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Preface 

Twenty-five years of Cold War historiography have made it clear that 
certain costs accompanied the choice of the administration of President 
Harry S Truman to interpret the Soviet Union and the forces of left
wing reform and revolution around the world after World War II as the 
most evil and powerful conspiracy against human freedom in history.  
Foremost among these costs was the embarrassingly oppressive behavior 
of the anticommunist but distinctly nondemocratic allies the United States 
often found itself supporting as part of the supposed "free world." The 
governments of Vietnam, Portugal, Argentina, China, Greece, South 
Korea, Nicaragua, and the Philippines come readily to mind as examples.  

Among American allies in the early Cold War, by far the most strik
ing exception to the "freedom" the United States government espoused 
was provided by the policies of the government of the Union of South 
Africa. The accession of the first apartheid regime in 1948 brought with 
it the only national government of the post-World War II period to 
proclaim openly and enthusiastically the virtues of racial discrimination 
and segregation. Ironically, the victory of apartheid coincided with Harry 
Truman's strong stand in the 1948 U.S. presidential campaign in favor 
of greater civil rights for all Americans. Nonetheless, the Truman administration, despite some misgivings, chose in these same years to build an 
unprecedentedly close relationship with the government in Pretoria. While 
other important factors influenced this decision, the key for Washington, 
it turned out, was uranium. Similarly, the United States government gave 
strong support to the white European rulers of the neighboring colonies 
of southern Africa, the most important of which was the Belgian Congo
due also to uranium.  

As I began to investigate the significance of this story, my curiosity 
was stimulated by the responses of others to my work. Archivists were 
invariably friendly and helpful, but also surprised; they had rarely, if ever, 
thought of American relations with southern Africa. One distinguished 
historian listened to my description of the topic and responded simply, 
'Well, that's a bit offbeat." Another, while more sympathetic to the sub
ject, warned me to avoid any "special pleading" for the importance of 
southern Africa to the United States during the Truman era. The latter
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advice I have taken to heart, and the evidence I have found stands on its 
own without needing artificial emphasis.  

With rare exceptions, historians and others remain surprisingly un
informed today about the relationship between apartheid and the Cold 
War in the formative years of each, despite considerable recent interest 
in the current volatile situation in South Africa. The centrality of south
ern African uranium to American national security policy in the Truman 
years seems comparably unrecognized.' The crucial relationship between 
domestic race relations in the United States and American policy toward 
the Third World and its nonwhite residents-including southern Af
rica-during the early Cold War awaits comprehensive treatment. And 
the connections between racism and anticommunism, two of the most 
powerful and troubling themes in American history, have yet to receive 
much attention.  

One of the fruits of the easing of Cold War tensions in the 1990s 
will surely be a new openness to looking more comprehensively, and 
with less partisan defensiveness, at the consequences of American anti
communism in the post-World War II period. United States govern
ment decisions made in the interests of "national security" have had an 
enormous impact on almost every aspect of American life, not to men
tion on other parts of the world, like Vietnam. Such important stories as 
the momentous environmental impact of American nuclear policy, for 
example, or the effects of a highly militarized global foreign policy on 
gender relations at home and abroad deserve extended consideration. So, 
too, do the racial consequences of the Cold War, and this is the part of 
our unexamined recent history that I offer a small piece of here. 2 

Generous financial assistance from the Department of History of Duke 
University and the Harry S Truman Library Institute in Independence, 
Missouri, has been critical to the completion of this project. The staff of 
Perkins Library at Duke, especially the Inter-Library Loan office, pro
vided superlative professional services at every stage of the research for 
this study. The entire staff of the Harry S Truman Library has been an 
extraordinary model of professional expertise and personal hospitality. I 
had no idea that I would feel so at home, or learn so much, on my visits 
to Independence. The helpful staff of Oxford University Press con
tributed the title and the fine editorial skills of Gail Cooper.  

This book has benefitted enormously from the kind assistance of many 
people, whose ideas helped stimulate whatever is of merit here but who 
bear no responsibility for the interpretations and conclusions I make.  
Carlos E. Pascual and Lawrence Goodwyn offered insightful suggestions 
in the initial stages of this project. John L. Platt provided critical doses 
of literary expertise, brotherly encouragement, and sustaining enthusiasm 
during the early chapters. Richard S. Kirkendall gave freely of his time 
and considerable historical knowledge in commenting on drafts of all 
chapters, while demonstrating unusual hospitality to a fellow scholar ex-
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iled to his city for a period. William H. Chafe and Calvin D. Davis gen
erously offered important encouragement and suggestions on the entire 
manuscript, as did William Minter. Bruce R. Kuniholm contributed crit
ical insights in the final stages of the project, and Gary Y. Okihiro pro
vided help at the end. I am deeply grateful to them all.  

Peter H. Wood has long provided guidance and wise counsel at so 
many levels that it would surely embarrass him if I enumerated them all.  
Suffice it to say that without him this project would probably never have 
been started and would certainly not have been finished in a form like 
the present. I have yet to meet his peer in either scholarship or teaching, 
and I am profoundly grateful for his friendship.  

My wife, Lynn Denise Borstelmann, bears more responsibility than 
anyone for ensuring the completion of this project. Her encouragement, 
sympathy, editorial skill, and computer expertise have been crucial. Her 
presence has deepened and broadened all of my life, and I celebrate our 
journey together with often unspeakable joy. It is to her and to my par
ents, Jane Millis Borstelmann and Lloyd Joseph Borstelmann, who first 
introduced me to the beauty and importance of history, that this book is 
dedicated.  

Ithaca T. B.  
January 1993
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Note on the Text 

The terminology employed to identify people of different races in South 
Africa can be confusing. I follow standard current usage: "white" refers 
to people of predominantly Afrikaner or English descent; "black" in
dudes all people of color (that is, all nonwhites); "African" describes 
people with dark skin whose ancestors were indigenous to sub-Saharan 
Africa; "Indian" means people whose ancestors came from the Indian 
subcontinent; and "Colored" identifies those people, mostly resident in 
the Cape province, whose ancestry is a mix of white, African, and Malay.  

The city of Cape Town was still referred to as "Capetown" in the 
1940s, and for the sake of consistency in the text and notes I use the 
older spelling. Similarly, I refer to the states, colonies, and territories of 
southern Africa by the names that were common in the years under dis
cussion: South West Africa (Namibia), Bechuanaland (Botswana), 
Southern Rhodesia (Zimbabwe), Northern Rhodesia (Zambia), Nyasa
land (Malawi), and the Belgian Congo (Zaire).  

Occasional use of "Washington," "Pretoria," and "London" is made 
for the purpose of literary felicity in referring to the governments of the 
respective countries. I have done this only when the issues involved were 
largely matters of consensus within the particular government in ques
tion.  

One of the compromises involved in the South African Act of Union 
in 1909 designated Pretoria, a largely Afrikaner community, as the coun
try's administrative capital, and Cape Town, a more English city, as the 
seat of the legislature. The U.S. Minister (after 1948, the U.S. Ambas
sador) and at least some of his staff therefore spent about half of the year 
in each city, depending on when Parliament was in session. This double 
residence will become apparent in the notes.
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South Africans tend to hold up a mirror to America so that Ameri
cans are struck, however ambivalently, by a weird family resem
blance.  

-Joseph Lelyveld, Move Your Shadow 

But alas, I did not ride away: for a while I stopped my ears to the 
noises coming from the hut by the granary where the tools are 
kept, then in the night I took a lantern and went to see for myself.  

-J. M. Coetzee, Waiting for the Barbarians



Introduction 

The Cold War produced some remarkable bedfellows. Under the lead
ership of President Harry S Truman, the United States government from 
1945 to 1952 built alliances around the world against what it viewed as 
a pervasive threat by the Soviet Union to human freedom. The most 
important new commitment came in war-torn Europe, for the Truman 
administration had no doubt that Western Europe was the key to con
taining the spread of Soviet influence; its long history of industrial and 
military power made it the cornerstone of American policy. The enor
mous colonial territories controlled by England, France, Belgium, Por
tugal, and the Netherlands in Asia and Africa heightened the significance 
of these countries. The United States also developed formal alliances in 
these years in its own hemisphere and moved toward stronger ties with 
the countries of the Middle East, East Asia, and Southeast Asia. One of 
the most troubling and problematic relationships to emerge for the United 
States in this period, however, was with a nation far removed from the 
Soviet Union and Europe: the Union of South Africa. 1 

Still a self-governing Dominion of the British Commonwealth until 
1961, South Africa evolved during the Truman years from minor mem
ber of the victorious Allies of World War II to a status approaching that 
of international pariah. The cause, simply put, was its race relations. Else
where, successful prosecution of the war against Nazi Germany and the 
revelations of the Third Reich's efforts at racial genocide had discredited 
racial discrimination in international politics as never before. The long-; 
established tradition of exploiting nonwhite peoples overseas would die' 
hard in nations like England and Portugal, but in practical terms the war 
had devastated the European colonial powers, victors and vanquished 
alike. Moreover, the two most powerful nations to emerge victorious 
from the war shared an anticolonial tradition and reputation that seemed 
to offer a basis for greater racial equality. The Soviet Union had out
lawed racial discrimination, and in the United States the movement to 
end segregation was growing steadily stronger. But the white minority 
in South Africa during these same years set its face resolutely against this 
tide of world history, moving forcefully to strengthen its position in what 
would become the world's last redoubt of white supremacy.2
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Nevertheless, strategic and economic interests were simultaneously 
drawing the United States into closer alliance with South Africa. The 
apartheid regime that had come to power in 1948 in a surprising victory 
over the United Party of internationally renowned statesman Jan C. Smuts 
solidified and expanded previous South African segregation, further im
poverishing and debilitating the vast majority of people in the Union.  
The Nationalist Party government of Dr. Daniel F. Malan made no apol
ogies for this policy to the world abroad or to critics at home, and ig
nored all threats and pleas to change course. But South Africa's ties with 
Great Britain remained close, and American trade and investment in the 
Union expanded rapidly during the late 1940s and early 1950s. The white 
government's fervent anticommunism and steady support for the United 
States during the various crises of the early Cold War brought it much 
credit in Washington. Most important of all, South Africa's agreement 
in 1950 to produce and sell large quantities of uranium ore exclusively 
to the United States and England made the Union central to American 
national security policy. Thus an apartheid regime came to rest promi
nently among the nations of President Truman's self-proclaimed "free 
world." By the end of the Truman administration in January 1953, South 
Africa had become the greatest political embarrassment to the United 
States in the now vociferous Cold War.  

An examination of American support for the white minority govern
ment of South Africa and for the colonial rulers of the rest of southern 
Africa offers a window on the complicated interplay of two major themes 
of twentieth-century American history: racism and anticommunism.3 The 
direct relationship between race relations in the international sphere and 
racial behavior in the United States will also become clear, for it was no 
coincidence that the Cold War and the civil rights movement in America 
happened simultaneously. American relations with South and southern 
Africa both reflected and, in turn, influenced the manner in which the 
decolonization of most of Asia and Africa proceeded in the context of 
the Cold War. An exploration of these themes properly begins with a 
survey of American relations with Africa before 1945 and the impact of 
World War II on southern Africa, especially the Union of South Africa.
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COMMON 
INTERESTS





CHAPTER 1 

The United States: American 
Race Relations and Ties 
with Africa Before Truman 

Momolu Massaquoi came to Nashville during the Reconstruction years 
to attend Central Tennessee College. A son of the royal family of Sierra 
Leone, Massaquoi had gone to a mission school at home and had be
come a baptized Christian. In 1872, early in his undergraduate career in 
the American South, he happened upon a revealing but not uncommon 
scene of American life that would trouble him for decades thereafter. A 
large crowd of white people were taking a black man out of the city jail 
and parading him in a public square. They then tied a rope around his 
neck, secured it to a nearby bridge, and threw him over the side. What 
horrified Massaquoi even more than the brutality of the murder was the 
happy, festive atmosphere of the crowd. Hundreds of white men and 
women were laughing and joking at what they apparently thought of as 
sport. Describing this event years later to an audience of distinguished 
clergy in Boston, Massaquoi noted that despite white Americans' views 
of Africa as a "savage continent," he had never seen anything there to 
compare with the savagery he had witnessed in Nashville.1 

The racial contours of American society that shocked Momolu Mas
saquoi in the nineteenth century were quite familiar to men who grew 
up in those same years in the South and the border states, like Harry 
Truman of Missouri and his first appointed Secretary of State, James 
Byrnes of South Carolina. The long, dark history of race slavery and its 
aftermath in the United States had left a legacy of racial segregation, 
discrimination, and violence that still prevailed on the home front during 
World War II. The struggle of black Americans for equality in their own 
country gained momentum during the war, laying the foundation for 
important symbolic changes during the years of the Truman administra
tion and for the massive civil rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s.  
But in 1945, despite four years of war against the most destructive racists 
of the twentieth century, the United States was not well prepared as a 
society to deal with the rising power of the people of color who made
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up the vast majority of the world's population. African Americans re
mained almost exclusively at the bottom of the American socioeconomic 
ladder. Parts of the Third World had become familiar to some American 
soldiers during the war, but white Americans as a whole continued to 
have as little knowledge of the nonwhite world abroad as they had of 
black communities in the United States. If most white Americans could 
barely notice black Americans, they could scarcely imagine black Afri
cans. 2 

Governments tend to share the perspectives and limitations of the 
societies from which they emerge. The members of the Truman admin
istration were products of a racially hierarchical culture whose values they 
shared and celebrated. The competitive ideological atmosphere of the Cold 
War would help move them eventually to adopt certain policies more 
sensitive to the desires of people of color at home and abroad, but their 
own experiences before coming to power trained them to identify with 
Europeans rather than with other peoples in international affairs. Tru
man and his advisers saw a vital and friendly Western Europe as the 
cornerstone of American foreign policy. They knew little of southern 
Africa, and when they considered it at all, they viewed the region through 
European rather than African eyes. They showed much more interest in 
events in Asia, where the end of the war revealed highly unstable condi
tions in China and almost all the colonial areas. Left-leaning revolution
aries threatened European control with far greater immediacy there than 
did any of the more preliminary discontents in sub-Saharan Africa. Rel
atively safe and little noticed by the public, American interests in south
ern Africa-especially in the Belgian Congo and the Union of South 
Africa-were already substantial by the eve of the Cold War. In the crisis
filled years of the Truman administration, the United States government 
would continue to define its interests in the region in a manner that 
would tie it closely to colonial and white minority rule.  

I 
American images of Africa before World War II emphasized topography 
and wildlife rather than people or cultural achievements. Few Americans 
had traveled to the continent, and most who had were either tourists or 
big-game hunters; while there, they usually shared in the comfortable 
and even luxurious life of European whites in a still-colonial world. The 
little information about Africa that reached the United States tended to 
be welded into a single, simplified image utterly at odds with the marked 
diversity of African environments and cultures. In this stereotype of the 
mysterious "Dark Continent," endless jungles teemed with savage and 
exotic beasts: lions, crocodiles, and huge snakes. The occasional person 
with dark skin who appeared in this story fell into one of two categories, 
depending on the degree of his independence from whites: he was either 
an obedient, childlike servant accompanying white hunters or explorers,
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or a practically naked savage bent on cannibalism. Africa and North 
America represented polar opposites in economic development, and peo
ple from the richest continent rarely bridged the cultural gap to under
stand those from the poorest one. Even an American journalist genuinely 
sympathetic to the lives of African people could still refer casually in 
1948 to "the vast, sad wilderness of Africa."' 

Two sources of information in the United States proved particularly 
important in creating and sustaining the image of Africa as exotically 
beautiful and culturally primitive. The first was the print media. From its 
inaugural issue in 1889 onwards, National Geographic magazine por
trayed Africa as the essence of all that was not Western and therefore not 
civilized in the world. Other magazines followed its lead in the early 
decades of the twentieth century by showing stunning African landscapes 
peopled by women with bare breasts and men with bare buttocks. Amer
ican schoolbooks and children's literature spoke similarly of primitive 
savagery, and even most black-owned newspapers and magazines viewed 
Africa in largely negative terms.4 

The second prominent medium to work the same ground was the 
American film industry, which built on these established stereotypes and 
ventured-deeper into realms of fantasy and thus farther from African 
realities. Africa in the movies before World War II appeared as a kind of 
manifestation of the unrestrained id: savage to the point of cannibalism 
and thoroughly sensual. Black magic and voodoo abounded, while no
tably simian African men not under white control provided a steady sub
text of sexual menace to white women. Africans were portrayed in uni
formly derogatory fashion as American filmmakers constructed a fantasy 
Africa out of their own projections of supposed white superiority and 
convoluted fears of black sexuality. Decency and morality were almost 
exclusively associated with the presence of white people. In Richard 
Wright's powerful 1940 novel, Native Son, the impoverished black pro
tagonist Bigger Thomas and his friend Jack go to the movies in Chicago: 

Two features were advertised: one, The Gay Woman, was pictured on the 
posters in images of white men and white women lolling on beaches, swim
ming, and dancing in night clubs; the other, Trader Horn, was shown on 
the posters in terms of black men and black women dancing against a wild 
background of barbaric jungle.  

[Bigger] looked at Trader Horn unfold and saw pictures of naked black 
men and women whirling in wild dances and heard drums beating and then 
gradually the African scene changed and was replaced by images in his own 
mind of white men and women dressed in black and white clothes, laughing, 
talking, drinking and dancing. Those were smart people; they knew how to 
get hold of money, millions of it. Maybe if he were working for them some
thing would happen and he would get some of it.  

The most famous of these films were the Tarzan series and the King 
Kong movies, which reached the height of their popularity in the years 
right before World War II. s
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Americans of a more entrepreneurial bent and their allies in the United 
States government regarded Africa as .an undeveloped treasure house of 
natural wealth. ,In contrast to the tremendous commercial exploitation of 
natural resources in the United States, African wealth remained largely 
untapped. Accustomed to viewing black Americans as lazy and carefree, 
most white Americans assumed that a similar passivity in Africans hin
dered them from making capital of their vast resources. This apparent 
failure to contribute to their own economic development troubled com
mercially minded Yankees. Africa appeared to them to be almost another 
American West, an inert land of enormous potential just waiting for whites, 
with their modern knowledge and motivation, to come and develop it.  
Most Americans associated progress in Africa with white settlement, just 
as they had in the United States decades earlier. Continuing European 
colonial control of almost the entire continent seemed to confirm African 
helplessness. Africans, like African Americans, might make obedient la
borers in the development of their own continent, it seemed, but only 
under the direction and discipline of whites. 6 

Few white Americans had encountered people of color as peers or 
equals, knowing them instead almost exclusively in positions of inferior
ity. Blacks, especially, seemed always the poorest, least educated, least 
healthy, and most submissive and vulnerable of Americans. By the late 
nineteenth century, as attitudes towards the poor in general became less 
sympathetic, supposedly scientific theories of Social Darwinism further 
bolstered long-standing assumptions in the United States and Europe of 
white superiority. White dominion around the globe seemed evidence of 
the "survival of the fittest." American and British scientists defined hu
man intellectual development in explicitly racial terms, theorizing that 
different races had differing natural capacities; black people were always 
put at the bottom of any list. As the United States seized its own colonial 
empire in the Spanish-American War at the turn of the century, "Anglo
Saxonist" thinking prevailed as white Americans identified increasingly 
with the English and disdained newer immigrants from southern and 
eastern Europe. Racial attitudes changed little in the United States in the 
early decades of the twentieth century, and with Africa firmly under Eu
ropean control and African Americans still in the lowest echelons of the 
American working class, most white Americans were not prepared in 
1945 to respond to Africans as they did to people from Europe or of 
European descent.7 

Among the few Americans who took any serious interest in the 150 
million people of Africa, missionaries made up the largest group. Years 
of living on the "Dark Continent," however, rarely overcame the cultural 
and racial assumptions they had been deeply imbued with, and Africans 
seemed always like children to them. American missionaries up to World 
War II regarded technologically unsophisticated Africans not only as in 
need of religious redemption, but also as lacking a meaningful history or 
culture of their own. These apparently passive creatures were seen instead
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as needing to be molded and outfitted for life in a modern world domi
nated by Western economic and political, as well as religious, realities.  
In their efforts to legitimate and fund their own work, missionaries tended 
to emphasize to their churches and organizations at home what they 
understood as the moral and sexual depravity of Africans, including nud
ity, polygamy, and what evidence they could find of cannibalism.' 

The American scientific and academic communities seemed rarely even 
to notice that there were people in Africa before World War II, showing 
instead considerably more interest in the continent's animal life. In 1936 
the American Museum of Natural History in New York was prepared to 
unveil its long-awaited Akeley African Hall when it received from a pa
tron one last gift for display: a bronze figure of an African drummer.  
The museum director, F. Trubee Davison, expressed pleasure at this final 
addition to the collection, noting that it would "add a human touch to 
the African Hall."9 

The first modern anthropological survey of an African country, dem
onstrating the indigenous origins of remarkable cultural achievements in 
the West African state of Dahomey (now Benin), was not published until 
1938. Even after this landmark study by Melville J. Herskovits, evidence 
of ancient African political empires and artistic legacies went largely un
noticed outside the anthropological profession or was explained away as 
the result of outside influences. Working from the same assumption, that 
social and political success depended on the degree of white influence, 
American writers and even some anthropologists portrayed independent 
African rulers in Ethiopia and Liberia as virtually incompetent and often 
comical. Isaiah Bowman, president of Johns Hopkins University, one of 
the foremost American geographers, and an important adviser to Presi
dent Roosevelt on "dependent areas" issues, summarized these feelings 
in his preface to a 1941 book of aerial photographs of Africa: "In the air 
Africa can be seen and enjoyed without perpetual reminders of the des
perate human problems on the ground." 10 

The most obvious solution to the maze of social problems Americans 
believed inherent in African societies south of the Sahara was an infusion 
of large numbers of white settlers. In contrast to western and central 
Africa, the milder, drier climates of eastern and southern Africa had long 
attracted substantial numbers of European immigrants. South Africa had 
the largest white population on the continent, whose technological mo
dernity and European culture made the country, in the eyes of Ameri
cans, a beacon of Western progress on the "Dark Continent." White 
Americans who paid any attention to Africa usually felt considerable 
identitywith the descendants of tough, self-reliant European settlers of a 
new continent who had tamed the "wilderness" and made a plentiful life 
for themselves. Unlike the non-Western, "undeveloped" land use associ
ated with the rest of the continent, the very landscape of the European 
areas of southern Africa impressed American visitors with its familiarity: 
roads, automobiles, telegraph poles, barbed-wire fences, farmhouses, and
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neatly cultivated European-style farms. The presence of genuine Euro
pean cities in South Africa, complete with familiar architecture and land
scaping and the efficiency of skyscrapers, electric street cars, and tele
phones, contrasted dramatically with rural African life and reassured 
Americans of the superior ingenuity of white people. The juxtaposition 
of Europeans with Africans also created dangers to be guarded against, 
as suggested by one white visitor in 1948 who described the quarter 
million Colored people of Capetown as "a pathetic and frightening dis
play of centuries of dock-side inter-breeding." But with its balls, theater, 
formal evening wear, yachting, and other trappings of Western high so
ciety, white Capetown seemed the very pinnacle of culture in Africa."1 

II 

On the eve of World War II, world politics and wealth were, to a re
markable degree, still largely controlled by a handful of small white na
tions in Western Europe. While the growing power of the United States, 
Japan, and the Soviet Union already threatened that hegemony, most of 
the world's nonwhite peoples still lived in territories officially ruled from 
London, Paris, Brussels, Lisbon, and The Hague. The primary lines of 
power ran between these metropolitan centers of the North and colonial 
"dependencies" in the South. 2 The connections between Western Eu
rope and the Southern Hemisphere would be irretrievably weakened, 
however, by the global warfare of 1939 to 1945. The decade and a half 
after 1945 would see 800 million people in forty-new countries free 
themselves from colonial bondage, followed by the creation of another 
twenty-five new nations, mostly in Africa, in the first half of the 1960s.  
At its founding in 1945, the United Nations consisted of fifty-one na
tions, of which only three were African, three Asian, and seven from the 
Middle East; by 1965, membership had more than doubled and white 
Western nations were in a distinct minority in the international organi
zation. The speed and extent of decolonization following World War II 
represented a revolt against the West and a clear sign of a new era in 
world politics. "Never before in the whole of human history had so rev
olutionary a reversal occurred with such rapidity," concluded one prom
inent world historian.' 3 

Such changes resulted, to a considerable extent, from the nature of 
the Second World War. Responding to the overtly racial theories of the 
Axis powers, the Allies mapped out an ideological high road for the war.  
While Adolf Hitler fashioned a Nazi ideology rooted in supposed "Ar
yan" superiority, and the Japanese appealed to other Asians to throw off 
their white colonial overlords and claim Asia for the Asians, the United 
States and England declared their war aims to be freedom, democracy, 
and human rights. In his annual message to Congress on 6 January 1941, 
before the United States had officially become a belligerent nation, Pres
ident Franklin D. Roosevelt laid out his vision of a world founded on
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"four essential human freedoms": freedom of expression, freedom of re
ligion, freedom from economic privation, and freedom from fear of 
aggression. He repeatedly emphasized that these were to be effected 
"everywhere in the world." 4 When Roosevelt met with British Prime 
Minister Winston Churchill later that year aboard ship off the New
foundland coast, the two leaders issued a joint declaration of war aims 
that became known as the Atlantic Charter. While noting their desire for 
global free trade and unhindered ficdss -to raw materials, they empha
sized their opposition to all forms of aggression and expansion by one 
nation against another. Most important for the colonial peoples of the 
world was the third of the eight points in the statement: that the two 
countries would "respect the right of all peoples to choose the form of 
government under which they will live." ' 

Anticolonial nationalists throughout the British Empire and the rest 
of what would soon be called the Third World' 6 took substantial en
couragement from such rallying cries to a democratic future. While not 
naively expecting colonialism and white rule to disappear without con
siderable struggle, these men and women appreciated the ideological and 
political weapon provided by such declarations by the powerful United 
States and acceded to by a stout defender of empire like Churchill.. In 
SouthAfrica the African National Congress -(ANC) responded in De
cember 1943 with a detailed sixteen-page pamphlet applying the Atlantic 
Charter principles to its country. Prime Minister Smuts did not appreci
ate Africans' taking his allies Roosevelt and Churchill so seriously. Hav
ing earlier made it clear that such lofty principles of the Charter as the 
right to self-government could only be put into effect in South Africa in 
the distant future, due supposedly to the complexity of the country's 
multiracial society with its different "levels" of civilization, Smuts labeled 
the ANC pamphlet "propagandist" and "wildly impracticable." 17 

Churchill himself backed away from the explicit message of the Char
ter within weeks of its issuance. He reassured the House of Commons 
on 9 September 1941 that he and Roosevelt had intended the third prin
ciple of the declaration "primarily" for the European states under Nazi 
occupation and that the progressive evolution of "dependent" peoples in 
the British Empire was a separate issue. Over the next six months, Roo
sevelt waffled on Churchill's interpretation. He refused to contradict his 
ally explicitly, but he simultaneously reaffirmed a global application of 
the Charter as he tried to shore up Allied support among Southeast Asian 
colonial peoples facing imminent Japanese attack. Both the President and 
the State Department fully anticipated the propaganda potential of the 
Charter among Asian and African people not yet living under govern
ments of their own choice. '8 

Opposition to colonialism was deeply rooted in the American psy
che. The founding of the United States two centuries earlier had marked 
the first successful revolution of a colonial people against their European 
rulers in the modern era, and the American Revolution had continued to
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inspire anti-imperial nationalists throughout the world. Their belief in 
the principle of self-government formed the foundation of Americans' 
understanding of themselves as a distinctive people. Initially, exclusion 
of the majority of Americans by race, gender, and wealth from the appli
cation of this principle had severely limited the practice of democracy in 
the United States. But the elimination of property qualifications, the ab
olition of slavery, the achievement of women's suffrage, and the begin
nings of the shift away from official federal support for racial segregation 
during World War II indicated the enormous power of the ideology of 
self-government to encourage dramatic social and political change.  

By the end of the nineteenth century, however, an expanded and 
industrialized United States increasingly resembled the European nations 
it had originally set out to be different from, especially with the acquisi
tion of its own overseas colonies in 1899. Americans fought alongside 
the French and British, the most important imperial powers, in World 
War I. But most Americans were never comfortable in the role of official 
colonialists, and by the mid-1930s the United States had promised to 
grant independence in ten years to its largest colony, the Philippines.  
Strong American business interest in expanding trade throughout the 
world meant opposing the closed trading blocs of the European colonial 
systems. This desire for an "Open Door" for American trade and over
seas investment bolstered traditional American opposition to formal co
lonialism. 9 

Entering the war in 1941 with the declared aim of promoting self
government in every corner of the world, while also joining forces in a 
uniquely close alliance with the greatest colonial power, Great Britain, 
the United States was squarely confronted with its own ambivalent po
sition. The result was an often-sharp difference between American words 
and actions in the early years of the war. While working hand in hand 
with the British military staff and refusing to press Churchill on granting 
independence to India and other colonies, the Roosevelt administration 
continued to tout the promises of the Atlantic Charter, and the State 
Department promoted the idea that the European powers should an
nounce specific future dates when colonial peoples would achieve full 
independence. This belief in timetables for decolonization reflected both 
the satisfaction of American policymakers with their own schedule for 
the Philippines and their need to produce more support for the Allied 
cause among Britain's unhappy colonial peoples in Asia. Former Repub
lican presidential candidate and prominent internationalist Wendell Willkie 
returned in September 1942 from a seven-week world tour, which in
cluded a visit to British West Africa, to call unequivocally for an end to 
European colonial rule abroad. The long-standing admiration of the 
American public for such features of English domestic life as parliamen
tary democracy, the rule of law, civility of manners, and policemen with
out handguns did not extend to British imperial rule overseas. This was
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made clearest by the unusually blunt "Open Letter to the People of En
gland" published by Life magazine on 12 October 1942, which declared 
that Americans "may have some disagreement among ourselves as to what 
we are fighting for, but one thing we are sure we are not fighting for is 
to hold the British Empire together." 20 

Roosevelt's own anticolonial feelings were apparently genuine. He 
seemed to have been shocked by the squalor and technological backward
ness of the British colony of Gambia in West Africa on his stopovers 
there in January 1943 en route to and from the Casablanca conference 
with Churchill and the combined British and American chiefs of staff.  
His anticolonial pronouncements appeared to take on more of an edge 
thereafter, and he referred frequently-both publicly and privately, and 
with some indignation-to the poverty of Gambia as vivid evidence of 
the failings of colonial rule.2 Throughout 1943 and at least until the 
summer of 1944, Roosevelt indicated considerable enthusiasm for the 
State Department's plans for some form of postwar international trust
eeships to preside over the decolonization of the European empires. As 
late as a month before his death in April 1945, the President spoke of 
his concern "about the brown people in the East." He regretted that 
Churchill did not understand their resentment of white rule and empha
sized how important it was that these billion Asians not come to see the 
United States as an enemy for failing to support their independence. 22 

Supervising the enormous expansion of the United States economy 
driven by wartime demand, Roosevelt was also fully aware of the advan
tages to American business of gaining access to traditionally closed co
lonial markets. Postwar international trusteeship of colonial areas would 
allow for the President's and Secretary of State Cordell Hull's cherished 
"free trade," known grimly by British officials sensitive to American man
ufacturing superiority as "freedom of American trade." Resenting such 
pressures, the British nonetheless moved from 1943 on to appease their 
increasingly powerful ally as well as the growing opposition to British 
rule in India and elsewhere by gradually liberalizing their colonial ar
rangements.23 

Despite its sympathy for independence movements in the colonial 
world and its interest in expanding postwar trade with those areas, the 
United States government's clear priority in the war years was the defeat 
of the Axis powers. If strongly anticommunist Americans could ally 
themselves with the Soviet Union in order to stop the Nazis, they could 
certainly accept close working relations with Western, Christian, demo
cratic, capitalist peoples like the British and the Free French. Roosevelt 
may have subjected Churchill to monologues about India and hoped that 
the French could be prevented from returning to Southeast Asia after the 
war, but he never considered endangering his wartime alliances by rais
ing a serious challenge over such peripheral concerns. And if this was 
true for Asia, it was all the more true for Africa, where the United States



Common Interests

had little contact or experience and where nationalist movements for in
dependence were not yet generally as organized and vocal as in Asia and 
the Middle East.24 

The wartime willingness of the United States to acquiesce in its al
lies' continued colonial control of most of the nonwhite world was pow
erfully solidified during the final year of the war by the growing sense in 
Washington that the Soviet Union would soon replace the Axis powers 
as the strongest threat to American national security. As victory over 
Germany and Japan became certain in 1944 and early 1945, with Soviet 
troops pouring into Eastern Europe and American soldiers fighting their 
way across the Pacific island chains toward Japan, the first glimmers of 
the Cold War could be seen. The anticolonial rhetoric of the Roosevelt 
administration gradually declined as American military planners de
manded that several Pacific islands be retained for postwar forward air 
bases. The rebuilding of a noncommunist Western Europe closely allied 
with the United States rose to the top of the American agenda, preclud
ing any weakening of the European states through the precipitate loss of 
their colonial assets.  

The growing popularity of left-wing guerrillas in China, Indonesia, 
and Indochina combined with the Soviet occupation of Eastern Europe 
to create fears in Washington of a communist threat to a postwar liberal 
capitalist world order even greater than that posed by colonialism. Roo
sevelt even seemed to acquiesce in the return of the French to Indochina, 
which he had strongly opposed earlier. The President and the State De
partment eased their mild pressure on the British about colonial matters, 
carefully limiting their postwar trusteeship formula to the mandated ter
ritories from World War I and parts of the Italian empire by the start of 
the United Nations conference in April 1945. By the time Harry Truman 
took office that same month, security concerns regarding the Soviet Union 
and left-wing forces in Asia were rapidly replacing a flagging anticolo
nialism within the United States government. In the coming Cold War, 
the United States would ally itself not only with colonial empires but 
also with forces much farther right on the political spectrum, including 
the government of South Africa. 25 

III 
General surveys of the history of American foreign relations rarely men
tion Africa before the late 1950s. Like the State Department at the time, 
diplomatic historians since have largely viewed pre-independence Africa 
as a colonial concern of the Europeans' with little strategic significance 
for the United States. One of the few exceptions to this trend, Thomas 
J. Noer, has suggested that an essay on American relations with Africa 
could well be entitled "the invisible chapter" of any book on American 
diplomacy, a description aptly matching the near-invisibility of African
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people and even African Americans to most white Americans in the 
1940s.26 

This historical blind spot follows closely the attitude of the United 
States government at the time. The State Department before World War 
II dealt with Africa almost exclusively through the European colonial 
powers, creating its first African desk only in 1938. The officer assigned 
to the position, Henry S. Villard, had no specific training for it, although 
the familial tie to his famous abolitionist great-grandfather, William Lloyd 
Garrison, could perhaps have been considered some form of credential.  
Of the Africa desk's placement within the Department's Division of Near 
Eastern Affairs, Villard noted that "Africa didn't really belong in the near 
East, but nobody knew where else to put it." Villard then became the 
head of the new Division of African Affairs created in 1944, but as late 
as 1958 the State Department maintained more diplomats in the single 
country of West Germany than in all of Africa. In continuing to deal 
with Africa and its peoples through their colonial overlords in Europe, 
the United States necessarily risked identification with the imperial tra
dition of Western Europe in the eyes of many Africans.2 7 

Certain American traditions and interests raised African hopes that 
the United States might, with the approach of World War II, avoid a 
complete alignment with the Western European powers. Politicized Af
ricans in South Africa and British West Africa deeply admired the anti
colonial history and democratic traditions of the United States, while 
many Americans emphasized that this would not be a war to protect 
European imperial interests. The expanding interest of American busi
ness in unfettered international trade suggested a more concrete conflict 
of interest with the European powers and their systems of exclusive or 
preferential trade with their colonies. Antagonism toward the British sys
tem of Imperial Preference within the far-flung empire seemed especially 
likely.  

But the necessities of war in the face of Axis victories up to 1942 
bound the United States tightly to the survival of the British Empire, 
and official American support for an Open Door trading system in Africa 
was muted by the realization in Washington that America's European 
allies could not afford to be further weakened by the loss of their African 
colonies. The need for close Allied cooperation and full mobilization of 
the resources of colonial Africa for the war effort moderated American 
interest in colonial independence. Established American trading routes 
ran mostly elsewhere, and while United States trade and investment in 
Africa did rise sharply during the war, they remained a small fraction of 
total American commerce and capital abroad. No short-term commercial 
advantage seemed worth the risk of antagonizing Washington's closest 
allies in the midst of a war.2 8 

The invasion of Ethiopia by the fascist forces of Benito Mussolini in 
1935 offered a preview of how the United States government would 
respond during and after World War II to conflicts involving Europeans
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and Africans. Since the Ethiopians' defeat of an earlier generation of Ital
ian invaders four decades before at the battle of Adowa, this poor but 
proud country in northeastern Africa had stood as a symbol of black 
independence and self-respect. As the largest community of people of 
African descent outside of the continent, African Americans were partic
ularly alarmed by Mussolini's conquest and displayed thereafter a sharp
ened interest in international affairs. While the Roosevelt administration 
registered protests with the Italian government, refusing to recognize 
Italian authority in Ethiopia and briefly limiting American commerce with 
Italy, United States policy continued officially as neutrality. Within a year, 
American trade with Italy, including arms sales, resumed.29 

The course of World War II did little to increase official American 
interest in the people of Africa, but it dramatically altered American as
sumptions about the strategic importance of the continent. The location 
and considerable mineral wealth of Africa, especially southern Africa, 
brought it prominence in the emerging doctrine of American national 
security. The United States military learned from experience that Africa 
in wartime afforded a staging ground for any future invasion of Europe, 
a land bridge to the Middle East, and protection for shipping routes in 
the Atlantic. Axis control of Europe and the Mediterranean, especially 
after the fall of France and Italy's entry into the war in 1940, drove these 
points home. African foodstuffs and strategic minerals also proved crucial 
for the Allied war effort, especially industrial diamonds, cobalt, and ura
nium from the Belgian Congo, graphite from Madagascar, copper from 
Northern Rhodesia, chrome and manganese from Southern Rhodesia, 
and gold and manganese from South Africa. Colonel William Donovan, 
the head of American wartime intelligence services, valued African re
sources highly enough to show considerable concern for the potential for 
German sabotage of the material production of the African colonies. He 
placed agents from the Office of Strategic Services (OSS) throughout 
southern and central Africa to monitor any German action there until the 
threat retreated with the Allied invasion of North Africa in 1942.30 

Even as the exigencies of war highlighted their continent's strategic 
importance as never before, the people of Africa remained largely mys
terious and insignificant to American policymakers. American diplomatic 
representatives in the African colonies lived like other whites in the co
lonial world, with considerable comfort and privilege and ready attention 
from ubiquitous, inexpensive black servants. As emissaries from a racially 
stratified culture whose ideas and values they shared, American consuls 
sanctioned colonial authority by living amiably within it. They experi
enced Africans solely as servants and paid little attention to signs of nas
cent nationalism during the war. Having known African Americans only 
as denizens of the lowest social strata at home, American diplomats and 
policymakers assumed that first-class citizenship for colonial Africans, as 
for black Americans, stood far off in the future. Under-Secretary of State 
Sumner Welles, a point man for Washington on colonial issues, ex-
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pressed the dominant view of his colleagues in the Roosevelt administra
tion that Africans simply were "in the lowest rank of human beings." 
While Asians at least manifested an obvious yearning for independence 
with imminent revolutions in several colonial territories, American poli
cymakers interpreted the less visible African nationalist movements as a 
sign that Africans apparently did not even desire freedom from colonial 
rule.31 

For white Americans to have admitted that black Africans could and 
should rule themselves would have inevitably entailed acknowledging the 
same for black Americans. Such a racially democratic approach would 
have challenged the entire social structure of the United States, a task 
that would be braved, not by professional white diplomats in the 1940s, 
but by poor black civil rights workers in the American South a decade 
later. Several hundred years of racial neglect and misinformation had poorly 
prepared the new President, Harry Truman, and his administration for 
dealing with and understanding the peoples of Africa. Extensive racial 
discrimination in the United States helped prevent American officials from 
even considering significant support for African independence during or 
soon after World War 11.32 

IV 
When novelist Ralph Ellison wrote in the late 1940s of the African 
American as "the invisible man" to white Americans, he gave poignant 
expression to the underlying racial tragedy of American history. 3 Amer
icans of European descent had so long degraded Americans of African 
ancestry through the mechanisms of slavery and segregation that few whites 
could see blacks as the human beings they were. African Americans ap
peared in white popular culture almost exclusively as inferior, childlike 
creatures, often warm and funny but never responsible and mature. In 
prominent radio shows like "Amos 'n Andy" and in Hollywood's biggest 
movies like Gone with the Wind, blacks were consistently portrayed as 
lazy, comical, simpleminded, and rarely reliable. The Second World War 
initiated changes in American society that would lead eventually to the 
civil rights and Black Power movements and the evisceration of such 
racial stereotypes, but blacks were still only dimly visible to white Amer
ica in 1945. 34 

Playfully derogatory images of "Sambo" shielded from the view of 
most white Americans the extraordinary, pervasive brutality and oppres
sion faced daily by black Americans before and during the years of the 
early Cold War. Historians have rarely evoked the almost totalitarian 
control by whites of every aspect of the material lives of African Ameri
cans, especially in the South.35 Public lynching, private murder, arbitrary 
capital punishment, rape, and mutilation constituted merely the gory ve
neer of a racial hierarchy in which blacks were usually kept "in their 
place" by the more mundane tools of poverty, miseducation, negligible



Common Interests

health care, economic coercion, police intimidation, and the countless 
petty harassments and reminders of a Jim Crow society.  

