, was
central to segregation policy during the 1920s. In essence, this was an attempt to slow
down the modernisation of African society, to stifle and re-direct class formation and
other processes that threatened to subvert white domination. To use the contemporary
language of segregation, African society had to undergo a process of ‘cultural
adaptation’ to the modern world.! The door of integration was closed to the African
middle class, but new opportunities arose for aspirant intellectuals and politicians of
tribalism. Segregation fostered and legitimated ethnic discourses. Natal’s experience
offers fascinating insights into this process.

Political developments in Durban had a dynamic of their own, but they were also
affected by regional trends. The main political organisations were provincial in scope.
It will therefore be necessary, at times, to locate Durban in a broader Natal context.
Before examining how African politicians in Durban and Natal negotiated the T-
junction of the 1920s, we need to look briefly at earlier developments in the region.
Then we will be in a position to outline, first, the rightward political trend and, second,

those who followed a more consciously populist route.

The Natal Native Congress, Inkatha, and Zulu ethnicity

A landmark in African politics in the region was the founding of the Natal Native
Congress (NNC) in 1900. This body sought to co-ordinate the political defence of
‘Christian and civilized natives’ against the gathering discrimination of Natal’s settler

overnment.? It is not clear when a Durban branch of Congress was formed, but one
g g
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of the founding notables of the provincial body was John Langalibalele Dube, who
hailed from the Inanda mission reserve just outside Durban.! Dube’s political career
offers one of a number of biographies which thread their way through this thesis, and
which illuminate the experiences of Durban’s African middle class. In 1901, having
recently returned from a period of missionary-sponsored study in the United States,
Dube started an industrial school called Ohlange’ at Inanda. Two years later, he
launched a Zulu-English newspaper, Ilanga lase Natal (The Natal Sun). In these few
years, as was happening elsewhere in the country, the foundations of modern African
politics were being laid: formal organisation, education, and media.

By the 1920s Dube was a seasoned politician. In 1912 he had been appointed the
first president general of the South African Native National Congress. This body, later
called the African National Congress, was a new forum for the regional organisations
of the African elite. Dube’s speech to the inaugural conference highlighted the uneasy
juxtaposition of assimilationist sentiments with reluctant African nationalism. He still
believed, ultimately, that ‘righteousness and reason’ would prevail; that hard work,
education, and law-abiding political organisation would achieve South African
citizenship for the ‘sons of Africa’.’ In 1917 Dube was ousted from the ANC
presidency, in a vote of no confidence in the moderate petition politics with which he
had become associated. His ousting occurred, ironically, during the period when Dube
himself was busy confronting, rather than just petitioning, the Durban authorities. On

a number of occasions between 1916 and 1918, Dube and other Congress leaders took

1. Marks, Ambiguities, pp.42-73.
Translated as a school ‘for the Nation’.

3. NA Chief Native Commissioner (hereafter CNC) 59, 214/1912, Dube’s speech to the South African Native
National Congress, 2 February 1912.



32

to the streets of Durban to lead processions and stage public meetings.! Their protests
were targeted against the formation of the Native Administration Department, and the
consequent tightening of the pass and service contract laws. Sensitive to widespread
worker discontent, caused by war-time inflation, the Congress leaders also took up
wage demands with the authorities. Dube was convicted in a costly defamation case
brought against him by Durban’s Native Administration.?

This bout of public activism was short-lived. Unlike Johannesburg or Cape Town,
African protest politics and industrial strife did not develop in Durban after the war.
But Dube’s interest in pan-Africanist politics during the early 1920s was a sign that his
earlier optimism about integration was turning to disillusionment.’ This was part of a
broader trend, highlighted by the leadership contest within the Natal Native Congress
in April 1924.* Dube, this time as Natal president, once again came under attack for
being too moderate. He was ousted by a long-standing colleague and co-founder of the
Natal Congress, J.T. Gumede of Pietermaritzburg. Gumede was himself a well-known
moderate. However, supported by figures such as the Durban cleric, Petros Lamula,
he was undergoing a political conversion that would propel him, in 1927, to the
national presidency of the ANC. Africans, Gumede declared, had ‘done enough asking’
and should ‘shake off’ segregation with action rather than talk.* Echoing Marcus
Garvey’s assertive slogan, ‘Africa for the Africans’, and rejecting Segregation’s

preoccupation with ‘the Native’, Gumede’s Natal Native Congress renamed itself the
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Natal African Congress.'

An episode late in 1924 revealed just how difficult Dube found it to make a
Gumede-like political shift. Trying to counter claims of his moderacy, Dube and his
supporters called a public meeting in Durban. A key theme of the meeting was the
rejection of the new Pact government’s whites-only employment policy. But the only
action taken was to send a polite petition to the authorities.? The truth was that Dube,
despite his dabbling in pan-Africanist politics, had become increasingly dependent on
white patronage for his newspaper and school. His patrons included British and
American philanthropists, key Natal Native Affairs Department officials, large-scale
sugar farmers, and Durban businesspeople.’ Another brake on Dube taking the road
of the Natal African Congress was his involvement in the Durban Joint Council of
Europeans and Natives. Durban’s white liberals, like their counterparts elsewhere in
the country, had established this inter-racial forum in 1922 to counter the nationwide
trend towards more radical African politics. The Joint Council offered a natural home
to Dube and the fifty or so teachers, clerics and traders who took out membership.
Here was a glimmer of hope, a counter to the oppressive thrust of Hertzog’s
segregation policies. Through the Council the local African elite could rub shoulders
with some of Durban’s leading white businesspeople, church ministers, professionals,
and officials.

But Dube was far too ambitious a politician and public figure to content himself

1.  The national Congress also changed its name in this way. For Garveyism, see R.A. Hill and G.A. Pirio,
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with an increasingly influential, but informal, network of white patronage. Effectively
excluded from the leadership of the Natal Congress, he needed another base. He found
one in the Zulu ethnic organisation, Inkatha, which had been established in 1922." This
body’s main objective, inspired by retribalisation policies, was to rehabilitate the
Usuthu chief, Solomon ka Dinizulu, as the legitimate and officially recognised king of
the amaZulu. Ever since the Anglo-Zulu war of 1879, the Natal and then the South
African government had rejected and undermined the claims to kingship by the Usuthu
heirs of Shaka. Inkatha sought to overturn this.

From the mid 1920s Dube became an energetic ideologue of Zulu ethnicity,
focused on the Zulu royal house. Prior to this, he had distanced himself from Zulu
traditionalism as a ‘backward’ phenomenon.”? On a number of occasions, however,
starting with the poll tax rebellion of 1906, he had cherished Zulu resistance to
colonialism as an inspiration for African nationalism. There was enormous
usurpationary potential in recollections of a strong pre-colonial state and military
struggles against colonialism. The Zulu past, however, could be put to a number of
uses; it was a malleable and potent political resource. The central purpose of the Zulu
ethnicity of the late 1920s was to secure concessions from the segregationist state: the
recognition of the Zulu king, and the bolstering of chiefs whose authority was being
eroded by migrant labour and land shortages. To advance these claims the subversive
potential of Zulu history was downplayed. Instead, the king’s historical authority and
fitness to rule were stressed. The ethnic politics of the late 1920s tended towards elitism

and conservatism. It was based on an alliance of chiefs and educated ideologues. There

1. Cope, ‘Origins of Inkatha’, pp.444-445.
2. Marks, Ambiguities, pp.53-73; Cope, ‘Origins of Inkatha’, pp.435-444.
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were few active attempts to draw ordinary peasants and workers into the resurrected
Zulu nation. Inkatha remained a rural organisation, which did not relate easily to the
issues of Durban politics.

