CHAFTER 2

*SWING THE ASSEGAI PEACEFULLY? : THE AFRICAN PROLETARIAT
AND THE POLITICS OF SOCIAL TRANSFORMATION IN DUREAN

Populist Organisation and the Quest for Power

The growth of assertive shantyiown communities and a growing confidence and milancy gave to the ordinary
African, whether warker, lumpen or newly migrant, avital cootrel over the substance and pace of Alrican
politieal and orpanisational advasce. Aay organisation which succeeded in sustaining itsclf achieved proletarian
support because it maintained a localised grass-roots support base. Such organisations were critical apd often
impatient of the principles of trade unicaism, viewing trade unions s potentially divisive and narrowly ocussed
around the factory foor of established industry and commerce. These new arganisations also operated outside
established political groupings such as the African National Congress or the Coogress Youth League.
Furthermore all attempts Lo rejuveaate old organisations or stast sew city-wide groupeogs were to fail.

Throughout the late 19405 many, including l:ha.mpi.ﬂn,l were toosteive For the revivid of the Industrial
and Commercial Workers Unicn.> Such attempts were aimed at providing the Natal branch of the African
National Congress with a new popular support that would both marginalise the established trade unions® and
other bodies such as the Congress Youth L:ngut,“' and provide Champion with greater national !-l.'m'Li.u:lzlrzg.'.5
Despite numerous public appeals for support these attemprs falled. Ia 1947 the Alrican Nutional Congress
attempted to organise an “Africas Week™ 5 While Champicn appears to have promated the idea in Durban, as
purt of his desire to “squash all who were against him® and gain the support of anincreasingly militant
populace. But the event never evea took pJ:Et.F'I

During the same period the Daughters of Alrica split up because of the eagerness of some members
to use the movemcot as a vehicle for starting a Matal branch of the African National Congress Women's

League. The Daughters of Africa had started 19399 and by 1946 was well supported by women in the
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Drurban and Pisetown areas.’ The movement was concerned with developing African women's self-wosth and
dignity, the advancement of women's particular roles in a socicty, and with diseussing the problems of
maintaining a houschaold in a city environment.!Y Local branches of the Daughters of African started craft
clubs making and selling “boys clothing”, formed fruit and vegetable co-operatives, endeavoured to get Indian
shop-owners 1o employ Africans and thereby reduce social animosity, and generally attempted to establish the
woman's role in controlling a decent household, and to legitimise ber influence in broader political issues, 1

While it appears that moat of the members of the movement were “congress supposier ".u distimer
rifts appearcd in the movement during and after its annwal conference held in Durban in February 194613 Ar
that meeting it appears that some members, including Mrs A, L. Luthuli and the widow of Dr J.L Dube, who
were active on the committee, ! attempred to direct the movement towards eventual incorporatioa into the A N
C Women's Leapue, which had been formed in 19435 Whilst this latter oEanisations’ aims Were in many
substantive ways similar tothe aims and activities of the Daughters of Alrica, there were many who were
reluctant to allow their organisation to be subsumed within a broader pational body. As a result of these
disagreements and, tou lesser extent, the intervention of White walfare bodies who atempred to influcace
them, the Daughters of Africa, a8 a movement, gradually faded away.l'E‘

While it has been claimed that such reluctance was due 1o the supporess of the Women's League
being over eager, and that members of the Daughters of Africa were reluctant to become political in the face of
police harassment, the issue is rather more mmplﬂ:” It is certain that many of the branches of the Daughters
of Africa pever experienced any police harassment,'® Furthermore, while there had been many atempts to
start a Women's League branch in Durban with meetings being postponed and the proposed visit of Madie-Hall
Xuma cancelled through lack of support, ' the failure to elicit the support of the Daughters of Africa was not
the result of Women's Leaguers' tactical errors or a gencral lack of pelitical consciousaess amongst the

Daughters of Africa. The real difference was one of political strategy.  Many within the Daughters of Africa

0, Nanga lase Matal, 16 February 1946,

10, KCAV; interview with Mrs A Mzimela, 21 July 1982, For different analysis see Walker, Women, p
a1,

i1, Inierview with Mrs H Sthisi, 11 November 1985,

12, Mbutka Papers; C D § Mbutho, A History of Clermont, “Of Clermont [ Sing of Thee”, 2nd leterview

with Ms [ Nyembe, T July 1985,
13, langa lase Naral, 16 Febroary 1946 and interview with Ms D Nyembe, 7 July 1985.