During World War II, racial violence in the United States escalated 
sharply in both the civilian and the military spheres. Among the victims 
of the six recorded lynchings in 1942, for example, was cotton-mill worker 
Cleo Wright of Sikeston, Missouri. Alleged to have attacked a white 
woman, Wright was seized from jail by a mob of hundreds of white 
people and dragged to death through the black section of Sikeston by a 
rope attached to a speeding automobile. The crowd then burned his body.  
In 1943, 242 racial battles occurred in forty-seven cities across the coun
try, frequently with police provoking or assisting white aggressors. Most 
spectacular were the full-scale race riots that summer in New York and 
Detroit, the latter exploding with enough viciousness to kill thirty-four 
people (mostly black) and force President Roosevelt to proclaim a state 
of emergency and send in six thousand soldiers to restore order.3 6 

Racial fights and incidents broke out almost daily on public trans
portation in the United States during the war, usually involving the 
treatment of African American soldiers. Accustomed to blacks' occupying 
the lowest end of the social scale, many white Americans suffered distress 
upon seeing so many of them with the authority implied by their United 
States military uniforms. This proved especially true in the South, where 
uniformed black men with guns represented to most white people a vir
tual nightmare of racial insubordination. The segregated U.S. Army helped 
alleviate such concerns by refusing to protect black soldiers away from 
their bases and by using white military police to control and intimidate 
them. Black soldiers experienced frequent beatings and even death at the 
hands of local police and private individuals when they ventured from 
their military posts. Harrowing treatment by white fellow soldiers and 
military tribunals led to racial violence and riots at nearly every Army 
base in the South, and many in the North and West and even abroad, at 
some point in the war. Roosevelt's entrusting of racial matters in the 
armed forces during the war to two Southern aides, one of them the 
avowedly racist director of the war mobilization effort, James Byrnes, 
exemplified the scale of the problems facing black servicemen who hoped 
for democracy at home as well as abroad.3 7 

Abiding white hostility to African Americans reached remarkable ex
tremes during the war. More revealing in some ways than the most bru
tal murders was the positive treatment accorded German and Italian pris
oners of war incarcerated in the United States. Captured soldiers of the 
Nazi Wehrmacht were able to eat and even enjoy some hospitality in 
public establishments in the United States that refused to serve uni
formed officers of the United States Army who had dark skin. Many 
white Americans felt more kinship with their country's sworn enemies, 
who were killing American soldiers by the thousands in the service of 
one of history's most ruthless dictators, than with fellow Americans who
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were sacrificing their lives to defend the United States and the freedoms 
for which it was supposed to stand.A8 

While ironic on a superficial plane, this telling comparison suggested 
stark tragedy at a deeper level. Racism could transcend even the most 
fiercely felt patriotism and allegiance to democratic ideals. Black Ameri
cans fighting to preserve the very existence of the United States appeared 
to be more of a threat to the structure of American society than the 
soldiers of Adolph Hitler. The subversive possibilities of African Ameri
cans, feared for centuries by slaveholders and their descendants, con
cerned the United States government as well, as the Federal Bureau of 
Investigation (FBI) and intelligence operatives of the War Department 
infiltrated and monitored black political organizations and watched at 
least one of the two black U.S. Congressmen during the war.3 9 

Refusing to be intimidated by these considerable obstacles, many 
black Americans seized the opportunities created by the war to press 
their demands for equality and justice at home. A. Philip Randolph's 
threat to lead a massive march on Washington in 1941 helped persuade 
Roosevelt to create the President's Committee on Fair Employment 
Practices (FEPC). Service in the military, despite its numerous problems, 
offered social and economic mobility to many African Americans, espe
cially those from the South, as did employment in the rapidly expanding 
wartime manufacturing plants. The black-owned Pittsburgh Courier de
clared a "Double-V" campaign for victory both abroad and at home for 
democracy and freedom. Bolstered by the experience of thousands of 
newly assertive and confident black veterans, African Americans realized 
the unique opportunity for advancing their cause while their goals were 
so clearly in line with those of the country as a whole in its struggle 
against worldwide oppression. Strong black opposition to Byrnes con
tributed to Roosevelt's decision not to choose him as his vice-presidential 
running mate in 1944, and thereby indirectly helped Truman in his swift 
ascent to the presidency. In An American Dilemma, his massive and influ
ential study of American race relations published in 1944, sociologist 
Gunnar Myrdal concluded that "not since Reconstruction has there been 
more reason to anticipate fundamental changes in American race rela
tions, changes which will involve a development toward the American 
ideals.",4 ° Even if such expected improvements in the status of African 
Americans were to follow the war, however, it remained to be seen whether 
they would affect American relations with Africa.



CHAPTER 2 

Southern Africa: 
The Impact of World War II 

On the day of the atomic bombing of Nagasaki, less than a week before 
the Japanese surrender, the Non-European Unity Committee of Cape
town issued a "Declaration to the Nations of the World," which highlighted_ the ironic situation of back South Africans ixiv-olved in World 
War II. Non-Europeans in the Union of -o-uth Afri7 ,-announced the 
declaration, lived under "a tyranny very little different from Nazidom," 
despite the Union's presentation of itself to the world as a parliamentary 
democracy. Like the Nazis in Germany, continued the Committee, white 
South Africans were a people obsessed with their supposed racial supe
riority and divine mission to rule people of other races in perpetuity.  
Even "liberal" Prime Minister Jan Smuts publicly branded whites who 
refused to adopt this Herrenvolk ideology as "mad, quite mad." Noting 
the comprehensive restrictions on every aspect of black lives in the Union, 
the declaration reminded its readers that "the life of a Non-European is 
very cheap in South Africa. As cheap as the life of a Jew in Nazi Ger
many." The Committee concluded that the defeat of Hitler and the im
minent surrender of the Japanese did not constitute the final chapter in 
the struggle against tyranny. In passing along this document to the State 
Department, the American consul general in Capetown admitted to his 
superiors that these claims about the treatment of the vast majority of 
residents of an Allied nation were not exaggerated.1 

While it did not bring the immediate demise of white dominion in 
Africa, the Second World War did create an international environment 
that helped raise African political expectations throughout the continent 
and especially in South Africa. Italy's invasion and occupation of inde
pendent Ethiopia in 1935 had aroused considerable black interest in in
ternational affairs, and Africans in South Africa were thrilled about the 
fighting role of Africans from West and Central Africa in the Allied ar
mies that drove the Italians and Germans off the continent. The experi
ence of hundreds of thousands of black South Africans as noncombatant 
support troops in the war exposed most of them for the first time to an 
outside world different from South Africa in many ways, especially in
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regard to the Union's traditional racial hierarchy. South Africa's partici
pation in the Allied cause of freedom, democracy, and human decency 
indeed had much richer implications for black South Africans than for 
their white countrymen. 2 

I 
In 1939, the European colonial powers seemed as firmly entrenched in 
Africa as they ever would be. Metropolitan capital was successfully and 
intensively exploiting colonial resources, and the Europeans were even 
legitimated in the eyes of many African elites, who tended to identify 
their political and social ambitions with European culture. A significant 
amount of African criticism of the colonial structure focused on its char
acter rather than its mere existence. The four independent states on the 
continent on the eve of the Second World War offered little encourage
ment for black self-government: South Africa was controlled by whites; 
Ethiopia had been overrun and occupied by Italian forces; Liberia was 
considered largely an unimportant protectorate of the United States; and 
Egypt viewed itself as part of the Middle East. Missionaries and big game 
hunters provided the majority of the minimal American interest in the 
"Dark Continent," while the United States government had no signifi
cant interests there. The Soviet Union had even less concern for Africa.  
Few people anywhere, either white or black, imagined how rapidly Af
rican society and politics would change in the next two and a half de
cades.3 

In important ways, the war transformed Africa and Africans' percep
tions of their relationships with Europeans. North and northeast Africa 
formed an important theater of battle, and Africans from every part of 
the continent volunteered for or were conscripted into European armies.  
The essential myth of imperial invincibility was fatally weakened by the 
capitulation of France and Belgium to the Germans, and even more so 
by the Japanese defeats of the vaunted British in the Southeast Asian 
theater. This deeply symbolic victory of a nonwhite nation over the greatest 
of the imperial countries echoed the Ethiopian defeat of the Italians at 
Adowa in 1896, redeemed the Italian occupation of Ethiopia of 1935, 
and served notice that European power abroad was in its ebb tide. Of all 
the colonial powers in sub-Saharan Africa, only neutral Portugal emerged 
from the war largely unscathed, a development critical for enabling it to 
remain in Africa a decade longer than the other imperial states. The lords 
of most of Africa-Britain, France, and Belgium-could claim victory in 
1945 only because of the intervention of the Soviet Union and the United 
States. These real victors fought under an anticolonial banner, while the 
Europeans had been financially and emotionally drained by the war ef
fort.4 

The increasing technological complexity of the weapons used in the 
Second World War, from machine guns to atomic bombs, also con-
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tributed to a dramatic shift in Africa's relationship with the outside world.  
Access to the vast natural resources of the continent took on enormous 
strategic significance for the Allies. The unprecedented production of raw 
materials demanded by "total war" rendered the global conflict in one 
sense a struggle for the control and exploitation of the world's strategic 
minerals. In the early years of the war in particular, German control of 
continental Europe and the Japanese occupation of Southeast Asia de
nied the Allies access to many of their traditional sources of strategic 
materials, thereby increasing the importance of Africa. Throughout the 
war, the United States itself remained the foremost mineral-producing 
nation in the world, but heavy wartime demands necessitated the use of 
other sources. In its production of four specific minerals, Africa helped 
determine the outcome of the conflict: industrial diamonds, cobalt, gold, 
and uranium. The first two, of which over 90 percent of world produc
tion during the war occurred in Africa, were essential for iron and steel 
manufacturing, while African gold helped keep the British Empire finan
cially afloat, and uranium from the Belgian Congo, when enclosed in 
atomic bombs, brought the war in the Pacific to an abrupt close. Impor
tant quantities of chrome, manganese, vanadium, platinum, and copper 
from southern Africa pushed the continent's wartime significance further 
beyond its previously limited political and economic role in international 
affairs. Long-standing colonial and Commonwealth connections greatly 
facilitated Allied access, usually at bargain prices, to the wealth of Africa.5 

Most important for the future of the continent, World War II served 
as a powerful stimulus for the development of African nationalism. After 
being cloistered within the narrow confines of the colonial state, over a 
million Africans from throughout the continent propelled themselves 
outward by enlisting and serving in the Allied armies and in support 
industries. American intelligence officials noted that African soldiers fig
ured prominently in driving the Italian and German forces out of Africa 
and saw action on battlefronts throughout the world in the British, French, 
and Belgian armies. Gaining skills, education, and experience previously 
inaccessible to them, Africans witnessed the power of fellow colonial sub
jects in India peacefully persuading their colonial overlords to promise 
them independence. They took note of fiercely nationalistic yellow sol
diers defeating white ones in the China-Burma-India theater. And they 
were moved and encouraged by the Allies' anti-Nazi and antiracist pro
paganda and apparent promises of postwar freedom embodied in the 
Atlantic Charter.6 

Having been told that they were fighting abroad for freedom, Afri
can soldiers returned victorious from the war with stronger ideas about 
liberty at home as well. They joined another stream flowing back into 
Africa at the end of the war: African students, especially from British 
West Africa, who had sojourned in American colleges and universities 
and who were similarly convinced that democracy should now come to 
their own countries. The U.S. Office of Strategic Services reported on
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this rising tide of African nationalism in the last months of the war and 
the concomitant European colonial plans for a rapid, extensive demobi
lization of African soldiers in order to disperse them swiftly and mini
mize the social and political effects of their return. Belgian administrators 
in the Congo, for example, apparently feared the return of the African 
Force Publique from the Middle East due to reports of how its troops 
were being treated as equals by white Allied soldiers. The Belgian au
thorities were concerned that such worldly experience might have dimin
ished the Africans' willingness automatically to respect and obey whites; 
that respect could be mutual between Europeans and Africans remained 
largely a future idea for Belgians in the Congo. African troops in the 
Portuguese Army in Mozambique were known to be unhappy with their 
restriction to menial tasks from which they could learn no new skills.  
The OSS understood that the potential impact of large numbers of re
turning black soldiers on the existing political and social structures of 
Africa, while feared by Europeans, was anticipated eagerly by the "more 
sophisticated and politically alert natives," particularly in South Africa 
and British West Africa. "The African nationalist," concluded the OSS, 
"sees in military service for the native a wedge with which the fight for 
equality and native development can be broadened." 7 

While greatly encouraged by the results of the war, African nation
alists were not naive about the difficulty of the tasks that confronted 
them at home. The Europeans showed no signs of liberating their Afri
can colonies out of gratitude for African contributions to the war effort.  
Though weakened by the effects of six years of global war, the economic 
and political structures of colonialism remained in place. A returning West 
African soldier suggested the seriousness of the obstacles still confronting 
his people's quest for freedom in a version of the Twenty-third Psalm, 
which he sent to the African Morning Post of Accra in 1944: 

The European Merchant is my shepherd, 
And I am in want; 
He maketh me to lie down in cocoa farms; 
He leadeth me beside the waters of great need.  

But as the first postwar years swept European colonial rule out of most 
of Asia, it became clear to those who sought an end to white rule in 
Africa and to observers abroad that independence would come to most 
of Africa in a matter of years rather than generations.9 

II 

As the only rapidly industrializing state in Africa and the one with by far 
the largest number of white settlers, the Union of South Africa was per
haps more affected by the World War II years than any other territory 
south of the Sahara. In order to understand this important and distinc
tive impact, certain features of the development of southern Africa since
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the first Dutch settlement at Table Bay in 1652 need to kept in mind.  
One is the character of the northwestern Europeans who populated the 
Cape of Good Hope and came to call themselves Afrikaners. From their 
earliest days, the Afrikaner people have felt themselves threatened to an 
extent few other peoples or nations have experienced, both from within 
their borders and from without. The story of Afrikaner nationalism car
ries at its core an almost paranoid sense of danger.10 

Dutch emigrants of the seventeenth century took with them two 
profound fears stemming from the national experience of Holland. The 
most basic was of the sea. The constant danger of enormous floods from 
storms on the North Sea, which had killed thousands of people and 
drowned dozens of villages in the past, induced in the people of the 
Netherlands a fear of inundation comparable to the terror of the Black 
Death in other parts of Europe. Their national survival depended on the 
communal building and maintenance of defenses against the sea, and they 
constructed dikes, dams, and windmills to reclaim from the ocean tens 
of thousands of acres of fertile low-lying land. The dread of drowning 
could even be seen in a device created by the strongly Calvinist Dutch to 
discipline recalcitrant young delinquents who refused to work: the youth 
would be placed in an enclosed chamber with only a pump; the valves 
then opened to let water in, and the only way to survive was for the 
youth to work the pump with supreme vigor."' On the arid expanses of 
southern Africa, the small group of Dutch and other northwestern Eu
ropean settlers would come to believe that while the ocean no longer 
threatened them, the large indigenous population did. In this new land 
the Afrikaners feared that their cultural and racial identity might be sub
merged forever in an inland sea of black Africans.12 

Related to this preoccupation with inundation by water was another 
deep concern deriving from the national history of the Netherlands: the 
threat of invasion by foreign imperial powers. The Dutch who emigrated 
to southern Africa in the seventeenth century left a Protestant country 
still ardent in its desire to defend its relatively recent independence from 
the Roman Catholic Spanish Empire. The Calvinist Dutch believed that 
their independence from the sea and from external authority represented 
divine approval of their national endeavor. By the nineteenth century, 
the Afrikaners had come to see themselves as a new incarnation of the 
chosen people of God, analogous to the ancient Israelites, with a special 
and exclusive covenant with God and a fresh mandate to "smite the 
heathen" in order to occupy the new Canaan.' 3 When the British gained 
political control of the Cape Colony in the early nineteenth century and 
sought to moderate some of the more brutal aspects of the extremely 
authoritarian relations between Afrikaners and Africans, the ghost of ex
ternal imperial intervention seemed alive again to these fiercely indepen
dent descendants of settlers from the Dutch republic. Their determina
tion to be free of the restraints of British liberal imperialism led to the 
Great Trek inland of 1836 to 1838 and the founding of the Boer re-
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publics, which became known eventually as the Orange Free State and 
the Transvaal (north of the Vaal River). The discovery of diamonds in 
the 1870s and gold in the 1880s drew the British inland, however, 
and the British defeat of the Afrikaners in the Boer War of 1899 to 1902 
resulted in the unification of the Cape and Natal colonies with the two 
Boer states in 1910 as a self-governing Dominion of the British Com
monwealth.  

South Africa's failure after World War II to evolve with the rest of 
the world in the direction of racial egalitarianism can be traced to the 
peculiar development of its social structure and political history. In all 
African territories with substantial European populations, such as Kenya, 
Algeria, Mozambique, and Southern Rhodesia, white settlers exerted dis
proportionate influence on the administrative policies of their metropol
itan governments and opposed granting significant political power to Af
ricans. But the longer colonial rule continued, the greater the possibility 
became of transferring eventual control to an increasingly politicized Af
rican majority. The largest and most established white settler community 
was in South Africa, and only there and in neighboring Southern Rho
desia did self-government come early enough to create powerful white 
settler regimes. Historian Leonard Thompson has referred to the transfer 
of power to European settler communities who remain dominant over 
indigenous peoples as "secondary colonialism." This phenomenon differs 
from the "primary colonialism" of the European power because in sec
ondary colonialism the stakes for the ruling whites are much higher: all 
members of the ruling oligarchy live in the colony and view the mainte
nance of the colonial system, with their clear economic and political in
terests in it, as crucial for their own survival. In Southern Rhodesia, 
limited white self-government began in 1923, but the minority regime 
did not declare its complete independence from Britain until 1965, a 
time when vastly different racial assumptions in world opinion brought 
almost universal condemnation of an action plainly designed to prolong 
white minority rule. In South Africa, by contrast, the transition to inde
pendent rule by the local white population was completed in 1910, when 
racial discrimination was still endorsed and practiced by the European 
nations and the United States. The founding of the modern South Afri
can state was therefore unquestionably legitimate in the eyes of the exist
ing international community. 14 

The white rulers of the new Union of South Africa built their hopes 
for permanent minority rule on an avowed foundation of racial segrega
tion. The government of Louis Botha and the young Jan Smuts, both 
generals and Afrikaner heroes of the Boer War, set out to guarantee per
petual white supremacy in every aspect of South African life. The Mines 
and Works Act of 1911 and subsequent legislation firmed up the indus
trial color bar by reserving most categories of skilled labor for white 
workers only. The Native Affairs Act of 1920 reinforced administrative 
segregation by giving limited self-government to Africans within the "na-
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tive reserves," a policy leading eventually to the establishment of the 
nominally independent African "homelands" within South Africa. The 
Natives (Urban Areas) Act of 1923 confirmed urban areas as exclusively 
the domain of whites, in which nonwhites were allowed only as long as 
they served white needs; cities could now create "native locations" nearby 
as ready labor pools and regulate the movement of Africans with pass 
systems, thereby preventing them from competing for jobs with poorer 
whites. Most important of all was the territorial segregation established 
by the Native Land Act of 1913, which designated 87 percent of South 
Africa's land-including the most fertile for farming and ranching-for 
the 20 percent of the population who were white. Most white South 
Africans disliked Africans as independent peasant producers, preferring 
to keep them available instead as extraordinarily cheap migrant workers 
for white farmers and urban dwellers. The Native Land Act had a dev
astating impact on previously self-sufficient African farmers, who were 
forced off their land in large numbers. They joined the gathering tide of 
rural Africans who sought to survive by finding employment in the cities 
or as migratory laborers, with consequently devastating social effects on 
traditional family lives. This was the manner in which most Africans were 
incorporated into the racial capitalism characterizing South Africa's mod
ern economy. Yale sociologist James Leyburn concluded in 1944 that 
"discrimination against the blacks in the Union of South Africa is more 
far-reaching, more cynical, than in any other self-governing country in 
the modern world." is 

The economy black South Africans found themselves increasingly 
drawn into in the years before and during World War II had been built 
on gold. Since the original discoveries in 1886, the gold-mining industry 
had provided the driving force in South Africa's economic expansion.  
The geological formation known as the Witswatersrand ("reef of white 
waters," or simply, "the Rand") on which the city of Johannesburg had 
been built produced far more gold bullion than any other single source 
in the world. In addition to attracting capital and skills from abroad and 
stimulating a host of secondary industrial development, gold mining had 
functioned as a stabilizing force in the South African economy and had 
kept the Union free from the serious balance-of-payments problems en
demic to so many other countries. The economical production of gold 
in the South African mines depended, as all South African mining and 
governmental leaders acknowledged, on the extremely low wages paid to 
migrant African laborers, who worked under difficult and dangerous 
conditions. White South Africa's remarkable wealth and consequent in
ternational importance were the fruits of black labor. The maintenance 
of a steady supply of Africans needy enough to be willing to work for so 
little remuneration remained, therefore, a central concern of the South 
African government.16 

A newer stage of industrial capitalism had already begun to replace 
this older, extractive capitalism when World War II intervened to accel-
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erate the transformation. Demands by the Union government for man
ufactured war materials and the disruption of international trade stimu
lated an enormous boom in industrial production, more than doubling 
the value of South African manufactures between 1939 and 1945. In
dustrial expansion created new jobs, which drew rural South Africans of 
all colors to the cities in even greater numbers than before the war. Fleeing 
drought and starvation in the native reserves and squatter evictions in 
the white farming areas, impoverished Africans came to Johannesburg 
and other urban areas during the war in such numbers as to constitute a 
demographic reordering of South African society. Industrialization brought 
the races into increasing contact as Africans even worked side by side 
with whites in some of the newer factories, despite regulations against 
doing so. White unease with the growing black population in urban areas 
and consequent slippages in segregation would propel the Nationalist 
Party with its apartheid platform to power soon after the war. In purely 
economic terms, the manufacturing boom of the war years created in 
South Africa a more diversified and self-sufficient modem economy, which 
was attracting considerable capital and thousands of immigrants from 
abroad by 1945."7 

White ambivalence toward black workers deepened as wartime labor 
needs dramatically illustrated the South African economy's nearly total 
dependence on them. Chronic labor shortages had hindered South Afri
can development since the nineteenth century, a problem that whites had 
tried to solve by such means as recruiting workers for the Rand mines 
from neighboring colonies like Mozambique and requiring "hut" taxes 
of rural Africans in the Union, which forced them to seek work in towns 
in order to earn currency.' 8 As Africans flooded into the cities during 
the war and took work in factories as well as mines, white authorities 
were pleased but also determined that they should remain passive and 
willing workers. As actual and potential American investors in the Union 
were reassured a few years later by the United States Department of 
Commerce, black workers in South Africa were not allowed to organize, 
strike, or bargain collectively. The South African government wanted to 
forestall any doubts of its commitment to keeping cheap and docile the 
black work force it depended on.19 An American businessman working 
for the Nash Motor Company in South Africa during the war pointed 
out to the OSS the tendency of white South Africans to associate a lack 
of dignity with manual labor and the consequent fact that whites con
tributed "so little actual work" to South African industry. "Native labor 
in South Africa is the worst treated labor in the world," continued Fred
erick Spencer. "In South Africa only natives work. Every white artisan 
and even the white apprentices must have native helpers who actually do 
the work."2 

South Africans of Indian descent 2l received treatment similar to that 
accorded South Africans of African descent by South Africans of Euro
pean descent. The vast majority of Indian South Africans lived in Natal
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Province on the Indian Ocean, where they numbered fewer than the Af
rican residents but roughly the same as the mostly English (rather than 
Afrikaner) white population. Fearing the much higher birthrate of the 
Indians and resenting the commercial success of many middle-class Indi
ans, whites talked openly about deporting them "back" to India, despite 
the fact that most of them had been born and had lived only in South 
Africa. The American consul in Durban, Natal's leading city, reported 
during the war that "the usual 'Jim Crow' discriminations against ne
groes in our Southern States exist here against the Indians," with the 
explicit approval of Prime Minister Smuts. 2 2 Just as white Americans, 
with the aid of local, state, and federal governments, prevented black 
Americans from moving into their segregated neighborhoods, the South 
African government enacted the Pegging Act of 1943 to stop affluent 
Indians from buying real estate in European areas of Durban for either 
residential occupation or investment.23 

While suffering the same lack of political representation in their own 
country, South Africans of Indian descent had a crucial advantage over 
their African countrymen: external support. An assertively nationalistic 
India had already journeyed far down the road to self-government and 
Dominion status alongside South Africa within the British Common
wealth. India was led in its struggle against colonialism by Mohandas K.  
Gandhi, whose early years of residence in the Union and political work 
against racial discrimination there gave him particular empathy for the 
situation of South African Indians. Indian nationalists eagerly took the 
side of Indian South Africans protesting the restrictions of the Pegging 
Act, thereby elevating the issue from the realm of domestic South Afri
can politics to that of international relations within the British Empire.  
In this preview of postwar Indian-South African relations can be seen 
the power of foreign-policy concerns in persuading the internationalist 
Smuts to alter his course. The Pegging Act so antagonized Indian elites 
in Natal and public opinion in India that Smuts removed some of its 
most irritating clauses before joining the conference of fellow British 
Empire prime ministers in London in April 1944. The influence of India, 
the rising "Crown Jewel" of the Empire, on London and therefore on 
Pretoria was apparent.24 

Tensions between Europeans and Indians in Natal continued to grow 
during the last two years of the war, attracting the worried attention of 
American diplomatic observers. Anxious about their declining relative 
numerical status in the province and dismayed at Indian economic suc
cess and movement into some formerly all-white areas, white Natalians 
called for a return to complete segregation. White children in the neigh
boring Orange Free State even refused to eat bananas supplied in school 
lunches due to rumors that Indians had injected them with infantile pa
ralysis germs in retaliation for anti-Indian legislation in Natal.25 U.S. of
ficials in South Africa hoped that the more liberal and humane proposals 
of Jan Hofineyr, the United Party deputy leader and Smuts' heir-apparent,
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might prevail in decisions regarding what they called the "Indian prob
lem," but they also recognized the power of the forces working against 
liberal white South Africans like Hofmeyr. While hoping to placate 
growing Indian demands for decent treatment and political representa
tion, Smuts was even more determined to maintain the support of white 
voters in the traditional United Party stronghold of Natal in the face of 
segregationist Nationalist Party efforts to make headway in the province 
by manipulating the Indian issue. Nationalist Party newspapers attacked 
Smuts for supposedly failing either to support segregation or to repress 
racially egalitarian communists strongly enough because of his desire not 
to offend India or the Soviet Union. Overwhelming white hostility to 
Indians moved the Prime Minister to propose new legislation by the end 
of the war to establish complete segregation in Natal.26 

III 
In addition to the economic changes that brought Africans and Indians 
into greater contact with Europeans and increased white determination 
to maintain segregation, the war years stimulated a transformation of 
black politics in South Africa. Swelling numbers of impoverished Afri
cans arrived in urban areas determined to create a better life than that of 
rural poverty they had left behind. Their persistent struggle against the 
crippling racial discrimination they encountered in the cities inspired a 
rising movement of African nationalism among younger members of the 
African National Congress, which reinvigorated the organization and lifted 
it into national and international prominence. The Communist Party re
mained the only political party in South Africa to oppose racial discrim
ination and accept blacks as members, and the ANC developed important 
ties with white radicals in the late 1940s. Anticommunists in the United 
States and South Africa would later spend considerable time and energy 
trying to determine the degree to which the ANC was influenced or 
"controlled" by communists and "the international communist move
ment." A half-century of Cold War thinking since the Second World War 
has made it necessary to recall some of the origins and development of 
the Congress in order to understand the importance of the 1940s for 
black politics in South Africa. 27 

By 1945 it was not communism, but Christianity, nationalism, and 
Western liberalism that had made the strongest marks of any foreign 
influences on black South Africans, as State Department intelligence re
ports admitted a few years later. The vast majority of politicized Africans 
in the Union opposed colonialism and racial discrimination on the basis 
of liberal ideals of democratic self-government and Biblical claims of the 
dignity and equality of all persons, not on the grounds of Marxist analy
sis. Sojourns in the United States and experiences with Americans, both 
black and white, had profoundly influenced African religious and politi
cal leaders in South Africa since the nineteenth century. The founding
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president of the ANC (then called the South African Native National 
Congress) had attended Oberlin College in Ohio. John L. Dube and the 
men who succeeded him in the leadership of the Congress came from 
the small group of African bourgeoisie and sought to maintain their own 
elevated status among Africans while also working to restrain the ad
vancing subjugation of all blacks in South Africa. Booker T. Washington, 
not Vladimir Lenin, was a heroic model to them. But their mildly refor
mist goals and tactics brought little success in the face of growing white 
dominance, and the ANC reached the nadir of its influence in the late 
1930s with the final disenfranchisement of all Africans in the Union.28 

In the decade following the outbreak of the Second World War, 
social and ecological crises in South Africa's rural African areas joined 
with the demands of the wartime economy to speed the creation of a 
huge new urban black political constituency. Urbanization laid the basis 
for greater intertribal African unity than had ever existed before in the 
Union, and the vast expansion of the black proletariat led to a revival of 
trade unionism and growing class consciousness. The political awareness 
and determination of urban black South Africans in the 1930s had im
pressed a black American visitor, Eslanda Robeson, the wife of renowned 
American singer and activist Paul Robeson: "I am surprised and de
lighted to find these Africans far more politically aware than my fellow 
Negroes in America. They understand their situation and the causes for 
the terrible conditions under which they live, and are continually seek
ing-and are firmly resolved to find-a way to improve their lot." 29 Newly 
arrived urban workers did not passively accept the overwhelming poverty 
that confronted them in the black townships and squatter camps of Jo
hannesburg and other cities, but moved, often spontaneously, to resolve 
their immediate problems. Using a tactic made famous more than a de
cade later by the American civil rights movement, they boycotted buses 
to resist fare increases and organized squatters' movements in Johannes
burg to deal with severe housing shortages. The successes of such pop
ular resistance movements and of wartime strikes by illegally organized 
African factory workers encouraged the development in urban black 
communities of a fresh, assertive nationalism. The established leadership 
of the ANC, with its traditional middle-class unease with unplanned 
populist organizing, lost credibility in the black neighborhoods and was 
forced to move toward greater militancy in order to keep up with its 
potential constituency.30 

The force that emerged within the ANC during the war years to 
push the organization to a more radical and activist political stand was 
the Congress Youth League. ANC president Alfred Xuma had been suc
cessfully recruiting politically committed younger Africans into the Con
gress for some time in an effort to reinvigorate it, and a group of them 
formally established the Youth League in 1944 with Xuma's approval.  
These younger men sought to infuse the national liberation movement 
with the spirit of African nationalism and to be a pressure group that
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would spur the ANC out of its long-standing elitism and into greater 
militancy on behalf of Africans of all classes. Under the leadership of 
Anton Lembede, their ideology was strongly "Africanist": they sought 
to overcome African feelings of inferiority-resulting from their degrad
ing treatment by whites-by asserting pride in their racial and cultural 
history and in the very blackness of their skin.  

Like the "Black Consciousness" movement associated with Steve Biko 
in the 1970s, this Africanist approach was sensitive to the importance of 
healing the deep psychological and spiritual wounds of centuries of racial 
discrimination. Lembede and other Youth Leaguers like Oliver Tambo, 
Walter Sisulu, and Nelson Mandela had been inspired by the popular 
resistance and labor movements in wartime Johannesburg, and worked 
to project their Africanist appeal to African workers in order to promote 
the unity of all Africans in the struggle for national freedom. They were 
extremely wary of the political left and especially the Communist Party, 
as they believed Africans suffered oppression as a racial group rather than 
as part of an economic class. Youth League members suspected Marxist 
radicals, both white and black, of seeking to use Africans for their own 
ulterior purposes, much as hostile whites always had. The Youth League 
endorsed such tactics of mass action as boycotts, strikes, civil disobedi
ence, and noncooperation with the white authorities. The movement of 
white politics in South Africa to the right after the war and the eventual 
victory of the Nationalist Party in 1948 on a platform of apartheid would 
confirm the Youth Leaguers' belief that the traditional lobbying tactics 
of the ANC were no longer relevant to the current situation in the Afri
can struggle for liberation. 3 

IV 
South Africa's entry into World War II created ominous rumblings along 
the political fault line that divided the white population of the Union.  
The coalition United Party of Smuts and J. B. M. Hertzog had ruled 
South Africa since 1933, but the former Boer War generals split over 
whether to join the rest of the British Commonwealth in the Allied cause 
when war broke out in Europe in 1939. Smuts won a close Parliamen
tary vote, moving Hertzog to support Daniel Malan's anti-British Puri
fied Nationalist Party 32 in opposition to the government. Unlike the En
glish and the moderate Afrikaners who backed Smuts, Malan and his 
followers still nursed the wounds inflicted by the British imperial armies 
in the Boer War four decades earlier. They resented the economic and 
cultural dominance of South Africans of English descent, represented by 
South Africa's continued membership in the British Commonwealth.  
Centered in the strongly Calvinist Dutch Reformed Church, of which 
Malan was an ordained minister, these Afrikaners eschewed the liberal 
capitalism they associated with England and leaned instead toward the 
authoritarian national socialism represented by Nazi Germany and Por-
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tugal. They admired Hitler's emphasis on the racial purity of the volk, on 
a disciplined, authoritarian party involved in every aspect of its members' 
lives, and on national unity and pride. Malan and his followers con
sidered themselves the true descendants of the earliest Afrikaners and the 
bearers of the same Zionist covenant to rule the heathen races around 
them. They sought to preserve Afrikaner culture by uniting into one 
party the long divided Afrikaners, who made up over half of the Union's 
white population, and ultimately reestablishing an independent Boer re
public like those of the late nineteenth century33 

The weight of internal strife and even subversion lay heavily on South 
Africa throughout the war. Many ardent opponents of the government 
were jailed for what amounted to treason, while Malan and other "re
sponsible" leaders of the Nationalist Opposition openly hoped for a Nazi 
victory in the early years of the conflict when Hitler's armies were over
running continental Europe. Malan declared publicly that a victorious 
Germany "will want a government sympathetic to itself," a role that only 
"the National[ist] Party can fill." 34 Many Nationalists believed that a de
feat of the hated British would provide an opportunity to secede from 
the Commonwealth and establish a republic. Although one out of three 
Afrikaners of military age responded to Smuts' call to enlist in the South 
African armed forces, an equal number joined the anti-British, paramili
tary Ossewa Brandwag ("Ox Wagon Sentinels"), which served as one ral
lying point for antiwar sentiment. Frequent brawls and riots between 
antiwar protestors and soldiers, including a massive two-day running bat
tie in the streets of Johannesburg in January 1941, forced South African 
soldiers in uniform to walk in groups in order to avoid assault. Afrikaner 
policemen were frequently implicated in the antiwar activities.3" On a 
level above the street frays, the powerful Broederbond ("Band of Broth
ers"), a secret society of elite Afrikaners founded in 1918 and by this 
time intertwined with the Nationalist Party, continued its efforts to gain 
control of the country and free it from British economic domination.  
The United States Minister in South Africa, former Marine Corps com
mandant General Thomas Holcomb, reported to Washington at the end 
of the war that the shadowy Broederbond seemed still fixated on a trauma 
almost a half-century old: "The favorite Afrikaans phantom of the Anglo
Boer struggle-the internment and death of the Afrikaans women and 
children during that period."36 

Like the fascists and national socialists in Europe, the Nationalists in 
South Africa may have disdained Western liberalism, but they loathed 
communism. Just as the Soviet Union had outlawed racial discrimina
tion, the Communist Party of South Africa remained the only political 
party in the Union to oppose white supremacy. Malan declared during 
the war that white South Africa was threatened, not by the Axis powers, 
but by "the doctrine of equality [that] is preached by the Communists." 
He blasted the Smuts government for embracing the Soviet Union as an 
ally.37 Nationalist Members of Parliament ridiculed the reports of horri-
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fying Nazi atrocities that were emerging from Europe in the final months 
of the war, calling instead for investigations of Soviet concentration camps 
in Siberia as well as memorials to the tens of thousands of noncombatant 
Afrikaners who died while in British detention during the Boer War."8 

From the Nationalist perspective, South Africa and the rest of the West
ern world should have been fighting with Germany against the Soviet 
Union. With Bolshevism the real enemy, the Nationalists viewed the en
tire Second World War as a costly mistake. American diplomats in South 
Africa, noting the tiny electoral support for the Communist Party, re
ported that Malan's emphasis on the danger of communism "looks like 
[a] red herring to distract attention from his pro-Nazi record." 9 This 
was a tactic that would prove quite effective in the Cold War to come.  

V 

The wiry, erect figure of Jan Smuts dominated South African politics 
throughout World War II. The experiences of this commanding native 
Afrikaner and British field marshal included a record-setting performance 
at Cambridge University as a student, leadership in the Afrikaner military 
forces against the British armies in the Boer War, subsequent close col
laboration with the British government in World War I, prominence in 
the establishment with Woodrow Wilson of the League of Nations and 
its mandate system for colonial territories, and four decades of symbolic 
leadership of the South Africans who supported the Union's membership 
in the British Commonwealth. His political enemies referred to the Prime 
Minister as "slim Jannie" ("clever little Jan") in bitter acknowledgement 
of his considerable skills at political manipulation. Smuts believed as much 
as any white South African in the necessity of maintaining white suprem
acy in the Union through segregation and legal discrimination. His sen
sitivity to international politics and his desire to maintain an important 
personal role on the changing world stage led him, however, to disguise 
some of the substance of his racial beliefs and policies with a stylistic 
flexibility at odds with the unadorned racism of his narrowly nationalistic 
opponents like Malan. ANC leader and Nobel Peace laureate Albert Lu
tuli noted that Smuts succeeded in being seen as "a world statesman 
beyond the Union's borders" while remaining "a subtle and relentless 
white supremacist at home." 40 

Smuts' unusually broad exposure to the world outside South Africa 
convinced him that white minority rule was on the way out in Asia by 
the end of the war. He believed that white dominance in Africa could be 
maintained much longer by tact and clever strategy than by "precipi
tancy" in dealing with black dissent.4 ' He showed some of that wiliness 
when the Japanese advance into Southeast Asia and their capture of Sin
gapore from the British in 1942 elicited visible black sympathy in the 
Union for the nonwhite conquerors of the Europeans. In order to shore 
up black support for the Allied cause, the Prime Minister declared pub-
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licly that segregation in South Africa had "fallen on evil days" and raised 
black hopes that the Union government might move away from racial 
discrimination with the rest of the world after the war. He dropped this 
ruse as soon as the Japanese offensive was halted. a2 

Smuts continued to urge white South Africans to exercise subtlety 
and care in the administration of racial discrimination, including preserv
ing the constitutional franchise of light-skinned Coloreds in the Cape 
Province who provided important political support for the United Party.  
But U.S. Minister Holcomb reported to the State Department that Smuts 
did agree with the Nationalists about the need for intensified residential 
segregation of Coloreds and Indians, as well as Africans, from whites.  
Smuts acknowledged that more African labor was needed in the indus
trializing cities, but he reminded Parliament that whites could not allow 
this migration to proceed randomly: 'When the native comes to the (ur
ban centers) . we want him to go to a definite place, to a definite 
organization, to be dealt with there, to be under control so that if there is 
no work for him or if he cannot get employment, he can be sent back." 
In language that precisely foreshadowed the later Nationalist Party policy 
of apartheid, Holcomb paraphrased Smuts' belief that "the natives," with 
the exception of temporary urban sojourns, "were to develop along their 
own lines in their own territories, in a manner suited to their traditions 
and their past."43 

In order to maintain white dominion in southern Africa, Smuts ar
gued that the Union needed to retain the friendship of the outside world, 
even at the cost of some criticism of South African racial policies. He 
reminded white South Africans that they constituted "one of the most 
vulnerable points of European civilization in the world today" due to 
their small numbers, and therefore could not afford to provoke needlessly 
either the black majority at home or allies abroad." By the end of the 
war Smuts and the United Party increasingly shared Nationalist fears that 
communist agitators might be organizing black South Africans to over
throw white rule.4" To the Nationalists, this called for cracking down on 
the Communist Party in the Union, but Smuts' internationalism and his 
preference for co-option over conflict led him instead to support improv
ing South Africa's relations with the Soviet Union in order to deal with 
the problem at what he saw as its root. 46 

Smuts' interest in diplomatic solutions did not preclude an aggres
sive and expansive view of South Africa's postwar destiny. He promoted 
the idea of a more integrated southern African region under Union he
gemony, with wider markets for South African manufactured goods and 
a bigger labor pool for its industries, farms, and mines. Smuts envisioned 
the annexation of South West Africa and the three British territories of 
Bechuanaland, Swaziland, and Basutoland, as well as South African dom
inance over Mozambique, Angola, Southern and Northern Rhodesia, and 
Nyasaland. He foresaw South African regional leadership boosting Eu
ropean settlement in colonies as far north as the equator and bolstering
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South Africa's racial policies at home. Citing what he called the need for 
a "modus vivendi" of black labor and white entrepreneurial and political 
leadership in southern Africa, Smuts declared in a speech at Lourenco 
Marques, Mozambique, in July 1945 his conviction that "white civiliza
tion in this region has been justified and can bear the scrutiny of his
tory." 