Why, then, this digression into Zulu ethnicity? Firstly, by following Dube down
the ethnic road into Inkatha, we have been able to introduce a crucial aspect of Natal
politics. We will return to the theme of ethnicity on a number of occasions during the
thesis. Secondly, Dube’s political choices and strategies can now be compared with
those who turned left at the T-junction. For the latter, Durban was to be a crucial

terrain. The growth of radical populism in Durban made it difficult for Inkatha to

mobilise there, even if it had wanted to.

Raising the Stakes: The Natal African Congress and the Industrial and Commercial

Workers’ Union (ICU)

J.T. Gumede and his disgruntled middle class colleagues soon showed that they
were willing to take up popular grievances far more actively than Dube and his cohorts.
They were more explicitly committed to strategies of usurpation. Durban, as the most
populous urban centre in Natal, was an obvious place to mobilise support. Towards this
end, the Durban branch of Congress, led by Petros Lamula of the Norwegian Native
Church, invited Clements Kadalie to visit Durban in mid 1924. The charismatic Cape
ICU leader was requested to establish a branch of the Union in Durban. Kadalie
appointed Alexander Maduna, a Gumede supporter from the Pietermaritzburg branch
of Congress, to launch the ICU in Natal.

The Union had an inauspicious start in Durban. Municipal officials refused Maduna

a visitor’s permit, and threatened to arrest him for being in the city illegally. He had
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to resort to subterfuge from the start. This unsatisfactory position, together with
Maduna’s apparent mishandling of funds, soon led to his replacement as Natal
secretary. In September 1925, George Champion, who had already gained fame as the
organiser of the Mine Clerks’ Association, was sent by Kadalie from the Transvaal to
Durban. Champion, as an ‘exempted native’, could not be barred from entering
Durban, nor from hiring offices for the ICU in the centre of the city. So began a
remarkable career - lasting until the 1970s - for this Durban politician.! By 1927, the
Durban ICU had become one of the largest and wealthiest branches in South Africa.
The ICU billed itself as a trade union, committed to fighting the capitalist
exploitation of black workers.”? Within months of his arrival, Champion gathered
around him a coterie of ‘young Native hot-heads’, or so the police called them.
Addressing each other as ‘Comrade’, and speaking a language tempered with Marxism,
these budding activists aspired to organise workers. Durban’s African wages were the
lowest in the country. There is evidence of even further decline in these wages during
the mid to late 1920s, indicating potential for worker mobilisation.? But there was little
commitment within the ICU to organising workers at the point of production. Granted,
the Durban labour market confronted any aspirant trade unionist with huge obstacles.
Factories were scattered and small-scale; less than half the African workforce was in
the manufacturing sector, and most were migrants. Africans were concentrated in

unskilled jobs, with the least bargaining power. Even if these difficulties are taken into

1. Champion was born on a mission station near the Tugela river mouth in 1893. After being expelled from
Adams College during Standard 6 for assaulting a pupil, he became a police informer in Northern Natal. He
soon went to Johannesburg and a succession of jobs as time-keeper on various mines before settling as a clerk
at Crown Mines from 1919. See A.W.G. Champion, The Truth about the ICU (Durban, 1927), pp.20-21; E.
Webster, ‘Champion and the ICU’, Concept 5 (June 1974), p.14; M.W. Swanson, (ed.), The Views of
Mahlathi: Writings of A.W.G. Champion, a Black South African (Pietermaritzburg, University of Natal Press,
1982), p.xiii.

2.  Champion, Truth about ICU, pp.1-3, 6-7.

3.  For wages, see Smith, ‘Labour Resources’, p.412; for prices, Katzen, Industry, p.155.
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account, the fledgling ICU soon showed that its priority was to represent, rather than
organise, workers. But the ICU’s claim to be a trade union was more an exercise in
political rhetoric than anything else. Certainly, individual workers took their complaints
to the ICU offices. Champion would then write letters of appeal, challenge, or warning
to employers. His use of the term ‘boy’ to describe adult workers was indicative of his
class position.’

The ICU became a popular front, not a trade union. It was a communal movement
which tried to mobilise a number of African groups within the subordinate class.
Common experiences of the Durban system and Hertzogian segregation provided a
basis for unity. Competing interests and identities between and within sub-groups
provided sources of tension. The ICU leaders had continually to mediate between the
forces of unity and the strains of division. Much depended on the political strategies
that were adopted, and the nature of the organisation that was built. These dynamics
of populism can be applied fruitfully to the rise and decline of the ICU between 1925
and 1928.

The Natal African Congress and the ICU raised the pitch and scale of protest
politics in Durban to new heights. The similar agendas of these organisations resulted
in the eventual absorption of Congress activists into the stronger ICU. Both
organisations were willing to confront white authority, rather than plead with it. In
doing so, they employed a combination of militant rhetoric, public meetings, mass
action, deputations, litigation, and undemocratic organisation. The African Congress

and ICU leaders sought to attract a following by taking up mass grievances. But they

1.  See for example, University of the Witwatersrand, Department of Historical Papers (hereafter UW DHP),
A922, Ba, Champion to Manager, NAD, 19 October 1925.
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did so in ways which left the leaders unaccountable to their followers. The result was
a movement of fragile unity.

The most common mobilising issues were the Durban System, low wages, and the
nationwide poll tax which was imposed on Africans in 1925. Two particularly emotive
questions were the police raids for passes, tax receipts and illegal liquor; and the
compuisory disinfecting of Africans by municipal officials. The disinfection process,
called ‘deverminisation’ by the municipality but ‘dipping’ by Africans, had been
introduced in 1924. This callous addition to the Durban System was designed to prevent

typhus epidemics. All Africans, ‘irrespective of sex or class’, were required by law to
undergo a disinfectant wash at the Deverminisation Station.!

The main site of the ‘negotiation process’ between the ICU militants and ‘the
people’ was an open piece of ground called Cartwright’s Flats, near the Greyville race
course (see Map 3). The use of open-air oratory was a pioneering tactic, exploiting the
apparent municipal inability to prohibit these meetings. The municipality had the power
to ban gatherings in hostels but, it seems, not elsewhere. Through regular meetings the
ICU colonised the Flats as its political home. It was there that the Union’s leaders
harangued the Durban System, sold red membership cards and distributed pamphlets.

A provocative pamphlet of 1927 highlights the range of tactics deployed by the
ICU. The Union held its national conference in Durban that year. As was customary
with both black and white organisations, the mayor was requested to open the
conference. This plea for recognition from white authority - the municipality had so far
refused to meet ICU deputations - was not simply a collaborationist gesture. It was an

attempt to push the mayor to confer legitimacy on the Union. Predictably, the mayor

1. NA 3/DBN 4/1/2/1219, 467, 3: A. Maduna to TC, 31 August 1925.



39

refused. In response, subverting the authorities’ portrayal of the ICU as a
‘revolutionary’ organisation, the Union printed thousands of pamphlets entitled ‘Never
Mind the Foolish Agitation of the Durban Town Mayor’.! Champion told the white
press that Durban’s mayor should be an African.?