L4 KCAY: interview with Mrs A Mzmela, 21 Julv 1982

15, Sea Walker, Women, p 9L

15 [oterview with Ms D Myembe, 7 July 1985,

7. Thid.

18, Mbutho Papers; © D 5 Mbutho, A History of Clermont, "Of Clermont | Sing of Thee” 2od llanga

lasz Maral, 16 February 1946,
19, Ihid.



were more interested in initiating variows independent women's groups in the varwus shanistowns and
rawnships than in seeking 10 promodc an all-embracing city-wide or national movenvent. One such independent
group was the Health in the Home wemen's group in the frechold arca of Good Hupr:.:":'

Furthermore many of these groups were active in promoting non-raciolism through discussions with Indian
Women's groups, convincing Indinn leaders and traders to assist in the development of African enterprise and
through co-operation with Indian women in anti-Black marketeer activities. =l While it is true that African
women who were "ANC supporters’ did play a central role in trying to protect Pelwane during the January 1949
Biots.~> others - such as Women's League supporter Bertha Mikhize - had formed the Bantu Women's Crafi
Socicty in premises on Boath Road near Chesterville and actively eacouraged a narrow populism bascd on the
<dea of Alrican women withdeawing from all comact with prospective emplovers in Indian and White resiéential
areas.— The complexities of politics during this period mitigated against a focus that was not lecalised, The
only movement with which the Daughters of Africa sustained eloser contact was the Nabantukop co-operative
suciﬂ}*.:

Dhuring the same period all altempts to sart 2 provincial federation of African independent trade
unions failed. In 19496 twenty-three African irade unions, with support in Durban and Pictermaritzburg, formed
© Natal branch of the Council for Non-European Trade Unions, but the unity could not. be sustained. =¥ In
reality it appears as if the move was led by trade union keaders with little grass-roots awarencss, Stanford Mook

remember the ¢vents:

That was in fact before my time in the Union. | was still at the dairies. | never really heard
about it until just before. We all acted - workers' unily was good but it did not come easily
then. All kinds of things...The whole CNETU started in Johanneshaurg and probably it was
an attempt Lo build us up through bringing it down o Durban - but 1 really don't know.

By 1948 the federation, now comprising five unions and called the “aral Federation of Trade Unions, was hadly
run and so poor that it was unable to send a single delegate to the annual conference of CNETU in
Bloemfontcin.>’

A striking Jack of support for any broader unity was also evident in rank-and-file atritudes to ather

new organisations. ln August 1947 many of the lcaders of these pew movements started the New Alrica
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Progressive Alliance whose pamphlets espouscd the ideas of "New Alnca’and ealled for umity betwezn all
African political organisations, The attempe failed 10 ateract any 5u|:J|1.::.r:|..H

In 1943 H A van Rooyen contested Seaator Edgar Brookes' re-election wo Seoate as one of the four
representirves of Africans.>? As part of his steategy van Rocyen formed an alliance with various teadzrs of the
co-gperative movement in Durban 20 These leaders were given funds and would form the Banty National
Congress in the early 19505, A pro-apartheid and anti-Iodian body, this organization pictured iself as being the
suecessor to the tradition of politics stanted by L. Dube. ! The movement failed, gaining support mainly only
fram herbalists 72 even theugh many popular co-operative leaders advanced the cause of the movement.

During the late 1940s ¥ is clear that the Alncans proletanat was bath becoming maore politically
assertive, confident in the need for mass awareness, and effective in opposing ininatives not of it own choosing.
There were few African leaders, whether part of the established educated clite or self-aryled projetarian
militants, who could afford 1o ignore the proletariat’s new position in politics.

The only evident backlash from “the exempted” against the proletarial’s perceptions of the position
of the Alrican elite appear o have come from a small group of Africans who self-consciouwsly referred o
themsebves as “educated Alricans”. They attempied 1o form themselves into a hrerary and cultural elub, based
at the Banwe Social Centre, and declared that they wished to have nothing 1o do with cither "poiitics” or “Lhe
ardinary native” 2 Tnterestingly encugh the attempt failed, moinly the result of tsotsis invading thel ballroom
dance m:-:linguﬁ and drunken jasbasdjie minstrels barging into their musical recitals. *®  After auempting to
regroup at Ma Phillips' nearby classy shebeen they eventually sbandoned their effors.”

lodecd the pressure on many scheduled educated African who fels the desire 10 become politically
expressive 1o be wary of African workers even caused many to stop altending or speakang al meetings held by

the Joint Councils ™ Mialo recalls the general mood of the times:

These were incredible days. Al you hear abous sow is how bad it was. Dire, wages aed the
Nationalist vietary and the Riots of 1949. But..it was a time when normal people ruled the
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roost, | was a worker then and sent into the umion, It was like that all round. Those of us,
Africans, who were already exempted would ignore their I:lml:h-er'b-al their peril. Mow they
bad to warch it,, Even us in Youth League had to be very careful

Ina period of rising militancy whea many exdisting political erganzsations were becoming wereasingly aware
both of their lack of real support and ineffectual political strategy, Durban's African proletariat was determined

1o direct its support to certain types of aow organisation.
The Moral Economy of Proletarian Fower

There existed four inter-related but conflicting cycles of accumulation and redistribution in Durban, ¥ Fizsl,
the dominant process of capitalist accumulation and wage employment. Second, although being steadily more
and more marginalized, the various barter markets which thrived within the city during the later 19405 revealed
the city not to be completely :.api:n]h.l."'l Third, the muaicipality's ewn profitcening networks upon which the
Mative Reveoue Account was totally .'lut|:u=m:||::|t."2 The municipality gained profits from both leasing and
trading premises to Africans in municipal cating houses and beerkalls, and from s monopoly over the
manufacture, distribution and sale of sorghum beer in Durban, Finally, within the African pepulation of the city
there had for long existed an iilicit but expensive ncxus of peity commodity production and exchange. These
various cconomic structires were inter-related in ways which were often highly conflictoal and even direetly
eontradictory.