4 7 

To the United States government as much as to Great Britain, Smuts 
represented enlightened South African opinion. He was a renowned in
ternational figure and ally who had worked closely with the United States 
in the two great global conflicts of the twentieth century. Against consid
erable domestic opposition, he staunchly supported the most important 
American ally, Great Britain. The Prime Minister respected American in
dustrial and military might and seemed comfortable with the likely dom
inance of the postwar world by the United States.48 

Like the British and American governments, the Union government 
under Smuts seemed to operate from an unspoken assumption of white 
superiority with some sense of obligation to members of supposedly in
ferior races. American diplomats in South Africa assured the new Tru
man administration in 1945 that Smuts' United Party would continue as 
a moderately liberal one, eschewing even the nominal socialism of the 
British Labour Party, while moving gradually toward a more liberal ra
cial policy under the leadership of the elderly Smuts' first lieutenant, Jan 
Hofneyr. This contrasted sharply, they said, with the explicit racial prej
udice, anti-Semitism, and Anglophobia of the Nationalist Party, charac
teristics disturbingly familiar to people who had just fought a war against 
Nazi Germany. In spite of Malan's growing popularity among many white 
South Africans at the end of the war, U.S. Minister Holcomb believed 
that most South African whites were fairly liberal and would continue 
supporting the United Party in the next election. He reported optimis
tically to Washington in April 1945 that progressive forces "are in the 
ascendancy in South Africa, despite surface appearances to the contrary." 
Three years later, in the much more troubling context of the full-fledged 
Cold War, Holcomb's prediction would be proven dramatically wrong.49



CHAPTER 3 

The Truman Administration 
and Southern Africa: 1945 

The rise of Harry Truman to the office of President in April 1945 had 
uncertain implications at the time for people of color in the United States 
and abroad. The former border-state legislator had grown up and come 
to political prominence in the Jim Crow world of rural and small-town 
Missouri, and his early life reflected the pervasive racism of that society.  
One of the foremost scholarly authorities on the President, Alonzo 
Hamby-himself a product of rural Missouri and a strong admirer of 
Truman overall-has described the young Truman as "a typical rural 
bigot."' As late as 1946, as the occupant of the nation's highest office, 
he was still known to speak privately of blacks as "nigs" and "niggers." 
His prejudices had extended to most foreigners as well, except perhaps 
the British, as indicated by ready references to Mexico as "Greaserdom,'" 
Slavs as "bohunks," Italians as "Dagos," and New York City as "kike 
town." 2 

On the other hand, as Hamby notes, Truman seemed to grow out 
of much of his provincialism and racism as his political career expanded 
his contacts with the broader world. He recognized the growing power 
of black voters in Kansas City and St. Louis and established a relatively 
progressive record on civil rights as a senator. He supported the FEPC, 
the abolition of poll taxes, and federal anti-lynching legislation. These 
stands and his sympathy for organized labor helped persuade Roosevelt 
to run for re-election in 1944 with Truman rather than Byrnes, whom 
Roosevelt knew better and had worked closely with during the war. In 
the months following Roosevelt's death, the new President seemed de
termined to carry on the liberal tradition of the New Deal. Within three 
years Truman would in fact establish himself as the strongest proponent 
of civil rights to occupy the White House up to that time.3 

I 

The State Department generally agreed with Truman's reading of the 
domestic and international political situations, which encouraged him to
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move as President toward stronger support of racial equality at home.  
Diplomats saw this as a way to limit damage from racial discrimination 
in the United States to the American image abroad. But the foreign pol
icy establishment in Washington that Truman inherited from his prede
cessor showed little interest in any fundamental alterations in the inter
national racial status quo in 1945.  

The white men who managed the State and War Departments and 
the intelligence services had achieved their considerable personal suc
cesses in a segregated society and had known black people almost exclu
sively as social and economic inferiors." Many white people of their 
grandparents' generation-including both sets of Truman's grandpar
ents-had owned black people as slaves.' Western European perspectives 
dominated their view of the world abroad, due to historical ties of cul
ture and language, assumptions of white racial superiority, long-standing 
European dominance of international politics, and the close alliance of 
World War II. -In the face of what American policymakers saw as the 
emerging postwar threat of expansion by the Soviet Union, their concern 
for the defense and reconstruction of the battered nations of Western 
Europe quickly overshadowed all other interests. The primacy of West
ern Europe in American foreign policy during the Truman years dis
posed the administration to accede to continued European control of the 
natural wealth of the colonies of southern Africa. The men who were 
emerging at the end of the war as America's Cold Warriors took little 
interest in the fifty million black people of that region.6 

The fervent anticommunism of Truman's foreign policy advisers fo
cused on freedom from Soviet and leftist influences but often masked 
vigorous racial prejudice. Truman's choice of prominent segregationist 
James Byrnes as his Secretary of State made plain the lack of concern at 
the highest level of United States policymaking with the welfare and 
opinions of people of color. Byrnes' public castigation of the Soviet Union 
and its Eastern European allies for not allowing free multiparty elections 
inspired considerable outrage among liberal and progressive Americans, 
who doubted the propriety of such statements from a man whose home 
state of South Carolina did not allow a third of its own population to 
vote. 7 But the institutional powers of the United States government had 
no such objections to Byrnes. FBI director J. Edgar Hoover, for ex
ample, sought to help Byrnes by sending him at least one intelligence 
report giving advance notice of planned acts of opposition to his nomi
nation by specific black organizations. 8 Truman's later and more famous 
Secretary of State, Dean Acheson, did not share Byrnes' overt racism, 
but he manifested a Eurocentric and Anglophilic world view rooted in 
his own background as the son of an Episcopalian bishop and an enor
mously successful product of the wealthy all-white world of Groton, Yale, 
Harvard Law School, and corporate Washington and New York. He was 
no more inclined to support racial democracy in southern Africa than his 
Southern predecessors, Byrnes and George Marshall, had been.9
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As the original articulator of the containment doctrine and the most 
intellectual and reflective of the top policymakers in the Truman admin
istration, George Kennan perhaps best exemplified the limitations im
plicit in the Eurocentrism and racial assumptions of the early Cold War.  
A self-described geopolitical realist and a specialist in Soviet-American 
relations, Kennan had little interest in the potent ideals of national lib
eration rumbling through the Third World at the end of World War II.  
Despite his specific assignment to take the long view of future American 
interests as head of the State Department's Policy Planning Staff, Ken
nan's attitudes on colonial and racial issues were strictly traditional. He 
consistently supported the European imperial powers in their relations 
with their colonies. He viewed Africa as marginal to the global balance 
of power and paid it less attention than any other region of the world.' 0 

Kennan felt personal revulsion toward most Third World peoples
Asians, Arabs, Latinos, and Africans-whom he tended to lump together 
as impulsive, fanatical, ignorant, lazy, unhappy, and prone to mental dis
orders and other biological deficiencies." He showed particular distress 
at their mistrust of the West as the Cold War intensified, branding it 
"almost hysterical," "violent," and "a sort of orgy of rejection and defi
ance." He interpreted any unwillingness to ally wholeheartedly with the 
West against the Soviet bloc as evidence that nonwhite peoples were 
childlike and perhaps even canine, needing to be seized "by the scruff of 
the neck" and forced to defend their independence from the supposedly 
ubiquitous Soviet threat.' 2 Not surprisingly, Kennan indicated compa
rable disdain for those he regarded as inferiors in the United States, in
cluding blacks, women, and recent immigrants from southern Europe, 
whose influence he considered detrimental to the country. On the eve of 
World War II, Kennan apparently believed that all three of these groups 
should be disenfranchised and that the United States would in fact be 
better served by a "benevolent despotism" of elite white males rather 
than a democratic government.' 3 

Both Acheson and Kennan continued to support white minority rule 
in southern Africa long after the rest of the continent had been decolon
ized and most Westerners had backed away from overt approval of the 
white governments there. Acheson defended the legitimacy of Rhodesia's 
white minority government and its actions when it declared its indepen
dence from Great Britain in 1965 to a chorus of worldwide criticism.' 4 

In the mid-1960s, Kennan not only opposed putting external pressure 
on South Africa to change its racial policies, but even felt some personal 
attraction to apartheid. He apparently believed that a modified version 
of the South African system of "separate development" might work well 
in the American South, as he disliked the idea of whites anywhere being 
pressured into racial desegregation. Prevented by the success of decolon
ization elsewhere on the continent from arguing any longer that Africans 
in general lacked the capability for self-government, Kennan narrowed 
his scope by 1967 to suggesting that blacks in southern Africa might be
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intellectually more limited than other Africans and thus unable to partic
ipate responsibly in modern society."5 With the foremost diplomats of 
the Truman administration so openly supportive of white minority rule 
in the region even decades later, there was little likelihood of the United 
States government's supporting color-blind democracy in southern Africa 
in the early Cold War. 16 

II 

American governmental obtuseness about the rising significance of race 
in world affairs and the Truman administration's inclination to see white 
imperial governments as its closest allies did not prepare the United States 
well in the 1940s for the domestic and international racial issues that 
would soon confront it. With greater prescience, the noted black Amer
ican sociologist Dr. W. E. B. Du Bois had declared forty years earlier 
that "the problem of the Twentieth Century is the problem of the color
line." 7 The fighting in World War II had demonstrated, often brutally, 
the enduring intensity of racial loyalties and hostilities, especially in the 
Pacific theater, where a nonwhite nation had effectively challenged 
the global dominion of the white West.' 8 Japan had steadily ridiculed 
the Western Allies' belief in white superiority, manifest in European co
lonialism and American segregation, and had made considerable psycho
logical capital in the colonial world by advertising the living conditions 
of black Americans. The psychological-warfare offices of the Axis powers 
had beamed the news of every lynching in the United States throughout 
the nonwhite world.' 9 Within forty-eight hours of his torture and exe
cution in the streets of Sikeston, Missouri, in 1942, Cleo Wright's name 
and story had been relayed in sordid detail to the Dutch East Indies and 
India in order to help break down resistance morale in the face of the 
advancing Japanese armies by showing how the democracies treated peo
ple of color. 20 German propaganda leaflets dropped over Libya had re
produced a graphic picture from the Detroit Free Press, showing an el
derly African American man being struck full in the face by a member of 
a white mob during the Detroit race riots of 1943, while his arms were 
pinioned by two uniformed police officers. Written in Arabic, the leaflets 
had appealed to Arabs to fight the Allies who treated nonwhite people 
this way.2 1 Despite the prominent American role in eventually defeating 
the racist Nazis, the war had previewed the vulnerability of the United 
States in a postwar international order of increasing color equality.22 

The founding conference of the United Nations, held from April to 
June of 1945 in San Francisco, revealed the depth of American ambiva
lence about racial equality in world affairs. The fate of the colonial world 
loomed large as the delegates committed their countries to avoiding fu
ture wars by promoting "fundamental human rights," "justice," "social 
progress," and "the equal rights" of all people around the globe. 21 Soviet 
representatives argued for complete national independence and self-
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determination in all colonial areas, raising hopes among non-Europeans 
that the United States, with its own equally anticolonial history, might 
take a similar stand and thereby pressure the weakened imperial powers 
to move swiffly toward decolonization. 24 

Sharply differing opinions within the Truman administration re
flected conflicting American interests. The State Department and more 
racially liberal elements generally supported a strong trusteeship system 
for all colonial areas in order to encourage democratic development and 
free trade. The War Department and more conservative anticommunists, 
on the other hand, wanted to maintain American military bases in the 
western Pacific indefinitely and strengthen the imperial nations of Europe 
for the emerging conflict with the Soviet Union. Similar differences marked 
the American delegation at San Francisco. When the final test came on 
the disposition of colonies, the United States cast its lot with the colonial 
powers by using its decisive influence to weaken its own original pro
posals for an extensive system of international trusteeship. The term "in
dependence," deemed "provocative" by U.S. delegates Harold Stassen 
and John Foster Dulles, was omitted entirely as an explicit goal for the 
"dependent" areas of the world.2" 

The Truman administration's decision at San Francisco to oppose 
the aspirations of colonial peoples for complete independence from their 
European overlords resulted in considerable disappointment in the Third 
World and among blacks and liberals in the United States. General Car
los P. Romulo, representing the Philippines at the conference, spoke for 
billions of people of color when he denounced "self-government" as a 
meaningless and deceptive goal for U.N. trusteeship when the European 
imperial powers were so clearly excluding the ultimate prize of indepen
dence.26 Americans-including a large number of newly politicized blacks
who had hoped that the forum of the United Nations would bring out 
the most progressive elements of United States policy were troubled by 
American accommodation of European imperial desires, although they 
were pleased by the strong statement of ideals embodied in the U.N.  
Charter.27 The American delegation at San Francisco, however, viewed 
even the principles of the Charter with suspicion. Foster Dulles, only 
eight years from becoming Secretary of State and already a leading Re
publican spokesman on foreign policy, and most of the other American 
representatives opposed the human-rights clause because, as Dulles put 
it, "the Negro question in this country might become the subject of in
vestigation or other action" by the United Nations.28 From its earliest 
months, the Truman administration recognized this American vulnera
bility in a postwar world for which the genocidal atrocities of Adolf Hit
ler had greatly discredited racial discrimination.2 9 

The Union of South Africa was probably the most comforted of any 
nation at San Francisco by American support for the colonial powers and 
rejection of any international intrusion into its domestic racial situation.  
As the senior statesman of the British Commonwealth, Jan Smuts chaired
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one of the four major commissions at the U.N. conference. With no 
apparent sense of irony, the leader of the most racially discriminatory 
society in the world wrote the first draft of the preamble to the U.N.  
Charter, including its noble claims of "fundamental faith in human rights" 
and respect for "the dignity and worth of the human person."3 ° Most 
Americans knew of Smuts only as a strong supporter of the British Em
pire and "Western civilization" in Africa and a firm ally in the war. They 
understood little about the conditions black South Africans lived under, 
and they were scarcely concerned with the racial limitations of British 
imperial liberalism. The American delegates at San Francisco treated Smuts 
with profound respect, considering him "a great man" and even "a glam
orous figure .. .still slender and straight in spite of his age." 3 ' Al
though white South Africans looked forward to the fruits of victory after 
the war and in general had no idea of the persistent and increasing hos
tility their country would soon face in the international arena, Smuts 
himself indicated some awareness that the United Nations would prob
ably become a forum for a color-blind ideology of equal rights.3 2 At the 
birth of a new era in international relations, marked by an increasing 
number of nations governed by people of color and a sharply declining 
tolerance for traditional racial hierarchies, the South African Prime Min
ister could find some reassurance in the policies and inclinations of the 
newly dominant United States.  

III 
The foremost American interest in southern Africa in 1945 was in the 
Belgian Congo. World War II had demonstrated the significance of 
the vast treasure house of strategic minerals buried in the rich soil of "the 
hostile wilderness" of its southernmost province, Katanga.3 3 In the quan
tity and diversity of its forest and mineral products, this sole colony of 
Belgium-which was seventy-six times larger than its tiny European pos
sessor--contributed far more than any other African territory to the Al
lied supply of strategic raw materials. Despite the German occupation of 
Belgium itself, prior planning by the Congo governor-general and the 
colony's leading mining enterprise, Union Minire du Haut Katanga, 
kept control of the Congo in hands friendly to the Allies. Most of the 
colony's traditional trade with Belgium was diverted during the war to 
the United States, and economic ties with the Americans became close 
enough to spark rumors in the Congo that it might become an American 
dependency after the war.3 4 

In addition to the colony's increased wartime production of copper, 
tin, and rubber, the Allies benefitted particularly from the Congo's con
trol of two-thirds of the world's industrial diamonds, essential compo
nents in precision cutting instruments for the production of all military 
weapons. The OSS indicated even greater concern about the security of 
the colony's enormous supply of cobalt, as American and Canadian steel
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producers had recently converted their equipment to operate with th 
particular quality of cobalt ores found in the Congo. The American i1 
telligence service concluded that a German conquest of the area "woul, 
constitute a major Axis victory.""5 Postwar planners in the Truman ad 
ministration also recognized the vital importance of the Congo's weal&.  
including its sizable gold production, to the reconstruction of the Bel 
gian economy.3 6 

The continued exploitation of agricultural and mineral resources rc 
quired a steady supply of labor, and in this regard the situation in th 
Belgian Congo created considerable uncertainty in Washington. Th 
combined efforts of the Belgian colonial bureaucracy, the Roman Cath 
olic Church, and European capital over more than half a century ha 
established a colonial system in the Congo unparalleled in the depth c 
its penetration of African societies and the breadth of its control over a.  
human activities. Belgian authorities in the colony faced little of the crit 
icism at home that influenced their British and French counterparts ii 
Africa, as almost all Belgians shared a marked sense of superiority abou 
their formula for colonial administration.37 Hampered by a lack of colony 
wide organization, African resistance to such Belgian practices as forcei 
agricultural labor, nominally disguised as "education," tended to be spo 
radic and unsuccessful.38 Poor housing conditions, wartime demands fo 
increased productivity, the use of coercion, the example of striking Eu 
ropean miners in the region, and wage rates that were low even by cc 
lonial African standards did, however, lead to a major strike by Africaj 
miners in the Katanga Province in December 1941. As riots broke oul 
white officers used privately hired African soldiers to fire on the striker 
and their families, killing as many as eighty people. The massacre ende, 
the immediate work stoppage, but only at the cost of increasing loc
hostility toward Union Mini~re and the Congo government. The OS.  
worried that the restless labor situation in the colony might interfer 
with the important mining activities there.3 9 

By the end of the war, one previously insignificant mineral from th 
Congo had impressed itself on the Truman administration as the singl 
most important resource for American national security after the wa 
Uranium powered the atomic bombs that brought the war in Asia to 
sudden end, and its presence in the largest single deposit in the world i 
Katanga's Shinkolobwe mine dramatically increased American interest i.  
the stability of the Congo's colonial regime and of the southern Africa 
region as a whole.4' Before World War II, uranium's only commerc, 
use had been as a coloring agent in the ceramics industry, with som 
supplies coming from the Colorado plateau and Canada, but most fror 
the Congo. Scientific experiments in Germany and the United States o 
the eve of the war had indicated, however, that uranium was fissionabi 
and could be used as the fuel for a limited nuclear chain reaction, an 
physicists in the United States expressed concern that the Congo ores b
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kept out of German hands. With the Nazis occupying Belgium in June 
1940, Roosevelt's Advisory Committee on Uranium encouraged Union 
Minikre to move its aboveground supplies to the United States for safe
keeping. The company's managing director, Edgar Sengier, had learned 
a year earlier from British scientific contacts of uranium's extraordinary 
potential significance, and he had already arranged for stockpiled ore in 
the Congo to be shipped to New York. In October 1940, the African 
Metals Corporation, Union Minire's American affiliate, received twelve 
hundred tons of hand-sorted uranium ore of high quality and stored it 
in a warehouse on Staten Island.4 

The secrecy of the Manhattan Project prevented officers of the State 
and War Departments and even the OSS from initially realizing the sig
nificance of uranium.42 For two years they remained cool to offers by 
Sengier, who had come to New York from Brussels for the duration of 
the war, to sell it to the United States government. The appointment of 
Brigadier General Leslie R. Groves to oversee the project of developing 
an atomic weapon brought a swift end to that delay. Within one day on 
the job, Groves and his assistant, Lieutenant Colonel K. D. Nichols, had 
found Sengier and reached an agreement with him to buy all the ore on 
Staten Island and to have first option on the one thousand tons stock
piled aboveground in the Congo, which would be shipped immediately 
to the United States. In contrast to North American ores of .2 percent 
uranium concentration, the hand-sorted initial batch from Shinkolobwe 
averaged an extraordinary 65 percent uranium. Later shipments from the 
Congo declined somewhat in quality but remained still many times richer 
than American and Canadian ores.4 Roosevelt himself recognized the 
dramatic potential importance of Groves' African purchases, asking a 
briefing officer in 1944 to point out on the map the location of the 
uranium deposits in the Congo." In September 1944, the British and 
American governments finished negotiations with Sengier and the Bel
gian government in exile in London and signed the Tripartite Agree
ment, under which Union Mini~re agreed to ship all of its production of 
uranium ore until 1956 to the United States and England.4 s 

Although Truman may have known of the existence of the Manhat
tan Project as early as August 1944,46 he discovered the importance of 
the Belgian Congo only after being sworn in as President in April 1945.  
Groves informed him at their first meeting that a uranium bomb of un
precedented power (the so-called Little Boy) would be ready without 
requiring a test by about August 1, and that the construction of a plu
tonium bomb (known as "Fat Man") was also nearing completion. 47 News 
of the successful detonation of a plutonium device in the New Mexican 
desert reached Truman in late July at the Potsdam Conference in Ger
many. When minerals from the southern border of the Belgian Congo 
exploded in the air above Japan, abruptly ending the war and ushering 
in the atomic age, few people in the world had any idea where the ingre-
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dients for this extraordinary power came from. The men of the Trum 
administration, however, knew that they had found the key to unpre( 
dented power in the mines of southern Africa.  

IV 
By 1945, the United States government had acquired another interest 
southern Africa by promising to respect Portuguese imperial authority 
Angola and Mozambique in exchange for the use of a strategically criti( 
air base in the Portuguese Azores. Domestic economic weakness ke 
Portugal essentially a dependency of other European empires, especia 
the British, and Portuguese overseas expansion had always involved ca 
ital from other, wealthier nations. Western Europeans, North Americar 
and South Africans had invested prominently in the rail and port faci 
ties of Mozambique and Angola. The British-owned Benguela Railw 
in Angola provided the major outlet for transporting the strategic mi 
erals of the Katanga Province and the Northern Rhodesian copper b 
to the Atlantic Ocean at Lobito. The landlocked Rhodesias and the Sou 
African province of Transvaal also depended on Mozambican ports f 
much of their exporting, a trade that bolstered the Mozambican eco 
omy, while inexpensive migrant labor from the Portuguese colony e 
abled the mines of the South African Rand to operate at enormous pr 
its.48 

Considerable national pride combined with close links to the strong 
powers of the region made the Portuguese deeply sensitive about th( 
African colonies, especially given the important role of Mozambican ai 
Angolan natural resources in the Portuguese economy.49 During the 194( 
the Portuguese government sought to strengthen its imperial claims I 
promoting the theory of "luso-tropicalism," which posited that a histc 
ically unique absence of racism among the Portuguese people had 
lowed Portuguese colonization in tropical areas to develop without t] 
racial discrimination so evident in the colonies of other European poi 
ers. By the early 1950s, the Portuguese government was mobilizing tf 
mythic idea to claim that Angola and Mozambique were in fact not c( 
onies but "overseas provinces" integral to "Greater Portugal," as PortuE 
sought to avoid United Nations investigations into reports of oppressi 
conditions there. The evidence for "luso-tropicalism" was supposed to' 
that all "civilized" people in the colonies, regardless of race, were to 
equal citizens of Portugal. By 1950, however, fewer than 1 percent 
Africans in Mozambique and Angola were considered "assimilados," wh 
the rest were allowed no political or civil rights.5 0 More than 99 perce 
had never attended a school, and American missionaries, U.S. consu 
and the OSS all reported home that forced labor, starvation wages, ai 
extraordinary brutality characterized Portuguese rule in southern Afri 
in the 1940s.5 1 

The man ultimately responsible for the welfare of the several milli(
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people in Angola and Mozambique was Antonio Salazar, the President 
of Portugal and a self-proclaimed "nineteenth-century man" convinced of 
the cultural superiority of his country over the materialistic rest of the 
Western world. Repelled by what he saw as the dehumanizing aspects of 
modern technology, Salazar refused to allow his secretaries to have tele
phones or typewriters in the presidential office and enjoyed reading in 
his candlelit study. His government openly espoused national socialism 
and Italian-style fascism and effectively repressed all political dissent. He 
kept Portugal assiduously neutral during World War 11.52 

At first glance, Salazar would not have seemed a likely candidate for 
close relations with the United States and Great Britain, but the exigen
cies of war soon moved the Roosevelt administration to sign an agree
ment of considerable strategic significance with Portugal. The Azores of
fered an important forward base for Allied operations against a Nazi
occupied Europe. The British government used its centuries-old ties with 
Lisbon to help convince the Salazar regime, which feared the Germans 
despite certain ideological affinities with the Third Reich, that they should 
let British forces land there in October 1943. American forces soon fol
lowed, and Washington began negotiating for a long-term arrangement 
to use the Lagens airfield on Terceira Island. As the counselor in the 
American Embassy in Lisbon during 1942 and 1943, George Kennan 
had emphasized in his cables to the State Department the importance to 
the United States of "the stability of the Portuguese Empire in general." 
After some hesitancy about departing openly from the American antico
lonial tradition, Roosevelt personally instructed Kennan to offer Salazar 
the quid pro quo of a United States "assurance to respect the sovereignty 
of Portugal and its entire colonial empire" in return for access to the 
Azores. The Portuguese dictator agreed, and with the Santa Maria 
Agreement of November 1944, the United States acquired the use of a 
crucial military base in the North Atlantic at the cost of tacitly support
ing the continued colonial domination of Africans in Angola and Mo
zambique by the Portuguese.5 3 The strategic importance of the Azores 
and Salazar's passionate anticommunism would continue to link the United 
States to Portuguese colonial stability in southern Africa throughout the 
Cold War years of the Truman administration.  

V 
While not as immediately important in 1945 as Congolese uranium or 
access to the Azores airfields, American interests in the Union of South 
Africa had rown during World War II and would expand dramatically 
in the postwar decade. eric - notice te parae istories 
of the United States and South Africa, dating back to the Protestant 
European settlers who sailed to each country from Dutch ports in the 
seventeenth century. Theodore Roosevelt and others saw the Great Trek 
of 1836 as an American-style odyssey, in which a small group of brave
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and determined white pioneers sought freedom from British imperial 
while overcoming nonwhite residents who blocked the path to the 
nomic development of a continent. One American in 1900 articulat, 
common assumption that South Africa was the heart of "the New 
gland of Africa, whose enterprising sons are doggedly conquering 
wilderness step by step, carrying with them Christianity and cons 
tional government." 4 The religious and political luggage of these 
oneers also included a fierce determination to preserve white suprem 
and they paid close attention to reports of racial unrest in the Un 
States, which they tended to blame on inadequate segregation and all 
ing blacks too much hope for advancement.55 

The United States and South Africa have shared certain pattern 
racial domination throughout the twentieth century, despite their air 
reversed population ratio of blacks to whites. No other fully self-goven 
societies have been founded so clearly on legislated white supremac) 
the early years of this century, the two nations' systems of racial hiera 
seemed especially comparable. The decades after World War II w( 
reveal a sharp contrast in the directions they were moving in, how( 
as the United States by the 1960s eliminated the last legal barrier 
segregation, while South Africa quit the now multiracial Commonwe 
and added more bricks to its domestic edifice of apartheid. 6 Inklinp 
these divergent paths appeared occasionally even in the war years,5 7 

the dominant impression Americans held of white South Africans in 1 
was of English-speaking, Christian, capitalist, anticommunist Westen 
lies who had carved out a corner of European civilization on the "I 
Continent." The sense of international emergency that pervaded the ( 
Cold War eais would help hide the substantial-d'fferences between 
two countries behind a solid, if not iron curtain of anticommunism.  

As a steadfast loyalist of-ihe-B-ritish Commonwealth, Prime Min 
Jan Smuts symbolized South Africa to most of the outside world.  
Americans in particular, including Harry Truman, Smuts seemed to 
resent values and a history very similar to their own. He had fought 
British as an anticolonial war hero, but he built his long political c2 
on an attachment to English values and a commitment to maintaii 
close ties with Great Britain." Smuts believed strongly in the import 
of the Commonwealth, whose white-ruled member nations collecti 
proved throughout the war to be the closest allies of the United St; 
Despite the dissent of more Anglophobic Afrikaners, South Africa's i 
production played an important role in Allied wartime economic s 
egy, and South African troops contributed significantly to Allied ( 
paigns against Axis forces in North Africa.59 Officials in the Roos( 
administration valued South Africa's role as one of the Allies and wo 
to provide lend-lease materials to the Union in order to bolster the 
war Smuts government against its antiwar domestic opponents. 60 

In addition to their historical parallels as English-speaking mul 
cial societies and their experiences as allies in both world wars, the Ur
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States and South Africa by 1945 were also increasingly linked by eco
nomic connections of trade and investment.61 While most of the world's 
economies limped through the depression of the 1930s, the rising price 
of gold fueled rapid, steady industrialization and growing consumer de
mand in South Africa after 1933. Great Britain continued to hold the 
largest share of the South African import market, but American manu
facturersga tadilyungthe 1920s and .95 _ypidigma
chinery, vehicles, and other capital goods crucial for theI ujon 'siustrial growth. Th eviii9 6YFSoh African imp 9qsfr the United States 
increased more tha-i-igi&-fold between 1933 and 1941 as the Union 
became a leading non-European market for American goods. By 1936, 
the American magazine Business Week was referring to South Africa as 
,'one of the most spectacular markets in the world." 62 The domestic de
mands of World War II caused British exports to the Union to drop 
sharply, allowing the United States to become in 1941 the largest sup-, 
plier of goods to South Africa wheie.h Union emerged in turn as e 
fourtW-- i- est forei rg. market r.American .gods. 63 American exports 
to South Africa continued to grow throughout the war, strengthening 
an already favorable balance of trade with the Union.64 American busi
nessmen and the State Department appreciated the South African gov
ernment's sympathetic handling of American business concerns and its 
minimal import restrictions during the war, which were then almost en
tirely removed in September 1945.65 

The need of the United States at the end of the war to invest abroad ( 
in order to maintain American economic prosperity matched up well with \ 
what Truman's Commerce Department called "the pivotal importance" 
to South Africa "of uninterrupted capital inflow from abroad."6 6 British 
capital remained foremost for the Union, but American investments 
climbed in a manner similar to that of American trade during the 1930s 
and 1940s. South African tariff policies encouraged American industries 
to set up local manufacturing subsidiaries in the Union. Considerable 
American capital was invested in petroleum production, and by 1943 the 
value of American-owned assets in South Africa had grown to $87 mil
lion, a figure that would quadruple during the Truman years. 67 

By 1945, it was clear to the State Department that American invest
ment in and trade with South Africa would continue to expand rapidly 
after the war. The Truman administration also realized that the group in 
the Union most pleased about American commercial penetration was the 
Nationalist Party. Noting that Malan believed that "Americans would try 
to break down the walls of Empire preference from the outside while the 
Afrikaners would seek to do so from the inside," the-State Department 
concluded that "the Nationalist ideal of a South Africa independent, eco
nomically and politica, is obviously ia. an hopes 
of Treer world trade without discrimination." 6' This coincidence of inter
ests would take on greater significance when the Nationalists came to 
power three years later.
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Strategic links supplemented economic ones between the two coun
tries. The war had demonstrated the importance of South Africa's loca
tion abutting the East-West shipping lanes around the Cape of Good 
Hope, especially with the Mediterranean in hostile hands during the early 
years of the conflict.69 The war had also depleted many of the accessible 
reserves of key minerals in the United States, ending traditional Ameri
can self-sufficiency in raw materials and increasing the need for imports 
and for friendly governments in mineral-rich areas like southern Africa. 70 

By 1945, the United States had established itself as the major purchaser 
of such important South African materials as manganese, industrial dia
monds, platinum, and vanadium.7 But the mineral that would bind most 
closely together the futures of South Africa and the United States 
throughout the tenure of the Truman administration was the same one 
as in the Belgian Congo: uranium. The radioactive ore had long been 
known to appear alongside gold in the mines of the Rand. Surveys con
ducted by geologists working for the Manhattan Project and its subcon
tractor, Union Carbide, revealed in 1944 and 1945 that South Africa 
had the world's largest undeveloped reserves of uranium ore capable of 
early commercial development. This news brought considerable comfort 
to the national security planners of the Truman administration and dra
matically raised the value of South Africa to the United States on the eve 
of the Cold War.72 

VI 
"It may be, and I believe is, the manifest destiny of this country to grow, 
as a white man's country, into a powerful industrialized modem state," 
wrote the United States Minister in South Africa, Lincoln MacVeagh, to 
his old friend Franklin Roosevelt in 1942. MacVeagh's language revealed 
the feeling of many Americans that South Africa had much in common 
with the United States. Given racial tensions in the segregated United 
States, Roosevelt would have had no difficulty understanding Mac
Veagh's sympathy for "the difficult matter of handling the natives" in 
South Africa, the issue that "must be faced" for the Union to build a 
hopeful future. MacVeagh argued that the industrial color bar restricted 
economic progress by limiting African productivity and consumption, a 
problem whose solution "along cooperative, liberal, and progressive lines" 
was prevented by the Afrikaners' stubborn devotion to a religiously based 
doctrine of white supremacy. He informed the President that while Smuts 
would probably defeat Malan in the 1943 election, the Nationalist Party 
leader's "potent dream . . of the good old days . . of patriarchal 
white supremacy, Kaffir servitude, and Boer Republican isolation" was 
"perhaps better fitted to the average [white] mentality in this country 
than that of his opponent." After Smuts' victory that year, MacVeagh 
warned presciently that Malan "is yet a figure whose eventual comeback
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is so possible as to be dreaded still. He is the Satan of the Dutch Paradise 
Lost." 73 

Two years later, President Truman reassured Americans in a major 
speech that "the foreign policy of the United States is based firmly on 
fundamental principles of righteousness and justice." In implementing 
those ideals, he declared, "we shall not give our approval to any compro
mise with evil."7 Truman was referring to forces of darkness on the left 
end of the political spectrum, especially the Soviet Union, rather than 
those on the right as described by MacVeagh in South Africa. For almost 
all white Americans who had grown up in a racially discriminatory and 
deeply segregated society, the very idea of actual color-blind democ
racy-rule by the majority of people-in southern Africa in the 1940s, if 
even imagined, could only have seemed absurdly premature. 75 

Americans and their government had very little contact with the fifty 
million Africans of southern Africa, and they saw the region almost ex
clusively through the eyes of whites. MacVeagh himself, while critical of 
Malan's extremism, openly equated blacks there with "savagery" and whites 
with "civilized life"; he informed Roosevelt that continued white su
premacy was "the only possible road of progress" in the Union.76 His 
successor as U.S. Minister, Thomas Holcomb, had spent his entire career 
in the all-white United States Marine Corps and, as commandant after 
1936, had steadfastedly opposed allowing African Americans to enlist in 
the Corps. "If it were a question of having a Marine Corps of 5,000 
whites or 250,000 Negroes," he told the Navy General Board when it 
was considering an expansion of the service in 1941, "I would rather 
have the whites." After Franklin Roosevelt decided to admit blacks to 
the American naval services in 1942, Holcomb ensured that all black 
recruits were kept in a rigidly segregated and self-sufficient battalion, which 
was trained in isolation from white Marines and assigned to a remote 
station rather than included as part of the Corps' amphibious units.77 

Having not yet been confronted by its own massive civil rights move
ment and unable even to outlaw the terrifying public spectacle of lynch
ing, the United States in 1945 had not positioned itself well as a people 
or a government to oppose racial totalitarianism as well as totalitarianism 
of the left.  

Throughout the years of the Truman administration and even long 
afterwards, the international role of South Africa would remain much 
more important to the United States government than the Union's do
mestic politics and race relations. Outlining commerce as the primary 
American interest in Africa, the official United States policy toward South 
Africa that Truman inherited from Roosevelt emphasized the need for 
"establishing closer relations of all types between the two countries."78 
Despite the widespread poverty and even famine among rural Africans 
in the Union and the rising power of apartheid-minded, pro-Nazi Afri
kaners, ties of uranium, economics, military strategy, and culture bound 
the United States closely to the white minority regimes of southern Af-
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rica at the beginning of Truman's presidency.79 As American concerns 
about Soviet aggression and communist expansion grew rapidly after the 
end of the war, the anticommunism of the Pretoria government and the 
British, Belgian, and Portuguese colonial administrations made them in
creasingly precious in the eyes of American policymakers. 80
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CHAPTER 4 

Containing Communism and 
Black Unrest: 1946-1947 

H. Stuart Hughes became the director of the State Department's Divi
sion of Research for Europe in early 1946, just when Winston Churchill 
was announcing to Americans and the world that an "iron curtain" had 
fallen across Europe. While Hughes found the ideological atmosphere in 
Washington more tense and suspicious of the Soviet Union than it had 
been a year earlier, he did not, as he recalled later, "think that the future 
had been foreclosed. The range of choice might be narrowing, but alter
native paths still lay open." But the next two years would reveal escalat
ing conflict between the expanded definitions of national security wielded 
by Moscow and Washington. By the end of 1947, the former allies had, 
in Hughes' words, "together reached the point of no return." I 

The transformation of superpower suspicions into open antagonism 
had some momentous, if unintended, consequences for American policy 
toward the colonial world, for the domestic politics of the United States, 
and for American relations with South Africa. As the Truman adminis
tration defined American security in increasingly anti-Soviet terms, the 

ited States government sought to bolster its ties wihthe noncom
must overnmenr reo .Tw yeas after 
the end of the war, almost all of Western Europe continued to face griev
ous economic hardships, and moderate and right-wing forces in France 
and Italy confronted domestic communist parties of increasing popular
ity. Reconstructing the economies of its European allies along capitalist 
lines and strengthening noncommunist political forces there emerged as 
Washington's chief priorities. Residual anticolonialism in the Truman ad
ministration was shelved, for European recovery depended on colonial 
raw materials as well as American capital. The administration's shift dur
ing 1946 and 1947 to a Cold War framework for understanding inter
national affairs coincided with the rising tide of nationalist revolution in 
the Third World, leaving the United States squarely in the camp of the 
imperial powers.2 

Waging the worldwide anticommunist struggle declared by Presi
dent Truman in his dramatic "Truman Doctrine" address of 12 March
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1947 required substantial domestic support in the United States.  
experience of World War II had sated most Americans' desire for glc 
ideological conflict. Nonetheless, the Truman administration and tl 
Republican opponents evoked long-standing American fears of sub, 
sion as they competed for popular support, in part by promoting 
exaggerated estimate of expanding Soviet influence throughout the wo 
The popular anticommunism Senator Joseph McCarthy would begir 
harvest so effectively three years later, while deeply rooted in Amen 
culture, was growing quickly in the atmosphere surrounding the Trur 
Doctrine.' The deepening of the Cold War combined with Trum.  
public support for greater civil rights in these same years to swing rr 
African Americans and their leaders into acquiescence in the politic, 
anticommunism. As blacks sought greater access to the benefits of An 
ican life, they found that they had to moderate their criticisms of An 
ican support for continued European rule in the colonial world.  
advancement of African Americans toward fuller citizenship in the Un 
States thus came at the cost of muting their belief in the internatic 
character of white racial dominion in the early Cold War.4 

In addition to eviscerating American anticolonialism and narrow 
the scope of dissent and reform within the United States, grow 
American-Soviet confrontations in 1946 and 1947 increased the im[ 
tance of South Africa to the Truman administration. Ironically, this h 
pened in the same period when white repression of blacks in the Un 
escalated sharply and resurgent Afrikaner nationalism moved to 
threshold of power. Rejecting the trend of the rest of the world a) 
from explicit racial hierarchies, South Africa slid in the opposite direct 
as the Cold War unfolded. The fierce anticommunism and racial hat 
of the increasingly popular Nationalist Party pressed Smuts and the Un 
Party to prove their own toughness on communism and black unr 
The Truman administration worried some about the Union's grow 
racial tensions but valued far more the alignment of South Africa in 
emerging Cold War.5 

I 
The escalation of tensions between the United States and the Soviet Ur 
in the immediate postwar years seemed almost a cruel joke tQ many 
idents of the colonial world. They had hoped that the victorious allia 
of the two great anticolonial powers would combine with the econo 
vulnerability of the European nations and the declining imperial se 
ments of the metropolitan publics to usher in a new era of national , 
determination. In particular, the dominant position of the United St 
at the end of the war implicitly legitimated the principle of self-governn 
as a right of all peoples.6 The editors of a nationalist newspaper in R 
agascar did note in early 1946 that "we know very well that the c4 
nialism and racism which some persons claim to reject is still alive wil
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them." But "such people must understand," concluded La Nation Mal
gache, "that the era of colonialist conquest and domination is ended. We 
are now in a new era, to whose existence . . . the Atlantic Charter and 
the United Nations are the historic witnesses." 7 The emergence of the 
Cold War dismayed nationalists in Asia, Africa, and the Arab world, who 
shared little of the West's concern for containing communism and wanted 
badly not to have a new conflict between East and West blur what they 
saw as the older and more important struggle of the colonies of the South 
against the European imperialists of the North.' 