Brazen and subversive demands such as these were backed up with boycotts and
litigation. The boycott strategy was first tested early in 1926 by the Durban Congress,
which secured a partial stayaway from municipal beer halls in protest against police
raids for taxes and passes.’ Later the same year, the ICU spearheaded a major boycott
of the Deverminisation Station. Between October 1926 and June 1927, only 468 people
were ‘dipped’, compared to 35,000 during the preceding twelve months.* These
collective actions pointed to the potential groundswell of popular discontent.

The administrative and coercive capacity of the municipality, however, made
boycott strategies difficult to sustain. Partly for this reason, but also reflecting the
inclination of the ICU leadership, the Union turned to the courts to challenge the
Durban System. This was a shrewd move, exploiting divisions in local government.
Among other things, the courts declared ‘dipping’ illegal, and excised the hated section
of the pass law which called for a ‘character reference’ from previous employers.
Police powers of arbitrary arrest were curbed.’ The court victories brought welcome
publicity for the ICU. Durban’s most oppressive policies were being challenged in a

tangible way that had meaning for ordinary people. In interviews conducted five

See a copy of this in NA 3/DBN 4/1/2/1219, 467, 3.
Natal Witness, 3 March 1927.
La Hausse, ‘Struggle’, pp.149-150.

Champion, Truth about ICU, p.9; NA 3/DBN 4/1/2/1146, 323, 1: Report of Commission of Enquiry - Native
Riots at Durban, 1929 (hereafter Riots Commission Report, 1929), p.7, NA 3/DBN 4/1/2/1219, 467, 3:
Medical Officer of Health (hereafter MOH) to TC, 20 June 1927.

5. NA3/DBN 4/1/2/1219, 467, 3: C.F. Layman to TC, 27 May 1926; La Hausse, ‘Struggle’, p.148.
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decades later these legal successes were remembered as a central feature of the ICU’s
struggle for black dignity.' There were dangers, however, in a popular movement
relying heavily on the courts as a political strategy. Firstly, this was a costly tactic,
throwing scarce resources after legal fees. Secondly, courtroom battles were far
removed from the realm of rank-and-file ICU members. Litigation was, in a way, a
substitute for deputations by ICU leaders to the municipality. There was always the
temptation, in the absence of strong organisational accountability, that self-important
leaders would become preoccupied with merely representing their followers, instead of
interacting with them.

Who led the ICU’s social alliance, and who followed? These questions, particularly
the first, have been dealt with at some length by Bradford and La Hausse.? These two
historians show convincingly how, with a few exceptions, the ICU’s leadership was
concentrated in the lower middle class. These leaders invariably had some formal
education, which equipped them for modern politics. Their mission schooling or their
training as artisans enabled them to scramble above unskilled wage labour. Hertzog’s
segregation policies, however, threw down a firm barrier against their social and
political aspirations. The ICU activists were generally young and highly vulnerable to
the closure strategies of segregation. As a Durban ICU booklet protested in 1927, state
policy was determined to prevent Africans from marching ‘in the ranks of civilization
and advancement’. Africans were being forced to become nothing other than ‘unskilled
worker[s] in the land of [their] forefathers.’® The ICU leaders were characteristically

artisans, low-level clerks, petty traders, and impoverished small farmers who had been

1.  See for example, Killie Campbell Library, Durban (hereafter KC), KC Audio-Visual (hereafter KCAV), 354:
Bertha Mkize, 27 August 1980.

Bradford, Freedom, chap.3; La Hausse, ‘Message’, pp.15-22.
3. Champion, Truth about ICU, pp.9 and 25.
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squeezed off mission reserves.! James Ngcobo and Hamilton Msomi were builders; Jim
London and Frances Maqwebu, printers; Abel Ngcobo, J.A. Duiker and Champion,
clerks; David Sitshe, a blacksmith’s hand; and Jolly Macebo, a harness-maker. Bertha
Mkize, leader of the ICU Women’s Brigade, was a tailor. Elsewhere in the country,
disgruntled teachers were key ideologues of radical populism within the ICU. In
Durban, most teachers belonged to the Natal Bantu Teachers’ Union, which had latched
on to Inkatha. George Champion’s agile mind and productive pen made him the main
ideologue of the Durban ICU.

There was a host of motives and personal skills which underpinned the ambitions
of individual leaders. In addition, ICU leadership offered a vulnerable social group the
collective attractions of camaraderie and economic reward. The ICU’s African
Workers’ Club, a hired warehouse in the Indian quarter, was a vital source of
entertainment revenue for the Union and some of its officials. It was also the place
where the leadership core built up a communal identity.> The Workers Club was an
entrepreneurial forerunner of other ICU schemes, such as the Vuka Afrika (Awake
Africa) general store, a shoe repair business, the All-African Co-operative Society, and
the Star Clothing and Shirt Factory.® The jobs and income which these projects
provided were probably just as important as the explicitly political reasons why large
numbers from the lower middle class joined the ICU.

What about the mass of ICU supporters? Why did they follow? The ICU promised
wage increases, engaged in daring and bombastic rhetoric against white rule, and then

backed this up with actions such as the court cases and the anti-dipping campaign. It

1.  This section draws heavily on La Hausse, ‘Message’, pp.15-22.

2. H. Bradford, 'The Industrial and Commercial Workers’ Union [ICU] of Africa in the South African
Countryside, 1924-1930°, Phd, University of the Witwatersrand, 1985, p.209.

3. La Hausse, ‘Message’, pp.19-21.
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was this banner of confrontation which attracted thousands of Durban’s domestic
servants, industrial workers, togt workers, stall holders and ricksha pullers to the mass
meetings on Cartwright’s Flats, to sign for the red card and donate hard-earned money.
The ICU, which had also caught the imagination of Natal’s dispossessed farm tenants,
bridged town and countryside. The movement held out hopes of a changed world
through collective action and solidarity. There were widespread rumours that the ICU
would secure tracts of Natal’s land for African occupation. Likewise, Champion’s
demand that Durban should have an African mayor had revolutionary implications. A
number of analysts of the 1920s have stressed that period’s state of political flux. It was
a time when millennial movements flourished, promising liberation by black Americans
and other agents.!

Two features of the Durban situation contributed to the ICU’s prominent place in
the popular imagination. The first was that no African organisation in Durban’s history
had challenged white rule so far and so successfully. The ICU attracted followers
precisely because it charted unknown political waters. A second, and related, point was
the apparent inability of the authorities to stamp out the ICU phenomenon. The Union
gained a collective momentum that went beyond the municipality’s power to prevent
it. The Durban System was coercive in many respects; but its relatively small municipal
police force was over-stretched. The municipality had jealously kept control of policing
from the clutches of Pretoria; the South African Police were restricted to dealing with
‘serious crime’. The municipal police force was powerful enough to engage in frequent

small-scale raids, but not to break up large crowds on Cartwright’s Flats. In 1927 a

1.  See Hill and Pirio, ‘Garvey Movement in South Africa’; Beinart and Bundy, Hidden Struggles, pp.26, 312-
314.
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senior Native Administration official bemoaned the ‘chaotic control’ situation that had
developed in Durban.! The ICU drove a wedge into the legal and coercive apparatus
of the Durban System and the people followed, shouting the popular slogan, ‘I See
You, White Man!’