Throughout the later 1940s the municipality was atiempting to gain increased profits from s own
trading activities which centred entirely around the city's African population. Mot only were beer prices raised,
But the rentals charged for trading on municipal property incrcased steadily®> Central to increased municipal
profits was the need to curb if not completely destroy the operations of those Adrican eatreprencurs whom.
aceording to city byve-laws, were illegal traders. There was thus contineal conflict and competition berween the
municipality and illiciz African commereial operations in the city.

The attitudes of local representatives of commeres and industry were probably more ambivalear than
those of municipal officials. During the later 19405, employers were concerned about the way m which Aflricans
ssemed (0 be able to avoid tofal subjection to wage labour by relying on the profits [rom various
entrepreneurial ventures conducted mainly in shantytowns. Employess also complained that shebeens and illicie
liquor consumption were directly responsible [or low productivity, abseniecism and the inability of Africans to
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alford basic houschold food requirements. ™ Consequently many employers called for a crackdown o illicit
tradinp, particularky in Lquor. Some even supported the city's Medical Officer of Health in calling for wages to
be paid on Wednesdays as opposed 10 Fridays in order (0 provent excessive drunkeoness and consequent
impoverishment. However, emplayers also believed that increasing African purchase of commoditics produced
by capitalist industry was the key to increased capitalist profitability. Paydays should thus oot be altercd as
every person had the right to dispose of earniogs in the manaer of their own choice,*® Behind such gracious
coneern for individual rights lay a desire to increase the level of consumer speading. Similarly, although
desiring to see the “African as the furure customes” many employers recognized that many essential
commodities required by Africans in the city could be mose cheaply acquired in the shantytowns. Employers
were indeed heartened when they could prove the uppu-ﬂn:.""ﬁ

The contradiction between the sructures of capital accumulation and wage labour and increased
commodity consumption within the African population was clearly evideat in employers’ attituces towards
providing incrcased opportunitics for licensed African traders. Although the West and Smith Strect
commercial area was to remain the almost toral preserve of White custom, industry desired to increased Afncan
consumer spendine. Mevertheless, many employers were to question the benefits of creating a larger Alrican
trading class. Willson, then a municipal influx control inspecior recalls the E5ue:

All this bloody palaver about the traders and politics. 1f we bad god the thing together thea
and made a better class of bloke in the township things would have been betler. They all say
thar mow in 1980, But when people said it then, who was saying *No'?  Employers, No, we
wan{ workers nod traders,

Even after Alrican licensed traders started operating in the Cato Manor Emergency Camp the vast majonity of
commercial wholesalers refused to consider delivering goods to such shops, Their reluctance was aot merely
due to the dangers of driving through the area®

Furthermore, even the standards of work which industrial employers desired of their Alrican labour
was resented by African workers. During the later 1940s, there were no artisan training cpporiunities for
African workers, with skilled labourers being predominantly White and Indian. Furthermore the vast mAjErary
of Africans were employed in unskilled and casual capacities.

The predominantly Indian wraders in the Warwick, Grey, Alice and Victoria streets locale, which bath
stradéled the largess Alrican bus terminus in the city and was the ceatre of most Alrican commercial spending,
sxpressed different concerns. However here again are indications of the complex and very contradictory ways in
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which particular struciures of accumulation inter-celated,  [n the Indian-owned shops 0 Cato Manar Farm
various basic mems walld be sold ar “cur price” while customers could also purchase “on the slate” ¥ In the
heart of the Iodian-owned business district credit was commercial suicide and instead "of baving sales, they gave
vou socks with our trousers, and handkerchicfs with our shirts. 0 With compelition amoog traders being
ferce, and African custom valued, such traders operated on stock rwrnover rather than lowered prices, Such
enforcsd consumerism was often resented by African customers. Constance Matiwane remembers how

You could buy 3 jacket and the Battersby hat with the feather and all ... Look at my
bushand, He did ihis! And when he comes home, be shows these thines (o me. “Smant?” But
then there are the shoes, and the shirt and the socks and .. No! All these u;j,u;s.ﬂ

Some would take socks and other unwanted items (o the barier markets and swop for fmd.jz