Tensions between the United States and the Soviet Union compli
cated the relations of the United States with the colonial world but did 
not stop the rising chorus of demands for national independence after 
World War II. The crucial precedent came in India. Great Britain re
mained the most powerful and far-flung of the European imperial pow
ers, and if it had been able to retain its empire in Asia, the demise of the 
other Western empires would have been slowed. Like its European 
neighbors, Britain after the war sought to minimize changes in the exist
ing relationship between itself and its colonies. But the organization and 
moral courage of Indian nationalists emerging from the war confronted 
London with an intractable problem, which it proved unwilling to try to 
resolve by force of arms. For the new British Labour government, the 
practical and intellectual difficulties of maintaining the restless Asian col
onies in the postwar world were overwhelming, and London committed 
itself in 1945 to rapid decolonization there.9 The other imperial powers 
proved less willing to grant independence voluntarily to their colonies, 
but their often brutal efforts at repressing nationalist uprisings had the 
clear markings, in the wake of the British precedent, of desperate mea
sures to forestall what had become inevitable.  

From the perspective of the Truman administration in 1947, colonial 
issues paled in comparison to what it understood as Soviet-inspired com
munist aggression in Europe, Asia, and the Middle East. Truman used a 
framework developed by George Kennan in enunciating in March an 
American policy of "containing" communism throughout the world, which 
became known as fieTiiiuiiahiFD-ocrine. ThiFPsident asked Congress 
for -z4 06u-llion m aid to Greece and Turkey to bolster anticommunist 
regimes the British could no longer afford to support. More important, 
he declared that there were now only "two alternative ways of life" in 
the world, one "free" and the other based on "terror and oppression." ' 0 

Such a division of the world had little appeal or correlation with 
reality for anticolonialists in the Third World, who knew which camp 
their imperial overlords supposedly belonged to. In equating anticom
munism with freedom, the United States was joining forces, not only 
with European imperialists and military-dominated governments in Greece 
and Turkey, but also with right-wing regimes in such independent na
tions of the developing world as the Philippines, Argentina, and China."1 
As The Christian Century observed in an editorial published on the same



Drawing Closer

day that Truman delivered his address to Congress, the United States 
was coming to be "regarded elsewhere as the great champion of con
servatism, and on occasion even of reaction, in international affairs." 12 

The containment of communist and other leftist influence in the 
postwar world required not only vigilance against external aggression but 
also the rebuilding of shattered political economies along capitalist, dem
ocratic lines. The Truman administration believed that global economic 
recovery and American prosperity depended on the successful reconstruc
tion of the industrial democracies of Western Europe, the leading trading 
partners of the United States.'" The U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) 
warned in May 1947 that "the conquest or communization of no other 
country or area would be so detrimental [to the security of the United 
States] as that of France and/or Great Britain," while control of the ura
nium ore of the Congo made the stability of Belgium critical to the United 
States. The JCS argued that a revival of German economic and military 
power would be crucial for France's economic recovery and for British 
and American security against the Soviet threat; in words strikingly sim
ilar to those of Nationalist leader Daniel Malan in South Africa, the Joint 
Chiefs emphasized that "the German people are the natural enemies of 
the USSR and of communism." 14 Their devastating experience in the 
recent war meant, however, that the French needed considerable assur
ances in order to overcome their fears of a revitalized Germany.'" Wide
spread poverty helped burgeoning communist parties in France, Italy, 
and Belgium create the possibility of a peaceful, democratic shift to com
munist rule in Western Europe, an ominous and even traumatic prospect 
to policymakers in Washington. 6 The Truman Doctrine clearly would 
not suffice by itself, and Secretary of State George Marshall announced 
in June 1947 that the United States would provide extensive economic 
aid for the long-term reconstruction of Europe. 17 

American assistance under thquepe Pr , com
monly known as the Marshall Plan, could not be used explicitly for eco
nomic development or military counterinsurgency in the colonies. But 
massive economic support for the metropolitan governments necessarily 
strengthened their hands in dealing with colonial rebellions. Marshall Plan 
aid freed other French, Dutch, and British funds for the often bloody 
work of sustaining their empires against the gathering forces of nation
alist liberation. Determined to strengthen the noncommunist govern
ment in Paris, the Truman administration could not afford to oppose 
France's plans to restore its sovereignty abroad. While publicly dissociat
ing the United States from counterrevolutionary activities, American of
ficials acknowledged privately that Marshall Plan aid was enabling the 
French to fight what became large-scale wars of "pacification" in Indo
china, Madagascar, and Algeria. French portrayal of the guerrillas in In
dochina and Madagascar as pro-Soviet communists helped assuage 
American concerns about supporting imperial repression, while French 
forces slaughtered forty thousand residents of Madagascar in 1947 alone.' 8
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Marshall Plan aid to the Netherlands began to flow in the spring of 
1948 and, in the words of the foremost historian of American-Dutch 
relations in this period, "hopelessly compromised" all American preten
sions to neutrality in the intensifying conflict between Dutch colonialists 
and indigenous nationalists in Indonesia.' 9 The concern of the Truman 
administration for the establishment of stable, anticommunist govern
ments everywhere outside the Soviet bloc did not always wed it blindly 
to the imperial powers, as evidenced by the later role of the United States 
in pressuring the Dutch to grant independence to the largely noncom
munist liberation movement in Indonesia. But much more often than 
not, Truman's priorities of reconstructing Western Europe and contain
ing communism led the United States to act as a guarantor of Europe's 
remaining colonies.2 ° 

From the perspective of the Truman administration, the best solu
tion to the vestigial problem of colonialism in the new era of the Cold 
War was for the Europeans voluntarily to liberalize their relations with 
nonwhite peoples and progress steadily toward the ultimate goal of de
colonization. Such a path might have avoided debilitating wars in pe
ripheral areas and assured that new nations in the developing world would 
remain within the noncommunist "free" world along with their former 
colonial overlords. The weaker imperial powers-France, Belgium, the 
Netherlands, and Portugal-tended to believe that they could not afford 
the loss of formal political control over the vast natural resources of their 
colonies. But the British, with their stronger links to Washington and 
their greater confidence about maintaining close post-imperial economic 
ties with their colonies, proved more willing to move in this direction.  
Britain's announcements in the winter of 1946-1947 that it would swiftly 
grant independence to Burma and India delighted American officials. The 
final independence of India and Pakistan in August 1947 and Burma and 
Sri Lanka in early 1948 won great credit for the British government in 
the United States, convincing the American government and public of 
the wisdom and goodwill of British colonial rule in creating a newly 
multiracial Commonwealth as a basis for political stability and economic 
development in the noncommunist world.21 This progressive British pol
icy encouraged the Truman administration to ease its demands for the 
abolition of the Imperial Preference trading system within the British 
Empire in the negotiations for the General Agreement on Tariffs and 
Trade of 1947.22 

The growing preoccupation of American policymakers in 1946 and 
1947 with the Soviet Union precluded paying any substantial official 
attention to the question of self-government in Africa. The years imme
diately following World War II witnessed the reaffirmation of colonial 
power on most of the African continent, a process underwritten by the 
United States through the Marshall Plan and the developing alliance soon 
to emerge as the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). In com
parison to the vocal and insistent demands for independence in the Asian
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colonies, African nationalism seemed still somnolent after the war and 
did not appear to require immediate attention. This pleased the Truman 
administration, which recognized the importance of the agricultural and 
mineral wealth of the African colonies for Western European economic 
recovery, especially in light of Western Europe's loss of its traditional 

, Eastern European sources of raw materials. 23 To an American govern
ment increasingly concerned with preserving stability around the world, 
the absence of revolution in some of its allies' colonies provided a mea
sure of comfort. Britain's apparently enlightened colonial policies in Asia 
masked the Labour government's determination to maintain its empire 
in Africa, and to most Americans the British were proving their credibil
ity as trustees of progress in the developing world.24 

As the Cold War and decolonization in Asia proceeded apace in 1947, 
the Truman administration worked both sides of the colonial street in its 
efforts to strengthen its European allies while also keeping the new na
tions of the Far and Middle East within the noncommunist fold. While 
increasingly concerned about the "dangers of premature independence," 
which it feared might lead to Soviet subversion of weak new states, the 
United States government tried to avoid the appearance of total accom
modation of the imperial powers. This strategy focused on the United 
Nations, where Soviet bloc support for Arab and Asian calls for rapid 
decolonization of all imperial holdings helped dramatize colonial and ra
cial conflicts. The American delegation sought to play a mediating role 
between the imperial and anti-imperial camps. The effort to promote a 
"middle way" of the gradual evolution of "dependent" peoples toward 
self-government required that the United States delegation "avoid asso
ciating itself with either the more conservative colonial powers or those 
intent upon the immediate liquidation of colonial empires." 2s Under
Secretary of State Dean Acheson later recalled that the Truman admin
istration saw its role as helping resolve "the colonial-nationalist conflict 
in a way that would satisfy nationalist aims and minimize the strain on 
our Western European allies." 26 

The difficulty of such a task was clear from the start. At the 1946 
and 1947 United Nations sessions, the United States delegation voted 
regularly with the colonial powers on African and other colonial ques
tions, to the dismay of representatives from the nonwhite nations. Iraqi 
delegate Awni Khalidy warned the Americans of "the feeling among many 
of the smaller states that the United States, instead of taking a position 
of independent leadership, was acting merely as one of the colonial pow
ers opposing progress and blocking the promotion of the welfare of in
dependent peoples."' 27 Even a representative of the government of the 
Philippines, which remained deeply dependent on American support, de
plored the "weakening" of American "moral leadership on the questions 
related to dependent peoples and the colored independent peoples," which 
was undermining American influence in the developing world. General 
Carlos P. Romulo resented what he called the arrogance of most Amer-
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ican Foreign Service officers, who apparently expected delegates of smaller 
countries to change their views to support those of the United States.  
Romulo reminded American delegate Harley Notter, as Notter recorded 
the conversation, "that since World War II, the colonial peoples were 
determined to get self-rule at once, and we had better do our best in that 
direction in order to have the friendship and support of their millions" 
of people.28 

Many Americans as well as people of color around the world had 
believed at the end of the war that American influence would, in Paul 
Robeson's words, "be upon the side of progress, not reaction . [,] 
upon the side of the freedom-loving peoples and the forces of true lib
eration everywhere." 29 By the end of 1947, however, the escalating ten
sions of the Cold War had considerably dimmed such hopes. The Tru
man administration had temporarily shelved its plans for a free-market 
capitalist order in the noncommunist world in the belief that containing 
the threat of Soviet expansion required American support for the contin
ued colonialism of its European allies."0 American policymakers feared 
the opportunities for communist influence amidst the "chaos" that they 
assumed revolution and rapid decolonization would bring in many areas 
of the colonial world. 1 

Truman had no tolerance for Third World neutralism-what one 
Indian nationalist called the "unwillingness of Asia and Africa to accept 
exclusive intimacy with their European masters of yesterday"-in what 
he had come to understand as a global struggle for the very soul and 
future of the human race.3 2 In the Portuguese and British colonies of 
southern Africa, the United States government would soon be ignoring 
unauthorized use of American aid for colonial development when it in
creased the production of strategic minerals for the West.33 In December 
1947, the administration's military strategists lauded the loyalty of the 
British Commonwealth and, to a lesser extent, of the other Western na
tions to the American cause of containing communism; American de
fense planners concluded with satisfaction that "Western democratic eco
nomic and military measures should assure short-term stability" in colonial 
Africa.3 4 The increasing antagonism in East-West relations was drawing 
the United States closer to the colonial and white minority regimes of 
southern Africa.  

II 

Truman's declaration of full-scale ideological conflict between the Soviet 
bloc and the "free" world helped shape the course of politics and race 
relations within the United States as well as in the international sphere.  
The announcement of the Truman Doctrine was intended, in the words 
of Senator Arthur Vandenberg, to "scare hell" out of the American peo
ple in order to call up massive public support for a bold and expensive 
foreign policy venture. Painting so grim a picture of the extent and insid-
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iousness of the communist threat to the peoples of the "free" world could 
hardly avoid encouraging fears in the American public of subversive ac
tivities within the United States. Since its creation in 1938, the House 
Committee on Un-American Activities (subsequently known as HUAC) 
had been emphasizing such a threat, and the Republican congressional 
victories of 1946 were aided by frequent accusations that the Democratic 
administration was harboring subversives in the federal government 
through its laxity about employee loyalty. In order to head off investi
gations of various executive departments and agencies threatened by the 
new Republican-controlled Congress, Truman created a Temporary 
Commission on Employee Loyalty in November 1946. Then, nine days 
after his Truman Doctrine speech in March 1947, he issued an executive 
order establishing the comprehensive Federal Employee Loyalty Pro
gram. The President thereby officially sanctioned the idea that the secu
rity of the United States government and thus the stability of the Amer
ican social order were seriously threatened from within."5 

For many white Americans, especially in the South, racial segrega
tion and white domination constituted the essential foundation of their 
understanding of American culture and society. Age-old fears of black 
assertiveness, renewed after the war by the presence of thousands of re
turning African American veterans, fed on official reports of anti-American 
subversion and conspiracy.6 White Southerners were determined to 
reinforce the comprehensive web of white supremacy-the "tripartite" 
system of economic, political, and personal domination sociologist Aldon 
D. Morris has described-against any challenges to their racial author
ity. 7 Never absent during the war, white violence against blacks esca
lated in 1946 with the lynching of at least six African Americans and the 
last-minute escape of twenty-two others from a similar fate. A blue-ribbon 
panel appointed by Truman to investigate the state of civil rights in the 
country noted that "lynching is the ultimate threat by which his inferior 
status is driven home to the Negro. As a terrorist device, it reinforces all 
the other disabilities placed upon him." The police chief of a small South 
Carolina town demonstrated some of the other levels of violence used to 
ensure racial subordination with his gory torture and blinding of black 
veteran Isaac Woodward in the summer of 1946. "Legal" murders by 
police forces included the 1947 shotgun slaughter of eight black convicts 
by their guards at a prison camp outside Brunswick, Georgia, after the 
prisoners refused to work without boots in a snake-infested swamp.38 

The extent of racial violence and terrorism in the South after the war 
remains difficult to measure because of the absence of comprehensive 
reporting. Many victims of racial killings simply "disappeared" and can
not be included in statistics, a phenomenon familiar in more recent de
cades in several Latin American countries. It appears that at least sixty 
African Americans died violently at the hands of whites in areas strongly 
influenced by the Ku Klux Klan during 1945 and 1946; Southern police 
officers, an important element in Klan organization, were directly impli-
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cated in two-thirds of those cases. An unknown number of imprisoned 
blacks died in police custody and were recorded officially as "trying to 
escape." 3 9 Customary police treatment of black prisoners, male or fe
male, in the South was suggested a few years later by the immediate 
response of Rosa Parks' mother to the news of her well-dressed, middle
aged daughter's arrest on a city bus. When Rosa called from the Mont
gomery jail, the elder Mrs. Parks' first words were: "Did they beat you?"' 

Perhaps the most telling demonstration of the readiness of Southern 
authorities to reinforce racial subordination through the use of what can 
only be accurately described as large-scale terrorism against black com
munities came in Columbia, Tennessee, in February 1946. The incident 
began with a dispute between Gladys Stephenson, the soft-spoken black 
cook for one of Columbia's leading white families, and William Fleming, 
a white radio repairman at the Costner-Knight Appliance Store. Looking 
to avoid trouble, Stephenson paid the bill for repairs on her portable 
radio even though it amounted to more than double the estimate she 
had been given. When she discovered that the radio still did not work, 
however, she began to upbraid Fleming, who responded by slapping and 
kicking her. Recently discharged Navy veteran James Stephenson came 
to his mother's aid, punching Fleming and knocking him through a plate 
glass window. The police then arrived and arrested the Stephensons, 
beating James in the process.  

A lynch mob formed in front of the city jail that night but was frus
trated in its design by the sheriff's prior transfer of the prisoners out of 
town for their safety. Black residents responded to the presence of the 
armed mob by barricading themselves in Mink Slide, the African Amer
ican section of town, and preparing to defend themselves. When four 
policemen entered the darkened neighborhood without identifying 
themselves, black defenders fired on them, injuring all four, in the appar
ent belief that they represented the advance guard of the lynch mob. The 
sheriff called for state assistance, and five hundred heavily armed state 
patrolmen and National Guardsmen soon ringed Mink Slide. At dawn 
they struck, firing machine guns randomly into unopened doors, wreck
ing several black businesses, arresting over one hundred residents of the 
neighborhood, and leaving "KKK" written on the property of at least 
one business. Weapons were confiscated from blacks while white citizens 
brandishing rifles and sidearms roamed the streets freely. Two of the 
people arrested were shot and killed in prison by the police two days 
later, and thirty-one blacks were indicted on a variety of charges includ
ing attempted murder. Despite black and liberal protests in the North, 
business in Tennessee continued as usual with Governor James McCord 
commending the behavior of the authorities in Columbia.4' 

Just eight days before the outbreak of violence in Columbia, the New 
York Times had commented in an editorial that "this is a particularly 
good year to campaign against the evils of bigotry, prejudice, and race 
hatred because we have witnessed the defeat of enemies who tried to
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found a mastery of the world upon such cruel and fallacious policy."42 

While most white Tennesseeans may not have agreed, many other white 
Americans joined their black countrymen in cheering for Jackie Robin
son as he demonstrated new possibilities for greater racial equality in the 
postwar United States by breaking the color line in major league base
ball. Following the earlier lead of Joe Louis in boxing and Jesse Owens 
in track, the talented and disciplined Robinson became the first African 
American to play in the minor leagues in 1946 and in the major leagues 
the following year. His superior play won him rookie-of-the-year honors 
from Sporting News in 1947 and a complimentary cover story in Time 
magazine that September. Robinson's courage and perseverance in the 
face of considerable hostility from some players, coaches, and fans cap
tured the attention and respect of millions of other Americans who had 
previously ignored the racial dilemmas of their country.4" 

In a sports-oriented culture like that of the United States, the 
achievements of Jackie Robinson in the "national pastime" of baseball 
symbolized the ebbing social acceptability of flagrant racial discrimina
tion among a large number of Americans. Other less visible changes coming 
through the judicial system in the mid-1940s helped lay the groundwork 
for Truman's eventual move to a stronger civil rights stand and for the 
modern civil rights movement, which would undermine the efforts of 
white Southerners to restore the prewar racial status quo. In a 1944 case 
involving the state of Texas, the Supreme Court had ruled that the exclu
sively white primary violated the Fifteenth Amendment and was there
fore unconstitutional. This decision helped pave the way, despite much 
intimidation, for a quadrupling of registered black voters in the country 
in the following ten years, including 750,000 in the South by the time 
of the 1948 elections. Similarly, the Court ruled in 1946 in a case in
volving a Virginia statute that segregation by race on interstate buses was 
unconstitutional. A "Journey of Reconciliation" by an integrated Fellow
ship of Reconciliation group the next year in order to test this decision 
on the buses of the upper South proceeded with only one minor incident 
involving violence. While large-scale movement towards desegregation 
remained over a decade in the future, public opinion in the United States 
was beginning to shift in symbolic and substantive ways towards an ac
ceptance of greater racial equality during 1946 and 1947.44 

The plummeting legitimacy of white supremacy in international af
fairs after World War II gave an important boost to the struggle in the 
United States for greater racial equality. If the effort to contain commu
nism could ally the United States with forces of reaction abroad, it could 
also pressure Americans to abide more fully by their own ideology of 
freedom and equality. Amidst the rapid decolonization of the early Cold 
War, the racial facts of American life became vital to the ability of the 
United States to gain the trust of the new nonwhite nations. The un
willingness of the Soviet Union to subscribe to the traditional Western 
color line and the Soviets' ready use of racial horror stories from the
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United States in propaganda aimed at the Third World forced the Tru
man administration to acknowledge the skyrocketing cost of explicit ra
cial discrimination.4" Under-Secretary of State Acheson admitted in May 
1946 that "the existence of discrimination against minority groaupsin this 
country has an adverse effect upon our relations with other Lxontries." 
Frequentiy, he continued in a public letter to the Fair Employment Prac
tices Committee, "we find it next to impossible to formulate a satisfac
tory answer to our critics in other countries" as "the gap between the 
things we stand for in principle and the facts of a particular situation 
may be too wide to be bridged." Acheson concluded that the State De
partment therefore "has good reason to hope for the continued and in
creased effectiveness of public and private efforts to do away with these 
discriminations."'' Truman himself acknowledged the problem in typi
cally terse fashion: "The top dog in a world which is over half-colored 
ought to clean his own house." 47 But the difficulties of doing so for an 
ambivalent American government and public were suggested by the deeply 
segregationist views of the nation's popularly acclaimed chief spokesman 
on foreign affairs, Acheson's boss, Secretary of State James Byrnes, who 
was named "Man of the Year" for 1946 by Time magazine. 48 

The United Nations from its inception became a forum for interna
tional interest in American race relations as well as in colonial racial is
sues. The United States government was regularly embarrassed in its role 
as host of the United Nations by formal complaints of discrimination 
encountered by the shocked delegates and staffs of non-European mem
ber nations.49 Black Americans assumed that the rights outlined in the 
U.N. Charter should apply to them as well as to the rest of the world, 
and appealed to the United Nations for an investigation of their treat
ment that would lead to an end to racial discrimination in the United 
States. The left-leaning National Negro Congress and the more moderate 
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) 
filed petitions in 1946 and 1947 with the United Nations, and the schol
arly NAACP document, edited by W. E. B. Du Bois and outlining the 
systematic denial of elemental human rights to African Americans, re
ceived considerable media attention around the world.5" While public 
opinion polls in 1947 indicated that only a minority of Americans be
lieved that the treatment of blacks in the United States affected the atti
tudes of peoples of other countries towards the United States, newspaper 
readers on every continent digested the details of white American vio
lence against blacks.51 The Soviet Union, of course, promoted the dis
persal of such information, but even the closest allies of the United States 
registered dismay at the brutality of the racial exception to American 
democracy.5 2 

Hampered by international criticism of American domestic life just 
as it sought to take the offensive in a global campaign against commu
nism, the Truman administration looked for ways to brighten the image 
of the United States abroad. In February 1947, the State Department
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began a series of radio broadcasts to the Soviet Union to inform its peo
ple of the better way of life available in the democratic United States.  
Unfortunately, one of the events the Voice of America felt compelled to 
comment on in its very first broadcast was the vicious lynching of Willie 
Earle, a black South Carolinian accused of murdering a white taxi driver.  
The later acquittal of all twenty-eight men who had confessed to partic
ipating in the murder did little to improve the international image of the 
United States.5 3 

A more successful effort to strengthen the reputation of the United 
States regarding civil rights came in June 1947, when Truman became 
the first American President to address an NAACP conference. The ten 
thousand people present at the Lincoln Memorial in Washington and a 
worldwide radio audience heard him acknowledge that "many of our 
people still suffer the indignity of insult, the harrowing fear of intimida
tion, and, I regret to say, the threat of physical injury and mob violence." 
Truman called for the federal government to become "a friendly, vigilant 
defender of the rights and equalities of all Americans" as "our case for 
democracy should be as strong as we can make it." Confirming that the 
nation could no longer afford the high cost of explicit racial discrimina
tion in the new world of the Cold War and decolonization, the President 
concluded that "never before has the need been so urgent for skillful and 
vigorous action to bring us closer to our ideal." 4 Six weeks later, the 
administration prepared to meet further international criticism of Amer
ican racial practices with some counterattacks of its own, as the State 
Department asked its overseas missions to report home any cases of no
table discrimination in their host countries. 55 

The use of flagrantly extralegal intimidation throughout the South 
to prevent blacks from voting in the 1946 elections, promoted openly by 
the Democratic Senator from Mississi'ppi, Theodore G. Bilbo, and the 
international attention that those efforts received embarrassed Truman 
both as chief executive of the federal government and as head of the 
Democratic Party. Rising public protests against this repression and against 
other violence against blacks led to a meeting of top civil rights leaders 
with the President in September 1946, in which he appeared genuinely 
astonished to learn of the extent of black oppression in the South. After 
the Democratic Party's losses in the November elections and amid signs 
that black voters might be drifting back to the Republicans, Truman 
appointed an elite President's Committee on Civil Rights under the lead
ership of Charles E. Wilson, the president of General Electric, to make a 
comprehensive investigation of the state of discrimination in the United 
States.56 

Truman released the Committee's report, To Secure These Rights, on 
29 October 1947, just six days after Du Bois had presented the NAACP 
petition to the United Nations and thus adroitly timed to forestall criti
cism of the administration as unconcerned with racial problems. The 
Committee's report noted progress made by African Americans but painted
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a grim picture of the trials they still faced daily in the United States. In 
order to eliminate racial discrimination, To Secure These Riqhts recom
mended a vastly expanded role for the federal government in preventing 
violations of civil rights, including an extensive array of legislative reme
dies such as federal statutes to outlaw lynching, police brutality, and poll 
taxes.5 7 

Truman had known the liberal philosophical bent of most of those 
he appointed to the Committee and was not surprised by their report.  
He hoped to retain the support of both his party's progressive forces and 
the more conservative white South for the upcoming presidential cam
paign, but his closest political aide, Clark Clifford, persuaded him by 
December to focus his electoral strategy on urban black, labor, and lib
eral constituencies. Clifford believed that the white South was less im
portant in terms of votes and less likely to revolt against Truman, as it 
seemed to have nowhere else to go. By the end of 1947, Truman had 
not yet done much to improve tangibly the lives of black Americans.  
One of his aides even summarized the President's civil rights strategy as 
starting with a bold statement and then temporizing "to pick up the 
right-wing forces. Simply stated, backtrack after the bang." But in the 
symbolic terms so important in presidential politics and cultural change, 
Truman was helping to make white racism much less respectable in the 
United States.5 8 

An important consequence of the Truman administration's simulta
neous moves in 1947 to contain communism and to discourage domestic 
racial discrimination was the effective separation of the issue of civil rights 
in the United States from racial and colonial problems abroad. Despite 
ambivalent teelmgs among African Americans about their kinship with 
Africa, the New York-based Council on African Affairs (CAA) had man
aged throughout World War II to provide a notable voice in support of 
decolonization in general and African independence in particular. The 
small but well-organized CAA reached the height of its influence in late 
1945 and 1946, the narrow window between the end of World War II 
and the full flowering of the Cold War. The socialist-oriented Council 
built close ties with African nationalist organizations, especially in South 
Africa and British West Africa, and gained enough prominence through 
political rallies, lobbying at the United Nations, and distributing infor
mation about conditions in colonial Africa to have its journal, New Af
rica, banned in South Africa and other African territories.5 9 

The rigidification of the Cold War in 1947 led to a split in the 
Council's leadership over the issue of anticommunism and the begin
nings of serious harassment and intimidation by the FBI and the De
partment of Justice, which swiftly undermined the CAA's effectiveness.  
As the hunt for radicals and subversives gained credibility and the federal 
government made it increasingly clear that it now viewed the world in 
strictly bipolar terms, the NAACP and most other civil rights organiza
tions chose to stay close to the Truman administration by taking anti-
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communist stands. Truman's support for stronger protection of civil rights 
at home and the rising cost for blacks of taking any position supported 
by leftists thus helped destroy whatever progressive criticism of the ad
ministration's policies toward South Africa and its colonial neighbors still 
existed in 1947.60 

III 
While black Americans in the early postwar years faced renewed violence 
but also found cause for hope that the days of flagrant racial oppression 
might be waning in their country, black South Africans confronted a 
grimmer situation. Despite promises by the Union government during 
the war that their living conditions would be improved, the years after 
1945 brought little substantive progress, as Americans living in the Union 
recognized.6' The four residential options for Africans-the rural native 
reserves, the urban slums, the mining compounds, and the white farming 
compounds--each offered some combination of severe poverty, ill health, 
inadequate housing, dramatic overcrowding, and brutal treatment by 
whites. The serious threat of starvation in the drought-stricken reserves 
continued to drive people into the black townships and squatter camps 
around the country's urban areas, where employment was more available 
but living conditions were in many ways even worse.62 Visiting Ameri
can journalist Martin Flavin wrote that "the real wealth of the country is 
cheap labor" rather than gold, but black miners, as events soon proved, 
enjoyed none of the political rights or protections that might have been 
expected in a country considered by many as part of "Western civiliza
tion."6 3 Investigations in 1947 of the treatment of African farm workers 
on white farms near the town of Bethal revealed near-slavery conditions 
of abuse, assault, and forced labor, as American diplomats reported to 
the State Department.6" Flavin wrote in Harper's magazine that what 
black South Africans resented was not hard labor or even low pay so 
much as "the vicious, devastating, and degrading color line." 65 

The South African government's minimal response to the deteriorat
ing situation of blacks in the Union revealed limitations on racial reform 
that were similar to but much sharper than those in the United States.  
Like the Democratic Party in the United States, South Africa's ruling 
United Party included both liberals and racial reactionaries. Jan Hof
meyr, the deputy leader of the party and the man widely expected to 
succeed Smuts, held moderate racial attitudes that placed him well to the 
left of the Prime Minister and the majority of the party. As white racial 
fears increased in the Union after the war, however, Hofmeyr's political 
fortunes declined, even before his early death at the end of 1948. U.S.  
Minister Thomas Holcomb suggested to the State Department that Hof
meyr's "difficulties are those of a liberal in a country where liberalism is 
not expedient."66 The conservative rural wing of the United Party, es
pecially in Natal, was vulnerable to wooing by the Nationalist Party.
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While opposition from extreme segregationists in his own party ham
pered Harry Truman, white Southerners never seriously threatened to 
take control of their national government as the Nationalist Party did in 
South Africa in the immediate postwar years. White politics in the Union 
shifted to the right after World War II, and Smuts moved with it, to the 
dismay of black South Africans. The Prime Minister clearly demonstrated 
the meaning of "moderation" in South Africa in his responses to the two 
major nonwhite protests of those years, the Indian passive resistance 
movement and the African mine workers' strike.67 

The United Party government put the Asiatic Land Tenure and In
dRepresentation Bill into eff,.ct on 3 Juin-e 2-4 iin response to the 
increasing number of South Africans of Indian descent who were buying 
property in previously all-white neighborhoods in and around the city of 
Durban. The law provided for the resegregation of Natal and reassured 
the fiercely anti-Indian whites of the province, who were largely English
speaking supporters of the United Party. In the preceding months, how
ever, Natalian Indians had been led by the wily Smuts to believe that he 
was concerned with their interests. They were shocked by what they quickly 
dubbed the "Ghetto Act" and unimpressed with its dubious compromise 
of allowing them token political representation for the first time. They 
refused to make use of the franchise and began, under the leadership of 
the Natal Indian Organization a two-year c P ivil dis
obedience to protest the legislation and the general discrimination against Indians in--SouthvAfrica-- ..............  

The historic kinship connections between South Africans of Indian 
descent and a now fervently nationalist India brought swift international 
attention to the passive resistance campaign in Natal. Indian leader Mo
handas K. Gandhi, who had lived in South Africa for two decades as an 
organizer of opposition to racial discrimination under an earlier govern
ment of Jan Smuts and whose son Manilal still lived in Natal, encouraged 
Indians in the Union in their use of the power of satyagraha ("passive 
resistance") to resist this latest act of segregation. Supported by an out
raged and united public at home, the Indian government protested the 
legislation by withdrawing its High Commissioner from the Union, boy
cotting all trade with South Africa, barring white South Africans from 
hotels in India, and raising the issue of South African racial policies at 
the United Nations. 69 The State Department monitored criticism of the 
South African government's action around the world, typified by that of 
the Mombasa Indian Association in Kenya, which cited parallels, in a 
comparison that was proving tenacious, between the attitudes and poli
cies of the Union government and those of the Nazis in Germany. 70 

International support for the passive resisters became widespread and in
cluded many prominent Americans, ranging from Paul Robeson to Eleanor 
Roosevelt. 7' 

The passive resistance movement also garnered important backing 
within South Africa. Amidst the rising tide of white racism and the in-
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creasingly precarious situation of all blacks in the Union, African and 
Indian political leaders after the war started to move toward overcoming 
the mistrust that had long divided them and their constituencies. African 
National Congress president Alfred Xuma confirmed the beginnings of 
this momentous transformation in a speech to the Transvaal Indian Con
gress in which he declared the support of South Africa's eight million 
Africans for the passive resistance campaign. Xuma noted that Africans 
in the Union had also known the experience of having the government 
take away their land and rights, in the Native Land Act of 1913 and the 
Hertzog "native bills" of 1936, and he concluded that "freedom is indi
visible." 72 

The Rev. Michael Scott, an Anglican priest living and working in 
the African ghettos of Johannesburg, and other whites formed a com
mittee of support for the passive resisters within days of the initiation of 
the campaign. The next month, Scott, who also played a significant role 
in prompting the investigations of the execrable conditions of African 
farm labor in the Union, became the first white person to be imprisoned 
for participating in the Indian protests. More typical of the white re
sponse to the passive resistance effort, however, were the angry cries of 
"We need a Ku Klux Klan!" These formed a striking contrast to the 
appeals of Indian schoolchildren who marched in the streets of Natal 
chanting 'We want freedom" and "We want democracy."7" The image 
the United States projected abroad was proving, as Truman and Acheson 
feared, profoundly ambiguous.  

The Smuts government's utter lack of sympathy for the passive re
sisters in Natal, demonstrated by steady harassment and arrests, seemed 
almost friendly in comparison with its bloody repression of the more 
momentous African mine workers' strike in August 1946. U.S. Minister 
Holcomb warned Washington months earlier that "grievances among 
Native workers on the mines have been steadily accumulating"; food 
shortages were increasing while wages remained the same as fifty years 
earlier, a level that a South African government commission had declared 
in 1944 to be thoroughly inadequate for providing even a subsistence 
existence for an African family. Holcomb blamed the Smuts government 
for its continued refusal to acknowledge the legitimacy of the burgeoning 
African trade unions in mining and industry and "the crucial need" for 
their legal recognition. The unwillingness of the government to address 
the causes of rising discontent among African workers meant that unrest 
would continue to grow, Holcomb believed, and the most probable re
sult would be "a widespread strike of Natives in the gold mines." The 
labor attach6 in the U.S. Mission in South Africa, John F. Correll, noted 
that "any dispute among gold miners subjects the entire country to a 
state of apprehension and social nervousness." Holcomb concluded that 
the South African government would attempt to settle any strikes by 
black workers, "not through negotiation and conciliation, but by repres-
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sive methods, since there is at present no Government machinery capable 
of dealing with the situation without force." 74 

The Transvaal Chamber of Mines, an umbrella organization of the 
largely English-speaking owners of South Africa's gold mines, provided 
crucial financial backing for the United Party and therefore the Smuts 
government. The Chamber's only responses to the regular requests by 
John B. Marks and other leaders of the unofficial African Mine Workers 
Union (AMWU) for talks about the miners' grievances had been to ig
nore them and to continue its traditional harassment and intimidation of 
all labor organizers. The government's War Measure 1425 remained in 
effect, prohibiting any gathering of more than twenty persons on 
government-proclaimed mining ground. Reluctantly, the AMWU con
cluded on August 4 that only a strike could gain the attention it sought 
and, with Marks emphatically warning against the use of any violence, 
called publicly for the support of all African gold miners. Fully prepared 
ahead of time, a special detachment of sixteen hundred heavily armed 
policemen responded swiftly to the outbreak of the strike on August 12, 
firing on strikers and charging them with batons and bayonets, killing at 
least twelve and wounding over twelve hundred. Miners who struck by 
sitting down underground were driven up "stope by stope, level by level" 
to the surface where they could be more easily contained in the com
pounds. One anxious mine manager called the violence a "minor civil 
war." By August 17 the sixty thousand strikers in nineteen of the Rand's 
forty-five mines had been beaten into submission and were back at work.7' 

The brutally effective response to the miners' strike orchestrated by 
Prime Minister Smuts illuminated the direction of South African politics 
after the war. Smuts announced that he was not particularly concerned 
about the strike, because it had been caused by "agitators" rather than 
by miners with legitimate grievances. "The natives," he added, needed to 
be protected from these conspirators who were seeking to bring them 
and the country to ruin. Most whites applauded the government's ac
tions, and Smuts ignored the outraged response of the members of Par
liament representing the Union's African population, who called his 
statement "shocking." The Prime Minister used the obvious strategy for 
reassuring his American allies, telling the U.S. Minister that the strike 
was "definitely Communist inspired." Holcomb had his doubts, how
ever, noting that the pressure for the strike "quite clear[ly]" came from 
the AMWU's rank and file rather than from Marks, a Communist Party 
member, or from the Communist Party itself. Holcomb suspected that 
Smuts, sensitive to his international image, did not want to leave on his 
scheduled trip to the Paris Peace Conference with a massive strike by 
African workers still under way at home. The government and the Chamber 
of Mines had had ample notice of the strike and plenty of time to "erect 
machinery to handle grievances without resorting to brute force," Hol
comb reported to Washington, but Smuts was instead determined to
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crush the strike and use it as a pretext for moving against the Communist 
Party in the Union in order to fend off Nationalist charges that the United 
Party was too lenient with communists.76 

The "danger" of the Communist Party in the Union was its espousal 
of racial equality, a doctrine whose implications terrified most white South 
Africans. Malan and other Nationalist politicians, unwilling to imagine 
Africans as capable of serious creativity and organization, had long ac
cused white radicals of being responsible for African demands for equal
ity. Since the war, the Nationalist Party had been enlarging its political 
base at the expense of the United Party by accusing Smuts and his fol
lowers of insufficient vigilance against subversives and nonwhites.77 Hus
tling to keep up with changes in white opinion, the United Party, re
ported Holcomb on 26 July 1946, "has been moving to the right since 
the war. At the present writing there is little difference between the United 
Party and the Nationalist [Party] on most issues, and there is no differ
ence on color issues."" 8 Smuts and his party accelerated this rightward 
shift in the wake of the mine workers' strike by putting the leading fig
ures of the Communist Party on trial in Johannesburg for their alleged 
role in the strike and by declaring a "political war" on the four Com
munist members of the Capetown City Council. Holcomb told the State 
Department on 3 September 1946 that the United Party seemed to be initating a "general, nation-wide anti-Communist campaign."79 This could 

)hardly have been a strange or unreasonable idea to the Truman admin
istration, which also faced a vociferously anticommunist opposition party 
and was constructing a very similar political strategy in response. In South 
Africa, however, anticommunism went hand in hand with "the old ide
ology of segregation and white supremacy" that the Smuts government 
was now busily reaffirming.8 0 

Americans understood that the strike by the African Mine Workers' 
Union and the response of the South African government portended a 
troubled future for the nation of South Africa. U.S. Labor Attachd Cor
rell warned the State Department that the strike, which was the largest 
by African workers in the history of the Union, "cannot be over-emphasized 
in importance." Africans were close to the end of their endurance of the 
abysmal conditions in which they were forced to live and work, he con
cluded, while the Smuts government "is moving more and more in the 
direction of oppression and repression of non-Europeans." 8 ' The Amer
ican business community had been thrilled by the reports of a new gold 
discovery in the Orange Free State in April, but it was clearly concerned 
now about the future of investments in the Union. Fortune magazine ran 
an article in October 1946 that extolled South Africa as "one of this 
latter-day world's outstanding amphitheatres of ante-Delanian [pre
Roosevelt] rugged individuals," which had, it added enthusiastically if 
ungrammatically, "opportunity and to spare for venture capital." Fortune 
noted, however, that the Union's color bar kept its urbanized African 
work force unnecessarily unskilled and so poorly paid that they had to
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live "in such abysmal, crime-breeding squalor as might inspire concern 
even in a Bilbo or a Talmadge." Fortune was especially troubled by the 
"pyramid of hate" into which white attitudes and policies seemed to be 
transforming South African society, as the miners' strike and its repres
sion demonstrated all too clearly.8 2 The American consul in Durban agreed, 
warning even before the strike that it seemed inevitable that "there will 
be a terrible day of reckoning" for white South-Africans-meo 