By mid-1927 the Durban ICU claimed 27,000 paid-up members.? But membership
records were not strictly kept; this figure was almost certainly an exaggeration. It could
have been a typically ‘Championesque’ posture to boost his status as a national leader.

More likely, this was a cumulative total of the number of red cards sold since 1925.

Counter-offensives and the decline of the ICU

The ICU was a highly unwelcome phenomenon for Durban’s dominant class.
Africans were contesting the lowly place assigned them by the Durban System. The
local authority had never before had to deal with a political movement on the scale of
the ICU, and it was hamstrung by inappropriate laws and a limited police force. The
municipality concentrated on writing new bye-laws to circumvent the ICU’s court
victories. By early 1928 ‘dipping’ was back in operation, and tighter pass registration
procedures had been promuigated.? For the rest, Durban tried to wish the ICU away
by ignoring it. Municipal officials continued to reject ICU delegations, insisting that
grievances should be submitted through the Native Administration’s chief African clerk,
Pika Zulu.

There were, by contrast, active initiatives against the ICU in the Natal countryside.

Some farmers systematically evicted or assaulted ICU-supporting tenants. The most

1. NA 3/DBN 4/1/2/1219, 467, 3: P.E. Chandley to TC, 26 March 1927.
La Hausse, ‘Message’, p.1; Bradford, ‘ICU’, p.178; The claimed membership of the Natal ICU was 88,000.

3. La Hausse, ‘Struggle’, p.158, note 17; Govt. notice no. 93, 20 January 1928; NA 3/DBN 4/1/2/1219, 467,
3: F.M. Xulu to MOH, 18 May 1928.
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intriguing development was the emerging congruence of interests between Inkatha, the
kholwa elite, and key white segregationists.! Influential Natal MP’s like George Heaton
Nicholls and J.S. Marwick were lobbying hard for the state to recognise Solomon ka
Dinizulu as a paramount chief. This would provide a focal point for ‘Zulu’ identity in
the region and would bolster tribal chiefs as the ‘natural’ leaders of ‘their’ people. The
aim was to counter the ICU’s radical vision and its claim to popular leadership. For the
Zulu nationalists these were welcome developments. Firstly, Inkatha’s campaign for the
elevation of the Zulu royal house gained a fillip. This improved the chances of using
Zulu ethnicity as a mild form of usurpationary leverage against the segregationist state.
Secondly, the tribal and educated elite stood to gain from a state offensive against the
ICU. The Union’s success had seriously undermined the social and political position
of chiefs and the upper middle class. John Dube wrote confidentially to Marwick that
the social forces embodied in the ICU were a ‘real danger to the community’.? There
were cogent reasons, therefore, why the ICU should be excluded and discredited as a
political movement. Solomon agreed to a public denunciation of the ICU, urged on by
Inkatha, Heaton Nicholls and the wealthy sugar farmer, William Campbell. One such
occasion in 1927, reported widely in the press, was a feast of beer and slaughtered
oxen at Campbell’s Mount Edgecombe Estate, just north of Durban. Solomon instructed
‘all Zulus’ to reject the ICU and to ‘kill this thing in your tribes.’> Dube’s newspaper,
Ilanga lase Natal printed a constant stream of invective against the Union.*

Significant anti-ICU initiatives came from other quarters as well. During 1927 the

Marks, ‘Zulu Royal Family’, pp.172-194.

KC Marwick Papers, 74, KCM 8337: J. Dube to J. Marwick, 24 February 1928.

Champion, Truth about ICU, p.26; NA CNC 81, 58/7/3, N1/1/3(32)1: Ilanga, 12 August 1927.

A.W.G. Champion, Mehlomadala: My Experiences in the I.C.U. (Durban, Crown Printing Press, 1929).
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Catholic mission station at Mariannhill near Durban launched the Catholic African
Union (CAU). Using the extensive structures of the Catholic church in Natal, the CAU
spread its message of self-help, moderate politics, and co-operative schemes. Within
three years this organisation, complete with a hall and classroom at Greyville in
Durban, claimed 3,000 members.! Within the Natal Congress, J.T. Gumede’s absence
on a visit to the Soviet Union provided an opportunity for John Dube’s supporters to
effect a leadership coup early in 1928.2 The Natal Native Congress was resurrected
and Dube reinstated as regional president. A pro-Dube branch of Congress was opened
in Durban under the leadership of the veteran France Xulu. It was openly hostile to the
ICU, and curried the favour of Durban’s Native Administration.® The ICU’s
conservative opponents could rest assured that the Hertzog government was on their
side. During 1927, parliament passed the Native Administration Bill. This affirmed
tribal chiefs as the officially acknowledged leaders of Africans. The Bill also contained
an ‘hostility clause’, which gave the state new powers to suppress those who ‘incited
racial hostility’, in other words, those who challenged white rule.

The ICU fought back. Vitriolic propaganda flowed from Champion’s pen,
defending the ICU and attacking its opponents. Special doses of invective were directed
at the clerics of the CAU and Dube’s Congress. Dube was branded as a ‘Judas
Iscariot’, a ‘Mr. Facing-both-ways’ who was willing to renege on African liberation.*
But the reality was that the ICU had begun a fairly precipitous decline from late 1927,

both nationally and locally. The Union’s mushroom-like growth had left it

1. NA 3/DBN 4/1/2/1147, 323A, 1: J. Kerautret to H.E. Arbuckle, 2 September 1930; Minutes, Native
Administration Committee, 27 September 1930; J. Kerautret to TC, 2 September 1931.

NA CNC 92, 64/2, N1/9/2(X): D.J. Sioka to CNC, 13 February 1928.

3. NA3/DBN 4/1/2/1219, 467, 3: F.M. Xulu to TC, 2 April 1928; C.F. Layman to Chairman, Durban NNC,
10 April 1928; Layman to TC, 13 April 1928.

4. Champion, Truth about ICU, p.26.
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organisationally weak and susceptible to anti-ICU forces. It had failed to move beyond
rousing mass meetings and highly personalised leadership to the building of solid and
accountable organisational structures. All that remained of the ICU’s litigation against
the Durban System was a crippling debt to lawyers. The Union had fuelled communal
confidence, but had brought few concrete benefits to the holders of the red card.
Popular hopes of a changed world subsided. Mass membership had been superficially
mobilised, and it could evaporate as quickly. Towards the end of 1927 a number of
corruption scandals erupted, involving Champion and other Natal officials. As a result,
Champion was acrimoniously expelled from a fracturing national ICU in 1928.!
Undaunted, Champion launched the ICU yase Natal (ICU of Natal) in Durban in
May 1928. Appealing to a sense of ‘Zulu’ betrayal at the hands of the national
organisation, Champion’s secession secured the support of many Natal branches, with
the important exception of Pietermaritzburg. The appeal to Zulu ethnicity reflected the
new priorities of a distinctly regional organisation searching for new strategies. In the
immediate aftermath of secession the ICU in Durban revived its popularity. A
demonstration of several thousand people celebrated the formation of the new body. But
this momentum was not sustained. The ICU leaders seemed more preoccupied with the
Union’s business schemes than re-mobilising active support. Tactically, they
concentrated on submitting grievances to an unresponsive mayor. Complaints about
trading restrictions took precedence over more popular demands. In November 1928,
Clements Kadalie came to Durban to attempt to heal the rift in the ICU, but this

degenerated into a violent clash between the respective followers of Champion and