For Africans, the foree of ethaie consciousness in trade was elearly evidenr. Not only had highly
cthnically conscious immigrants lrom Europe assumed cootrol of varous commercial veatures. Within the
shopping areas frequented by (he African proletanat the inter-connections between employment and vanous
forms of ethnic consciousness was starkly apparent. Although Indian-owned shops had sames which evoked
unapges of inter-ethnic affiliation, Alrican desires that Indizn shop-owners employ Africans io the shops scemed
(2 have gone unkeard, [nthe Cato Manor Farm area, establiched Indian trading and transport businesses
complaingd, not unreasonably, that the granting of sole trading righis to Alricans in African resdential areas
waould destroy their long existing businesses,

African proletarianization occurred in the context of these four differing structures which were all
inter-celated o often highly contradictory and conflicting wavs, But for the Alfrican proletariat there were
lessons (o be learnt from the varous econemic structures which seemed to be the lundamental bage (0 s0 much
of city sociery, The central characienstics of particular Africon strumgles within the €y were in many impartant
ways based oo differiog wavs of perceiving the various cconomic structures within the ary, During the later
1044k the African prolerarial was assecting its right to remain permanently in an urban industrializing area. An
acceptance of the power of industnalization did not howesver mean passive acceprance of the deirimental social
consequences of ndustnaloation which were so evident in proletarian daily life, However, an aceeptance of the
compelling force of industrialization did oot necessanly mean that struggles around gaining increased matesial
secirity within the city were always based around conflict within the production process,

In January 1946 Yictor Maillie started the African Industrial Central SocGety. The aim of the seaoy
was 1o colleet funds, through the purchase of shares in the socicty by wealthy Africans for the construction near
Durban of a technical school and twe hostels Tor male and female apprentices. The school, which would train
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Alricans as clean, Christian, law-abiding, produdtive workers, would then be responsibic Lor allocating such
lubour Lo the African bisiness sector

The principles behind the move were threefold.  First, African men were exploited in the laclories
and commercial sector of the city while African women were unable to flind any ‘proper’ employment excepd in
degrading and badly paid work in Indian shops or in Indian or White residential arcas.”® Furthermore, there
were no apprentice schemes for Alricans in [:I'u.rl'.lu.rln:SS thus Africans should commence such schemes in onder
to compel industry and commerce 1o accept the legitimate rghts of Alfrican workers in the ﬂil!‘r.ﬂ' Second,
Maillie belicved that while the emerging African business sector was intent upon calling all Africans 1o trade
only with Africans where such an alicrnative did cxdst, they often appeared (o ignore the conditions under which
the majority of Alrican lived. Profits derived from Alrican business activity should be directed in ways thal
wotld allow the African working class to both strenpthen and advance.” Thirdly, Maillic, whe had apparently
been loosely associated with many African trade unions in carlier j-'::nm.j"i asserled thit workers should demand
a clear voice in Alrican political movements.  Throughout the period Maillic, who was a member of ncither the
ANC nor the CYL, was engaged in laying the groundwork for such a policy through his attempts 1o medite

between the OYL and the ANC T Muolo remembers that

He would often tell Champion a thing or two, Champion did not like that kind of
behaviour.. but he also told us where to et off. You had 1o listen - we didn't really disagree
reallv. He was respected by all.  He had frignds in the trade unions but he would often 1ell
workers not Lo keave their jobs, but to go 1o night schools.

In general the plan was a combination of certain principles of craft unbonism and mission school cducation
which had been integrated intoa general notion of developing the cconomic base of a hroad Africanism in
which ordinary Africans woubd play a, if aot the, influential role. Embedied in the idea were certain clements of
a scparalist Africanism. Maillie's initial strategy asserted that African women should withdraw from work in
shops and residential areas, However, two essential issues must be emphasised. Firstly, it appears that many

Indian business ind political leaders were receptive 1o such plans®! Secondly, the ideology of a militant ‘New
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Aftica’ did embrace aconcept of revenge as part of its strategy of transforming the position of Africans in
Durkan ™2 Revenge, Africanism and anti-Indian feelings were closely related. [t was but a small step 1o the
Riots of January 1949,

While the African Industrial apd Central Sociery was uliimately unsuccessful it was to create 2
favourable reaction [rom workers who were constantly being eaticed into all kinds of self-help schemes which
were really intended to advance a new African entreprencur class, Thomas Shabalala recalls worker attrudes

fi these latier activities:

People get wise after a while. There were always ideas, often put forward by people who
never had education but who were sharp.  You would listen because they looked ke
Africans - but you never got bugger all. They were carcful - they never showed their
money...always in rags but vou knew they had yours.

Many such schemes were started in Dusban in the late 1240, offering shares in frechoki land companies™ and
prospective bus com pani:a'ﬁj All such enmcerprises, whether initiated by the established elite or the “bush
lawver' were to fail in their attempts fo secure anything but an often meagre inital capital. While it cannot be
deied in analysing the failure of such movements that the legal and political cbstacles in the way of African
business activity were enormous,? it is significant that these particular schemes never really anracted sustaaned
support. In essence such activities san eounter to the principles espoused by the African proletaciar ®

In Durban, the period from 1946 (o 1950 was the heyday of the Adricans co-operative movement.