The repressive policies of the Smuts government and the rising tide, 
of Afrikaner nationalism in 1946 and 1947 helped transform the black 
struggle for equality and democratic rule in South Africa. The Asiatic 
Land Tenure and Indian Representation Bill and the violent response of 
the authorities to the mine workers' strike made plain the futility of the 
dignified, constitutional means of protest traditionally used by the ANC 
and other black organizations. Even the conservative, elite Native Rep
resentative Council acknowledged in the wake of the government's re
sponse to the strike that Smuts would not listen to their mild petitions 
of concern, and its members unanimously voted to suspend the Council's 
sittings in protest. The government's actions strengthened the hand of 
the more militant Youth Leaguers within the African National Congress.  
At the same time, the prosecution of Communist Party leaders resulting 
from the strike softened the Youth League's suspicion of left-wing radi
cals and helped pave the way for an increasingly close alliance of the 
ANC with South African communists of all colors. The movement toward 
unity among non-European spokesmen gained formal status with the "Joint 
Declaration of Cooperation" of 9 March 1947 by Xuma and two leaders 
of the South African Indian Congress, Dr. G. M. Naicker and Dr. Yusuf 
M. Dadoo. The electoral victory of the Nationalist Party in 1948 would 
further accelerate the radicalization and unification of the black nation
alist movement, which was rapidly replacing the older politics of patience 
and acquiescence with mass political action and nonviolent resistance.8 4 

By 1947, rising racial tensions at home and ample criticism from 
abroad had encouraged white South Africans in what U.S. Minister Hol
comb called their "mood for extremism." Malan and the Nationalists in
flamed the political atmosphere in the Union by campaigning steadily on 
the theme of threatened white supremacy in preparation for the next 
year's election. American observers assumed that the internationally fa
mous Smuts could not really lose at home to a party of extremist Afri
kaners, but they did acknowledge the impressive organizational and stra
tegic advantages the Nationalists seemed to hold. Certainly the United 
Party depended almost entirely for its unity and success on the elderly 
Prime Minister. Despite his desire to placate the growing international 
criticism of South Africa's racial policies, Smuts had little room to ma
neuver on the domestic front between his own record and the bitter 
attacks of the Nationalist opposition. At the end of the year, the Ameri
can legation in South Africa was relieved to be able to report that Smuts 
still seemed likely to win in the upcoming general election. By his actions
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toward his black countrymen, the Prime Minister had shown the limita
tions of "moderation" in white South Africa, but he at least eschewed 
the Anglophobia and evangelical racism of his former Sunday school stu
dent Daniel Malan.8 5 

IV 

The relations of the United States with South Africa in the first two years 
after World War II were heavily influenced by the person of Jan Smuts.  
As international criticism of South Africa's racial policies under his gov
ernment increased sharply in 1946 and 1947, many abroad came to doubt 
the Prime Minister's lofty reputation. The editors of the respected Econ
omist, for example, noted after the first regular session of the United 
Nations in 1946 that "to every non-European delegate, his outward ap
ip-cea " "rnational statesmanship conceals the inward 
convictions of a reudiced reactionary."' But mostwhite Aanericans, 
especially those in high politic , matic, and economic circles who 
had had any personal interaction with Smuts, continued to be impressed 
and even awed by his intelligence and international prominence." Under
Secretary of State Dean Acheson, who admired British ways almost as 
much as the South African leader did, suggested the esteem in which 
Smuts was still held in a note he sent to Truman to help prepare him for 
the Prime Minister's visit to the White House in November 1946. Smuts 
was "respected as the originator, with President Wilson, of the League 
of Nations and it was he who gave the name 'British Commonwealth of 
Nations' to the system of Government uniting, under the British crown, 
the various self-governing dominions," Acheson wrote, reminding Tru
man that Smuts was "the respected elder statesman" of America's closest 
ally, the British Empire.88 

Smuts himself acknowledged in early 1947 the contradictory image 
he projected as an internationalist representing a racially polarized coun
try in an increasingly egalitarian world. "I can be quoted on both sides," 
he admitted. 'The Preamble [to the U.N. Charter] is my own work, and 
I also mean to protect the European position in a world which is tending 
the other way."8 9 Smuts was one of the last of a generation of statesmen 
whose world had been dominated by white nations that ruled over peo
ples of color and did not question each other's right to do so; the Eu
rocentrism of his internationalist outlook put him painfully at odds with 
the multiracial world order emerging from World War II. He lamented 
Britain's decisions to liquidate its empire in Asia and to allow nonwhite 
nations equal status with South Africa in the Commonwealth, writing to 
a friend in 1947, "Ceylon a Dominion this year? Am I mad or is the 
world mad?"9" The world view of this aging imperialist was indeed prov
ing to make little sense to the peoples of the decolonizing Third World.  
Smuts found some reassurance in American policies for rebuilding and 
supporting the Western European nations, but the Truman administra-
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tion was learning in the new public forum of the United Nations how 
embarrassing it could now be to have South Africa as an ally. 9 1 

From the start of the first of the annual fallI.ess,_(i) f thC niW& 
N " Oicto e , rw ent weeks in the spodight 
of international attention. Attacks on the Union's racial policies, espe
cially regarding its residents of Indian descent and the territory of South 
West Africa, marked a new stage of international involvement in the 
Union's race relations. Representatives from the Third World, led by 
India and supported by the Eastern bloc countries, kept Smuts and the 
other South African delegates at the U.N. meetings on the defensive by 
focusing debate on the chasm between the principles of the United Na
titns -andte re-alitis of life in this member nation.These representatives 
of the new-wa e- f racial egalitarianism insisted that South Africa was 
part of the general colonial problem of unrepresented nonwhite peoples, 
an analysis bitterly resented by white South Africans who saw themselves 
as "natives" of the Union as much as any black person.92 The Council 
on African Affairs, headquartered in New York, also lobbied U.N. offi
cials and the American delegation on behalf of black South Africans, 
distributing information on their living conditions and supporting the 
efforts of the Indian delegation and other nonwhite representatives. The 
Council emphasized that unlike other nations that at least officially agreed 
with the U.N. Charter's ideal of racial equality, the South African gov
ernment explicitly required racial discrimination, in defiance of the Char
ter, which it had signed.93 If such pressure in the new public forum of 
the United Nations put Smuts, with his enormous personal prestige in 
international affairs, on the defensive in 1946 and 1947, it would serve 
only to harden the already defiant attitudes of his Nationalist successors 
after tleir eTtoral-vico0- in M 1948.,94 

Wl-Enindian delegate Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit, the sister of Jawahar
lal Nehru, raised the issue of South African treatment of people of Indian 
descent at the opening session of the General Assembly in 1946, the 
tension between two different principles of the U.N. Charter became 
quickly apparent. On one hand, members were enjoined from interfering 
in "matters which are essentially within the domestic jurisdiction" of one 
state; on the other, members were expected to promote the observance 
of "human rights and fundamental freedoms for all without distinction 
as to race." Smuts responded to Pandit's charges by emphasizing the 
domestic jurisdiction clause and suggesting that Indians in South Africa 
were better off than they would be in India, with its widespread poverty 
and traditional caste system.95 

Other nations wishing to avoid having international attention drawn 
to theift-reatmenf ot f--peo of-TrIik -the-United States and the im
perial powers of Western Europe, tended to support South Africa in the 
U.N. debates. The United States government preferred to view South 
Africa's racial problems as largely the Union's own business, but their 
international implications made this increasingly difficult. The Truman
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administration's concern for retaining the loyalty of the world's decolo
nizing areas and its desire to minimize public criticism of its South Af
rican ally led the American delegation to try to play a mediating role at 
the U.N. On the issue of the Union's treatment of South African nation
als of Indian descent, the United States took the position that the matter 
should be referred to the International Court of Justice (the World Court) 
for an advisory opinion on whether it fell solely within the domestic 
jurisdiction of the Union. In place of the condemnatory resolution of
fered by India, the U.S. delegation succeeded in having a more moderate 
proposal passed by the General Assembly in December 1946: friendly 
relations between South Africa and India had been impaired, it said, and 
the two nations should meet to discuss and find a resolution to the prob
lem. But the level of resentment felt toward the South African govern
ment by people who had known firsthand the costs of white racial dom
inance-and the eagerness of the Soviet bloc to support their sentiments-
made it difficult for the United States not to appear supportive of South 
Africa, just as it seemed to be sympathetic to the European colonial pow
ers.9 6 

In addition to concerns about South Africa's treatment of Indians 
and other peoples of color, the other major issue involving the Union to 
eoerge at the first United Nations annual session was the future of South 

YWest Africa. The former German colony had been turned over to South 
Africa in 1920 by the League of Nations as a "class C" League mandate.  
That status meant that the Union could essentially administer it as an 
integral part of South Africa, but the Union government was obligated 
to promote the well-being and progress of the inhabitants of the territory 
and to report annually to the League on its administration. The dissolu
tion of the League of Nations led the Smuts government to inform the 
opening session of the United Nations in 1946 that South Africa now 
planned to annex the territory outright.97 

Considerable dismay greeted the announcement of the proposed South 
African action. Most member nations believed that South West Africa 
should instead be placed under the new U.N. trusteeship system. This 
seemed especially important in light of intensifying racial discrimination 
in the Union, which suggested that South African rule of South West 
Africa could not be in the best interests of the 300,000 Africans who 
constituted over 90 percent of the territory's population. Black Ameri
cans and representatives of South Africa's Indian and African populations 
joined U.N. delegations like that of India in ridiculing Smuts' assertion 
that most Africans in South West Africa actually welcomed incorporation 
by the Union; they called instead for an evaluation of African opinion in 
the territory by a neutral party. Fearing a similar fate for themselves, 
Africans in the neighboring British High Commission territory of Be
chuanaland pleaded with London to help block South African expansion.  
The Soviet Union also opposed Smuts' proposal for annexation and in
sisted that South Africa abide by the spirit of the U.N. Charter either by
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bringing South West Africa into the U.N. trusteeship system or by granting 
it independence. 98 

The disposition of South West Africa, like the treatment of South 
African nationals of Indian descent, seemed to the Truman administra
tion a minor concern that should not be allowed to distract the United 
Nations from the great issue of Soviet and communist expansion. Like 
other colonial issues, the future of South West Africa provoked strong 
sentiment in non-Western delegates, whom American policymakers wanted 
instead to focus on helping to create a stable, capitalist world order. The 
United States government also wanted to minimize debate on South West 
Africa because of its potential implications for American policy toward 
the mandated islands of the western Pacific, which the American military 
remained unwilling to place under U.N. trusteeship.99 

Eager to reduce antagonism between South Africa and its critics, the 
U.S. delegation wor1k- ft6de-fea_ resolutions condemning the Union while 
gently pres-sirihg fthe Smuts government to consider a trusteeship"ar
rangemeit for South West Africa as a way to maintain all its practical 
advantages there without provoking the anti-colonial delegates.100 Smuts 
wanted to incorporate the territory as fervently as did his Nationalist 
opponents at home, but his desire for good international relations led 
him to postpone annexation and accept an American proposal that the 
United Nations defer action on the matter for a year while South Africa 
resumed making annual reports on its administration of the territory.  
The U.N. in turn limited itself to requesting, rather than requiring, that 
South Africa follow the example of the other mandatory powers by 
bringing South West Africa under a trusteeship agreement. American 
prestige and influence had helped restrain open conflict over the issue, 
but South Africa was proving itself a difficult friend to have in interna
tional affairs.' 0 

The 1946 General Assembly session charted the course of future re
lations between South Africa and the rest of the world. Never before had 
a sovereign nation had its policies of racial discrimination so openly dis
cussed and specifically condemned by a worldwide council of nations.  
The United States had partially protected its ally by helping moderate 
the tone of the final resolutions, but the United Nations had clearly in
dicated that South Africa's racial and colonial policies were out of line 
with those of the international community. 102 While many white South 
Africans rallied to Smuts' defense in the face of his embarrassment on 
the international stage, the Nationalist Party made further domestic po
litical gains by condemning the Prime Minister's minor concessions and 
compromising tone at the United Nations.10 3 Caught between conflict
ing pressures at home and abroad, Smuts tried to keep to a middle course, 
which was rapidly disappearing. He promised that South Africa would 
not annex South West Africa and would continue to administer it in the 
spirit of the original mandate. At the same time, however, the South 
African Parliament resolved not to place the territory under U.N. trust-
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eeship, and Smuts moved toward greater political integration of South 
West Africa into the Union. 10 4 

International criticism of South Africa continued in 1947, further 
irking white South Africans while encouraging Indian passive resisters 
and African nationalists. °10 Pravda in Moscow lambasted the South Af
rican Parliament's decision to ignore the U.N.'s recommendation on 
trusteeship for South West Africa, and the Soviet media in general con
tinued to stress discriminatory practices against blacks in the Union.'0 6 

Despite efforts by the United States to shield South Africa by denying 
him an entry visa, Anglican clergyman Michael Scott finally arrived in 
New York in the fall as an adviser to the Indian delegation at the United 
Nations with a collection of dramatic statements and petitions from the 
Herero people of South West Africa. Scott distributed this information 
widely at the U.N., destroying in the process what little credibility the 
Smuts government had gained from its claims that Africans in the terri
tory wanted to be annexed by the Union. Indentured and child labor, 
pass laws, and utterly inadequate educational and health services, it seemed, 
characterized South African administration of the territory. One mission
ary in South West Africa called the referendum on the annexation ques
tion that the South African government had held there "an absolute farce," 
while the Herero reported being intimidated, harassed, and deceived in 
order to vote the "proper" way. When their tribal representatives sought 
permission from the South African government to be allowed to travel 
to the United Nations to present their case, the request was dismissed 
on the grounds that Smuts already was their representative there. They 
then smuggled out their petitions with Scott instead. 10 7 

The American delegation at the United Nations in the fall of 1947 
continued its efforts to moderate criticism of South Africa and keep the 
Union from becoming further isolated from world opinion. With the 
battle lines of the Cold War having been clearly drawn earlier in the year, 
all anticommunist Western allies were increasingly valuable to the United 
States government. Another resolution by the Indian government to 
convene an international round table conference to discuss the treatment 
of people of Indian descent in South Africa failed again by a handful of 
votes; instead, the General Assembly merely repeated the previous year's 
more moderate resolution calling on South Africa, India, and now Paki
stan (which had just come into existence) to meet to resolve the issue.  
The U.S. delegation was also pleased that Smuts was continuing to pro
vide annual reports on the South African administration of South West 
Africa and that the General Assembly merely repeated its request that the 
Union place the territory under U.N. trusteeship.' These efforts at 
damage control in the newly declared Cold War came, however, at the 
cost of the United States' being increasingly identified with the colonial 
and racial attitudes of white South Africa.10 9 By the end of 1947, it had 
become clear to the Truman administration that shielding the Union and 
its antiquated racial policies at the United Nations was a considerable
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embarrassment to the United States in its struggle for the allegiance of 
the peoples and nations of the emerging Third World.  

V 
Outside of the United Nations, relations between the United States and 
South Africa continued to grow stronger and friendlier in the immediate 
postwar years as the Union's economic and strategic importance to 
Washington increased with the development of the Cold War. One ex
ception to the general ease with which this relationship was developing 
surfaced in the protracted debate over settling lend-lease debts from the 
war. South Africa had contributed less to the war effort, in proportion 
to its national wealth and population, than any other Commonwealth 
country. In addition, the Union, unlike the rest of the Commonwealth, 
had refused to sign a reverse lend-lease agreement by which it would 
have supplied strategic materials as a contribution to the Allied war ef
fort; instead, the United States had been forced to buy them from South 
Africa at the market price. At the same time, South Africa's financial and 
economic position had improved sharply during the war, putting it in a 
better position to pay off its debts than any other Allied nation. Secretary 
of the Treasury Fred Vinson reminded Byrnes in November 1945 of 
South Africa's relatively small material contribution to the war effort and 
seeming disregard for the spirit of lend-lease. Vinson encouraged the 
Secretary of State to keep this in mind during forthcoming negotiations 
regarding the repayment of lend-lease debts." 0 

American calls for a settlement of the lend-lease debt caused a stir in 
white South African politics at the beginning of 1946. During the war, 
Smuts and the pro-government press had misled the South African pub
lic about the nature of the debt to the United States, giving assurances 
that the Americans would expect no repayment. Opposition newspapers 
were now eager to embarrass the Prime Minister with the news of the 
American request."' U.S. Minister Holcomb was troubled by the atti
tude of the Smuts government, which he believed was making the United 
States appear duplicitous and unreasonably demanding. Holcomb ad
vised his superiors in the State Department that "our Government should 
adopt a just but very firm attitude towards this Government which is 
obviously planning to evade its just debts" because "in the long run such 
an attitude will gain us increased respect."" 2 Despite American evalua
tions of U.S. lend-lease provisions to the Union at $169 million in direct 
assistance plus $704 million in indirect military aid, the South African 
government initially offered a total of $40 million for settlement of the 
bill." 3 

Stubborn negotiating by South Africa during the summer and fall of 
1946 frustrated American lend-lease administrators and State Depart
ment personnel, who believed they were already being amply generous 
with a country that seemed to have profited substantially from the war.
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Holcomb continued to lobby Washington to take a tougher stance, ar
guing that the Smuts government would not receive a token settlement 
with any more grace than it would an agreement reflecting the Union's 
actual obligations and ability to pay.' 14 Holcomb's assistant in Pretoria, 
Dale Maher, reported with some anger "the duplicity of the Smuts gov
ernment, which, in order to escape from a political dilemma of its own 
making, did not hesitate to falsify the real position of the United States." 
Maher concluded that "once again General Smuts has demonstrated his 
ability to escape from an embarrassing political situation by a clever and 
not too ethical manoeuvre, this time at the expense of the United States." ns 
While not pleased by "slim Jannie" 's demonstration of the meaning of 
his nickname, top policymakers in the Truman administration were im
pressed by Smuts' arguments about how a large debt would strengthen 
the hand of his extremist enemies at home and by the importance of 
maintaining good relations with a country so well endowed with stra
tegic materials. Late in the year, the two sides agreed to a settlement of 
$100 million.1' 6 

Economic links and historical ties continued after the war to keep 
South Africa closely aligned with Great Britain and therefore with the 
United States. Like Truman, Smuts believed that rebuilding Europe should 
be the West's top priority. The Prime Minister saw the British Common
wealth as a natural counterweight in world affairs to the growing polarity 
between the United States and the Soviet Union. With his almost spiri
tual view of the bonds tying the Commonwealth together, Smuts was an 
exceedingly gracious (some said even fawning) host to the British royal 
family when they visited South Africa from February to April of 1947.  
In its several pages of pictorial coverage of this imperial occasion, Life 
magazine emphasized the loyalty to the British Crown of the King's 
"stalwart subjects" of all colors in the Union and their special affection 
for Queen Elizabeth. The Truman administration could only be pleased 
with such apparent devotion to the strongest ally of the United States." 7 

South Africa remained particularly important to Great Britain in eco
nomic and financial terms after the war. The Union was one of the few 
countries with which the British had a favorable balance of trade, and 
the enormous gold production of the Rand mines helped bolster the 
entire sterling area's currency reserves. In return, South African industrial 
development continued to depend on British capital, which flowed even 
faster to the Union after the election of the Labour government in 1945 
led to rumors that British industries might soon be nationalized. With 
Britain's financial difficulties growing more serious late in 1947, the South 
African government provided a crucial gold loan of £80 million plus a 
gift of £1 million "from the South African people." London also looked 
to Pretoria for strategic minerals and for help in any future defense of 
British interests in the Middle East. Despite its distaste for South African 
racial policies, the government of Clement Attlee in Britain found itself



Containing Communism and Black Unrest: 1946-1947

closely entwined with South Africa for economic and strategic rea
sons. 118 

Direct American economic interests in South Africa expanded dra
matically in 1946 and 1947. South Africa's relative wealth and its can
cellation of wartime trade restrictions in late 1945 unleashed an extraor
dinary boom in demand for consumer goods, which American 
manufacturers were uniquely positioned to satisfy. Already three times 
greater in 1946 than in 1938, American exports to the Union almost 
doubled again in 1947 to a total value of $414 million. The South Af
rican government's financial policies encouraged American investment in 
South African industries as well, which grew quickly in such fields as 
automobiles, tires, petroleum, and textiles. General Motors, Goodyear, 
Firestone, and a dozen other major American corporations initiated or 
expanded their operations in the Union soon after the war. Appreciating 
what Fortune magazine called the "fantastically low operating costs" of 
companies that could buy African labor so cheaply, American capital also 
started to flow into traditionally British-funded mining interests in the 
Union and in South West Africa. One of the leading American groups 
that began investing in the production of the strategic minerals of south
ern Africa after the war was the Newmont Mining Company, whose 
president, Fred Searls, had worked closely with Secretary of State James 
Byrnes during the war and whose board of directors Byrnes would soon 
be sitting on. 119 

VI 

Several patterns of enduring significance in international politics emerged 
in the first two years after World War II. Explicit racial domination had 
lost its legitimacy in the gas chambers of the German Holocaust. No 
longer bolstered by confidence about their "white man's burden," the 
greatly weakened European imperial powers, in their different ways, be
gan at last to consider withdrawing from their colonial empires. Despite 
continuing white violence, the United States witnessed important sym
bolic and substantive victories for greater civil rights for its citizens of all 
colors. The United Nations emerged as a prominent public forum for 
those pressing for the end of colonialism and racial discrimination every
where.  

With the rest of the world thus moving toward greater racial equal
ity, the Union of South Africa emerged as the great exception. The pro
cesses of industrialization and urbanization combined with resurgent Af
rikaner nationalism to increase racial polarization and put the Union on 
a course for apartheid. With the Truman Doctrine and the Marshall Plan 
defining American strategy and priorities in the developing Cold War, 
the anticommunist South African state with its wealth of strategic min
erals and long-standing ties to Great Britain became increasingly impor-
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tant to the United States. The Truman administration therefore found 
itself working hard by 1947 to moderate the chorus of international crit
icism of South Africa and, to a lesser extent, the other colonial powers.  

While southern Africa did not receive the attention in Washington 
that Europe, the Middle East, or Asia did, the United States nonetheless 
developed important ties with South Africa during the last two years 
before the establishment of formal apartheid. Rapidly expanding trade 
with and investment in the Union gave it a status and reputation in the 
American business community unusual for a country of its size. The pres
ence of the world's largest known undeveloped uranium ore deposits on 
the Rand, recognized since late in World War II, meant that South Af
rica's strategic importance to the West had become enormous. The will
ingness of the Smuts government to develop that ore, as indicated by its 
work on a pilot leaching plant in 1947, and its plans to sell the material 
solely to the British and the Americans greatly pleased the Truman ad
ministration.12 Despite the absence of any substantial threat of leftist 
subversion in South Africa, the Smuts government seemed as determined 
as the Truman administration to prove its anticommunist credentials. Late 
in 1947 the South African Attorney General showed how closely his 
country's course could parallel that of the United States by requesting 
copies of the reports of the House Committee on Un-American Activi
ties to help in his own work."' With the rising power of the even more 
fiercely anticommunist Nationalist Party, South Africa's stability as a 
Western ally in the Cold War seemed assured.



CHAPTER 5 

The Coming of Apartheid: 1948 

In the burdened trek of South African history, the all-white elections of 
26 May 1948 marked a watershed. To the surprise of almost all observ
ers, the Nationalist Party, in alliance with the small Afrikaner Party, won 
a slim majority in the Union Parliament, and Daniel Malan became Prime 
Minister in place of Jan Smuts, who lost his own seat to an obscure 
Nationalist candidate. Racial tension in South Africa had been increasing 
under the United Party government since World War II, but the rise to 
power of the Afrikaner nationalists and their determination to implement 
the more rigorous system of segregation known as apartheid accelerated 
the racial polarization of the country. Later elections would add to the 
Nationalist majority, and black South Africans in the second half of the 
twentieth century would suffer increasing economic debilitation and per
sonal and political harassment at the hands of the South African govern
ment. The results of the 1948 elections put the Union on a different 
political path from the rest of the world and gravely damaged the hopes 
of the majority of South Africans for a more humane and democratic 
future.  

South Africa's fateful choice of apartheid came in the midst of grow
ing antagonism in the Cold War. In the spring and summer of 1948, the 
United States was seeking to stem the tide of left-wing politics in Europe 
and Asia. Anticolonial insurgencies persisted in Southeast Asia, with the 
French increasingly embattled in Indochina and the British facing leftist 
rebels in mineral-rich Malaya. Communist troops were sweeping towards 
victory in China. The Soviet Union strengthened its hold on the reins of 
power in the occupied nations of Eastern Europe, and popular commu
nist parties in Italy and France continued to make American policymak
ers anxious about the possibility of a democratic turn to communism in 
Western Europe. In June, Soviet troops cut off Western ground access 
to West Berlin, dramatically raising tensions in Europe and provoking a 
massive year-long airlift of supplies to the isolated city.  

At home, the Truman administration took a strong stance in favor 
of civil rights in 1948, partly for domestic political reasons and because 
of genuinely held principles, but also in order to help shore up support 
for its international struggle to maintain and expand Western-style capi-
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talist democracy. As it sought to establish greater credibility with people 
of color at home and abroad, the administration did not welcome the 
prospect of apartheid in a nation of the British Commonwealth. But the 
fierce anticommunism of the Malan government, the growing economic 
interdependence of the two nations, and the promise of vast quantities 
of uranium ore from the Rand assuaged official American concern about 
the evidently troubled future of its South African ally.  

I 
South Africa nudged into the consciousness of educated Americans right 
at the beginning of 1948 with the publication in the United States of 
Alan Paton's Cry, the Beloved Country. This beautifully written novel by 
a white South African received immediate critical acclaim and a wide 
audience. 1 Paton's story warned of rising tensions in his "beloved coun
try," due largely to the impersonal forces of industrialization and urban
ization. He saw the mass migration of black South Africans into the 
cities in search of work as causing immense moral damage, forcing them 
to shed their traditional social patterns and be led astray by the immoral 
temptations of de-tribalized urban life. Paton's heroes, both white and 
black, were kind, generous, religious, and above all humble. This repre
sented the quintessential white South African liberal perspective of the 
1940s, in which extremists loomed on both sides of the color line, and 
the real issues were as much moral and spiritual as political. Cy, the 
Beloved Country held up moderation and forgiveness by South Africans 
of all colors as the only road to a peaceful solution of the escalating racial 
tensions in the Union. Paton's tone, however, was mournful and not 
optimistic. 2 

Attention to Africa in general was also growing among American 
national security managers in the early months of 1948. They were deeply 
concerned with rebuildiT1 Westcrr-Eurprinto ii ecoomic, military, 
andpohVti-union strong enough to resist the influence and pressures of 
the Soviet bloc. The P--cy a g -ff-o-f-the-Xdt te Department made 
it clear in late January that the Truman administration feared above all 
the "catastrophe" that would befall Europe if Congress did not adopt the 
European Recovery Plan proposed by Secretary of State George Marshall 
seven months earlier: "A Europe abandoned by ourselves at this stage of 
the game would be little different . . than the Europe which would 
have resulted from a German victory in the recent war." The loss of its 
traditional access to Eastern Europe's raw materials stenmming from the 
creation of the Soviet bloc meant that Western Europe would have to 
fulfill much of its resource needs from either the United States or Africa.  
The Policy Planning Staff believed the United States to be the more 
viable source of materials at this point but emphasized the tremendous 
potential for a joint Western European program of "economic develop-
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ment and exploitation of the colonial and dependent areas of the African 
Continent," including the resettlement of excess European population.  
Particularly encouraging in this regard was the fact that Africa thus far 
remained "relatively little exposed to communist pressures."' 

Even if Congress did fund the Marshall Plan, however, American 
policymakers believed a still more dangerous threat menaced both the 
recovery of Western Europe and the stability of its African territories.  
The growing popularity of the Communist Party in France and in Italy 
portended possible communist victories in democratic elections, which 
would have eviscerated the nascent anticommunist Western union. The 
U.S. Embassy in Rome warned in March that the United States govern
ment needed to increase its clandestine funding of the moderate Italian 
political parties "in order to save Italy from the left." 4 The American 
Embassy in Moscow predicted that a communist electoral victory in either 
France or Italy would rapidly increase communist influence throughout 
Western Europe and open up avenues for the "extension of Communist 
activities in the colonial world from Dakar to Saigon." From Washing
ton's perspective, legitimately elected communist governments in West
ern Europe not only would have extended Soviet control in Europe all 
the way to the Atlantic, but also would have offered Moscow a shortcut 
from a position of no influence in Africa to one of complete domination 
of the continent.5 

A destabilized Western Europe with left-leaning governments would 
have had profound implications for American relations with European 
colonial areas and American access to natural resources there. By the end 
of World War II, American policymakers knew that they had seen the 
end of the period of the United States' self-sufficiency in strategic min
erals and other raw materials; access to natural resources in the Third 
World would now be crucial to American economic and military secu
rity.6 By 1948, the Truman administration's concern with stockpiling 
rare mineral resources led it to seek improved rail transportation and 
expanded port facilities in southern Africa in order to encourage the ex
port of the region's strategic materials. 7 In a suggestive study completed 
on February 24, the Policy Planning Staff noted that the United States 
had "about 50% of the world's wealth but only 6.3% of its population" 
and that "in this situation, we cannot fail to be the object of envy and 
resentment. Our real task in the coming period is to devise a pattern of 
relationships which will permit us to maintain this position of disparity 
without positive detriment to our national security."8 Being explicit about 
this goal of continued economic dominance would not have lessened such 
"envy and resentment." Secretary Marshall instead instructed American 
diplomatic officers a few months later to "use our information resources 
to convince the people of third [nonaligned] countries that [the] achieve
ment of their own aspirations will be significantly advanced with the 
realization of U.S. [rather than Soviet] national objectives." Soviet dom-
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ination of Europe and the wealth of natural resources in its colonial areas 
would have had alarming effects on this American "position of dispar
ity." 9 

The day after the Policy Planning Staff had reminded Marshall of the 
need to maintain the current status of the United States in the world 
economy, the unfolding political drama in Czechoslovakia came to a head.  
The Czech Communist Party seized full control of the government. The 
Truman administration and the American public were shocked by what 
they understood as a bold new Soviet act of aggression against a nation 
that had sought to participate in the American plan for reconstructing 
Europe. Eight days later, General Lucius Clay, the American commander 
in West Berlin, cabled Washington that he detected a change in Soviet 
attitudes that might forebode an imminent outbreak of war. Later in 
March, State Department adviser John Foster Dulles expressed the fear 
of many Americans that "today there is hardly anyone in Europe or Asia 
who does not feel that if he asserts himself in a manner displeasing to 
the Soviet Communist Party, he will be, or shortly may be, liquidated." 
Dulles concluded that this Soviet "terror is having a tremendous effect 
upon the willingness of people to oppose Soviet penetration." The ad
ministration's worst fears about Europe and therefore European colonial 
areas seemed more realistic than ever. 10 

With anxieties increasing about European stability, Congress voted 
on March 31 to appropriate funds for the administration's European Re
covery Program. France, England, and the Benelux countries signed the 
Brussels Treaty for mutual defense, with Under-Secretary of State Robert 
Lovett and Senator Arthur Vandenberg going right to work to lay the 
legislative groundwork for America's entry into what would become the 
North Atlantic Treaty Organization in 1949. And the Central Intelfi
gence Agency provided large infusions of money and organizing skills to 
help defeat the Communist Party in the Italian elections in April. The 
most immediate threats to Western European security seemed to have 
been at least temporarily contained." 

II 
In the context of intensifying American concern about Soviet and com
munist expansion in Europe and Asia, the surprising news reached 
Washington in late May that the Nationalists had defeated the United 
Party of Jan Smuts in the South African parliamentary elections. While 
the United Party won more popular votes than its opponents, the party 
of Daniel Malan, in alliance with the smaller Afrikaner Party, gained a 
majority of seats in the Union Parliament and would now form a new 
government. American observers in South Africa were startled. U.S.  
Minister Thomas Holcomb had predicted just six weeks earlier that 
growing fears among white South Africans about threats to world peace 
abroad were strengthening Smuts' hand, as he continued to symbolize
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international stability. The Nationalists, Holcomb had said in mid-April, 
were now accepting the "inevitability" of their defeat. Right up to the 
election, the American Legation remained certain that "General Smuts 
dominates the political life of the country." Given their assumption about 
"the general recognition [in South Africa] of General Smuts's pre-eminence 
as the last surviving architect of Union, a master politician and a world 
statesman," American diplomats in South Africa were shocked that the 
Prime Minister lost even his own seat in Parliament. 12 

Americans tended to identify with the generally affluent English
speaking and moderate Afrikaner South Africans represented by the United 
Party, and did not realize the extent to which the United Party had failed 
to champion a vision of South Africa's future that would have offered a 
robust alternative to that of the Nationalists. The Truman administration 
was surprised by the Nationalist Party's success in organizing enough of 
the Afrikaner majority of the white population--especially farmers, ur
ban industrial workers, and Afrikaner cultural and economic institu
tions-to support its apartheid platform. Policymakers in Washington, 
like most foreign observers, generally failed to understand the extent of 
the domestic political damage suffered by Smuts as a result of his diffi
culties at the United Nations and the benefit to the more chauvinistic 
Nationalists of growing white resentment of international criticism of 
South African racial customs.' 3 

The key to the Nationalist Party victory and the centerpiece of its 
campaign was the proposed policy of apartheid. The Nationalists suc
cessfuly mobilized the racial fears and pride of South African whites who 
dreaded the growing African urban population and the resulting breaches 
in traditional South African segregation. Malan and his colleagues de
fined "apartheid"---a new Afrikaans word that had come into use only in 
the 1930s and that would be translated literally as "apart-ness"--as a 
separation of the races, a policy rooted in the experience of the estab
lished white population of South Africa and in "Christian principles of 
justice and reasonableness." Its aim was "the maintenance and protection 
of the European population of the country as a pure white race' and the 
preservation of "the indigenous racial groups as separate communi
ties." 14 

The goal of apartheid contrasted sharply with the recommendations 
of the Smuts government's Native Laws Commission. Commonly known 
as the Fagan Commission, after its chairman, Justice Henry A. Fagan, 
this prestigious body spent two years studying the problems involved in 
African urbanization and produced a report made public by Smuts in 
March 1948. Among its many findings, the Fagan Commission's most 
important conclusion was that a permanent African urban population 
existed by this time in the Union and must be accepted; there was simply 
no way to relocate the huge number of settled Africans in urban areas, 
many of them resident there for several decades, to the woefully inade
quate native reserves. The migration of Africans as well as poor whites
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to the cities over the previous two decades had been caused by the same 
industrial dislocation found in other developed countries and could not 
be reversed. Instead, the Fagan Commission reported, the South African 
government needed to take a more active role in mitigating the enor
mous social problems accompanying this demographic shift-problems 
that Alan Paton had touched on in his best-selling novel. The scholarly 
Commission report clearly indicated that the massive relocation of Afri
cans to the native reserves implied in the theory of apartheid would be a 
wildly expensive and inhumane policy. In the fearful domain of white 
South African politics, however, the idea of racial re-segregation, care
fully couched in appeals to Afrikaner pride, proved more powerful than 
the sober assessment of a commission appointed by the United Party 
government and more attractive than the moderate racial attitudes em
bodied in the United Party's second leading figure, Deputy Prime Min
ister Jan Hofmeyr.15 

In addition to a commitment to return to the more clearly authori
tarian race relations of an earlier era, the electoral victory of Malan and 
the Nationalists represented in some ways a final reversal of the outcome 
of the Boer War a half-century earlier. While downplaying its well-known 
desire for a South African republic independent of the British Common
wealth in order not to alienate English-speaking voters during the cam
paign, the Nationalist Party in 1948 clearly represented those in the Union 
who sought to diminish and ultimately to eliminate the special relation
ship of Britain and South Africa. In finally unifying a substantial majority 
of the long-divided Afrikaners with his calls for complete racial segrega
tion, Malan also appealed to Afrikaner ethnic pride by seeking to halt 
the swift tide of English immigration into the Union since World War 
II. Resentful of the domination of South African economic and political 
life by their countrymen of English descent, Afrikaner nationalists feared 
the potentially liberal racial attitudes of English immigrants. Malan's new 
government soon moved to encourage immigration instead from the 
Netherlands and Germany. The anti-democratic tendencies of ascendant 
Afrikaner nationalism were clear in the loyalty owed by almost all of the 
Nationalist Party leaders to the powerful, Anglophobic Broederbond, the 
shadowy organization dedicated to creating an Afrikaner republic.16 

In the decades since the establishment of the first Nationalist Party 
government, historians and other observers have not reached a consensus 
about the significance of the 1948 election in South Africa. Some have 
emphasized the continuities of basic content and direction in white racial 
policies between the preceding segregationist regimes and the subsequent 
apartheid governments. From this perspective, the foundations of apart
heid were laid by earlier legislation and administration, while the Nation
alist program after May 1948 had only to close loopholes in the system 
and tighten administrative control of more details of the lives of black 
South Africans. The essential goal remained, before and after 1948, the 
preservation of white minority rule by whatever means necessary. 17
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Other observers have focused attention on the innovations of the 
apartheid system, both the symbolic dismissal of the rhetoric of white 
"trusteeship" of supposedly inferior races and the substantive increase in 
actual oppression experienced by people of color in South Africa. Leo 
Kuper has described the implementation of apartheid as a carefully planned 
counter-revolution against the processes of urbanization and industriali
zation that were drawing South Africans of all races together into a com
mon society. Leonard Thompson has argued that the 1948 election was 
the single most important political event accelerating the polarization be
tween blacks and whites in South Africa and between South Africa and 
the rest of the world.'" Regardless of differences in emphasis, however, 
there can be little doubt of the symbolic significance of Malan's victory 
in pointing South Africa toward a future different from the rest of the 
world's. After a visit to the Union a few years later, British journalist 
(and subsequently noted African historian) Basil Davidson concluded that 
"against the long slow crucifixion of the Africans in South Africa the 
battle of words and shaken fists between the 'English' and the Afrikaners 
of today can seem, to strangers, little better than a shoddy farce."' 9 

While the extent to which the May 1948 election marked an epochal 
change in South African politics has remained uncertain, the contending 
white political parties clearly shared one piece of ideological ground that 
mattered greatly to the United States government: a strong antipathy for 
communism and the Soviet Union. The U.S. Legation in Pretoria had 
been assuring the State Department since the beginning of the year that 
any white government in South Africa would have to remain hostile to 
an ideology that explicitly challenged "the domination of a large colored 
population by a small European minority." The South African economy 
depended on a stable African labor force, reported U.S. Minister Hol
comb, and no Union government would countenance efforts-by com
munists or anyone else-to organize black workers to gain more power.  
Holcomb registered his concern for "the admirable potentialities for ag
itation which South Africa's basically unhealthy race relations present," 
but policymakers in Washington were relieved by the assurances of South 
African loyalty to the cause of the West in the Cold War. American na
tional security managers understood that South Africa's anticommunism 
would only be strengthened by a Nationalist Party electoral victory. Hol
comb revealed the essence of official American attitudes when he noted 
in January 1948 that the solution needed for South Africa's racial prob
lems was a course somewhere between "the two absurd extremes of com
plete segregation and complete equality." The victory of the proponents 
of apartheid in May, while representing the first of these apparently com
parable "absurd extremes," at least did not threaten South Africa's inter
national position in the Cold War.2 0 

The news of the Nationalist victory nonetheless did cause some con
fusion and dismay within the educated American public and in Western 
Europe. Reports reached the State Department of concern in Norway
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and France, while the London Stock Exchange experienced an immediate 
near-panicked selling of South African industrial shares. 2 1 American 
newspapers and journals indicated the difficulty many Americans had in 
understanding how other 'Westerners" who had so recently been allies 
of the United States in the war against Hitler could now freely elect pro
Nazi leaders. The New York Times mourned the defeat of Smuts, the 
"elder statesman of the world," and warned of the "totalitarian" inclina
tions of many of the new Nationalist Party leaders. Time saluted Smuts 
as "wise, venerable, [and] oak-solid," and regretted the "perverse, isola
tionist, acutely race-conscious road" now being taken by white South 
Africa in choosing a government to be led by the "myopic, paunchy" 
Malan. The general American preference for the relative racial moderate
ness of Smuts revealed a serious misunderstanding of the former Prime 
Minister's own record and his continuing commitment to unquestioned 
white supremacy in South Africa. But politically aware Americans were 
correct in believing that a South Africa ruled by explicitly racist Afrikaner 
nationalists could only weaken the prestige and credibility of the West in 
the international arena.22 