1. Champion, Mehlomadala, pp.7-8.
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Kadalie.'

It was as if the ICU had exhausted its repertoire of strategies. Vague appeals to
Zulu identity gave an urban content to ethnicity in a way that Inkatha had failed to do.
But the Union entered the ethnic terrain in ways which pointed towards conservative
Zulu nationalism. There were attempts to attract the support of chiefs, and even to woo
Solomon ka Dinizulu.? Towards the end of 1928, sergeant ‘Shaka’ Arnold, Durban’s
police expert on the ICU, confidently reported that the organisation’s days as a
threatening mass movement were over.> What Amold could not foresee, however, was

that during 1929 and 1930 Durban was to become a stormcentre of African resistance

politics.

1.3.  CONCLUSION

Durban, Natal’s largest city, was an important focal point for struggles over space
and capital accumulation. Whites, Indians and Africans were incorporated differently
into the local political economy. By 1920 the ‘Durban System’ was firmly in place,
pushing Africans as a group to the bottom of the racial hierarchy. Yet the interests of
an embryonic urban proletariat and middle class were incompatible with the migrant-
labour priorities of the Durban System. These groups spearheaded communal
mobilisation against a pervasively oppressive municipality. During the mid to late 1920s
this opposition reached new heights.

Hertzog’s more rigidly exclusive segregation policies joined the Durban System as

the crucial stimuli of organised African politics during the 1920s. The African middle

1. Ibid., pp.10-11.

2. NA CNC 81, 58/7/3, N1/1/3(32)1: Handwritten note by Mr. Pringle, 16 February 1928.
3. La Hausse, ‘Message’, pp.25-26.
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class, with its acculturation, skills and aspirations, was the obvious source of leadership
of these organisations. Subject to ever firmer exclusion by the dominant class and to
new usurpationary pressures from urban workers and rural tenants, middle class
politicians were forced to make crucial strategic and ideological choices. One option
was essentially conservative, the other more militant. John Dube and his supporters in
the Natal Native Congress and Inkatha epitomised those who turned right at the political
T-junction. They continued to cling to hopes of assimilation into a multi-racial
dominant class, but increasingly saw new openings in the segregationist politics of Zulu
royal ethnicity. Inkatha did not mobilise in Durban, even though there were large
numbers of migrants there who hailed from north of the Thukela and who might have
been attracted to the message of Zulu ethnicity. Inkatha was an elitist, rural movement
that concentrated on winning over chiefs and white lobbyists at a time of rapid social
transition. Even if Inkatha had tried to drum up popular support in Durban, it would
have come up against a far more radical populism which had captured the imagination
of the city’s Africans.

Between 1925 and 1928 Durban saw an unprecedented surge of usurpationary
African politics. The Natal African Congress (NAC) and especially the ICU challenged
the Durban System with a range of tactics, from rousing mass meetings to boycotts and
court cases. The NAC-ICU represented a merging of interests between a disgruntled,
vulnerable lower middle class and the workers of Durban. Tile thousands of supporters
consisted of both urbanised residents and migrants, united behind a banner of
confrontation against the Durban System. Migrants were attracted not to a conservative
ethnic message, but to millennial promises of land redistribution by rural ICU activists.

Both in the countryside and the city, the ICU went further than any other modern
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organisation had done in challenging the structures of white power. In conditions of
political flux, this achievement gained the Union mass momentum. The ICU, in effect,
led a rebellion in which ordinary people believed that by buying the red card they couid
change their world. The Durban municipality seemed relatively powerless to stop this
demonstration of popular power.

Inevitably, though, a counter-reaction emanated from the dominant class at
municipal, regional and central government levels. The offensive found an ally in
Inkatha and other African organisations. But just as the assauilt on the ICU gathered
momentum the Union itself began to fragment internally from late 1927. The mass
movement had been built on the personal charisma of key leaders, and without
accountable and durable organisation. Popular support was dissipated as the ‘moment’
of expectation passed. One symptom was the breakaway of most Natal ICU branches
in mid 1928, after George Champion’s expulsion from the national body on corruption
charges. As an explicitly regional organisation which was losing its popular following,
the ICU yase Natal began to encroach on the ethnic terrain that had already been
mapped out by Inkatha. With its range of confrontationist tactics apparently exhausted,
the Durban ICU had declined to a rump of its former self by the end of 1928. Few
would have predicted then that the next two years were to see a dramatic efflorescence
of resistance against two cornerstones of the Durban System: the beer monopoly and

the pass laws.



CHAPTER TWO

THE DURBAN SYSTEM CHALLENGED: POPULAR CONFRONTATION

AND WHITE POWER, 1929-30

Riots in June 1929 and a violent anti-pass demonstration in December 1930 were the
pivotal events of a sustained period of African struggles against exclusion from the city.
These events, and the many smaller acts of defiance which occurred during this period,
provide rich ingredients for Natal’s resistance historiography. The central themes of this
chapter can best be posed as two questions: Why and how did political conflict escalate
into rioting and public violence directed against white authority? Secondly, and this was
vital to the political dynamics of this period, how did the authorities respond? Direct
and potentially violent collective action by subordinate African groups signalled a
dramatic attempt to ‘mobilize power against a legally defined and state-supported
dominant group.’! This was at once a heritage of the political campaigns of the
previous few years, and a move towards even more radical demands and tactics.

Riots and public disorders challenge the capacity of the authorities to rule.? From
the crowd’s point of view a riot is a direct protest action. The consequences of that
action are characteristically open-ended, although its participants generally believe that
concrete results can be achieved. By its very nature, a riot contradicts the legal
framework and political process sanctioned by the dominant order. From the

authorities’ point of view, a riot is a ‘disturbance’. As long as such an action does not

1. Parkin, Marxism, p.85.

2. These ideas are drawn from E. Hobsbawm, Primitive Rebels (Manchester, Manchester University Press, 1959),
1978 reprint, pp.110-111, 122; G. Rude, The Crowd in History (London, Lawrence and Wishart, 1981), p.11.
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directly threaten the property and political control of the dominant class, the authorities
will try, at the least, to contain it. If riot action is directly threatening, no effort will
be spared to suppress and defuse it. The escalation of political conflict in Durban in
1929-30 can be analyzed as a complex interplay of the capacity to rebel versus the

capacity to impose authority, whether through coercion or legitimizing reforms.

2.1. THE MAKINGS OF THE 1929 RIOTS

In setting the scene, two aspects of the 1929-30 period bear particular examination.
First, a culture of defiance was generated. Second, this defiance was directed against
easily identifiable targets through popular mobilisation. When coupled with perceptions
of weak state authority, these two features precipitated an intensifying process of

challenge and reaction between African subordinate groups and the dominant class.