In Matal agricultural co-operatives and land banks had long been a dominant past of African rural life.® Maay

68

of these groups had been initiated by Father Bernard Huss and the Catholic African Unzon 1s a mcans 10
aromote rural self-sufficiency and a Christian communalism 1o counter the growth of more radical E-d:ulugi.es,m
Among Durban’s African population, which bad always maintained close finks to the rural areas and was
continually attemptiog to sustain 4 populist-crientated consciousness, thers had always been self-help and co-

operative schemes, 71
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However in the late 10405, the confidence imbued through the proletarint's own acticns created in the
co-gperative movemens a new political dimension, I the same way as “New Alrica’ gained a material base in
the co-operalive movement, so the co-operative movement acguired a more fervent ideology. During the late
1940 Alfrican workers saw in the co-operatives not merely a single element in theic everyday lives, but the viral
organisational structure through which they could commence the task of transforming their cconomic and
potitical position in the city. Gerhard Bhergu, the artist who was to illustrace Ukubambisars, the Mabantukep
Co-operalive magarine, comments on co-operatives in Durban in the late 1940s.:

We had aiways aseded to trust one another. We had to have these ways of keepleg togetber
- even ifit was smail - vou and your neighbours in Cato Manor.., ‘We all knew about thess
things from being farm boys - you know at home. Bulin the forties when [ started dravang -
Nabantekop's magazine - thass people in Durban were cross - very edss. They wanted to
do all kinds of things, There were these co-operatives all over the placs - many even n 3
place Like t;atu Manar, Tt was something new that was happening and peogle went Lo the co-
operalives,

In April a meeting of the Durban Co-operative buying clubs was held at the Maizini Hall desgite harassment by
muzscipal officials,’? The meeting was chaired by W J Mseleky, 3 member of the Committes of the Natal
brarch of the ANC.™ sa-called “father of the co-operative movement’'® and compeser of numerous songs
urging Alrieans to wake up, unite and remember the dignity of their forchears.’? Tn the early 1940s Mscleku
had also, like Victor Maillie, been loosely associated with the African trade union movement.’ | He in fact
approached Father Huss eager to discuss alternative mnmgir_:.m Al the mecting were 109 represgatarives of
co-operative clubs from Mugzini, Dalion Road Hostel, Chesteralls, Mawille, Umlazi, Maydon Wharf,
Klaarwater and Clermoat.  While some comgplained of iatimidaton by the municipal Native Affairs
[J'|=1.-|:|.rl.rm:n:r.‘]"=JI this, it appears, actually rebounded in favour of the concept of co-operative clubs. Charles

Khumalo has his recollection:

it often happened that KwaMuhle would tryto stop ¥ou registering your club or holding a
meeting but thl:ﬁ: was just too much going oa and people were 50 against Kwabduhle that

they carried on.
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Some of the societies were quite prosperous, with the Sizanani Credit Bank in Mayville having capatal seserves
of 230, The Chesterville society, the Blackhurst Co-operative Buving Club run by C K Nakasa, had a capital of
300 and 190 worth of stock.5!

These co-operative clubs were generally ane of three mm.m First people would aften endeavour 10
reduce the time and costs of providing househaold items by contributing to a common furd and then taking turos
1o journey to town where bulk purchases could be made.  Other clubs operated aloag similar lines, except that
the items were intended to be re-sold by each particular member of the co-operative. The third type of socieny
was in essence a co-operative loan bank where each prospective member would bave to pay 3 percentags of his
salary to join and then “around Ior 10 shillings each month depending upon how much be could afford os
wanted t0. 37 For supplying this capital the member was entitled to secure koans from the society. As Charles

Khumalo remembeis

Fach month you woild dress up in your smartest and there would be a meeting of the cub.
The Treasurer would tel] all shout the finances and then people could stand up and ask for
loans. If vou wanted to build a house, childree’s school, hespital - aod silly things - but fine
that was QK. Then the rreasurer would tell evervone how vou had contributed and we would
all digcuss it. After the mct!in%yuu would go and get drunk - it was because you were 0
happy things were coming rght.

Underlying the functioning of the ec-operative clubs were two egonomic  principles which workeres felt
particularly eager to develop in their awn ways. While the corcept of profit was always accepled, it is clear that
the popularity of the idea of a proper and acceptable me:ES led to people criticizing the existiog indusirial and

commercial sectors with a new-found militancy, Charles Khumalo explains the position:

Look if you go into an Tndian store and want to buy something you know that vou are being
cheated. That Indian also has 2 family and has to live but so does the Alrican who warks
there. You knew your brothers were getting peanuts so you were gelting cheated.