The swiftness with which the Malan government released from prison 
those convicted of treasonous pro-Nazi activities during the war caused 
further consternation among American observers. In early July, The New 
Republic identified the serious danger posed by the Nationalists to the 
worldwide cause of democracy: the new South African rulers were openly 
interpreting the anticommunism of the Truman Doctrine as "justifying 
their own brand of extreme Nazi-type reaction." 21 Such an ally muddied 
the Manichaean view of the Cold War that the United States government 
was promoting. The Nation warned against the "sinister group of younger 
men" surrounding the elderly Malan who had proven during the war 
"how little they believe in democracy." 21 U.S. Minister Winship reported 
from Pretoria that while the Nationalist leaders would probably not act 
"impulsively or immediately" to attain their objectives of apartheid and 
independence from the Commonwealth, every act of the new govern
ment would nonetheless be "deliberately calculated to bring them closer" 
to fulfillment. 25 

In a July 1948 analysis of developments in South Africa, the State 
Department's Office of Intelligence Research brooded about the "Nazi
minded, anti-democratic elements whose influence will permeate the gov
ernmental structure." The report warned that "the traditions of the Af
rikaans front are completely alien to Anglo-American democracy" and 
that "the dynamics of this Afrikaans brand of fascism" were already being 
felt in the administration of the country's affairs. Fortunately, concluded 
this generally grim intelligence analysis, South Africa's cooling military 
relationship with Britain would draw it closer to the United States, and 
the Union government's realization of South Africa's growing need for 
American capital and American trade goods "may be the most potent 
factor in tempering Nationalist extremism." 26
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III 

The news of the Nationalist Party victory particularly worried the Tru
man administration's nuclear planners, who that spring faced an immi
nent shortage of their most crucial resource, uranium ore. Since the be
ginning of the Manhattan Project in 1942, the United States had received 
over 90 percent of its uranium from the Shinkolobwe mine in the Bel
gian Congo's Katanga Province. But U.S. Atomic Energy Commission 
chairman David Lilienthal and others feared dependence on Shinko
lobwe, due to uncertainty about the extent of its supply. In a meeting 
just two days after the South African elections, the American members 
of the United States-United Kingdom Combined Policy Committee on 
the development of atomic energy agreed with their British counterparts 
that "by 1952 South Africa might be the principal source of uranium 
and negotiations should be undertaken now to procure the maximum 
amount" possible from the Union. Under-Secretary of State Robert Lov
ett concluded prophetically that the United States should "bear in mind 
the importance of South African uranium in all our future dealings with 
the Dominion."' 27 

It would be difficult to overstate the importance of uranium to the 
UnitedStates in i948. Concerned with America's leading role inffhe 
dev-eoping Weste-rn military alliance and faced with what it believed to 
be hostile Soviet aggression in the heart of Europe, the Truman admin
istration found itself increasingly dependent on nuclear weapons-for-the 
defense oLWestern Europe and other American interests. The National 
Security Council (NSC) concluded in September that the security of 
Western Europe, "without which there can be no European economic 
recovery and little hope fiora fit ieaceful andstable world," rested on exdu--fve Aerican possession of atomic weapons, which provided 
"the present major counterbalance to the ever-present threat of. . .So
viet military power." Since the rapid demobilization of American troops 
at th-e-end of World War II, political and military analysts in Washington 
had assumed that Western ground forces were vastly outnumbered by 
those of the Eastern bloc. The Soviets had not yet deployed an atomic 
weapon, however, and the developing American nuclear arsenal was ex
pected to provide the crucial deterrent to communist expansion. 28 

Unfortunately for the Truman administration, supplies of uranium 
ore were belieedinMi48 to be extremely limited. General Leslie Groves, 
the commander of the Manhattan Project, had warned Under-Secretary 
of State Dean Acheson about this two years earlier when he emphasized 
that there "are not sufficient foreseeable reserves of high grade raw ma
terial to satisfy . . . our own requirements for the next three or four 
years." 2 9 Acheson had relayed the message in May 1947 to the Joint 
Congressional Committee on Atomic Energy, explaining that it was 
"necessary to control as far as possible all the ore indispensable to the 
process [of building nuclear weapons] and also to insure a continued
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supply from abroad." Acheson had reminded the Committee of the al
most complete dependence of the United States on uranium imported 
from southern Africa.3" For the still small number of weapons in the 
American nuclear arsenal to grow, the supply of uranium had to in
crease."1 Conversely, in order to hinder the anticipated Soviet effort to 
develop an atomic bomb and thereby maintain the American monopoly 
on nuclear deterrence, "the cardinal principle [of U.S. policy] has 
been to increase our raw materials position and to deprive the Soviets of 
supplies from outside the USSR," the National Security Council re
ported to Truman.32 The Atomic Energy Commission announced new 
financial incentives in the spring of 1948 for increased uranium ore pro
duction on the Colorado plateau, but domestic sources by the end of the 
year were still only providing five percent of the total supply of the United 
States government.33 

Under-Secretary of State Lovett, Acheson's successor as Marshall's 
chief of staff, informed the Joint Congressional Committee on 21 Janu
ary 1948 of a new diplomatic arrangement that would dramatically in
crease the American share of ore from the Belgian Congo. The earlier 
Tripartite Agreement of 1944 had assigned almost all of the ore pro
duced in the Congo to the United States, which had been doing the bulk 
of atomic development work during the war. That arrangement had given 
way in May 1946 to a temporary formula apportioning equal shares to 
the British and the Americans. By the fall of 1947, American supplies of 
uranium had fallen low enough to restrict seriously the production of 
weapons, while Britain's much smaller need for the ore due to its less 
developed nuclear production capacity meant that much of its allotment 
was simply being stockpiled. Congressional leaders were dismayed to learn 
of this situation and added their voices to the demands of the adminis
tration's nuclear planners for renegotiation with the British. During the 
talks that took place in December 1947, American delegates managed to 
persuade their British counterparts to make substantial concessions, in 
part, apparently, because of the threat that Congress might not fund the 
European Recovery Plan otherwise. Accordingly, the new, more favor
able "modus vivendi" Lovett was reporting in January 1948 allocated all 
Congolese ore to be mined in 1948 and 1949 again to the United States, 
and granted Washington access as well to any unused stockpiles of ore 
in the United Kingdom.3 4 

The central role of Congolese uranium in American national security 
policy kept the Truman administration acutely interested in what it saw 
as the remote interior of the southern end of the African continent. From 
Washington's perspective, threats to the stability of the area abounded.  
First, African residents and workers of the Belgian Congo might seek 
greater self-government rather than continuing to accept white colonial 
rule. Poorly paid miners living in extremely unhealthy conditions in the 
Katanga Province were in fact attempting to organize themselves for col
lective bargaining, and had already gone out on strike in 1941 and 1946.
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But white policymakers from a racially segregated society tended to dis
count initiatives by black workers, especially in the distant interior of 
Africa. In 1946, General Groves had assured Secretary of State Byrnes 
that such a development "indicated attempts by Communist-inspired ele
ments to infiltrate" the area. Groves' insistence on using quotations for 
the term "organize" in reference to Congolese workers suggested his dis
taste for the very idea of an African union. Regardless of who was re
sponsible for the growing economic and social unrest in the area, how
ever, the general believed it could only imperil the "flow of strategic 
materials now needed for U.S. production and stockpiling purposes."" s 

More dangerous to the Shinkolobwe area than internal subversion 
was a second possible threat: a direct Soviet attack on the mine. As early 
as the September 1945 London Conference of Foreign Ministers, Byrnes 
expressed certainty that Soviet delegate Vyacheslav Molotov's interest in 
a Soviet trusteeship for the former Italian colonies of North Africa rep
resented a desire for access not to the Mediterranean but rather to "the 
uranium of the Belgian Congo."36 British Foreign Minister Ernest Bevin 
agreed with Byrnes. When Molotov chose to poke fun at this concern, 
joking that "if you won't give us one of the Italian colonies, we should 
be quite content to have the Belgian Congo," neither of the Western 
statesmen had been amused.3 7 

With American fears of direct military conflict with the Soviet Union 
growing i early 1948, the-Srate-Departm-cft's -atomic energy specialist 
warne& that "it is obvious that the Congo is a prime objective of airborne 
operations in wartime, and that we are not necessarily in the most advan
tageous position in this respect." 38 As plans for the United States to join 
the Brussels Treaty nations in a mutual defense arrangement developed 
during the rest of 1948, the Truman administration avoided formally 
endorsing European colonialism by refusing to give a specific military 
guarantee to any African territory, to the disappointment of Belgian Prime 
Minister Paul-Henri Spaak. 39 But Lovett made it clear to the Belgian 
government in December that it was nonetheless "obvious and self-evident 
[that] our interest in [the] Congo makes its security of utmost impor
tance in US strategic thinking." 40 In fact, as the head of the State De
partment's Division of Western European Affairs remarked after consult
ing with top U.S. military officials, "the great interest of the United States 
in the integrity of the Belgian Congo. . .[is] self-evident and. . . far 
more fundamental than any specific assurances." 41 Another senior official 
in the State Department later acknowledged that "the defense of the Congo 
was foremost in the mind of the U.S. military establishment."42 

The people of Belgium constituted a third threat to continued Amer
ican access to uranium from Shinkolobwe. Although specific arrange
ments of the 1944 Tripartite Agreement and the 1946 adjustment of it 
had not been made public, it was widely known in Belgium that the 
entire uranium production of the Congo was sold to the United States 
and the United Kingdom.4 3 Demands were increasing in the Belgian
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press and the left wing of the Cabinet to know the details of the sale of 
such an extraordinarily valuable national resource, and the Spaak govern
ment wanted to relieve this political pressure. 4 But the Truman admin
istration leaned heavily on Spaak not to reveal any specifics of the agree
ment. Marshall emphasized in March 1948 that such a disclosure "would 
at the least stimulate speculation as to amounts and tempo of individual 
ore shipments, our degree of dependence on the Congo, and the relation 
of the Congo to the over-all procurement program." The Soviets might 
get a clearer sense of American bomb production rates and use the infor
mation as propaganda intending to show that the United States was sup
porting European economic recovery in order to guarantee the delivery 
of uranium.4" Even more problematic, as Acheson had pointed out ear
lier, was the likelihood of the Soviets' manipulating such information at 
the United Nations "to bolster a charge of bad faith and unilateral self
serving, at the same time that we are ostensibly trying to promote mul
tilateral control of atomic energy." 46 

A final threat to the "very satisfactory relations" Washington had 
worked out with the private management of the Shinkolobwe mine lay 
in the possibility that publication of the terms of the Tripartite Agree
ment might create irresistible public pressure on Spaak in Belgium to 
nationalize the mines. According to Acheson, the Belgian government 
had in fact already been forced in 1947 to announce that it would do so, 
and had established a small atomic energy research program in Belgium.  
American nuclear planners believed that such an action could be disas
trous for the American uranium procurement program as it would end 
the American monopoly on Congolese ore production. 47 

Faced with uncertainty about the productivity and security of its 
Congolese uranium source at the same time that rising Cold War ten
sions in Europe were highlighting American dependence on its limited 
nuclear arsenal, the Truman administration sought other sources of the 
crucial metal with intensifying concern in early 1948. Groves had own 
since 1945 that Ssessed-entof the world's sig
n eposits of lower-grade uranium ore that could be prfitably de
velopedifth-te-n-ear- f tIure._ Lo'vet was conc erne-that South Africa's 
economc - stability gave the United States "very little leverage that we 
could apply . . .through credits or the Marshall Plan or other means" 
to guarantee American access to South African ore. 48 Similarly, Lilienthal 
and others worried about Britain's apparent desire to control unilaterally 
all uranium sources within the Commonwealth. 49 But preliminary dis
cussions with South African representatives convinced Washington that 
the Union wished to sell its potential ore production to the Combined 
Development Trust (CDT) of both the United States and Great Britain, 
as it would be in South Africa's political and strategic interest to do so.  
Prime Minister Smuts had demonstrated his loyalty to the developing 
Western alliance by facilitating the establishment of a pilot leaching plant 
for uranium in the Union at the end of 1947. South Africa's primary
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concern seemed to be with the cost of developing its uranium production 
capability and therefore getting an Anglo-American guarantee to buy, 
over the long run, however much ore could be mined."s 

Negotiations began in earnest in June 1948 between the Combined 
Development Agency (CDA, successor to the CDT) and representatives 
of the South African government and mining industry. Working from 
the assumption that further successful research into extractive techniques 
would allow actual production to begin by 1952, they agreed on a ten
tative formula for a contract: the Americans and the British would buy 
ten thousand tons of high grade uranium concentrate at a priceguaran
teeing a wo Fi_l-t for the South Atrican m inoi CW-WiTle. Tru
maaonoughtapurely commerci contract with the South 
Africans as suppliers, hoping to discourage any interest of the Union 
government in joining the CDA, taking part in atomic research, or stock
piling uranium itself. Lovett admitted, however, that the great need of 
the United States for what South Africa could offer meant that Washing
ton might have to agree to some or even all of these possible conditions 
if South Africa insisted on them.5 

Surprised by the election results of May 26, the State Department 
was at first uncertain what impact the new South African government 
might have on the concurrent CDA efforts to buy uranium from the 
Union. Lovett wrote Senator Bourke Hickenlooper, the chairman of the 
Joint Congressional Committee on Atomic Energy, on June 16 to sug
gest that Malan's coalition government did not have strong support in 
South Africa and that there was no reason for the new Prime Minister 
to differ from his predecessor on uranium policy. The Under-Secretary 
of State argued that Malan's nationalistic rhetoric about withdrawing South 
Africa from the British Commonwealth would in practice be neutralized 
by his even more violent anticommunism, leaving the Union solidly in 
the Western camp. There seemed little danger to American interests in 
the southern African region from the new government in Pretoria.5 2 

In response to Lovett's request for a full appraisal of the new gov
ernment, the new U.S. Minister in South Africa, North Winship-a ca
reer diplomat from segregated Macon, Georgia, who maintained a home 
and a membership in the all-white Idle Hour Country Club there--cabled 
the State Department two weeks after the election to report that the 
Union under a Nationalist government would most likely draw even closer 
to the United States. Winship did note certain trouble spots, such as 
probable restrictions on imports from the United States, a more rigid 
approach to the problem of South West Africa, and a less friendly atti
tude toward Commonwealth concerns. Similarly, traditional South Afri
can collaboration with Britain on such defense concerns as naval maneu
vers and officer training might decrease in frequency and friendliness.  
But any loss for the British would probably be a gain for the United 
States, Winship observed, given the Nationalists' fierce hatred of com
munism and the Soviet Union. The new South African government ea-
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gerly desired American capital as a balance to substantial British invest
ment in the Union, and seemed likely to pursue closer military cooperation 
with the United States as a substitute for close defense ties with Britain.  
In sum, concluded Winship, South African relations with the United 
States "may be expected to become even closer" because of the Nation
alists' concerns about defense and economic development.5 3 

IV 

The Truman administration recognized that a Nationalist government in 
the Union represented little threat to the substantial economic and stra
tegic ties binding the United States and South Africa closely together by 
1948. As a liberal South African weekly had noted at the end of the war, 
the Nationalist Party had positioned itself as "the most capitalistic of all 
the political movements in South MRiic-CS 4 The Nationalists were eager 
for Ameriin-ii-an-ufxired-g&ds-f-pital to continue replacing those 
of Great Britain, a process already well under way in the first two years 
after World War II. In 1947, the United States had surpassed Britain as 
the leading supplier of South African imports. The American share of 
the Union market continued to expand in 1948, especially after the South 
African government terminated the previous arrangement under which it 
had sold a fixed quantity of its annual gold production to the Bank of 
England. This move unleashed a huge South African appetite for imports 
from the dollar area, and the total value of American goods entering the 
Union soared to a postwar high of $492 million for 1948. This repre
serntedla ~ufo.ur-prcaent of all_ _Areic exports, a remarkable share for 
a country with onlytwo ad a.half million (white) customers wealthy 
enough to consider buying imported .googds. This small but prosperous 
minority now made South Africa the eighth-largest customer for ex
ported American goods and provided-a particularly attractive market be
cause of the country's ability to pay for everything in the hardest of cur
rencies: gold.5 5 

While U.S.-South African trade was expanding, American invest
ments in the Union's booming industrial economy also continued to grow 
throughout the postwar years. Within weeks of the Nationalist victory at 
the polls, Newsweek surveyed the South African scene and declared that 
Malan's government was unlikely to take any steps that might frighten 
off foreign capital, especially from the United States or England. South 
Africa, concluded the magazine's business editors admiringly, was "like 
the America of half a century ago, when men with money to invest wed
ded a virgin land to virile capital and produced a new empire of mines, 
railroads, great factories, and booming cities." 6 Assuring potential 
American investors a few years later that "capitalism and individualism 
are basic economic tenets in South Africa," the U.S. Commerce Depart
ment emphasized the long record of South African governments' encour
aging industrial and commercial development.5 7 Despite its rhetorical na-
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tionalism, the Malan regime quickly proved that it would not alter its 
predecessors' policy of freely permitting the repatriation of foreign capi
tal as well as the unhindered transfer of dividends and interest."8 The 
Central Intelligence Agency agreed with the Commerce Department that 
the profitabili--0f the South African economy was "based on the exploi
tation of cheap non-European labor," guaranteed by the South African 
government's refusal to acknowledge nonwhite unions or to allow blac 
workers to strike. s9 The high rate of return on investments in the Union 
was suggested by the doubling in value of direct private American in
vestments between 1943 and 1949, and again between 1949 and 1952.  
American-owned assets in South Africa were worth well over $200 mil
lion by the end of the Truman administration.6" 

Growing American investments in the Union, substantial as they were 
by 1948, represented only a small portion-approximately 1 percent-of 
American capital invested abroad during the Truman years. But those 
investments were crucial for South African economic stability and growth 
as the country set--forth on the path of apartheid. Noting the Union's 
sharply incueasii-iapita i requirements during the 1940s, the Commerce 
Department made it clear that "there is no lack of awareness on the part 
of the South African Government and private industry that the country 
must depend heavily on external sources on a continuing basis, if its 
development is to proceed according to current hopes and plans." The 
predominance of American economic power in the postwar years joined 
with the anti-British orientation of the Malan government to challenge 
South Africa's traditional dependence on British investment and encour
age the penetration of American capital." 

Several strategic considerations also provided strands of the web of 
common interests between South Africa and the United States in 1948.  
World War II had depleted some of the most accessible reserves in the 
United States of certain minerals crucial for sophisticated military hard
ware, forcing the Truman administration to look abroad for additional 
supplies. 62 The State Department in June 1948 emphasized the impor
tance of southern Africa for the American effort at stockpiling strategic 
materials, and urged that greater American attention be paid to the im
provement of transportation facilities in the area in order to "produce 
the quickest results in terms of an immediate increase in the flow of 
materials." 63 The CIA warned in September that the movement of co
lonial areas toward freedom from their European overlords "deprives the 
US itself of an assured access to bases and raw materials in many of these 
areas." This was especially dangerous, noted the Agency, "in view of 
global US strategic needs and growing dependence on foreign mineral 
resources." 64 In addition to the all important uranium reserves it was 
poised to begin exploiting in 1948, South Africa was already exporting 
to the United States a substantial percentage of American requirements 
for such key minerals as chrome and manganese. Declining American 
stocks of manganese for steel production were causing particular conster-
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nation by the end of the year for Under-Secretary of State Lovett and 
other top officials in the administration, who began to make "strenuous 
efforts" to encourage greater production of the ore in South Africa for 
export to the United States.6" In its November 1948 summary of U.S.  
policy toward the Union, the State Department emphasized the need to 
promote "the development of her natural resources, especially those which 
are important to our program for stockpiling strategic materials." 66 

Despite its overriding concern with the defense of Western Europe, 
the Truman administration also recognized the geopolitical importance 
of South Africa. The Western Hemisphere, the Middle East, and the Far 
East rated higher on Washington's priority list of areas to defend in 1948, 
but that ranking reflected the absence of significant Soviet or communist 
influence in Africa more than a lack of interest in the protection of the 
Union.67 There was little doubt among American policymakers that the 
United Kingdom was "our staunchest and most valuable ally in all quar
ters of the world" and that the "Commonwealth taken together is our 
strongest and most dependable" partner. 61 South Africa's financial im
portance to Great Britain remained considerable. The deputy director of 
the Policy Planning Staff noted a few years later the strong attachment 
of the British Commonwealth countries, with the exception of India, to 
the Western alliance in the Cold War and the heavy reliance the United 
States would place on them in the event of a Soviet invasion of the Middle 
East or Western Europe. "Any division between us and the members of 
the British Commonwealth," he concluded, "would be a great disadvan
tage to us in deterring the Soviet Union or in combatting it." 69 

The electoral success of the Nationalist Party in May 1948 did fuel 
certain long-standing anxieties in England, however, and the Truman 
administration tended to share those concerns. The related problems of 
South African racial policies and the Union government's desire to ex
pand its influence throughout southern Africa gained particular notice in 
London and Washington. The explicit racism of the Malan government 
clearly would not help the leaders of the "free world" in their political 
contest with the rhetorically antiracist Soviet Union for the allegiance of 
the peoples of the Third World. The State Department had been con
cerned since World War II about South Africa's policy of spreading its 
economic and political influence as far north as possible. The British gov
ernment hoped to contain South African influence in the surrounding 
region because of Britain's responsibility for the High Commission ter
ritories and the central African colonies and its desire for the develop
ment of less confrontational race relations there. The apartheid plans of 
the newly elected Afrikaner nationalists seemed destined, especially if 
pushed aggressively northwards, to provoke an eventual race war on the 
African continent.7 ° 

But these long-range concerns about the direction of South African 
society and politics were outweighed by the strategic, military, and polit
ical importance of the Union for the United States and Great Britain.
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American worries about possible South African import restrictions on 
goods from the United States were mitigated by the recognition that the 
Union government, in the interest of the country's economic stability, 
had to act in some way to correct its large imbalance of trade with the 
United States. 7' The continuing dependence of the South African De
fense Forces on the British for equipment and technical training and Ma
Ian's interest in joining the developing North Atlantic military alliance 
assuaged most fears in Washington about Afrikaner hostility toward Brit
ain. The Truman administration wanted above all to avoid a South Africa 
isolated by narrow nationalism. By the end of 1948, the clear policy of 
the United States government was to encourage the Union to remain 
active in Commonwealth defense efforts, to develop its strategic re
sources, to enlarge its economic ties with American companies, and to 
continue providing its political support to the Westem bloc at the United 
Nations. 72 

V 

The Truman administration had another important consideration in mind 
as it reaffirmed its policy of support for the existing governments of seg
regated South Africa and the neighboring colonial areas of southern Af
rica in 1948. Like the Belgians in the Congo and the British in the Rho
desias, Nyasaland, and the High Commission territories, the Portuguese 
maintained control of their imperial holdings in Angola and Mozam
bique. Unlike Great Britain and Belgium, however, Portugal had not had 
its economy decimated by World War II and was not as dependent on 
American aid through the European Recovery Program.7" The key com
mon concern of Lisbon and Washington was military defense against 
possible Soviet aggression, and more specifically the strategic Lagens air
field on the Atlantic island of Terceira in the Azores.  

World War II had demonstrated the importance of American access 
to the Azores in the event of another war in Europe. A series of tempo
rary extensions of the original November 1944 agreement with Portugal 
allowed American and British forces to continue using the air base long 
after the end of the war. As the Joint Chiefs of Staff contemplated a 
possible sparking of the Cold War into an armed clash in Europe in late 
1947, they ranked the Azores as one of only seven military bases world
wide that were "required" for the national security of the United States.  
The National Security Council identified the islands as "the most vital 
single spot in the world" other than the war zone or the United States 
itself as a base for staging combat aircraft in any future conflict in Eu
rope. The State Department negotiated with the Salazar government 
throughout the second half of 1947, finally reaching agreement on 2 
February 1948 for a five-year continuation of American access to the 
Lagens Airport. Within fifteen months the Joint Chiefs were urgently
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demanding that American diplomats also get Portuguese approval for an 
expansion of American facilities at Lagens. 74 

There was, of course, a price for the United States government to 
renew this immensely valuable contract in 1948. A particular sticking 
point in the negotiations had been the Salazar government's sensitivity 
about having foreign troops on what it considered Portuguese soil. The 
Truman administration assuaged this concern by selling American sup
plies to Portugal at "an extremely favorable price," providing economic 
aid through the Marshall Plan, and continuing its tacit support for Lis
bon's authority throughout the Portuguese Empire, meaning primarily 
Angola and Mozambique.7" Truman had been notified upon his acces
sion to the presidency of Roosevelt's "quid pro quo" agreement of 1944 
with Salazar to respect Portuguese sovereignty in its overseas empire in 
return for American access to the Azores. In 1946, U.S. Ambassador 
Herman Baruch in Lisbon reminded Secretary of State Byrnes that al
though Washington could not explicitly support European colonialism 
by formally guaranteeing the integrity of the Portuguese Empire, the 
United States government should continue its traditional respect for Por
tuguese authority in all its overseas territories. A 1946 arrangement be
tween Portugal and the United States for joint activities at Portuguese 
air bases in the Atlantic "further strengthens this policy and further ce
ments the ties between the Portuguese and the Americans," the ambas
sador concluded. With the renewed agreement of February 1948, Amer
ican assent to Portuguese colonialism guaranteed access to the Azores for 
the rest of the Truman administration's tenure in office.76 

Like allying itself with the evangelically racist South African govern
ment and the traditionally imperialist British Crown, Washington's choice 
to tie itself even informally to the Portuguese government would prove 
a substantial liability in the Cold War struggle for the allegiance of non
Western peoples. This policy also dismayed reform forces within Portu
gal who hoped for Western pressure on the authoritarian Salazar regime 
to augment their own efforts to move their country away from its strong 
association with the ideologies of the defeated Axis powers. 77 The irony 
of the foremost nation of the "free world" allying itself with the unapol
ogetic dictatorship and colonialism of the Portuguese government seemed 
not to trouble leading policymakers in the Truman administration. George 
Kennan admired the "deeply religious" Salazar as "one of the most able 
men in Europe and a man of high moral principle" and had assured him 
during the war that the United States did not consider him a fascist. By 
1951, Kennan would speak of Salazar as "an old friend" whom he en
joyed seeing in a personal capacity. 7 Dean Acheson remembered Sala
zar's "delightful" company and feeling "drawn to him as rarely [to any
one] on first meeting." Acheson admitted that "political liberty, in the 
modern British and American sense, does not exist in Portugal and...  
would probably be incompatible with the economic stability and growth" 
he attributed to Salazar's leadership. Calling on one of the highest of
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traditional Western authorities, Acheson concluded that "a convinced lib
ertarian-particularly a foreign one--could understandably disapprove of 
Salazar. But I doubt that Plato would have done so."' 

American officials engaged in what they understood as mortal com
bat with the varied forces of worldwide communism valued above all the 
Salazar regime's profound antipathy to all politics of the left. The Soviet 
Union's veto of Portugal's application to join the United Nations, which 
the United States championed, represented to the Truman administra
tion a seal of ideological soundness for the small Iberian country. The 
absence of a visible, organized African challenge to Portuguese rule in 
Mozambique and Angola allowed the United States government not to 
let the character of its ally in Lisbon affect Portuguese-American relations 
during the Truman years.80 U.S. Ambassador Lincoln MacVeagh in Lis
bon admitted in a cable to Marshall in November 1948, however, that 
the rule of "the commercial and banking classes . . . renders Portugal 
today essentially a fascist state, fearful of the advances of communism 
and trusting to the power of the United States for protection if neces
sary." 8 ' The Central Intelligence Agency confirmed this two months later, 
noting that "Portugal is under a closely controlled dictatorship" in which 
"all phases of the economy are closely controlled by the government." 82 

The Truman administration harbored no illusions that this was a free
market, capitalist democracy that would promote progressive colonial de
velopment policies in southern Africa.8 3 

VI 
The political problems inherent in supporting the status quo powers in 
southern Africa in the postwar years continued to be highlighted at the 
annual fall sessions of the United Nations General Assembly. At one 
meeting of the American delegation in-early- Octob-g1948;"the discus
sion hinted at the troubling relationship between anticommunism and 
racism in the region. Delegates John Foster Dulles and Francis Sayre 
reported on a prior conference with representatives of the new South 
African government, in which the Nationalists had indicated their desire 
to "cut off all relations with the United Nations" because of the Soviet 
Union's "considerable influence" in that body as well as among the In
dian and African populations of South Africa and South West Africa.  
Even such a devoted anticommunist as Dulles thought this would be 
going too far, although he was certainly not troubled by the intensity of 
the South Africans' hostility to the Soviets. On the other hand, fellow 
delegate Eleanor Roosevelt recalled another, earlier discussion in which 
the South African representative, referring to the proposed U.N. Decla
ration of Human Rights, "had made it clear that. . [the Union gov
ernment] believed a government had the right to discriminate in any way 
against any part of its population." 4 Because American opposition to 
communism and the Soviet Union was based on supposed support for
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democracy and freedom, explicit racial oppression by governments tied 
to the United States would suggest at least a contradiction, if not out
right hypocrisy, on Washington's part.  

The architects of apartheid in Pretoria were not about to help the 
Truman administration resolve this dilemma. Anticommunism and white 
supremacy were inseparable in the minds of the Nationalists. The State 
Department reported in November that the United States could depend 
on "a sympathetic reception in South Africa of our firm opposition to 
Soviet expansionism and Communist fifth-columns." But it was also clear 
that "South Africa has become increasingly aware of the dangers which 
Communist propaganda presents to the maintenance of its social struc
ture[,] based as it is on the dominance of a large colored population by 
a small white minority."' s Afrikaner nationalists were moving toward 
defining all who opposed absolute white supremacy in the Union as 
"communists." 

That it was communist rather than capitalist or Western propaganda 
that threatened white power in the Union by supporting majority rule 
did not go unnoticed in the Third World. The Central Intelligence Agency 
emphasized in September the danger of the newly liberated and still "de
pendent" colonial areas' siding with the Soviet Union. This could hap
pen, noted the Agency, in response to the American alliance with Euro
pean imperial nations and the threat of American economic power keeping 
the new nations of the Southern Hemisphere economically dependent on 
the industrialized West. The Soviet commitment to an "assimilative racial 
policy," concluded the intelligence gatherers, contrasted starkly with the 
traditional Anglo-American color bar: American "treatment of its Ne
groes, powerfully played up by Soviet propaganda, embarrasses the US 
on this issue. Racial restrictions in areas like South Africa and Australia 
also arouse colonial resentment."8" From the perspective of the nonwhite 
majority of the world's population, white racism seemed as much a part 
of the Western alliance as anticommunism.8 7 

In anticipation of the November presidential election in the United 
States, Truman in 1948 was staking out a domestic political position 
increasingly, if haltingly, in favor of civil rights for black Americans, and 
at the same time escalating his opposition to communism.88 His admin
istration was therefore uncomfortable at home as well as abroad with 
having racial segregation in the United States be equated with South 
African racial policies. The State Department urged that American dip
lomats in the Union "avoid being drawn directly into discussion of South 
Africa's racial problems," as South Africans did not hesitate to point out 
their common ground with the United States on this matter. Whenever 
this happened, the U.S. Legation there should "rebut . . the distor
tions and exaggerations which are often featured in foreign comment on 
this subject." 9 Washington thus found itself denying parallels between 
nascent South African apartheid and traditional American racial discrim-
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ination to its allies in the Union as well as to its critics in the colonial 
world, the Soviet bloc, and the United States.90 

Writing to American diplomats in July 1948, Secretary of State George 
Marshall had underlined the importance of this struggle for the political 
identity of the United States in the eyes of the developing world. One 
of the "false or distorted stereotypes concerning the U.S. which are widely 
held among the people of third [unaligned] countries" and that the United 
States needed to correct, the Secretary emphasized, was the "belief that 
American democratic principles are loudly proclaimed as a cloak for un
democratic practices and for the purpose of concealing wide-spread racial 
and economic discriminations and extensive concentration of political and 
economic power in the hands of the few." Marshall admitted that the 
people of decolonizing areas were not much impressed with "'pretensions 
of the righteousness of U.S. aims or the sincerity of U.S. motives" unless 
they had specific evidence of common interests with the United States.91 

But Marshall's address at the U.N. General Assembly two months later 
showed that "loud proclamation" of American principles would continue 
nonetheless, as he excoriated "governments which systematically disre
gard the rights of their own people." 92 Segregation in the United States 
and in the colonial world and apartheid in South Africa made such ac
cusations against the Eastern bloc suspect in the minds of those less 
preoccupied with communism.  

The election of a Nationalist government and its initial efforts at 
implementing apartheid heightened tensions between South Africa and 
the United Nations and placed the United States in an increasingly awk
ward position. On one hand, the Truman administration wished to mod
erate criticisms of the Union in order to encourage it to continue making 
annual reports on its administration of South West Africa and discourage 
it from simply annexing the territory. American policymakers were par
ticularly concerned to prevent such a strongly anticommunist nation from 
withdrawing from the United Nations into international isolation. On 
the other hand, Washington needed to avoid appearing to be the de
fender of South Africa and its racial policies against the majority of the 
General Assembly, especially in light of continuing discrimination and 
violence against blacks and other people of color in the United States.93 

The strong views held by the great majority of United Nations members 
on "race discrimination and the exploitation of colonial areas," as the 
CIA phrased it, made this dilemma especially acute. The American dele
gation therefore took the position that South Africa was under "a moral 
but not a legal obligation" to submit a trusteeship agreement for South 
West Africa, and the U.S. representatives helped persuade other member 
nations merely to repeat in 1948 the resolutions of previous years asking 
South Africa to place the territory under U.N. trusteeship. American 
spokespersons continued working to restrain international criticism of 
the apartheid state.94
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VII 

In its effort to separate anticommunism from racism in the eyes of the 
world, the Truman administration did not welcome the rise of apartheid 
in a nation of the British Commonwealth. Maintaining a credible alliance 
of the "free world" in the Cold War depended to a large extent on the 
West's willingness to demonstrate that it was moving towards greater 
racial equality at home and self-government in its colonies. 95 Truman 
built his own campaign strategy in the 1948 presidential race on the twin 
principles of anticommunism and liberalism, which meant support for 
civil rights in addition to toughness against the Soviet Union. Respond
ing in part to third-party candidate Henry Wallace's appeals to black and 
liberal voters, symbolized by his refusal to address segregated audiences 
in the South, Truman followed Clark Clifford's advice to move to the 
left rather than the right in the campaign. Truman became the first 
American President to advocate a full-scale civil rights program when he 
sent recommendations for legislation banning racial discrimination to 
Congress on February 2. The Democratic Party included a strong civil 
rights plank in its campaign platform a few months later, even at the cost 
of many of its Southern white members' revolting and supporting their 
own segregationist candidate, Strom Thurmond. Truman signed execu
tive orders on July 26 that banned racial discrimination in federal em
ployment and the armed services, and he became the first American Pres
ident to campaign in Harlem. While in some ways more symbolic than 
substantive, Truman's actions nevertheless signified a marked shift in 
governmental support for the principle of racial equality.96 His narrow 
electoral victory on November 2 resulted in part from strong black sup
port, especially in the North and West where African Americans could 
generally vote.97 The electoral results in the two countries in 1948 sug
gested that, at least in terms of racial attitudes and policies, the United 
States and South Africa were moving in opposite directions. 98 

The day before the American election, the State Department issued 
a policy statement on South Africa acknowledging that the apartheid 
state was, as the entralIntelligence Agengly put it a 
few months later, "something pmpagar to the US and 
thl Westerni bloc." Noting that Africans made up eighty percent of the 
coui -o-Ttation but had no political representation, the Department 
emphasized that the "role of the native" was the key issue affecting essen
tially every aspect of life in the Union.99 In its first several months in 
office, the Malan government had made it clear that "it would chip away 
at the [few] rights of the Natives and Colored[s] at every opportunity," 
reported U.S. Minister Winship from Pretoria; the Dutch Reformed 
Church (sometimes referred to by those outside it as "the Nationalist 
Party at prayer") meanwhile publicly blamed growing racial unrest in 
South Africa on miscegenation rather than segregation. The ruthlessness 
of the Malan government toward nonwhite South Africans made Win-
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ship worry that its readiness to silence dissent might eventually jump 
over the color line and "infringe on the rights of the 'unsympathetic' 
European."' 00 In November, The Christian Century commented in dis
may on the "racial witches' brew" the Malan government was heating up "to the boiling point" by its actions to further weaken the position of 
nonwhites in the Union: eliminating Africans from the national unem
ployment insurance act, disenfranchising Indian citizens, extending seg
regation regulations on the railroads in the traditionally more liberal Cape 
region, and preparing to eliminate even indirect African representation 
in the South African Parliament.' 0 1 Whitney Shepardson returned from 
a visit to the Union and reported to the influential Council on Foreign 
Relations in New York on October 25 that with the absolute control of 
the country's wealth by whites and the desperate poverty of its much 
larger black population, "the political situation in the Union of South 
Africa is not good, and there is little prospect of its getting better in the 
near future." 102 

The Truman administration and other Americans worried that the 
Malan government's harsher enforcement of existing racial restrictions 
and creation of new ones might destabilize South Africa by radicalizing 
its black majority. 103 For the first 'time in _te Union's history, a member-
of the Co6 munist Party, Sam Kahn, was elected by a large majority to 
the South African Parliament in November as one of the three represen
tatives for the country's Africans."04 The Central Intelligence Agency ac
knowledged that-"-the genuineness of many of the native grievances pro
vides an excellent oppoqtty for, Conist agtation." 0  The Christian 
Century z-anefthat the real danger of South Africa's new racial laws 
was their potential for transforming the entire African continent into "a happy -huntingground for Conmun=it jsjonaries." The magazine sug
gested what was perhap. aj e worst nightmare for racially liberal, anti
communist Americans: "If the revolt of the blacks is stirred up by the 
Communists, then these South African white racialists will welcome the 
chance to make the preservation of white supremacy the great issue on 
which to appeal for a world anti-Communist crusade." 106 Such a confla
tion of racism and anticommunism might threaten the very foundation 
of the Western cause in the Cold War.  