Culture of Defiance

The social expression of defiance was a nebulous, but vital, aspect. There were
many instances of an assertive political mood amongst Durban’s Africans. The Durban
System had weathered the challenge from the ICU, but it had not been able to suppress
that organisation. The ICU had declined, but ordinary people had glimpsed a vision of
a changed world. The fluid medium of popular culture provided a means of subverting
the norms and authority of Durban’s dominant strata. The physical presence of large
numbers of Africans in the city was magnified by an aggressive cultural presence.

This can be illustrated through three cuitural practices of the time: ingoma dancing,
entertainment halls, and widespread drunkenness. Ingoma dancing in highly drilled

formations was popular amongst migrant workers. During leisure time, workers would
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gather on vacant plots in the city centre to practice their dances. Rooted in social and
military ceremonies of rural culture, ingoma dancing absorbed new meaning and
expression in the Durban context.! In particular, it gained an explicitly political
character. Ingoma dancers often performed at ICU yase Natal meetings and led
processions. Their rhythmic movement was accompanied by fighting songs about land
dispossession and other experiences of exploitation.? The growing popularity of ingoma
dancing in 1929 prompted an ICU stalwart, James Ngcobo, to propose regular
competitions between troupes.’ Ncgobo hoped to make money from entrance fees, but
the police saw things differently. They were fully aware of the politically charged and
potentially subversive character of ingoma dancing. They rejected Ngcobo’s request to
use a vacant lot in the city centre, on the grounds that ‘hundreds of young men
parading our streets, armed with sticks and shields, on a Sunday afternoon is not
desirable.’*

The three or four African-run entertainment halls, including the ICU’s African
Workers’ Club, provided another kind of threat. In addition to their sheer rowdiness,
which went on late into the night, these rundown warehouses - ‘dance halls’ - in the
Indian quarter were the favourite stamping ground of the city’s oJazibhantshi, those
people on the lower margins of the African middle class. The dance halls offered a
stage for budding music groups and comperes. They were oases of a rough urban
culture in a city which fought African urbanisation. A contemporary observer described

the crowd at one dance hall, comprising ‘every type, young bucks in waistcoats and

1. La Hausse, ‘Message’, pp.28-30. (As stated in Chapter 1, my referencing uses the page numbers of the History
Workshop paper and not the slightly shorter version which was later published).

2. M. Perham, African Apprenticeship (London, Faber, 1974), pp.199-200.
3. NA 3/DBN 4/1/2/1219, 467, 4: Cowley and Cowley to TC, 26 February 1929.
4. NA 3/DBN 4/1/2/1219, 467, 4: Chief Constable to TC, 13 March 1929 and 21 July 1930.
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Oxford trousers ... through all possible grades and shades of shirts and collars to the
collarless and the coatless, to men with hair plaited in porcupine spikes and women in
nothing much but brass wire and beads ...’! Government officials visiting Durban
during this period were alarmed by the popularity of the dance halls,

‘where the notaries of the national Zulu dance [i.e. ingoma dancers] rub

shoulders with others after indulging in European dances in some cases with

loose women etc. The atmosphere at these forms of amusements is unhealthy in

the extreme and can but lead to deterioration. 2
The municipality had not just sat by while these cells of urban culture grew. As early
as 1924 the Durban Corporation closed down the entertainment halls.? But loopholes
in the law, and the willingness of dance hall proprietors continually to break the law,
meant that by the late 1920s these institutions were still alive and well.

A third strand of the culture of defiance was the widespread incidence of
drunkenness amongst Africans. Durban’s officials and employers had long been worried
by heavy drinking amongst African workers. This practice resulted in unpredictable and
violent behaviour on a large scale. Drunkenness undermined capital’s attempts to instil
time discipline and workplace routines amongst African workers. Temperance
reformers had repeatedly pointed out that municipal beer halls did not assist sobriety.
The centrality of the beer halls to the Durban System, however, meant that municipal
officials overlooked this inconsistency. They were much more concerned with the
illegal shebeens that flourished near the hostels and dance halls, and especially in the

peri-urban areas just beyond the municipal boundaries. These drinking dens, warned

the manager of Native Administration, were places ‘where conditions for demoralisation

1. Perham, Apprenticeship, p.197.

2. Report of the Native Affairs Commission on the Native Population in Durban, An. 205 (1930), quoted in la
Hausse, ‘Struggle’, pp.140-141.

3. Umteteli, 13 September 1924.
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are almost unlimited. " Durban’s liquor laws and police raids forced scores of
Africans to spend their leisure time either in the beer halls or engaging in subterfuge
drinking. Others opted for brazen parties. The municipal files of the late 1920s are
dense with complaints about an ‘uncontrolied’ African presence in the ‘white’
residential areas. An irate letter written in mid 1929, from a resident of a wealthy area
of the Berea, is particularly revealing:

‘Stick-fighting, concertina playing, dancing, shouting, yelping and every
other nerve-racking noise, such as Natives alone know how to make, are
our constant portion. ... If T call out to them to stop I only succeed in
provoking insults, cat-calls and derisive laughter. If I ring up the
Mitchell Park Police I get only temporary relief. They clear out the
boys who do not belong there, but the noise breaks out afresh as soon
as they have gone.”
Popular culture was diffuse and fluid. It was not necessarily politically informed;
indeed, cultural practices were often a means of coping with hardship, rather than
confronting it. Some of the more oppositional aspects of popular culture amongst

African subordinate groups have been stressed here to illustrate the milieu in which

organised militancy could take root.

Targeting defiance through organisation

For any aspirant African politician it was not simply a case of tapping into this
culture of defiance, and then giving it explicit political content. On the contrary, some
of the more established middle class politicians responded uneasily and even negatively
to this phenomenon. Their relatively privileged position and their style of politics were

threatened by subversive cultural practices. The Natal Native Congress and its political

1. NA 3/DBN 4/1/2/1412, 643J/18, 1: Layman to TC, 8 January 1926.
2. NA 3/DBN 4/1/2/1219, 467, 4: B. Freakes to General Purposes Committee, 10 June 1929.
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ally, Inkatha, were to be conspicuously absent from the confrontationist politics of
1929-30. John Dube, for one, believed that ‘[tjown Natives are out of control, and the
criminal element is increasing in large numbers. Law-abiding Natives cannot tolerate
this state of things. The heterogeneous mixture of detribalized Natives in our large
Towns is a problem within a problem.’! He had a number of things in mind, but
uppermost was no doubt his recent escape through a window after armed ICU yase
Natal militia broke up a Congress meeting in Durban.?

The ICU yase Natal was ideologically and tactically more attuned to defiance. Yet
by 1929 the Union had a credibility problem as a mass organisation; it was in financial
trouble, and it seemed to have exhausted its tactical repertoire. Furthermore, the ICU
yase Natal had gained a new competitor to the left of it in the political spectrum: a
Durban branch of the Communist Party of South Africa (CPSA) was founded in
February 1929. An additional radical influence, not connected to any political body,
came from Durban’s African dock workers, who waged a series of struggles around
living conditions in their hostels in early 1929. During June 1929, the various activities
of a resilient ICU yase Natal, a fledgling Communist Party and angry dock workers
dove-tailed around the issue of the beer monopoly. This combustible ‘moment’
unleashed the riots of that month.

The municipality’s decision to build a beer hall in the Sydenham district offered the
ICU yase Natal a chance to revive its flagging fortunes. The central government, and
local health boards near to the city, had been pressurizing Durban to take responsibility

for the districts being urbanised by Indians and Africans just beyond the municipality.?