Here was the essence of workers' perception of the city cconomy. Africans believed that their inability to
secure sufficient carnings was a result of the imperfections, and imdeed, the built-in bias, of the market. Hence
the realisation through the co-operative movements of the power of controlling ar least a segment of the cry's
redistributive cycle of capital. With the evidence of the success of Indian and later the newly immigrant traders
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and the way inwhich Aflrkaans-speaking people were then boycotting non-Alrikaner shops, Africans saw in
contral of commercial capital the key to power in the city ™

From this perception came the co-operatives” attitude towards Africans who were emploved in the
city. A distinction was generally made between those who were employed as domestics or shop assisants and
those who laboured in industry, To order to exteact revenge against shop-keepers and domestic emplovers and
tzach them the value of African labour, all Africans so emploved should withdraw from such tabour.3® They
should then receive education at the co-operative schools beld each summer and winter™ and eitber be
emploved by an African businessman or operate as an independent entrepreneur with the asssstance of the co-
ap:r‘.‘u];.i‘u‘n:_m While a strike or boveot ractic was upheld for such workers it was accepled that these tactics were
clearly inappropriate for the majoriey of the working class, Gerhard Bheogu comments: "How could you do
that, It"s poosense.  There were 0o African industries anyway. We could tgach the Indians and the madams o
lesson but not the bosses - no we never said that" ! Instead the attitude was similar to that advocated by the
African Industrial Central Society : Africans should learn the dignity of labour and work in the factories while
bettering themselves a1 co-operative skills*

This approach is interesting, not only with regard 1o the inherent weakness of the co-operatives in the
face of organised induestry, but also in view of the fact that during this time capital/labour relations in the city
were being strained by, amongst other things, a productivity erisis, P Many of the strueples waged during this
period were almed 2t attacking the dominant ideology in the city.  With the limited scope available for co-
operalive movements, such movements accepted the need (o work barder to change the ideclogy.

The second ecoromic principle which underlay the co-operative movement was the belied that the
faster money, goods and services could circulate the more economic weaith would be enhanced.?* The velocity
of capital circulation was crucial ™ Workers should bring into the community as much of their salary as
possible, and iavolve themselves inselling and buying. It was through this eycle of selling and buyng that a
community of workers, families and ‘unemployed” would unite, Viewed from this pesition the value of wages
from African labour employed in organised industry and commerce was central to the whole task of

g7. Far details see D O'Meara, Volkskapitalisme : Class, Capital and Idecdogy in the Development of
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transforming African cry life. However one of the implications of the approach was to dilute the class
consciousness of workers.

A similar dilution of class perception was however aot diseernible in the co-operative societies’ policy
tawards so-called “independent African business™. To the co-operative movement such enterprises should be
destroved, by violence if necegsary, because they saw themsebves as merely part of a whole economy and felt no
ohligations to other Africans.™® While this approach was criticised by some who felt that the future of co-
opcratives was iuncerfain because they were at "a disadvantage in a capitalist l:-:auum}".g-'r the peneral attitude
amaong African workers seems to have been one that viewed such African business as beiag wlentical to White
and Indian eaterprise,

Throoghout the late 19405 the number of co-operatives continued to grow. The maim force behind
the movement was Mseleku, leader of the Nabantukop Co-operative, This co-operative had been formed in
19457 but proved to be popular in Durban even before it officially started in the city in May 1947 when over
800 people attended the inavgural rn-er:l:ing.]m Through Mseleku's guidance, probably after consultation witk
Father Bernard Huss,101 3 Natal Bantu Co-operative Advisory Council was formed in April 1946; annual
general meetings began to be held; and 3 series of winter and summer schools were organized. !0

At the second winter school held in Durban from 2to 21 July 1946 prospective organizers of co-
operatives were taught the following subjects : economic virtues, the principles and practice of cooperation,
social hygiene, bookkeeping, music and drama, and various other n:u;lnin:sh"':IIE While many of the lessons appear
to have been given by Huss himself, UM &t is elear that neither Mseleku nos the co-operatives themselves felt any

reloctance in gaining advice from more militant peaple and organisations. A colleagus of Huss remembers:

Father Huss was involved in teaching, yes, but these were a lot of communists around and a
great many of the African co-operatives did oot appreciate 3 tight rein. They falked to
whosoever they pleased and a5 a result became rather radieal | do not believe thae there

was much that anyone could bave dooe.
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While other schools were held for new ﬂrgaﬂ.isnm,mﬁ the co-operatives also offercd hreracy classes, "7 a music
festival where the municipal orchestra explained and then played various classical ;|:-i|=|:r.':n,“:"3 and other evenings
of dancing, choral recitals and music played by jasbaadjic bands, 107

The views of the African co-operatives were, rather strangely, to accord with and be flusaced by the
“ipgs of Roman Catholics and communists, who were both at that time conductiog a running battle over
whether the Commugist Party of South Africa was anti-religious.! 0 While this often biner debate cnsued, 11
hoth the Catholic Church and the Party were eagerly sustaining and encouraging the co-opersive movement.