Other aspects of the Malan government's policies also troubled the 
Truman administration. The Nationalists' restrictions on immigration from 
England in order to maintain an Afrikaner majority in the white popu
lation might slow the country's economic development by excluding needed 
skilled workers. Increased economic repression of the African majority 
would restrict the growth of South Africa's domestic market and thereby 
hinder continued industrialization and limit the importation of American 
goods.107 Rumors of possible import restrictions created fears in Wash
ington about South Africa's commitment to liberal trading principles.  
Having freed itself in January from its previous arrangement for shipping 
gold to Great Britain, the Union sent 100 percent of its gold output in
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1948 to the United States to pay for its skyrocketing imports of Ameri
can goods. But South African industry and mining still depended heavily 
on British capital. Fearing that London might retaliate for the dramatic 
drop in its gold imports by restricting capital outflow to the Union, the 
Malan government moved in early November to re-establish a baseline 
of gold exports to England by limiting imports from the United States.' 08 

The importance of South Africa as an ally in the increasingly volatile 
atmosphere of the Cold War nonetheless heavily outweighed these con
cerns. The Malan government could not properly be blamed for eco
nomic nationalism when all parties in the Union assumed that some kind 
of import restrictions were needed to stem the torrent of gold flowing 
to the United States and restore the country's hard currency reserves. 10 9 

The Central Intelligence Agency admitted two years later that the trade 
restrictions not only helped remedy South Africa's international pay
ments deficit, they "also tended to give the country a better balanced 
industrial complex which would make it more useful to the US and UK 
in time of war."" 0 Late in 1948, the apartheid regime further ingratiated 
itself with American national security managers by confirming its close 
military cooperation with the Western powers. The Malan government 
decided to restore the traditional Union policies of sending South Afri
can officers to British war colleges and using British instructors in the 
South African Defense Forces. It allowed the South African Navy to 
continue participating in British fleet maneuvers in the South Atlantic. It 
repeatedly indicated to Washington its strong interest in joining the 
emerging North Atlantic Treaty Organization, an idea that the United 
States gently declined but appreciated. Finally, South Africa earned itself 
particular credit in Washington and London by sending sixty airmen to 
help with the massive airlift of supplies into beleaguered West Berlin.  
Whatever problems the Nationalists might have had with British influ
ence in South Africa did not lessen the compatibility of their anti
communist foreign policy goals with those of the major Western pow
ers.1I l 

The Truman administration was encouraged by these signs that the 
new government in South Africa might not retreat into the isolation 
suggested by its nationalist and racial rhetoric. American policymakers 
remained wary of the Nationalists' sympathy for fascism, including their 
pardon on Christmas Eve in 1948 of the last prisoner in the Union con
victed of treason for his work on behalf of the Nazis. Similarly, American 
officials in segregated Washington continued to indicate some concern 
about the detailed attention American segregation and racial incidents in 
the United States received in the South African press-in stories with 
titles like "Apartheid-American Style"--especially in light of the Uni
versal Declaration of Human Rights passed by the U.N. General Assem
bly in December. i"2 But the Truman administration noted carefully the 
Union's wealth of gold and strategic minerals, rapidly industrializing 
economy, expanding trade with the United States, strategic location on
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the sea lanes around the Cape of Good Hope, dominant position in the 
southern African region, historic ties to Great Britain and the Common
wealth, and zealous anticommunism. Impressed by what the State De
partment emphasized as the Union's "relatively large white population," 
American policymakers considered above all South Africa's expected sta
tus within a few years as the world's leading producer of uranium ore.  
On November 24, with his own election safely behind him, Truman 
approved the elevation of the South African and American legations to 
the status of embassies. In the international atmosphere of impending 
crisis in 1949 and 1950, the bonds between Washington and the new 
apartheid government in Pretoria would grow closer still."13



CHAPTER 6 

Rising Tensions in South Africa 
and the Cold War: 1949 

Writing in the January 1949 issue of the influential American journal 
Foreign Affairs, Max Beloff underlined the importance of progressive do
mestic reform in the United States as a means of counteracting the egal
itarian ideological appeal of the Soviet Union in the colonial world. "If 
one agrees that in the long run events in Asia and Africa will be as deci
sive as those in Europe are proving in the short run," noted Beloff, "then 
to the preaching and practice of political democracy and social justice 
must be added that of racial equality." He argued that continuing racial 
discrimination was far too costly in the new world of the Cold War, even 
if immediate independence should perhaps not be granted to "depen
dent" areas that were still too weak to resist communist expansion on 
their own. Beloff concluded that for the West to succeed in the Cold 
War struggle for the loyalty of the world's nonwhite majority, "it must 
be admitted as a principle of action that no opportunities of social or 
political development shall be denied anywhere in the world on grounds 
of race alone." 1 

Truman's strategy and platform in the 1948 presidential campaign 
had demonstrated his belief that an improvement in civil rights protec
tions in the United States fit with the nation's new status as the leading 
proponent of noncommunist freedom and democracy. Britain's willing
ness to grant independence to most of its Asian colonies without the 
pressure of large-scale military conflict suggested that white dominion 
over peoples of color abroad might also be on the way out as a defining 
characteristic of the emerging Western alliance. But the deepening of 
animosity between the Soviet Union and the United States in 1949 en
couraged American policymakers to focus almost exclusively on the con
tainment of Soviet and communist expansion, with the result that all 
other considerations-including the elimination of racial discrimina
tion-received much less attention in Washington. The successful Soviet 
test of a nuclear weapon and the final victory of the insurgent forces of 
Mao Zedong in China profoundly exacerbated American anxieties about 
the growing strength of international communism. With the creation of
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the North Atlantic Treaty Organization and with Marshall Plan aid pour
ing into Western Europe, the United States drew even closer to the Eu
ropean imperial powers and thereby associated itself anew with the racial 
discrimination embedded in colonialism.  

While East-West tensions preoccupied the Truman administration, 
significant racial polarization in southern Africa in 1949 portended a grim 
future for that corner of the world. White settlers in the British colonies 
sought to take control of the future of their territories in order to guar
antee permanent white supremacy in the region. Racial violence flared in 
South Africa, and the Union government began to implement apartheid 
legislation. Aware that white voters were increasingly attracted to the 
Nationalists' racial program, the United Party opposition placed much 
of the blame for its defeat in the previous year's elections on Jan Hof
meyr's relatively liberal racial views and replaced him in the party lead
ership with the more conservative J. G. N. Strauss. Hofmeyr's subse
quent early death on 3 December 1948 reinforced the acquiescence of 
the United Party in the politics of apartheid. Denouncing the Nurem
berg trials of accused Nazi war criminals and openly supporting the dic
tatorial, right-wing regime of Francisco Franco in Spain, the Nationalists 
made it clear that their version of anticommunism had little in common 
with that espoused by the liberal democracies. South Africa's black na
tionalists responded to the reactionary policies of the Malan government 
by beginning to organize as a serious and increasingly radicalized oppo
sition, centered in a revitalized African National Congress.' 

By the end of 1949, the Nationalist government of South Africa had 
confirmed the Union as a political Achilles heel for the West in the Cold 
War. While neither a member of NATO nor a participant in the Euro
pean Recovery Program, South Africa's ties to Britain and the United 
States and its fierce anticommunism put it squarely in the Western camp.  
The Union's strategic, political, and economic importance to the United 
States had been clearly established in the early postwar years, and would 
increase in direct proportion to American insecurity in the Cold War.  
But the Nationalists' explicit determination to reinforce white supremacy 
and racial segregation in southern Africa placed their country at odds 
with most of the international community, embarrassing the Truman ad
ministration by revealing a glaring exception to the democratic rhetoric 
and aspirations of the Western alliance.3 

1 
Having appealed for greater racial equality at home during the previous 
year's campaign, President Truman spent much of his inaugural address 
of 20 January 1949 calling for a new American program to aid nonwhite 
peoples in the world's colonial areas by providing technological knowl
edge to accelerate economic development. The President acknowledged 
that "more than half of the people of the world are living in conditions
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approaching misery" due to hunger and disease. He warned that "their 
poverty is a handicap and a threat both to them and to more prosperous 
areas" because of the opening it offered to leftist revolutionaries around 
the globe. Truman therefore proclaimed as "Point Four" of his speech 
that "we must embark on a bold new program for making the benefits 
of our scientific advances and industrial progress available for the im
provement and growth of underdeveloped areas." The President took 
care to promise that "the old imperialism--exploitation for foreign profit
has no place in our plans. What we envisage is a program of development 
based on the concepts of democratic fair dealing." He concluded that as 
the United States and other "like-minded" nations sought to build a new 
international system of security and prosperity despite the direct opposi
tion of a Soviet government "with contrary aims and a totally different 
concept of life," they would find allies in "the millions who hunger and 
thirst after righteousness." 4 

Truman could not have been more explicit in hailing the importance 
of the majority of the world's people who were not white and who were 
now emerging from colonialism into independence. The President and 
his political advisers saw Point Four as a way to balance the essentially 
negative concern of stopping communism with a positive outreach to the 
people of the colonial world, based on sharing superior American tech
nical knowledge in order to help eliminate poverty. Benjamin Hardy, the 
administration official who had first suggested the idea for the inaugural 
address, believed that even the least technologically advanced people would 
be impressed by how far ahead of the Soviets the Americans were in this 
regard.' The traditionally European-oriented State Department, how
ever, had opposed including Point Four in the President's speech on the 
grounds that, at this point, it was merely an idea rather than a fully 
developed program. Dean Acheson, newly appointed as Secretary of State, 
quickly reassured the American public that Point Four would not be 
another massive government aid program like the Marshall Plan, but would 
depend instead on private American investment in the "developing areas" 
of the world.6 Truman himself, while eager to capture the imagination 
and loyalty of Third World peoples, envisioned a plan for sharing knowl
edge rather than lending government capital. He foresaw private capital 
from the United States helping to build dams on the Zambezi and Congo 
Rivers that would provide power, irrigation, and flood control, just as 
public funding had done earlier in the Tennessee River valley and on the 
Midwestern plains near his Missouri home. The President believed that 
Point Four would have "nothing in common with either the old impe
rialism of the last century or the new imperialism of the Communists." 7 

Instead, it would be "our greatest contribution to world peace" and the 
best "hope for the prevention of World War 111." 8 

Serious problems accompanied the Point Four concept from its be
ginning. Congress, like the State Department, showed considerably less 
enthusiasm than the President for the idea. More than a year and a half
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passed before any funds were actually appropriated for the program, and 
even then the relatively small amount involved meant that Point Four, in 
Acheson's words, "remained the Cinderella of the foreign aid family." 9 

The program worked better with independent countries than with colo
nial possessions, and only in Latin America had Point Four been put 
into significant effect by the end of 1950.10 As Under-Secretary of State 
James Webb acknowledged in a telegram to the U.S. Embassy in Lon
don, the successful development of technical assistance programs in co
lonial territories in Africa required the "complete understanding and 
coop[eration] of [the] metropolitan country" involved." While enor
mous amounts of private capital were needed for real economic modern
ization in sub-Saharan Africa, the metropolitan powers generally resisted 
the penetration and influence of American capital in the African colonies.  
The net result of these difficulties of funding and jurisdiction was a mi
imal impact of Point Four on colonial areas, including southern Africa.' 2 

A few months before Truman's inaugural address, the Central Intel
ligence Agency had issued a report on the process of decolonization, 
which also emphasized the importance of the colonial and newly inde
pendent areas to American national security. The Agency noted the "se
rious dilemma" for the United States of trying to forge close ties with 
the anticolonial new nations of the Near East and Asia while maintaining 
good relations with the European powers, especially given the impor
tance of the remaining colonial territories to the economic stability of the 
metropolitan countries. The CIA argued that the unwaveringly antico
lonial Soviet Union gained political support from the "deep-seated racial 
hostility of native populations toward their white overlords" caused by 
centuries of imperial exploitation. While the report called for steady 
progress toward the "inevitable goal of independence" for the remaining 
colonial areas and reducing racial discrimination in Western nations like 
the United States and South Africa, it assumed that economic national
ism in the Third World and resentment there of American economic 
power and free-trade objectives would continue to complicate American 
relations with the non-European world. The Agency concluded that the 
ongoing process of decolonization would reduce American access to mil
itary bases and raw materials in much of the Third World, at the very 
time that the United States was defining its security in increasingly global 
terms and becoming more beholden to foreign mineral resources. Being 
dependent on "dependent" areas complicated the efforts of the Truman 
administration to contain the growth of communism through an alliance 
with both colonizers and colonized.'" 

Tensions between the colonial powers and the anti-colonial countries 
at the United Nations continued to be sharp in 1949. While Secretary 
of State Acheson disliked what he described as the "heated debates in 
which many small delegations not directly interested in colonial matters 
are swept away by emotional arguments against colonial admin[istration] 
in general," other American representatives at the General Assembly noted
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that the supposedly more mature Western Europeans also demonstrated 
"considerable emotion" about colonial issues. 14 The Belgians, British, and 
French proved quite defensive about what they saw as hostile and igno
rant assaults on their administration of colonial areas, particularly in Af
rica. The Europeans tended to resent even limited American efforts to 
act as a mediator between them and the anti-colonial nations, arguing 
that the United States was thereby undercutting its own highest priority 
of strengthening the Western alliance against communism.15 

American policymakers worried about the opportunity for political 
advantage that strong differences over decolonization created for the So
viet Union. The massive European Recovery Program and the develop
ing military alliance of the United States and Western Europe allowed 
the Soviets to argue with some credibility that the United States was 
encouraging and sustaining the oppression of colonial peoples. The So
viet Union, by contrast, maintained a consistently anticolonial line at the 
United Nations. Moscow gained favor with the newly independent na
tions by its efforts to extend the United Nations' considerable powers 
over trust territories to all colonial dependencies, an idea the United States 
opposed in order to protect its allies' sovereignty abroad. The British 
government warned the Truman administration not to try to "out-bid 
the Russians in 'liberalism' towards colonial questions," because the So
viets, lacking any colonial obligations, could always raise the stakes higher 
than either the United States or the Western European powers would be 
willing to go.16 

The United States was not ready, however, to concede the entire 
anticolonial field to the Soviets. It hoped instead that continuing prog
ress by the Europeans toward decolonization would keep the Third World 
allied with the West. The Truman administration was therefore sobered 
by the refusal of Indian Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru, on his first 
official visit to the United States in October 1949, to alter his policy of 
nonalignment in the Cold War and by his insistence that colonialism 
rather than communism posed the gravest danger to world peace. Even 
worse, from Washington's perspective, Nehru intended to offer official 
recognition to the newly declared People's Republic of China. George 
Kennan warned Acheson two weeks later about governments of "states 
with colored populations" that had no sense of responsibility for inter
national stability. Inexperienced and "unsteadied by tradition," argued 
Kennan, representatives of such governments tended often to be "the 
neurotic products of exotic backgrounds and tentative western educa
tional experiences, racially and socially embittered against the west." He 
concluded, in phrases echoed a month later by American delegates at the 
United Nations, that such people were "unreliable from the standpoint 
of cooperation in any serious and responsible task of international asso
ciation." 17 American policymakers found their traditional European allies 
considerably more trustworthy than the governments of newly indepen-
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dent countries in the Middle East or Asia, much less the black national
ists of colonial Africa or segregated South Africa.  

While rising in importance in 1949, colonial and Third World issues 
remained secondary for the Truman administration to the task of 
strengthening and unifying the industrial heartland of Western Europe.  
Secretary of Defense Louis Johnson reminded a national radio audience 
in August that the power of the Western European states, "added to 
ours, should make us invincible; but their facilities, once they fall into 
enemy hands, would make that enemy hard to beat."'" The leftist ori
entation of the anticolonial rebellions underway in Malaya and Indochina 
encouraged the United States to stand by the British and French, espe
cially after the communist victory in China. The State Department ac
knowledged that its "immediate interest in maintaining in power a friendly 
French government to assist in the furtherance" of American aims in 
Europe took precedence over any colonial plans; the Department also 
recognized that American economic and military aid to France was being 
steadily rerouted to the war in Indochina.' 9 In response to constituents' 
concerns about giving Marshall Plan aid to countries like Britain with 
some socialist features, Senator Arthur Vandenberg reminded them that 
the Western European governments continued to "believe in God," re
mained part of "our very precious western civilization," and fought com
munism at closer range and with more physical courage than Americans 
had to.20 

As part of the American effort to construct a rejuvenated, united 
Western Europe, Marshall Plan aid was helping to pay for the postwar 
reassertion of colonial power in Africa by 1949. The independence or 
open rebellion of most Asian colonies underscored the importance of 
African raw materials for European economic health. The legislation that 
had put the European Recovery Program into effect in 1948 specifically 
included the overseas territories of participating European countries. The 
Economic Cooperation Administration, which oversaw the implementa
tion of the program, supported "taking full advantage of ECA funds for 
overseas territories development," especially in light of "the important 
interrelationship between economic development of the overseas territo
ries and [American] military or political consideration[s] and objec
tives.",21 The National Security Council agreed with the ECA that within 
the southern African colonies controlled by Britain, Belgium, and Por
tugal lay "resources that are urgently needed for the rearmament and 
economic strengthening of the free world." 22 The ECA made it clear 
that, unlike the Point Four program, it was not designed to undertake 
"long-range programs related solely to the internal development of the 
overseas territories." The Marshall Plan aimed to benefit Europeans, even 
at the expense of Africans under their rule, and the continued course of 
imperial exploitation of African resources funded by the United States 
was determined by European and American, not African, requirements.23
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The choice of the Truman administration to ally the United States 
closely with the colonial powers of Western Europe in the Cold War was 
emphatically confirmed by the creation of NATO in the spring of 1949.  
As one Canadian diplomat involved in the establishment of the anti
communist military pact later recalled, NATO was "an alliance of the 
white, wealthy, industrialized, western democratic world."24 The United 
States did not formally agree to defend colonial rule in its allies' overseas 
territories, but the very fact of the alliance implied that African colonies 
were seen in Washington as most important for how they could contrib
ute to the stability of the Western European nations.2" Both the Nation
alist government and its United Party opponents in South Africa wel
comed NATO and hoped that it would soon be extended to include 
Africa.26 The inclusion of Portugal, insisted on by the U.S. Joint Chiefs 
of Staff because of the strategic importance of the Azores, belied the 
claim of the alliance to represent democracy, as Salazar made clear from 
the beginning that his country's participation did not signify agreement 
with the liberal democratic principles outlined in the NATO charter.27 

The American military alliance with Western Europe against the Soviet 
bloc, in combination with the European Recovery Program, left no doubt 
that southern Africa would continue to be seen in Washington through 
essentially European eyes.  

II 
While American foreign policy decisions in 1949 kept the United States 
at odds with Africans seeking greater self-government, certain signs of 
improvement in the status of the fourteen million Americans of African 
descent suggested that the United States government was not completely 
insensitive to the declining legitimacy of racial discrimination in world 
affairs. Journalist Mary Heaton Vorse reported in Harper's magazine in 
July that progressive changes in race relations were steadily, if slowly, 
altering Southern life in the United States. Vorse emphasized the sub
stantial gains in black voter registration in the South since 1940 and the 
highly symbolic appearance of black policemen in the region. She noted 
that black Southerners were less intimidated now than ever before in 
pressing for the full legal recognition of their rights as citizens, especially 
in light of Truman's open support for greater civil rights legislation. Like 
many other observers, Vorse believed that the sporadic violence of the 
Ku Klux Klan and the revolt of the Dixiecrats in the 1948 presidential 
campaign were not signs of the future but rather "the diehards' last stand 
against a changing Southern world."28 

Truman's executive order banning segregation in the U.S. armed 
forces, issued during the 1948 campaign, became the official policy of 
the Defense Department in April 1949. Although the Army lagged be
hind in formulating specific plans for desegregation, the Navy and the 
Air Force moved quickly in announcing their new policies.29 The shift
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in policy and the beginnings of integration in the American military in 
1949 even made an impact in South Africa, where American racial poli
tics were observed with considerable interest. The U.S.S. Huntington and 
the U.S.S. Douglass H. Fox had been warmly welcomed by white South 
Africans when they visited the ports of Durban and Capetown in Octo
ber 1948; the friendliness of the American sailors and their interest in 
the Union favorably impressed thousands of South Africans, and the visit 
helped foster even better relations between the two countries.30 By con
trast, American sailors on port leave in Cape Elizabeth a year later were 
frustrating taxi drivers and hindering the introduction of apartheid into 
the city's taxi service by hailing cabs in integrated groups and insisting 
on riding together.3 ' 

Racial discrimination and assumptions of white superiority nonethe
less proved tenacious in American society and within the United States 
government despite these progressive signs. White violence against blacks 
continued, especially in the South: black homes were bombed in Bir
mingham in June, and mob violence by whites against blacks broke out 
in Groveland, Florida, in July, following dubious accusations that three 
young black men had raped a white woman.3 2 Segregation did not fully 
disappear from the American armed forces for several more years, and 
racial tensions remained common, despite the important symbolic change 
in direction at the top of the chain of command." Dr. Ralph J. Bunche, 
the only prominent black American diplomat and soon to be a recipient 
of the Nobel Peace Prize for his work in the Arab-Israeli peace negotia
tions, turned down Truman's offer of the prestigious new post of Assis
tant Secretary of State for Near Eastern and African Affairs, choosing 
instead to remain at the United Nations. Bunche's decision apparently 
stemmed in part from the unattractiveness of moving from New York to 
the more racially discriminatory city of Washington, and in part from the 
new position's requirement of working closely with Congress when the 
two ranking Democratic members of the Senate Foreign Relations Com
mittee, Tom Connally and Walter George, were white Southerners with 
segregationist records. 4 Truman then appointed George McGhee, a white 
oil executive from Texas who acknowledged later that his Southern roots 
inclined him to sympathy with white South Africans and "their extremely 
difficult racial problem." 3 5 

Late in the summer of 1949, two outbreaks of violence near the 
small Hudson River valley community of Peekskill just upstream from 
New York City provided grim evidence that the confluence of anticom
munism and white racism now visibly in power in South Africa also 
flowed just below the surface in the United States. The confrontations 
stemmed from a scheduled concert performance by Paul Robeson, an 
African American political activist and one of the country's best-known 
singers and actors. Robeson chaired the anticolonial Council on African 
Affairs and had become a vocal critic of American Cold War foreign 
policy, an avocation that earned him considerable attention from the FBI.
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He staunchly opposed racial discrimination in the United States and 
abroad, providing inspiration to a wide audience of nationalists in the 
Third World, while publicly admiring many aspects of life in the Soviet 
Union. He had particularly aroused the ire of anticommunists-includ
ing the NAACP, which had recently ousted founder W. E. B. Du Bois 
for his leftist beliefs-in April 1949 with a speech at an international 
peace conference in Paris in which he had declared that African Ameri
cans would never fight in a war against the Soviet Union.36 

On 27 August 1949, at a picnic area outside Peekskill, several hundred 
vigilantes assaulted a much smaller group of mostly women and children 
who had arrived early for Robeson's concert. Unrestrained racial hatred 
and virulent anticommunist fervor prompted the mob, apparently includ
ing many war veterans, to prevent the black singer's appearance. Yelling 
"We're Hitler's boys!" 'We'll finish his job!" "Lynch Robeson! Give us 
Robeson!" and anti-black and anti-Semitic expletives, the attackers used 
billy clubs, brass knuckles, and rocks to beat concertgoers, overturning 
fourteen cars and leaving more than a dozen people bloodied enough to 
require medical attention. They then burned a cross to underscore their 
message. The half-dozen sheriffs and FBI agents at the scene made no 
arrests and held no one for questioning.  

After the concert was rescheduled for the following week, twenty 
thousand people showed up to hear Robeson sing. The performance 
proceeded without incident until those in attendance tried to leave after
wards in their cars. On the exit road they encountered a long gauntlet of 
vigilantes hurling rocks at them with the encouragement of a thousand 
local police officers and state troopers, many of whom pounded on the 
slow-moving cars with their nightsticks while cursing the occupants with 
racial epithets. Governor Thomas E. Dewey afterward blamed the inci
dents on what he called the deliberately provocative behavior of "these 
followers of Red totalitarianism," but to most of those present at the 
altercations, the violence represented the merging of two fierce American 
traditions: anti-radicalism and white racism.3 7 

The Peekskill incidents suggested the enduring power and intensity 
of white racial animosity toward African Americans, especially when blacks 
could be linked to political subversion in the midst of the Cold War.  
This was a linkage that white South Africans understood and believed in 
very strongly; the events at Peekskill could only have encouraged those 
in power m Pretoria. Those seeking a more racially tolerant route to an 
anticommunist world, such as Truman and his advisers, were again sty
mied by the difficulty of cleanly separating anticommunism from white 
racism in the United States. In spite of his own racial prejudices, George 
Kennan articulated as well as anyone the scope and significance of this 
problem for the United States in a lecture at the National War College 
in December 1949: "I am afraid we have not yet found a satisfactory 
system of living together for people of different color in our own country 
which would make possible a fully satisfactory and fruitful and hopeful
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relationship between ourselves as a nation and the colored peoples in 
other parts of the globe." American domestic problems could not be kept 
remote from the Cold War, Kennan concluded, and only a stable and 
harmonious society at home would enable the United States to win real 
victories in the international realm.38 

III 
While racial issues continued to complicate American domestic life and 
United States foreign policy in 1949, the first full year of the Malan 
government in South Africa brought increasing racial polarization to the 
Union and the surrounding region. Living conditions continued to worsen 
in the desperately poor, overcrowded African ghettos on the edges of 
South Africa's major cities. Crime rates soared in these areas as gangs of 
armed youths, known as "tsotsis," controlled the streets after dark. White 
police paid little attention to "black on black" crime, focusing instead on 
enforcing new, stricter pass laws to control and monitor the movement 
of Africans in white areas. An Anglican priest working in one of the 
black neighborhoods described housing conditions there as "disgusting," 
while the lack of decent sanitation measures spawned extraordinary death 
rates from tuberculosis and other diseases. Educational facilities for Af
ricans were utterly inadequate, forcing the few schools to turn away 
hundreds of students at the start of each year; the only response of the 
South African government was to cut funds for African education even 
further, supposedly in order to reduce African dependence on whites.3 9 

The Malan government's absolute conviction about the rightness of 
racial segregation left no room for compromise and offered little incen
tive to appeal to the moral conscience of the Pretoria regime. Rather 
than ameliorate the oppressive conditions under which the vast majority 
of South Africans lived, the Nationalist government was determined, as 
U.S. Ambassador North Winship reported to Acheson, to place "greater 
restrictions and disabilities on the Natives by [both] administrative and 
legislative measures." 4 International attention and condemnation of the 
course of apartheid made no apparent impact on Pretoria, especially when 
such allegations as barbaric jail conditions and the torture of black pris
oners often appeared in the Soviet press, which white South Africans
like Americans-assumed wrote only lies.4 ' When confronted with the 
dramatic difference in the quality of life of nonwhites outside and inside 
the Union, South African government officials apparently felt little need 
to defend their system of officially sanctioned discrimination. The Min
ister of Labor, for example, explained early in 1949 that the government 
considered it "unfair to the non-European himself to allow him to go 
overseas, especially in a country where there is no color bar and no dis
crimination. . and then have him come back to our conditions here." 
As long as the Nationalist Party remained in power, he concluded, "I 
don't think that will be permitted."4 2
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American diplomats in South Africa kept the State Department in
formed of rising resentment among Africans toward such official atti
tudes and policies. Ambassador Winship reported that with Hofieyr gone 
and the United Party determined to regain power by de-emphasizing any 
differences with the Nationalists' electorally popular apartheid policy, even 
the most conservative African nationalists in the Union could see that 
the direction of white politics was against them.4 Acknowledging that 
"thus far, apartheid has meant only a taking away from the meager priv
ileges held by these peoples," Winship feared that increasing numbers of 
blacks were coming to regard white South Africans as their enemies.  
Worst of all, argued the ambassador, the implementation of apartheid 
and the consequent radicalization of organizations like the ANC was 
providing "fertile ground for Communist adherents who are active in 
their midst" and who "might gain control with consequent disastrous 
results." When ANC president Alfred Xuma called for an end to racial 
discrimination and the establishment of basic African rights to the free
doms of movement, speech, assembly, the press, and employment, the 
South African government continued merely to scorn or ignore him.  
Therefore, Winship believed, race relations in the Union were likely to 
get much worse.4 

Simmering African resentment exploded into violence in the streets 
of Durban on 13 January 1949, although it was directed against South 
Africans of Indian descent rather than whites. Years of white efforts at 
promoting racial hostility between Africans and Indians in the Natal 
province came to shocking fruition after an incident between an African 
youth and an Indian shop owner" sparked three days of rioting, which 
left 142 people dead and almost two thousand injured. A large majority 
of the casualties were Africans, killed or wounded by white soldiers called 
in to quell the disturbance. Only five whites died, most accidentally, as 
African rioters carefully avoided harming most whites or their property.  
Well over a million dollars' worth of damage was inflicted on property 
belonging to Indian merchants, however, and forty thousand Indians were 
driven from their homes and sought refuge in temporary shelters. An
other twenty thousand Indians and Africans saw their homes perma
nently destroyed. Tensions remained high for months thereafter, despite 
a large police presence, while random violence occurred again in late 
February and Africans boycotted buses and stores operated by Indians.4" 

The American consul in Durban, Robert McGregor, reported a few 
days later that "the people of Durban"--a category apparently excluding 
African residents of the city-"remain surprised and shocked over the 
speed with which the trouble spread, the viciousness of the attacks and 
the fact that un-armed Natives can cause so much trouble in so little 
time." Many white South Africans feared that such violence could easily 
break out again anywhere in the Union and that next time it might be 
aimed at them instead of at Indians. The Nationalist government could 
not help but feel justified at what it saw as evidence of the barbarism of
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nonwhite peoples and the need for whites to rule over them and keep 
them from each other's throats. North Winship reported from Pretoria, 
however, that he found it "difficult to believe that a maddened[,] uncon
trolled mob still on the edge of barbarism would be so circumspect in 
their conduct towards European property." 46 

The significance of the violence in Durban stemmed from the signs 
it gave of the direction of South African social and political develop
ments and the response of the black communities within the Union.  
Americans of differing political orientations agreed that the riots resulted 
directly from years of anti-Indian agitation by white political and busi
ness leaders of both major parties, which played on many Africans' ex
periences of exploitation at the hands of wealthier Indian merchants. The 
State Department pointed to specific efforts of the Malan government to 
incite Africans and Indians against each other. The Nation emphasized 
the legacy of white degradation of Africans in the Union, as well as the 
desire of whites to undercut Indian economic success and to gain a mea
sure of revenge against Indians for having brought South African racial 
practices to the attention of the United Nations. Both The Christian Cen
tury and The Crisis noted evidence that white agents provocateurs had en
couraged and abetted African violence and looting during the riots. In 
the face of this white racial animosity and devastatingly effective manip
ulation, shocked African and Indian leaders seized the opportunity in the 
aftermath of the violence to begin to work together toward a unified 
black and Indian opposition to their real enemy: the apartheid govern
ment and all forms of white domination. African-Indian animosity lin
gered long afterwards in Durban, but steady progress toward a mutual 
strategy of nonviolent noncooperation with the white authorities re
sulted within three years in the launching of the massive joint Defiance 
Campaign of 1952.11 

In its first full year in office, the Malan government moved to check 
and eliminate what it saw as the twin subversive threats of racial integra
tion and communism. Not surprisingly, the Nationalists targeted first the 
most intimate threat to their racial ideals: interracial sex. The Prohibition 
of Mixed Marriages Act extended the statutory ban on marriages be
tween whites and Africans to those between whites and all nonwhites.  
This legislation, in combination with the Immorality Amendment Act of 
1950, aimed to ensure that the substantial light-skinned Colored popu
lation would be permanently separated from the white community. Ma
Ian expressed the essence of Afrikaner racial fears in a speech to a Na
tionalist Party gathering in August 1949, in which he referred to the 
recent marriage of Seretse Khama, the young man in line to become chief 
of the largest tribe in neighboring Bechuanaland. "Are you surprised that 
Seretse Khama has a white wife from England and that that is largely 
approved by Liberals of this country?" asked the Prime Minister rhetor
ically. "Are you surprised that the subjects of Seretse Khama or any Na
tives here will say: 'If Seretse Khama can do it, why not me?' ,,48
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Malan's warning that white liberals were abetting the subversion of 
white racial purity in South Africa suggested the close relationship Afri
kaner nationalists saw between racial and political threats to their goal of 
apartheid. The Nationalists tended to view any disagreement with their 
policies as either "communist" or aiding the cause of communism; views 
as diverse as those of the United Party, the Labour Party, the African 
People's Organization, the Native Representative Council, and the non
European trade unions were increasingly lumped together under the la
bel "communist." While not unique to South Africa in the Cold War, 
such red-baiting allowed all demands for democratic reforms in the Union 
to be dismissed by the government as emanating ultimately from Mos

l-aow. The tiny Communist Pary of Sourh Africa--.did, f act, oppose 
racial discrimination and ths_&cerdykewd.Stribution of wealth in 

e nion, and thus provided an easy target for the.Ma~ugovernment 
as if acceleae-d-it npi to efiminate leftist influences from the country 
in 1949: Memberof Parliament Sam Kahn and Indian eFYusuf Da
doo, both members of the Communist Party, were banned from political 
gatherings and public speaking, and the government moved toward con
stant surveillance of left-wing organizations and legislation to outlaw the 
Communist Party.4 9 

Stricter enforcement of long-standing segregation laws by the South 
African police and the Nationalist regime's frank commitment to further 
debilitating black South Africans eventually began to provoke hostile re
sponses from the nation's urban poor. Rumors that the municipal admin
istration planned to extend the degrading pass laws to African women as 
well as men led to a confrontation between Africans and white police in 
the black "location" of Munseiville outside Krugersdorp in early Novem
ber. A crowd of several thousand people, at least a few of whom were 
carrying firearms, apparently refused to be intimidated by the police, leading 
to an exchange of gunfire that killed two Africans and wounded five 
others as well as five whites. Prearranged strategies for regrouping after 
the police assault, along with a comprehensive African work boycott in 
Krugersdorp that day and a recent tram boycott in the Johannesburg 
location of Sophiatown, indicated that the incident was neither isolated 
nor random. Winship reported to Acheson that "racial tension, height
ened by the charged atmosphere of apartheid, is on the upward surge 
and the possibility of a more extended and prolonged outbreak cannot 
be excluded." 5 0 

Polarization along the color line in South Africa in 1949 inevitably 
affected neighboring territories in the southern African region, especially 
South West Africa. During the previous year, the U.N. Trusteeship Council 
had criticized the latest South African report on its administration of the 
South West African mandate, noting that the "indigenous inhabitants of 
the Territory have no franchise, no eligibility to office and no represen
tation." Unlike its United Party predecessor, the Malan government was 
unwilling to seek a compromise with the international organization, which
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it believed had no supervisory rights over the area. Instead, the Nation
alists moved a step closer to incorporating the territory into South Africa 
by passing legislation in April that gave white South West Africans six 
seats in the Union Parliament. This action soon strengthened the Na
tionalist Party's tenuous parliamentary majority, as the large number of 
voters of German descent in the territory helped elect six Nationalists to 
those seats a year later. On 11 July 1949 Malan sent a letter to the U.N.  
General Assembly announcing that South Africa would no longer submit 
reports to the United Nations on South West Africa. The Union thus 
became the only mandatory power from the League of Nations period 
that refused to accept the U.N. trusteeship system and its provision for 
the ultimate independence of mandated territories.5' 

The Malan government's actions towards South West Africa further 
alienated it from most of the international community. While Pretoria's 
declared policy of preventing individuals who might criticize the coun
try's domestic policies from traveling abroad continued to hinder Afri
cans in South West Africa from seeking help at the United Nations, anti
apartheid activist Michael Scott did manage to leave the country by first 
driving into Southern Rhodesia and then flying to Europe and on to 
New York. Truman and Acheson both declined requests by Scott to speak 
with them, but the Anglican priest was allowed to address the U.N.  
Trusteeship Committee on November 26 on behalf of the Herero and 
the other African peoples of South West Africa. He pleaded for United 
Nations protection for Africans in the territory and detailed their degrad
ing treatment at the hands of white farmers and the South African gov
ernment, including the bombing and strafing of one tribe in order to 
remove it from land that whites wanted to seize. A Haitian delegate re
marked after Scott's speech that it was now clear why the South African 
government had fought so hard to prevent him from gaining a public 
forum outside the Union: South Africa's behavior in South West Africa 
had little to do with the "just treatment" of its inhabitants and "their 
protection against abuses" required in trusteeships by the U.N. Char
ter.52 

South African recalcitrance about the colonial issue of South West 
Africa exacerbated the American problem of how to keep the Union a 
viable member of the international community and the Western anti
Soviet camp while not appearing to support colonialism and white 
supremacy. At the United Nations the U.S. delegation continued its dif
ficult endeavor to moderate criticism of South African actions in the 
diminishing hope that, with more time, the Union government might 
still change the direction of its racial policies and its relationship with the 
international organization. The American delegation was again partially 
successful in this effort: it helped pass a resolution in December asking 
the International Court of Justice for an advisory opinion on South Af
rican obligations regarding South West Africa, while unsuccessfully op
posing another resolution calling on the Union to resume its annual re-
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porting and to submit a trusteeship agreement for the territory. Malan's 
actions and attitude did not facilitate the Truman administration's efforts 
at mediation, as the Prime Minister made it clear that, in the words of a 
report by the U.S. Embassy in Pretoria to Acheson, "apartheid and the 
mandate ideal just can't live together in Southern Africa." 5 3 

IV 

By 1949, developments in the British colonies and protectorates of 
southern Africa also reflected the increasing racial polarization of the re
gion. Mindful of the decolonizing precedents in Asia and Britain's weak
ened economic and military situation, colonial planners in London began 
after 1947 to put their African territories on the path to eventual self
government. This strategy reflected both African pressures for indepen
dence and the Labour government's goal of creating social democracy 
abroad as well as at home. American pressure on Britain to move grad
ually but steadily toward the creation of independent governments in all 
of its colonies in order to avoid leftist revolutions also influenced British 
policies. The Truman administration's threat to cut off its substantial 
economic and military aid to the Netherlands in the spring of 1949, 
unless the Dutch stopped escalating the war in Indonesia and came to a 
compromise with the noncommunist nationalists there, helped under
mine the confidence of traditional imperialists in London and strength
ened the position of liberal reformers.5 4 

British imperial strategy regarding Africa was changing swiftly in the 
late 1940s. As pressures built for self-government in its African colonies, 
especially in Nigeria and the Gold Coast, the British government realized 
that its profitable economic connections with those areas could no longer 
be preserved through formal empire using traditional alliances with Af
rican kings and chiefs, but rather through accommodation with the more 
modern African intelligentsia and their desire for political independence.  
Having withdrawn from the more strategically important areas of India 
and Palestine, the British had little reason to risk the potential economic 
disaster of a colonial war in sub-Saharan Africa. An important warning 
signal had come in early 1948 in the Gold Coast capital of Accra, when 
police fired on an anticolonial demonstration by African ex-servicemen, 
sparking three days of rioting. From then on, London moved to avoid 
large-scale conflict through rapid political liberalization, leading to the 
colony's independence as the nation of Ghana within a decade.5 5 

Britain's evident commitment to a relatively swift transition to Afri
can self-rule in West Africa brought a new urgency to talk of a central 
African confederation. White settlers in Northern Rhodesia and Nyasa
land, governed directly by the British Colonial Office, had long been 
interested in creating a political union with Southern Rhodesia, with its 
larger white population and greater degree of independence from Lon
don, in order to preserve white settler rule throughout British central
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Africa. The British government's formal commitment to protecting the 
interests of the African majority of Northern Rhodesia and Nyasaland 
had always required that it oppose such plans in the past. With the rise 
of Afrikaner nationalism to power in South Africa, however, London's 
attitude began to change. An economically viable federal union of the 
three territories might have the effect of quarantining Afrikaner racial 
attitudes and Anglophobia and preventing their influence from spreading 
northwards. A large conference of exclusively white delegates from the 
three territories met to discuss the idea in February 1949 at Victoria 
Falls, indicating to London the strength of white settler support for the 
project but also marking it from the beginning as an effort to preserve 
white supremacy in the region.5 6 

Africans in the territories were dismayed by these developments and 
registered their opposition without delay. Led by the Nyasaland African 
Association and the Federation of African Societies of Northern Rhode
sia, Africans in the two northern territories made it known that they 
wanted nothing to do with Southern-Rhodesia and its segregationist pol
icies, which they believed were little different in substance from those of 
South Africa. African workers in Southern Rhodesia had indicated simi
lar discontent with their conditions in the self-governing colony by an 
array of strikes and other labor unrest throughout 1948. In the years 
before the threat of local white rule unrestrained by the more liberal 
British Colonial Office became so immediate, African nationalists in 
Northern Rhodesia and Nyasaland had been relatively submissive to British 
colonial authority. But after the Victoria Falls Conference, and all the 
way through the seven years of the ill-fated Central African Federation 
established in 1953, they mobilized to seek the color-blind independent 
governments that would eventually come into existence with the creation 
of Zambia and Malawi in the early 1960s.5 7 

While developments in British central Africa received less attention 
in Washington in the late 1940s than did events in South Africa or the 
Belgian Congo, the Truman administration had one important interest 
in the region. Since the beginning of World War II, the United States 
had become a major buyer of the chrome, copper, and manganese pro
duced in substantial quantities in the Rhodesias. Transportation facilities 
in the region consisted of limited rail capacity in the Rhodesias and in
adequate port facilities in neighboring Mozambique. In order to effect 
its program of stockpiling these strategic minerals, Washington initiated 
discussions with London and Lisbon about improving shipping in the 
region. The State Department also dismissed reports in the American 
press in 1949 of abysmal living and working conditions for African min
ers in Southern Rhodesia, making instead the apparently laudatory claim 
that the situation of miners there was among the best anywhere in south
ern Africa. The need for the inexpensive production of strategic minerals 
continued to link official American interests with the colonial status quo 
in the region.5 8
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One other piece of the story of racial polarization in southern Africa 
during the first full year of apartheid rule in South Africa emerged out 
of romantic rather than strategic concerns. The difficulty arose because 
love in this case crossed the color line. Seretse Khama was the young 
heir to the chieftainship of the Bamangwato people, the largest tribe in 
the British protectorate of Bechuanaland. After receiving his baccalau
reate degree from Fort Hare College in South Africa, he had gone to 
Oxford in 1945 to pursue graduate studies in law. From there he moved 
to London, where he met Ruth Williams, a white Englishwoman, through 
mutual friends at a missionary society meeting. They had married on 29 
September 1948, expecting to move to Bechuanaland for Seretse to take 
his place at the head of the tribe. But Seretse's powerful uncle, Tshekedi 
Khama, who had been the regent of the Bamangwato since the early 
death in 1925 of his brother, Seretse's father, opposed the marriage.  
Tshekedi wanted his nephew to marry a Bamangwato rather than a for
eigner, and he opposed Seretse's ascension to the chieftainship as long as 
Ruth was his wife. The tribe split into two camps in the dispute, with a 
substantial majority supporting Seretse by June 1949 and welcoming his 
wife warmly upon her arrival in August.5 9 