1. Quoted in Hemson, ‘Class Consciousness’, p.225.
2. Ibid.

3. See correspondence in NA 3/DBN 4/1/2/1412, 643)/18, 1-2; Torr, ‘Founding of Lamont’, pp-5-14.
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The proposed beer hall at Sydenham, one of the more densely settled areas on the
western perimeter, was a first, reluctant step in this direction. The erection of a beer
hall in the area would make all shebeens there illegal. This threatened the income of
the women liquor suppliers, and the leisure options of male shebeen patrons. In
general, the beer hall signalled the extension of irksome municipal regulations over an
area relatively free of them.

In March 1929 some Sydenham residents requested the ICU yase Natal to fight the
planned beer hall.! The request indicated the standing which the depleted ICU yase
Natal still had in Durban. Union officials formed the Anti-Kaffir Beer Manufacturing
League, and collected five hundred signatures for a petition to the Minister of Native
Affairs. Leaders like Champion used eclectic reasoning in opposing the beer hall.
Moral arguments based on Christian temperance were coupled with rejection of beer
halls as an unjust indirect tax which did not benefit Africans. Empty coffers precluded
the ICU yase Natal from its favoured tactic of taking the beer hall matter to court.
Consequently, Union activists pioneered a different strategy. During the weekends of
May 1929, public marches were staged from the ICU hall in Prince Edward Street up
the hill into Sydenham. The marching columns, with numbers ranging from 300 to
800, were flanked by the red-uniformed members of the Unity League - the ICU yase
Natal militia. As la Hausse has shown, the marches were vivid and drew on a wide
range of images.? They were headed by a brass band; flags were displayed, including
the Union Jack and the Soviet flag; the ethos was militaristic; and white passers-by

were roughed up. The Sydenham campaign propelled the ICU yase Natal into a

1. La Hausse, ‘Struggle’, pp.163-171.
2. Ibid., p.167; NA 3/DBN 4/1/2/1146, 323, 1: Riots Commission Report, 1929, p.9.
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prominent public position, from which it mounted a renewed challenge against the
Durban System. Weekly meetings at Cartwright’s Flats attracted ‘a few thousand
workers’.! The tempo of protest politics quickened as ICU yase Natal crowds pitted
themselves against municipal planners.

In the meantime, the founding of a Durban branch of the Communist Party brought
a new actor into African politics.> Committed to the establishment of a ‘Native
Republic’ of workers and peasants, the white radicals who launched the Party branch
concentrated on mobilising an African constituency.’ D.G. Wolton urged Durban’s
Africans to ‘follow Russia, overthrow the government and set up their own black
government of majority rule.’* Wolton and his interpreter Caleb Mtshali were promptly
arrested. The subsequent court case brought the Party welcome publicity. Johannes
Nkosi, a young Natal worker and a prominent graduate of the Party’s training school
in Johannesburg, was sent to Durban as main organiser.’ A hall was hired in the Point
district for lectures and meetings; and weekly open-air meetings were held outside the
Railway hostel.® Worried police reports noted the potential threat of the communists,
and the receptiveness of Durban’s Africans to their message. It seems likely, however,
that formal Party members numbered no more than a hundred by mid 1929.’

With its mixture of Marxism and African populism, the Durban Party was in many

ways an eligible successor to the ICU of 1926-27. The major difference was that Party

1. ‘Worker Correspondent’, South African Worker, 28 February 1929.

2. Central Archives Depot (hereafter CAD) Naturellesake (hereafter NTS) 7214, 56/326, 1: R.H. Arnold to Officer
in Charge, C.1.D., Durban, 6 September 1929; La Hausse, ‘Message’, pp.26-7; Hemson, ‘Class consciousness’,
pp.254-262.

3. For details, see South African Worker, 30 November 1928 and 31 January 1929.
4. South African Worker, 31 January 1929.

5. Hemson, ‘Class consciousness’, p.426; Simons, Class and Colour, pp.376, 410, 660; La Hausse, ‘Struggle’,
p-176, note 78.

6. ‘Worker Correspondent’, South African Worker, 28 February 1929 and 31 May 1929.
7. La Hausse, ‘Message’, p.27, note 83.
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leadership was more solidly rooted amongst African wage labourers. The fighting talk
and energetic organisational initiatives of communist militants injected a new tone into
protest politics in Durban. Included in this was a novel stress on internationalism. In
February 1929, for example, at least two hundred African workers attended a
celebration of International Anti-Imperialism Day. The meeting pledged ‘to work
unceasingly for the removal of the yoke of Imperialism from South Africa and from all
subjected and oppressed countries of the world.’! Despite differences between the Party
and the ICU yase Natal, the two organisations operated closely together during early
1929. In some ways this seemed implausible, for Champion had supported the
expulsion of communists from the national ICU in 1927, and Nkosi had been a victim
of this move. Nevertheless, Party activists addressed ICU yase Natal meetings and sold

their paper, South African Worker, to ICU crowds. The fledgling Party exploited the

political space opened up by the ICU yase Natal. Champion allowed the communists
to operate under his wing, so long as he could distance himself if they became too
radical.?

A third contribution to the militancy of mid 1929 came from the 1,500 togt (daily-
hired) dock workers at the Bell Street barracks in the Point district.>* These workers
were not formally organised, but they were effectively mobilised through the leaders
of hostel dormitories and through bonds of affection based on home-town networks.
Like dock workers the world over, Durban’s izinyathi (‘buffaloes’) were well aware
of their strategic position in the labour process of the harbour. Unlike most of Durban’s

African workers, they were strike-prone, with a history of industrial action stretching

1. South African Worker, 28 February 1929.
2. Roux, Rope, pp.245-6.

3. Hemson, ‘Class consciousness’, pp.207-217.
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back to the 1890s. Most recent had been a one-day strike of 1,500 dock workers in
June 1927 against the arrest of poll tax defaulters.! During 1929, the dock workers
again resorted to collective action, this time in a battle with hostel management. It was
a struggle over the liquor policies of the hostel, and the power of officialdom to
withdraw togt badges.

In June 1929, in an abrupt departure from existing practice, the Bell Street hostel
manager prohibited residents from making mahewu, a drink of fermented porridge.’
The hostel-dwellers believed that this initiative came from a nearby Indian shopowner,
who wished to boost his sales of mahewu. Within days, both the Indian store and the
Point beer hall were being boycotted by disgruntled dock workers. The inclusion of the
beer hall was no doubt influenced by the publicity of the Sydenham campaign. When
the Native Administration singled out Mcijelwa Mngomezulu as the ringleader of the
dock workers and confiscated his togt badge, in effect making his presence in Durban
illegal, the hostel-dwellers called for a meeting with the ICU yase Natal.