For the Catholic Church the co-operative societies were the basis for future social harmony, at least
i African society, and a counter to communism. For the church the co-operative movement would prevent the
spread of trade unionism L2 while providing Africans with a new social structure suited (o the needs of the
urban environment. 13 To the Catholic Church the conflict between “capital and labour” prodiced a situation
where “not only wealth but despotic power is concentrated into the hands of a few”. Furthermaore, the tendency
for capiral to unite and “labour unions (to)..iaternationalise” resulted in the creation of “two opposing camps
who consider their interests mutually astagonistic’. The solution for Africans was 2 en-operative society which
was, in Father Denis Hurley's view, “that form of society which is not organised according to positions in the
shour market but according to the diverse functions which they exercise in w."”‘t

The Communist Party of South Alrica had developed a renewed interest in the political value of the
co-operative societies during the latter part of the Second Waorld War 127 I 1944 Moses Kotane, thea Party
sceretary, wrote a pamphlet on how to operate co-operatives. Noting that “il 15 harder to break 20 matches
thaa it is to break 1, Kotane saw in the societies the organisational means whereby peaple “learn how 1o do i
together®, 116
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I the periced after the war the Party in Durban still maintained close links with rade unions 17 b
hecame even more eager (o sustain and promote a militant grass roots nationalism that would pressure the then
lcadership of the ANC in Natal into becoming both more democratic and more militant, "' This thinking was
in ling with the gencral theoretical debate within the Party which was best articulated in a Party repon insued
shortly belore dissolation in 1950 :

ke national arganisations can develop into powerlul mass movemcnls only 1o 1he cxtent
that their contents and sims are determined by the interests of workers and peasants. The
nationsl organisstions, to be cffective, must be transformed into a revolutionary party of
workers, peasants, intellecturals and petty bourgeossie...In this parly the ¢lass comscious
workers and peasants of the national group concerned would constitute the main leadership,
It would be their task o develop an adequate organisational apparaus, 1o conducl mass
struggles against race discrimination, (o combat chaovinism and racialism inthe national
muovement, Lo develop class consciousness in the people and (o foree unity in action betwesa
the oppressed people and between them and the European working class, .

As was olten the cuse such siatements obscured as much as they revealed. In Durban there wasa certain
amount of disagreement over the relationship between the ANC and radical nationalism; nationalism and class
and particularly on the question of whether a militant but small organised working class could assume the
desired role of vanguard influence.

It was in this conicxt that (he strategic role of the co-operalive movemcnl appears Lo have becn
discussed.  While there were some who saw the co-operative movement as developing an cconomic base for a
racist and generally reactionary nationalism the matter never seems Lo -have been resolved.  Mowever at lcast

ane Party member was actively engaged in assisting the movement. Arenstein cxplains the rationale:

The national question usually ariscs in the market. It arises particularly when a group which
is cconomically backward staris trading and goes into business and then starts Irying 1o get
its own people to buy from it in preference to buying from others. The Afrikancrs did thal
on a big scale when they started their Reddingsdaadbond in 1938.... Africans also began o
use this Africanism to try and build up their business.

Haowever while both the Catholics and communists were keen 10 s¢c the importanee of the co-operatives, it is
fair to say that while both were able 1o assist the movement, the thrust behind the co-Operalives came
esscotially from a grass roots level 121

The eo-operalive movement was to be the real site of organisational growth in Durban in the perod

from 1946 10 1950, While older overtly political or trade union bodics remained static and lacked a really
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coherent support base, the co-operative societies were to develop and sustain a growing militancy which wa:
intended to provide ordinary Africans with confidence, skills and a belief in their economic power to transform

their position in society, Stanford Mtolo recalls:

It was a real beginning. You tell me how many groups - Alrican political groups...can now
igmore their people. Ja none. Well they could then and always did, Look at what Champion
was doing. You laugh at the societies holding concerts, but the Africans are a part of the ary
- it was their money that bought the orchestra. We demanded our legitimate place in
Durban. All that stuff about us being dirty and things. That really offended people. 5o we
had to teach people alesson, Showing our power to -:rgmhm was the beginning, Up till
then oo other body had brought Africans to that stage.

The radical nature of the co-operative movement was to be clearly seeninan article written by a Chesterville

eo-operative leader which appeared in e Matal on 16 Awgust 1947 ;

As an oppressed group there is a tendency, natural and understandable to place (oo much
accent on politics. Inasense this cannot be avoided. The vote, bowever useful it 5, s not
everything. There are other powerful forces at work besides the vote, one of them being
economic power. The man who wields a financial whip is often the master, the ruler, the
law. We therefore congratulate the growth of the Co-operative Movement in Durban.

Hoving thus set out the perceived limitations which were embodied in other Afrcan politieal strategies and
explained the economic dimension of politics, the writer then went on to offer a thinly veiled criticism of the
AMNC: the co-operative movement “is much more powerful, in membership and accumulated funds, than the
Congress®. Focussing on the city as a whole the article asserted that “this movement can asily penetrate the
enemy camp and strike relling blows® 124

The tone of these articles then changed noticeably. The writer went on to declare in a rather sinister
fashion that if the wishes of Africans, expressed through the c-operative movement, were not gained then a
second  stage would have been reached : “The authorities will only have themselves to blame if in thear
desperation, Africans resort to undarground movements, History has shown that vou cannot oppress a whole
community without this happening. Already there are wi';isperings.-..’lﬁ

There were more than whisperings. Many of the African proletanat felt frustrated and angered wath
an increasingly repressive city socicty. Taking to the strects in open revelt appeared to offer clear benefits. The
sutbreak of the January 1949 Riots was merely one indication of the changing tempo of proletanian struggle 129
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In Mkhumbane there was considerable enthusiasm for the abortive general sirike call made by Zulu
Phungula. 127 Although lacking both effective trade unions, having an ambivalent relationship to the Congress
Youth League and specifically trying to avoid conflicts in the sphere of formal employment, the 195 "Stay-
Away' was relatively successful 123

Eut there was more. In the proletariat there was a small group wha desired ro take to the streets in
armed rebellion. Shack cader and staunch African nationalist Ashmon MNene explains:

Justa few paople, Maybe rwenty, They were mad. “This country must be Bberated” - you
know like with the rest of Africa, by guns, The time bas come - Vukani!' They even used
our motto but the Congress Youth League was not part of that.}

Inthe immediate aftermath of the January 1949 Riots the aspirant insurrectionists were in Mkbumbane,
cacouraging shack-dwellers to embark on a larger scale rebellion. 30 These attempts were to fail

In a similar manner, by 1950 most of the mors militant and idealistic of the co-operatives had exther
disappearcd or changed into relatively profitable groups having no interest in transforming socicty. Often those
thar had never sustained a militant outlook alse disappeared, due to both managenal incompetencs or the very
fact of their success. The availability of large sums provided people with the opportunity to embezzle or leave
the co-operatives and set up individual enterprises. A number of the African independent traders who operated
in Durban from the 19505 onwards had their origins in the co-operatives.

Many of the co-operatives became integrated into the expanding Nabantukop movement which had
always been more middle classin orientation. Astime went bythey focussed more on bureaucratic ssues
leaving the more visionary aspects by the wayside. As the Nabantukop foundered it alse became invnived in
such operations as the “selling of letters of exemption, 1

As the co-operatives developed, prospects for transforming the whole concept o a maore
comenunalist socialism disappeared as they remained concerned just with marketing. While manufacturing co-
operatives are generally aceepted to be more difficult to develop than marketing ones, with lack of capital and
technical knowledge being primary constraints, no-one ever attempted to develop upon the ideas of Victor
M aillie.

Indian-cwned shops and merchants effectively competed with African co-operatives through olfering
credit facilities and in offering ccrtain goods, like paralfin, or bars of scap, at vastly reduced pﬁmm Linder
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the guise of assisting African co-operatives in the face of Indian competition, wealthy African traders then
started “wholesale® business which began to compel small co-operatives to trade with them. L33

By 1940 the “fertilizer ran out”. With workers earning deciining real wages and the City Council
halting, in 1950, the entry of Africans from any area but those reserves which surrounded Durban and soll
maiatained a certain level of viable agricultural productionthe amount of meney available for redisinbution
within the city declined drastically. Shabalala, a resident of Mkbumbane explains:

After the Riots (of January 1949) was the time when the fertilizer ran out. That was the start
of people becoming poer. No food, no jobs and lots of sickness. Then vou had 1o look after
yourself,

It was then that class tensions within the African proletariat became increasingly more evident.

Conclusion

The notion of New Africa’ was intended to stimulate mass unity among ordinary Africans. The idea of mass
movement means a diverse leadership, but the leaders were never rzally able to clearly define the ideology and
lacked a real notion of how the city could be restructured, Many of the ex-peasants, while providing insights
into capitalist market relations, lacked real expericnce in the city. Many wers trying to steer clear of formal
wage relations, While having charisma and able to make political capital out of the weaknesses apparent in the
Adrican elite’s beliefin the clear distinctions between righteousness and lawlessness, many of the new [eaders
were perhaps more jealous of the position of the clite than they were prepared fo admit. Within the proletariat
the notion of abroad mass usity was in contradiction to the deepening class contradictions then developing
amongst the city’s workforce. The working class had foregone struggles at the workplace, accepted the
existence  of the capitalist economy, and tried to sustain a notion of what it meant to be a worker through
struggles outside the factory floor, While the proletariat was able to exert a ¢lear and vociferous consiraint over
political expression in the city during the later 19405, their failure to produce cither radical or social democratic
gains and the way in which African socicty had developed during the period was to result in a generally reduced
level of political consciousness that was to last well into the 1950s,
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