On 12 June Champion and others met with Point workers in the sand dunes opposite
the hostel. The Anti-Kaffir Beer Manufacturing League (AKBML) agreed to take up
the grievances of the dock workers. The League now represented both urban settlers
and migrants. Urbanised Africans in Sydenham were determined to resist the erection
of a beer hall as a first step of incorporation into the Durban System. Migrant dock
workers at the Point were angered by a fickle change in liquor policy. The AKBML’s
resolution to close down all five of Durban’s beer halls signalled a common strategy,

linking both issues. The ICU yase Natal led a deputation of Bell Street hostel-dwellers

1. Ibid., pp.202-206; Roux, Rope, p.173.
2. Hemson, ‘Class Consciousness’, pp.207-217.
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to the Native Administration. The League distributed thousands of pamphlets exhorting
people ‘to part company with Kaffir Beer’.! The only reason the municipality sold this
beer, the pamphlet argued, was to ‘build compounds and barracks which are full of bad
laws and disagreeable control.’

Things moved fast. On Friday 14 June the ICU yase Natal militia closed all the beer
halls. Echoing the actions of the police liquor squad when it raided shebeens, pickets
emptied all beer containers in the halls. Municipal beer was declared ‘bad’, and it was
‘consumed by the earth.’?> The Point workers, characteristically, went a step further.
A thousand-strong crowd stoned the Bell Street beer hall. The municipal police
intervened, but they were armed only with sticks. Three African constables sustained
serious injuries. The crowd was finally dispersed by the unlikely figures of George
Champion and other ICU yase Natal leaders.” The middle class politicians were in
danger of being outpaced by the togt workers, and they dramatically snatched back the
initiative.

The Anti-Kaffir Beer Manufacturing League flooded Durban with boycott leaflets
on Saturday 15 June, and the next day the ICU’s Tom Gwala chaired a meeting of
5,000 people at Cartwright’s Flats. The principal speakers were Champion and J.T.
Gumede, the radicalised ANC president who was visiting Durban. Champion launched
a bitter attack on Durban’s Native Administration, police force, and beer monopoly.
He pledged the ICU’s support for the beer boycott, and urged the large crowd to join
the Union. God would bless those who had broken the Point beer hall windows, he

shouted. He ridiculed the police detectives who were present, urging them to telegraph

1. Quoted in la Hausse, ‘Struggle’, p.174.
2. CAD NTS 7606, 49/328, 1: Translation of ICU, Blood and Tears (Durban, 1929).
3. NA 3/DBN 4/1/2/1146, 323, 1: Riots Commission Report, 1929, p.11.
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Hertzog to ‘stop the beer for good.” Following on, Gumede provided a cohesive
ideological thrust to the protest movement. The ANC demanded a ‘Native Republic’
where there would be neither beer monopoly nor passes. He popularised the new slogan
‘Mayibuye!’ (‘Let [Africa] come back!’). Praising the work of the ICU and the

Communist Party in Durban, he issued a fiery challenge: ‘Now let us combine and take

our freedom.’?

2.2. CAN THE WHITES BEAT US? FROM BOYCOTT TOQO RIOT

The culture of defiance had been tapped and mobilised against an easily identifiable
target, the beer monopoly. Yet what were the implications of the fighting talk of the
ICU yase Natal and the Communist Party? What was meant when Gumede spoke of
‘taking freedom’? Champion’s intervention to disperse the excited crowd at the Point
beer hall showed that he understood the issues differently from the hostel-dwellers. Yet,
two days later, from the platform of a mass meeting, he praised these same workers
for their militant action. These apparently contradictory stances revealed just how
volatile the political climate was. Ordinary people were intent on taking direct action
to make their demands and frustrations felt; they were not leaving it up to their
‘leaders’. This was both an indictment of the leaders, and a consequence of the political
consciousness those leaders had initiated and symbolised. But if we are to understand
how the events of Monday 17 June 1929 escalated into a number of riotous encounters,
we must also explore popular perceptions of the dominant class that was being fought

against.

1. 1Ibid., p.12; La Hausse, ‘Struggle’, p.177.
2. La Hausse, ‘Struggle’, p.169, 178; NA 3/DBN 4/1/2/1146, 323, 1: Riots Commission Report, 1929, p.12.
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Sheer anger, frustration or desperation amongst Africans as a subordinate group
were insufficient stimuli, on their own, for the 1929 riots. The other key factor was the
nature of the oppressive state. If white authority was weak or divided, then the potential
success of direct action by the black underclasses was that much greater. A particularly
combustible situation was created in 1929 by popular perceptions of a state whose
strength was brittle. There were a number of paradoxes, keenly observed by Durban’s
Africans. Nationally, South Africa’s first ‘Swart Gevaar’ (Black Danger) general
election was fought that year, indicating the extent of African resistance since the mid
1920s. The victorious Hertzog government prepared even tougher legislation to
suppress this challenge. Locally, the municipality’s power was compromised by the
weakness of its police force. This had implications for the coercive safeguarding of
Durban’s ‘Native’ policies. Urban growth had seriously eroded the policing capacity
of the municipal force. This was the increasingly shrill warning from Pretoria’s South
African Police.! Clinging to municipal autonomy, the Durban corporation continued
to spurn this view. The municipal police had the capacity to engage in liquor, pass and
tax searches, and to make the lives of individual Africans unbearable. But during 1929
they had failed to curb the revival of the ICU yase Natal and the germination of the
Communist Party. In other words, a big question mark hung over the municipality’s
power to suppress a concerted usurpationary thrust ‘from below’. In the 1929 riots
Durban’s Africans put this coercive capacity to the test.

On Monday 17 June, the day after the passionate meeting at Cartwright’s Flats,

pickets armed with sticks guarded the entrances to all beer halls.? During the morning

1. See for example, CAD NTS 7606, 49/328, 1: S.J. Lendrum to Commissioner, SAP, 17 June 1930.

2. Unless stated otherwise, this account is drawn from la Hausse, ‘Struggle’, pp.170-183; Hemson, ‘Class
consciousness’, pp.207-217; NA 3/DBN 4/1/2/1146, 323, 1: Riots Commission Report, 1929; CAD NTS 7606,
49/328, 1: Translation of ICU pamphlet, Blood and Tears.
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the city centre was tense, but there were no obvious signs of the conflicts that would
erupt later in the day. Three factors fuelled the escalation. First, there were attempts
to extend the boycott to cafes and eating houses run by Indians and whites. Second, the
Point hostel-dwellers decided to march en masse into the city centre, provoking
surprising political consequences. Third, a white crowd intervened to bolster the
coercive capacity of the police, and to repulse African displays of popular power.

Sensing an opportunity to use the beer hall boycott to their advantage, African
traders and hawkers organised pickets to discourage Africans from entering white and
Indian shops. African traders were discriminated against by the laws of the city; here
was a chance to fight this through direct action. The pickets roamed the city centre,
threatening those who did not heed them. During the lunch hour a group of pickets
clashed with police in Railway Street. From the police point of view, the mobile pickets
were subversive alternative embodiments of armed power which had to be dispersed.
But the municipal police were only armed with batons. The dispersal of the Railway
Street crowd was only achieved once further police reinforcements had arrived, and
white civilian onlookers had lent a hand.

The news of this confrontation spread quickly, by word of mouth, through the
workshops, warehouses and hostels of the nearby harbour area. In response, a large
crowd began to gather at the Point, talking excitedly of a march towards the site of the
lunch-time clash. There was a sizeable concentration of workers and hostel-dwellers in
the harbour district; and home-town networks and ingoma dance teams, among other
collective identities, offered important mobilising networks. As recently as the previous
Friday, the ‘Point crowd’ had flexed it<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>