These events shocked whites in South Africa, where the Mixed Mar
riages Act had gone into effect in July. The arrival of a white woman as 
the wife of an African chief on the very border of the Union seemed a 
direct affront to the Nationalist regime and a threat to its domestic racial 
policies. Earlier South African governments had long sought the transfer 
of Bechuanaland and the other two British High Commission territories, 
Basutoland and Swaziland, from British control to South African sover
eignty, a development foreseen and approved in principle by the South 
African Act of Union of 1910. With the growing split between South 
African racial policies and the British responsibility for protecting the 
welfare of Africans in the territories, British governments had been un
willing to effect such a transfer. But the issue was complicated by Be
chuanaland's thorough economic dependence on South Africa, whose 
customs union, currency, and banking and postal systems it shared. Be
chuanaland was even the world's only country without its own capital, 
being administered instead from Mafeking across the border in South 
Africa. So when the Malan government barred Seretse and his wife from 
entering the Union in October 1949, they could not even visit the ter
ritory's administrative office. Determined to fend off the threat of liberal 
racial policies on his country's borders, Malan renewed calls for Britain 
to transfer all three High Commission territories to South Africa.60 

The British government faced an awkward dilemma in deciding, at 
Tshekedi's request, whether to approve Seretse as the tribal chief. It was 
unwilling to bow to pressure from Pretoria and turn over the territories' 
African populations to the architects of apartheid, but it wished to avoid 
conflict with South Africa, which remained an important member of the 
Commonwealth and the dominant power in the region. London was also
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concerned about re-establishing peace among the divided Bamangwato.  
After delaying for some months in vain hopes that Ruth Khama might 
find life in Bechuanaland unacceptable and return to England with or 
without her husband, and after failing to persuade Seretse to relinquish 
his claim to the chieftainship voluntarily, the British government finally 
decided in March 1950 to recognize neither Seretse nor Tshekedi as chief.  
Instead, the British High Commissioner would rule Bechuanaland di
rectly, while Seretse would be banned from entering the territory for at 
least five years. In announcing its decision publicly, London took no 
position on interracial marriages and did not mention South Africa, ex
plaining its policy almost entirely in terms of how best to re-establish 
domestic tranquillity within Bechuanaland. 6 

Jan Smuts, now the Opposition leader in the South African Parlia
ment, apparently played a central role in the British decision. He con
vinced his numerous influential contacts in the British government that 
allowing Seretse and his white wife to become the rulers of the Bamang
wato would encourage "native trouble" in the Union and play into the 
Nationalists' hands by arousing an intensely hostile reaction among white 
South Africans. In such an emotional atmosphere, Smuts argued, Malan 
might even decide to blockade or invade Bechuanaland in order to force 
the British to cede it to South Africa, a course the United Party would 
be politically unable to oppose.62 White Southern Rhodesians also let 
the British government know their fears that an interracial ruling family 
in the region would have a negative impact on race relations in their 
country. 63 Domestic opinion across the political spectrum in England, 
on the other hand, registered dismay at the idea of sacrificing Seretse and 
Britain's long-standing commitment to African interests in the territory 
to South African racial prejudices.64 But the British government decided 
that its interests in southern Africa--especially its significant economic, 
strategic, and political ties with the Union-would be best served by 
placating white power in the region, while London also was privately 
pleased to have a unique opportunity to eliminate the Khama ruling house, 
which had often proven inconveniently independent in the past.6 s 

V 
An expanding definition of American national security and deepening 
fears of revolutionary communist power in 1949 heightened the United 
States government's interest in preserving political stability throughout 
the noncommunist world, including southern Africa. The Policy Plan
ning Staff of the State Department declared in March that the security 
and welfare of the United States could not be separated from "the peace 
and security of the world community"; aggression anywhere in the world, 
whether through armed force or by subtler acts of subversion, could 
"jeopardize the security" of the United States. The successful Soviet det
onation of a nuclear test weapon, announced in September, ended the
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brief American monopoly on atomic power and increased American anx
ieties about how to contain the expansion of communist influence. The 
declaration of the communist People's Republic of China on October 31 
unleashed a storm of partisan controversy in the United States over the 
ill-phrased question of "Who lost China?" and stimulated American fears 
of further leftist insurgencies in the Third World. In this atmosphere of 
deep uncertainty about the direction of international politics, the firm 
anticommunist position of the Union of South Africa, which Dean Ache
son called one of "the more responsible" of the nations of the British 
Commonwealth, and its considerable supplies of uranium ore provided a 
measure of comfort to the Truman administration.66 

In a report issued in January 1949, the Central Intelligence Agency 
pointed out that South Africa's strategic location and minerals, its mem
bership in the Commonwealth, and world sensitivity to the racial issues 
dominating the domestic life of the Union gave an unusual international 
significance to the partisan politics of South Africa's tiny white electorate.  
The Agency noted that South Africa not only had considerable uranium 
deposits but also produced twelve of the other twenty-three strategic 
minerals listed by the U.S. National Security Resources Board as so crit
ical that stockpiling was required. The Agency also underlined the im
portance of a strong British Commonwealth for American security. But 
it worried about "Malan's repressive policy" of apartheid, which was con
tributing to the deterioration of race relations in South Africa and 
throughout the rest of the continent. While Malan's handling of South 
African racial issues both at home and at the United Nations was win
ning him greater support among white South Africans, the Agency warned 
that international condemnation of apartheid would inevitably reflect some 
on the United States "because of its close alignment with South Africa 
in various other respects." 67 

South Africa's devaluation of its currency in 1949, in conjunction 
with similar action by the other members of the sterling area, helped 
restore the country's balance of payments by slowing imports from non
sterling nations and by raising the price of gold. Concerned at first about 
the restrictions that had been put on imports from the United States in 
November 1948, the Truman administration was pleased to learn within 
a few months that the Union government was making significant excep
tions for American manufacturers with plants in South Africa. Pretoria 
was also sending signals to Washington by February 1949 that discrim
ination against American shippers would soon be eased. South African 
officials continued to emphasize in public speeches their country's need 
for American investment capital and American technical skills. American 
businessmen waxed optimistic about the potential for profits in the Union, 
with one prominent New York merchant reminding the State Depart
ment in January that "in 1952 to 1953, the new gold fields of the Or
ange Free State will come into production, roughly doubling South Af-
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rica's gold production and opening up a field of unlimited trade to the 
American trader." 68 

As part of its expanding program to contain communist influence 
around the globe, the Truman administration in 1949 developed the 
Military Assistance Program (MAP) to "strengthen the morale and ma
terial iEgiisx f dc free-nations" of the world.69 The distribution of 
this aid reflected American perceptions of where communism was most 
threatening, with the NATO countries receiving three quarters of the 
funds and equipment, and such less obviously "free" nations as Greece, 
Turkey, Iran, South Korea, and the Philippines getting most of the rest.7' 
South African Defense Minister F. C. Erasmus visited Washington in 
August to talk with administration officials about acquiring military 
equipment from the United States, which he claimed the Union badly 
needed. Secretary of Defense Louis Johnson and Under-Secretary of State 
James Webb listened carefully but offered little help, citing the higher 
priority of other imperiled areas and the carefully circumscribed limita
tions of the MAP funding about to be approved by Congress. Erasmus' 
hints that the development of South African uranium ore and its export 
to the United States could perhaps become linked to American military 
assistance to the Union raised the potential stakes of the discussions con
siderably, and the Americans suggested that they would seek early 
amendments to the MAP legislation to give Truman the flexibility to 
make some provision of arms for the Union.7 The South African gov
ernnfenf-s-scurioncrs--in--949-were-pir o-r o c-than 
external, and MAP had been designed. in parttoprovide for "improve

ment[s] in the internal security situation" of recipient countries. Thus 
AmeriCUii weaponry moved a step closer to helping control dissent against 
apartheid. 7' - - -------

South Africa's declining gold reserves and the constant need for more 
foreign capital for its industrial development had led the Malan govern
ment in late 1948 to begin seeking a substantial loan from the United 
States. 73 Confident that its large gold mining industry, vital uranium ore 
deposits, and relative financial stability would guarantee it good credit 
with both the United States government and private American banks, 
Pretoria optimistically assumed that it could arrange a large loan at low 
interest and with no restrictions on the use of the funds. The governor 
of the Reserve Bank of South Africa, Dr. Michiel de Kock, and the South 
African Minister of Finance, H. C. Havenga, were therefore surprised 
and dismayed by the lack of encouragement they received in informal 
talks with American officials and bankers in Washington and New York 
in the fall of 1948. Credit was tighter than they had expected in the 
United States, and American bankers were put off by the South African 
government's arrogance in assuming that it could get whatever it wanted 
without restrictions on the use of the loans. Havenga and de Kock were 
able to arrange only a $10 million credit from New York banks, less than



Drawing Closer

a fifth of what they had hoped for.7' Pretoria demonstrated its temporary 
displeasure by delaying its response to American requests for increased 
production of manganese ore in early 1949 and by hinting that the lift
ing of its import restrictions on American goods could be linked to the 
loan issue.7" State Department officials, especially Robert Lovett, were 
dismayed at these events, and argued that South Africa's strategic min
erals were far too important for the United States government not to 
help arrange American credit for the Union. The Truman administration 
took South Africa's formal application in 1949 for a $100 million loan 
from the U.S. Export-Import Bank under careful consideration. 76 

No one in Washington doubted the commitment of white South 
Africans to the Western anticommunist cause in the Cold War. But the 
evangelical style of racial prejudice that characterized the Nationalists' 
policies kept the Truman administration faintly nervous about how the 
Union might also be detracting from the credibility of the "free world." 
The Malan government worked steadily at trying to convince Washing
ton that in Africa black rule would mean a communist takeover, while 
continued white dominion remained the only guarantee of preventing 
such a scenario. Harry Andrews, the South African Ambassador in 
Washington, pressured Acheson to oppose the U.N. plan to cede the 
region of Eritrea to independent Ethiopia out of regard for the Italians 
living there, as Pretoria was determined to avoid any precedent of white 
people living under black rule, especially on the African continent. An
drews presented the problem to Acheson, however, in terms of the "dan
ger of Communist penetration into Africa by way of Soviet representa
tion in Ethiopia." 77 

The extent of the Nationalists' preoccupation with the supposed threat 
of dark-skinned peoples caught American observers by surprise at times 
in 1949. Noting that "we get along so well with you people that we 
don't have to beat around the bush," the Chief of Staff of the South 
African Defense Forces, General Len Beyers, told the Army attache to 
the U.S. Embassy in Pretoria that South Africa's greatest help to the 
United States, besides uranium production, would be in the realm of 
containing Indian penetration of central Africa. The Truman administra
tion hoped the Malan government would avoid being distracted from 
the larger issue of communist expansion by such peripheral or even spu
rious concerns. 78 

White Americans who had any knowledge of the Union nevertheless 
tended to see white South Africans as similar to themselves, which was a 
reassuring thought amidst fears that much of the world was slipping into 
anti-American darkness. The Central Intelligence Agency emphasized that 
"within the European community the usual forces and conventions of 
Western democracy operate." Robert McGregor, the American consul in 
Durban, even indicated considerable sympathy with what he admitted 
was the South African government's policy of "native repression." It was
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"quite possible, even likely," McGregor reported to Washington, "that 
we would act in the same manner if we endeavored to govern as a white 
race among a black population five times as numerous." Writing in The 
Nation in May 1949, Thomas Sancton observed numerous similarities 
between the two countries in their current racial practices and institu
tions, while noting differences in their apparent future directions. The 
Nationalist victory in South Africa, he believed, was as if the Dixiecrats
the breakaway Southern Democrats in 1948--had won in the United 
States; the political language and goals of the two groups had a great 
deal in common.79 

Such comparisons pleased the Nationalists, whose press organs gen
erally described the United States in terms of the Ku Klux Klan and the 
plans of Southern segregationists, such as Senator Richard Russell's sug
gestion for redistributing the black population of the South throughout 
the United States."° Acheson made efforts to portray the United States 
to white South Africans in terms of American progress toward racial 
equality and away from discrimination, hoping thereby to encourage them 
to shed their more extreme prejudices.81 American policymakers were 
more comfortable on anticommunist rather than racial grounds with their 
South African counterparts. When the two issues could occasionally be 
brought together in ways that did not play into the Nationalists' racial 
phobias, the Truman administration was relieved. The two governments, 
for example, worked together on a case involving Max Yergan, a black 
former leftist and founder of the Council on African Affairs who had 
lived in South Africa years earlier and had recently split with Robeson 
and Du Bois at the CAA and become an avid anticommunist. Yergan 
requested permission in June 1949 to visit the Union again in order to 
warn black South Africans about the evils of communism. Acheson as
sured a cautious but delighted Pretoria that Yergan's new political com
mitment was apparently serious and not a fake, thereby paving the way 
for Yergan's South African visa. 82 

While substantial in their own right, all such military, economic, and 
political considerations in relations between the United States and South 
Africa in the Truman years paled in comparison to the ultimate question 
of uranium ore. Improving American intelligence capabilities in the late 
1940s and early 1950s revealed the construction of new Soviet industrial 
plants with greater blast resistance east of the Ural Mountains. Air Force 
planners lengthened their lists of critical Soviet targets to hit in case of a 
full-scale war, sharply increasing American requirements for nuclear 
weapons. The Soviet Union's detonation ofits own nuclear device in 
September 1949 a enwugeny to thiL. Soonk,, nereafter Tru
mn approved a sizable increase in the American production of fission
able materials. Certain that Soviet conventional forces in Europe greatly 
outnumbered those of the Western alliance, and formally committed now 
as a member of NATO to the defense of Western Europe, the United
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States government privately acknowledged in late 1949 that its defi 
policies rested almost entirely on the nation's nuclear deterrent.8 3 

"The cardinal principle" of all American actions regarding supt 
of fissionable materials, the National Security Council reported to ' 
man in March 1949, "has been to increase our raw materials posi 
and to deprive the Soviets of supplies from outside the USSR." 
major world source of uranium ore thus far had been the Belgian Cor 
from which the United States had received over ninety percent o 
supplies; "the principal future source of uranium," the NSC remin 
the President, "appears to be South Africa." 4 American and South 
rican scientists were developing new chemical techniques that prom 
in the near future an economical method of extracting the enorrr 
quantities of low-grade uranium ore present in the tailings of the I 
mines of the Rand. American, British, and Canadian representative 
the Combined Development Agency traveled to the Union in the fal 
1949 for preliminary talks with the South African Atomic Energy B( 
about conditions for a commercial contract for the purchase of the Uni 
future ore production. On 30 November 1949, the American delej 
cabled Acheson from Pretoria that they had reached a tentative ag 
ment about the amount and price of ore to be produced. 5 

These "questions of utmost importance with South Africa," as A4 
son called the uranium negotiations, colored all aspects of the Trw 
administration's relationship with the Union in 1949.86 American 
servers of South Africa were frequently startled by the "tactlessness" 
"penchant for creating ill-will" Ambassador Winship called "one of 
principal attributes of the Nationalist Government."'8' After provir 
elections in March revealed impressive gains by the Nationalists, the 5 
Department worried that "we can expect the South African Governr 
to be even less moderate than in the past" since the election results wc 
strengthen the extremist elements of the ruling party. 8 Rising racial 
sions in the Union persuaded the State Department to assign a new 
ficer, Joseph Sweeney, to the U.S. Embassy in Pretoria for the purl 
of studying and reporting on race relations there. 89 But the strategic 
nificance of South Africa for the West seemed to require that the Un 
States government maintain a policy of what a later American adrm 
tration would call in the 1980s "constructive engagement," in wl 
Washington would use its opportunity as a friendly power to apply v 
the CIA termed "indirect pressure" for liberalization in the Union. 90 

Ian provided some encouragement for such an approach by declarin 
mid-1949 that South Africa would not seek complete independenc 
the immediate future but would instead remain in the British Comrr 
wealth, which he called an important vehicle for halting the sprea( 
communism.91 South African Defense Minister Erasmus summed uF 
government's satisfaction with its relations with the United States afi 
visit to Washington in August: "I leave the United States with a fee 
of great encouragement that the strategic importance of South Afric
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one of the far-flung bastions of democracy is well understood by our 
American friends."9 2 

VI 
By the end of 1949, the apartheid government's encouragement of racial 
polarization in South Africa had set the stage for greater racial conflict.  
The white electorate's rejection of the nominally moderate policies rep
resented by Jan Smuts rendered any politics of compromise increasingly 
untenable. Fearful of losing further popularity with white voters, the United 
Party chose to distinguish itself from the Nationalists more by style than 
by substance in matters of race. Symbolic of the disappearing middle in 
South African politics, Michael Scott, the high-profile white Anglican 
clergyman who had devoted himself to working with South Africa's poorest 
blacks and against the rising tide of racial prejudice, lost his license to 
officiate as a priest in the Diocese of Johannesburg. Long burdened by 
extreme oppression but aware of the changing racial sensibilities of the 
world community outside South Africa's borders, Africans in the Union 
saw in the rise of apartheid the end of all reasonable hopes for progres
sive racial reform through the white political system. Growing numbers 
of blacks in the Union came to believe that the only path to improving 
their condition lay through their own unity and organization. Old ani
mosities between different nonwhite groups began to disappear, with 
Africans in Natal-who less than a year earlier had been at war with their 
neighbors of Indian descent in the streets of Durban-showing open 
admiration for Indian Prime Minister Nehru and his unyielding stand in 
favor of nonalignment in the Cold War during his autumn visit to the 
United States.93 

The direction of South African race relations and politics at the end 
of 1949 was vividly portrayed in the dramatic contrast of two events on 
December 16. One was the dedication of the Voortrekker Monument 
between Pretoria and Johannesburg in honor of the Afrikaner military 
forces who, on that date in 1838, had decisively defeated the army of the 
Zulu chief Dingaan at the battle of Blood River. That victory, in which 
some three thousand Zulus had reportedly been killed by superior fire
power at the cost of only three white casualties, still had enormous emo
tional significance for many Afrikaners, who tended to see in it a sign of 
divine approval of their quest for freedom from British imperial control 
and for dominion over black people.94 

One out of every ten whites in the entire country turned out for the 
massive celebration in 1949, which had been carefully orchestrated by 
the Nationalists as an emblematic capstone to their recent political triumph.  
Fears of Afrikaner-English tensions dissipated as speakers from both 
backgrounds, including Malan and Smuts, appealed for white unity in 
South Africa.95 In his address, Malan railed against "'godless Commu-
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nism, which is the upsetting of everything the Voortrekkers regarded as 
sacred," including, most obviously, absolute white supremacy. While the 
government organizers of the festivities had contended ahead of time 
that it was designed as a celebration of "good faith" and not of triumph 
over blacks, South Africans of darker hues had their doubts. The Sun, a 
Colored newspaper, warned that if white South Africans did not "heed 
the writing on the wall[,] it may yet be that the hymn of hate which is 
being sung today may have a boomerang effect. The day may yet come 
when millions of blacks will still raise a mighty monument to Din
gaan." 96 

Two hundred and fifty miles to the south of the Voortrekker Mon
ument, in the city of Bloemfontein, another equally symbolic and porten
tous event was unfolding on the same day. At the annual convention of 
the African National Congress, a younger generation of African nation
alists, organized as the Congress Youth League under the leadership of 
Nelson Mandela, Walter Sisulu, and Oliver Tambo, won the adoption of 
their "Programme of Action" by the Congress as a whole. The Pro
gramme rejected the traditional ANC strategy of polite lobbying through 
petitions and deputations as inadequate before the juggernaut of apart
heid. The Programme called instead for bolder political action in order 
to build a mass African movement and pressure the white authorities into 
a thorough reformation of South African society. It proclaimed a two
pronged, nonviolent strategy in order to help bring about a democratic 
South Africa free of racial discrimination: economic pressure through 
strikes and boycotts, and massive noncooperation with white authorities 
in order to render discriminatory legislation unenforceable. The Youth 
League underscored this historic change in African political strategy in 
the Union by helping elect Dr. James Moroka, known to be sympathetic 
to mass political action, as president of the ANC in place of the more 
conservative incumbent, Dr. Alfred Xuma, and by putting six of its own 
members on the national ANC executive council. 7 

American observers in South Africa noted with apprehension the 
"bitterness" of the ANC delegates toward the government's apartheid 
policy and the entire traditional system of "Native administration" typi
fied by the pass laws. Bernard Connelly, the acting head of the U.S.  
Embassy, reported to Acheson a week after the Bloemfontein convention 
that the Congress emphasized that it did not oppose white people, but 
only white oppression.98 Connelly considered it significant that the ANC's 
rising militancy was rooted in a color-conscious African nationalism that 
eschewed communism as a solution for the problems of black South Af
ricans. There were some Communist Party members active and respected 
in the ANC, but what Connelly called the "vanguard organization" of 
African nationalism in the Union was not threatened by Soviet control.  
The more important external influence on black South Africans at the 
end of 1949 came instead from the example of other peoples of color, 
such as those in Indonesia, taking over the governments of their own
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countries.9 For the Afrikaner nationalists in power in the Union, how
ever, the political commitments taken by Africans at Bloemfontein rep
resented merely "ridiculous braggadocio and sheer insolence." 100 The ar
chitects of apartheid took little notice of the effects of their policies on 
the majority of South Africans, and they seemed unaware of the signifi
cance of the changing African response to white oppression.
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CHAPTER 7 

The Korean War and the 
Cementing of the United States
South African Alliance: 1950 

Rising domestic anticommunism in the United States and South Africa 
and the alliance of the two nations in the Korean War led them to a 
series of agreements in late 1950 that firmly established American sup
port for the apartheid regime. In the United States the traumatic events 
of the previous fall, when the Soviet Union had produced its own atomic 
weapon and China had been "lost" to communism, were followed by a 
series of fearful developments in the first six weeks of the new year. For
mer high State Department official Alger Hiss was convicted of perjury 
on January 21 for denying his alleged connections to a communist spy 
ring. On January 31, President Truman gave his official approval to the 
military's proposed program for developing a thermonuclear hydrogen 
bomb, which would be vastly more destructive than the fission weapons 
that had incinerated Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Three days later, British 
atomic scientist Klaus Fuchs, who had worked at Los Alamos on the 
original Manhattan Project during World War II, was arrested in En
gland on charges of providing classified information about atomic weapon 
design to Soviet agents. On February 9 a little-known Republican U.S.  
senator, Joseph McCarthy, stood before a partisan audience in Wheeling, 
West Virginia, held aloft a sheaf of papers, and claimed that he had a list 
of 205 Communist Party members working in the State Department with 
the knowledge and approval of Secretary of State Dean Acheson. The era 
of McCarthyism, with its search for domestic traitors to explain interna
tional setbacks, was now fully under way.' 

Anxieties about subversion in the United States in early 1950 were 
matched by American fears that growing Soviet power and confidence, 
fueled by atomic weaponry and the addition of China to the communist 
camp, might lead to overt Soviet military aggression against the noncom
munist world. In April, the National Security Council, in conjunction 
with the State and Defense Departments, produced an enormously influ
ential study of American "objectives and programs for national security,"
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known as NSC-68. The document called for a massive military buildup 
in order to deter what it believed was the fanatical determination of the 
Soviet Union to gain world domination by whatever means necessary.  
NSC-68 viewed the world as divided into only two camps, which it called 
simply "slave" and "free," and warned that the Soviets might use other 
communist countries as proxy forces with which to capture further ter
ritory. When North Korean troops invaded South Korea on June 25, the 
recommendations of NSC-68 seemed fully confirmed to American poli
cymakers, who assumed the North Koreans were under the control of 
the Kremlin. American involvement in the Korean War over the next 
three years led to a thorough militarization of the Cold War, greater fears 
of a direct Soviet-American clash, and even less tolerance of dissent in 
the United States against official anticommunism. In September, Con
gress passed the Internal Security ("McCarran") Act to tighten existing 
espionage and sabotage laws and require the registration of all members 
of groups that fell under a very broad definition of "Communist" or 
"communist action" organizations. 2 

The McCarran Act echoed very similar legislation passed by the South 
African government just three months earlier. The Suppression of Com
munism Act in South Africa outlawed the Communist Party and also 
"communism," an ideology defined broadly enough to include almost 
any substantive dissent against the official state policy of racial segrega
tion and white supremacy. The Suppression of Communism Act and a 
handful of other key statutes, most notably the Group Areas Act, laid 
the legislative basis in 1950 for apartheid, tying anticommunism firmly 
to white racism in southern Africa. This was also the year in which the 
Nationalist Party gained enough electoral strength to assert the hege
mony over South African politics it would maintain for decades there
after. Black South Africans found their already tenuous position in the 
Union further eroded, and impoverished Africans took to the streets for 
the first time in large numbers to protest directly their increasing oppres
sion at the hands of absolute white authority. The success of Afrikaner 
nationalists prompted the younger generation of African nationalists in 
the African National Congress to respond by initiating large-scale Afri
can political organizing in opposition to apartheid. The swift and mas
sive use of violence by the police in reaction to African demonstrations 
against repressive legislation signaled the Nationalists' utter rejection of 
any compromise on the issue of white dominion in the Union.3 

Despite the grim and worsening state of race relations in the Union, 
which was carefully reported by American diplomats there, the entry of 
the United States into full-scale war against communist forces in Korea 
in 1950 ensured that Pretoria's international rather than domestic poli
cies would determine its relationship with Washington. South Africa's 
unwavering anticommunism kept it an unquestioned ally in what seemed 
an increasingly dangerous and bipolar world. The Union government's 
dispatch of a squadron of airmen in September to aid the American cause



Cementing the United States-South African Alliance

won it considerable credit with American policymakers. By late Novem
ber, Chinese communist troops had entered the war in large numbers on 
the side of North Korea and were driving the American-dominated U.N.  
armies swiftly backwards. With Truman about to declare a national emer
gency in the United States, South Africa's final agreement on November 
23 to produce and sell large quantities of uranium ore to the United 
States and Britain entrenched the Union firmly in Washington's good 
graces. Within two months American loans and arms sales to the Union 
had been arranged, and American weapons were soon being used to 
guarantee the domestic stability of the apartheid regime. The igniting of 
the Cold War into actual large-scale fighting welded the common inter
ests of South Africa and the United States into a solid alliance. 4 

I 
By 1950, the Truman administration was focusing more attention on the 
African continent than it had in any previous year. This resulted largely 
from the postwar decolonization of Asia, which had left Africa as the last 
great bastion of white rule in the nonwhite Third World. "Africa" and 
"the colonial world" were becoming increasingly synonymous. In the 
context of communist insurgencies and successes in Asia, the Truman 
administration took comfort in the reassuring situation in Africa. In the 
summer of 1950, Assistant Secretary of State George McGhee found it 
"gratifying to be able to single out a region of 10 million square miles 
in which no significant inroads have been made by communism, and to 
be able to characterize the area as relatively stable and secure."' American 
policymakers recognized the growing power of nationalist movements in 
every colonial area and realized that this "dynamic tide" could not be 
stopped.6 Instead, the United States needed to use this period of "rela
tive quiet in Africa," before nationalism there became as powerful as it 
was in Asia and the Middle East, to help guarantee the long-term loyalty 
of African peoples to the Western cause in the Cold War.7 This difficult 
task would be best accomplished, in the view of the State Department, 
by working to build new cooperative relations between Africans and Eu
ropean colonial administrators to replace older exploitative ones. The 
Truman administration therefore continued to seek a middle position 
between the colonial powers and the anticolonial peoples and nations in 
order to keep both groups aligned with its anticommunist cause. 8 

American policymakers realized that the independence of most Asian 
colonies by 1950 had sharply increased the importance of Africa for the 
economic and strategic strength of the Western European nations. One 
of Washington's chief concerns about its European allies was their dollar 
shortage stemming from their imbalance of trade with the United States.  
The production and export of direct dollar-earning commodities from 
the African colonies helped significantly in reducing the persistent trade 
deficits of Britain, France, Belgium, and Portugal with the United States.
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The economic stability of the NATO countries in 1950 depended to no 
small degree on steady agricultural and mineral production in Africa.  

Direct American interests in the colonies of southern Africa included 
some trade and investment but centered mostly on the production and 
transportation of strategic raw materials. Uranium ore from the Belgian 
Congo remained by far the most important concern, but other minerals 
from the Congo and the Rhodesias, including copper, chromite, and 
manganese, also figured prominently in the American stockpiling effort.  
Consequently, the Truman administration was determined that such 
enormously valuable military materials not fall into the hands of the So
viet Union or its allies. Throughout 1950, especially after the outbreak 
of war in Korea, the Defense Department indicated considerable interest 
in improving the limited transportation facilities of southern Africa in 
order to increase the flow of strategic minerals to the West.' 0 

The ability of the Truman administration to achieve its goals in re
gard to colonial Africa depended primarily on its relationship with the 
metropolitan countries still in authority there. The creation of the West
ern alliance through NATO and the Marshall Plan had linked the United 
States closely with the Western European powers, but the allies had some 
real differences of opinion regarding Africa. The Truman administration 
was troubled by continuing European discrimination against American 
trade and investment in colonial areas, while Europeans tended to resent 
American insistence on further expanding the already dominant eco
nomic position of the United States in the world. Truman's advisers wor
ried about the security of mining operations in southern Africa, believing 
that colonial administrators did not appreciate the serious potential for 
communist sabotage of key resources there. The intensity of conflict at 
the United Nations over colonial issues resulted in considerable metro
politan defensiveness about the administration of "dependent" areas, and 
the Western European powers did not appreciate the efforts of the United 
States to take a middle position and avoid siding completely with them 
against the anti-colonial nations." The pressure applied to the U.S. by 
European diplomats was no doubt due, in part, to their awareness that 
Americans could conceivably go beyond an intermediary position to pro
vide more than merely rhetorical support to colonies bent on declaring 
their independence from the powers of Europe, as the United States it
self had once done.  

The Truman administration was convinced that the "severe strains" 
over colonial issues that had emerged between the United States and its 
Western European allies at the 1949 U.N. sessions played directly into 
the hands of international communism.12 The State Department sought 
to avoid any repetition of such problems in 1950 by arranging extensive 
discussions beforehand with the British, French, and Belgian govern
ments. These talks in July laid the foundation for a more unified Western 
front at the U.N., with the United States placing greater emphasis on 
convincing the anticolonial delegations of the reasonableness of the Eu-
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ropeans in their colonial administration.'" The North Korean invasion 
of South Korea and the U.N. resolution approving military support for 
South Korea further strengthened the American effort at shifting priori
ties away from anticolonialism and towards unity against aggression by 
communist forces. It also made the United States, now actively involved 
in a war with the communist world, more susceptible to pressures ap
plied by the surviving imperial powers of Western Europe, countries that 
were surrendering control of enormous resources in Asia and that were 
in no hurry to concede their colonial dominion in Africa. By the end of 
the year, the Truman administration had repeatedly assured its European 
allies of its opposition to what it called "indiscriminate self-government" 
and "a premature according of political independence to the peoples of 
Africa." 4 

American support for the European imperial powers and Washing
ton's "keen appreciation" of the need for "time and patience" in the "or
derly, guided development" of colonial independence dismayed people 
who sought basic political and economic freedoms in Africa. 15 Internally, 
the State Department acknowledged the aspirations of educated Africans, 
paraphrasing their suspicion that the Marshall Plan and NATO might be 
merely the latest in a long tradition of plans for "manacling the African 
peoples with the chains of Western imperialism." 6 The metropolitan 
countries rather than the generally impoverished colonial areas were clearly 
the beneficiaries of Marshall Plan aid, while NATO's strategic interests 
received much higher priority in Washington than did African economic 
or political development. 7 African nationalists knew by intimate experi
ence the human costs of decades of what the State Department was now 
acknowledging were the distorted economies of the African colonies, re
sulting from European overinvestment in the production of strategic 
minerals for export and underinvestment in agriculture for local con
sumption.' 8 

American support for white dominion in Africa seemed to dovetail 
with continuing racial discrimination and segregation in the United States.  
The State Department admitted in April 1950 that "no American prob
lem receives more wide-spread attention, especially in dependent areas, 
than our treatment of racial minorities, particularly the Negro." 19 The 
Department began to consider recruiting more African Americans as 
Foreign Service officers in order to assign them to areas like British West 
Africa, where they might help "offset the widespread and growing Afri
can criticism of racial practices in the United States."20 In its September 
1950 issue, The Christian Century framed its applause for voluntary school 
desegregation in some areas of the American South in terms of the im
portance of race relations in the United States for the country's effective
ness as a world leader. "In the draining of the reservoirs of good will 
toward America," wrote the magazine's editors, "no single factor has proved 
quite so disastrous as our unchristian, undemocratic pattern of race rela
tionships." 21 The Truman administration recognized that the further re-
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moval of racial barriers in the United States would significantly increase 
"the faith of other countries in this country's capacity for leadership. 22 

The problems that American racial practices and ties with imperial 
powers created for the relationship of the.United States to the Third 
World were highlighted anew at the fall 1950 sessions of the United 
Nations, especially on the issue of South Africa's treatment of its nation
als of Indian descent. The implementation of apartheid legislation by the 
Malan government had exacerbated this old conflict between the Union 
and India. Preliminary U.N.-sponsored talks between the two countries 
in February had seemed to indicate hope for a resolution to the problem, 
but the Malan government's passage of the Group Areas Act in June, 
with its provisions for total racial segregation in the Union, destroyed 
Indian hopes of a compromise.2" With the outbreak of war in Korea and 
the need to gain as much participation as possible from member nations 
in the U.N. "police action" there, the Truman administration sought to 
moderate what it called "this case of discord among two non-Communist 
governments which opens promising avenues to Soviet propagandists." 24 

Determined to avoid further alienating the Union and perhaps causing it 
to withdraw from the United Nations, Washington urged renewed talks 
between the two countries as a substitute for India's resolution in the 
General Assembly asking South Africa to move away from apartheid and 
bring its treatment of people of Indian origin into line with the princi
ples of the U.N. Charter.2" Internally, the State Department acknowl
edged the importance of this issue for American relations with the world's 
nonwhite majority, concluding in September that "we do not wish to be 
in the position of either voting against or abstaining on a resolution 
which may have the support of two-thirds of the General Assembly." 26 

As the Indian resolution neared a vote in November, discussions within 
the U.S. delegation revealed the depth of American anxieties about racial 
issues and their influence on the course of international affairs. Some of 
the American delegates worried that an ambiguous U.S. position on the 
resolution would place the United States "in disrepute with [the] colored 
peoples of the world and display exactly the kind of weakness on [the] 
racial issue of which [the] Soviets already [have] made unceasing propa
ganda capital." 27 Calling race relations "our Achilles' heel before the world," 
Henry Cabot Lodfgnoted that "all over the United States there were 
violations of--our basic civil rights policies." Lodge emphasized to his 
colleagues in the U.S. delegation the symbolic importance of this vote 
and argued that "we should say South Africa was wrong in this matter 
just as we are, and we could admit we were wrong." Other delegates 
warned about the danger of using a double standard for human rights 
violations, condemning them vigorously in Eastern Europe while claim
ing that they were strictly a domestic matter in South Africa. John Hick
erson of the State Department admitted that Americans had "a beam or 
two in our own eyes," such as the segregation laws of his native state of 
Texas, and agreed that the South African government was wrong to treat
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Indians as it did, although he reminded his colleagues that in other re
spects-such as helping in Korea-the South Africans "were pretty good 
people." 28 

After trying unsuccessfully to amend the Indian resolution so as to 
remove h e flfat declai-i6n-fiat segregari"rt ed- dicrimination, 
the Truman administration fiuiAll'dlc-de-d t-6ote ii-ffTa-Tf of it in early 
December. The dramatiE-Chihese efitry ifito-tre-Korean-War just a week 
earlier influenced this choice, as the United States sought renewed sup
port for the war effort from other Asian countries. Acheson explained 
the vote to a disappointed South African representative in terms of "the 
critical situation in Asia at the moment and the effect of our vote on the 
peoples of Asia." 29 

One of the greatest fears of American policymakers in the crisis at
mosphere of 1950 was that Third World resentment of American and 
European racial discrimination might encourage nonwhite peoples to seek 
closer relations with the Soviet Union. Aware that nationalism and anti
colonialism were fast becoming permanent features of African public life, 
the State Department emphasized the need to "differentiate between 
Communist infiltration and the justifiable political ambitions of the na
tive population."30 The Department was pleased that, in contrast to much 
of Asia, communist ideals and loyalties seemed not yet to have penetrated 
Africa in any substantial way.31 In order to keep Africans oriented toward 
the West in the long run, Assistant Secretary of State George McGhee 
considered it imperative for the United States to use "this period of grace," 
while communist pressure was absent, to help build better living condi
tions for the African peoples so that poverty and discrimination at the 
hands of the West would not make communism attractive in contrast.3 2 

The State Department worried that the white supremacist attitudes of 
colonial officials and white settlers in southern Africa and the apartheid 
policies of the South African government would "play into the hands of 
Communist agitators" and help turn Africans in the region away from 
the West.33 

The best way to avoid this danger, according to Washington, was 
for the administering authorities in Africa to develop progressive colonial 
policies that would bring greater benefits to the African population and 
thereby engender the more harmonious race relations "essential to the 
welfare of the entire free world." 3 4 Acknowledging that "there has been 
a tendency to place the emphasis on Europe's need for Africa rather than 
on the mutual need of Africa and Europe for each other," the State De
partment declared in April 1950 that "it is now our view that the mu
tuality of this need should be emphasized." 3 McGhee urged Acheson to 
work with the European colonial powers for "a reasonable acceleration" 
of the political and economic development of Africa. 36 

The outbreak of war in Korea increased the enormous American 
concern for preserving "stability" in the non-communist world. Whether 
stability was best achieved by honoring the immediate needs and inher-
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ited attitudes of the European imperial nations or by supporting and 
even championing the independent economic and political aspirations of 
the nonwhite majority in the United Nations remained an open ques
tion, at least in theory. In practice, U.S. officials concluded that stability 
required staying close to the metropolitan powers in the short run, while 
also trying to gain the favor of the colonial peoples of Africa in the 
longer term.37 The difficulty of accomplishing both of these tasks simul
taneously haunted the Truman administration. At best they were strad
dling a difficult fence; at worst they were caught on the horns of a pain
ful dilemma-some might even say a glaring contradiction. When forced 
to choose between the two opposing options in the atmosphere of inter
national crisis arising from the war in Korea, American policymakers as
signed first priority to the immediate need for preserving the Western 
alliance.3 8 

II 

The difficulties the Truman administration faced in maintaining an anti
communist alliance that included both the white rulers of Africa and the 
nonwhite peoples under their authority were clearest in South Africa.  
African resentment of the apartheid policies of the Malan government 
spilled into the streets during 1950, manifesting itself in organized dem
onstrations and prompting a ferocious and deadly response from the white 
authorities. The Nationalist regime made it clear that it would have no 
truck with previous South African governments' talk of blacks gaining 
rights and privileges in the Union when they became more "civilized"; 
under apartheid, they would never be granted the same political and eco
nomic rights as whites. African nationalists within the ANC found them
selves hurtled forward by escalating racial tensions into taking more rad
ically democratic positions. Whether with reluctance or exhilaration, they 
felt obliged to sever the strands of hope for gradualist reform that tied 
them to white South African liberals.3 9 

While unwavering in its emphasis on racial pride and on African 
leadership for Africans, the now ascendant Youth League of the ANC 
specifically rejected what it called an "extreme and ultra revolutionary" 
policy of "hurl[ing] the Whiteman [in]to the sea." 4 The ANC insisted 
on an end to white domination under any guise-"segregation, apart
heid, trusteeship, or White leadership"-but offered an explicitly Chris
tian vision of a nonracial future for the Union in which whites would 
also have an important place. 41 Despite the Programme of Action's focus 
on African racial unity, the political and material aspirations of most of 
the highly Westernized leaders of the ANC tended to be very similar to 
those espoused by Western societies. Ideologically diverse in its own 
leadership, the Congress from 1950 onwards reacted to the tightening 
administration of apartheid laws in part by developing alliances with 
democrats of other colors, including Indians, Coloreds, and white radi-
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cals. The Youth League's Robert Sobukwe noted that "we are prepared 
to work with any man who is fighting for the liberation of Africa [from 
white domination] within our 4ife-time." 42 In South Africa in 1950, the 
small but dedicated Communist Party remained the group other than 
African nationalists that most prominently opposed apartheid or any other 
form of white supremacy. Initially suspicous that communists were merely 
another versio Ehariiap ulative whites, African nationalists by early 1950 
were appreciating the financial resources, organizational abilities, and often 
remarkable courage-of-white- mioiunists in an apartheid country and 
were beginnin to buildan impor tnt alliance with them."3 

The possibility-of substantial political ties between white radicals and 
blacks fanned the flames of Pretoria's fears of subversion and was hardly 
welcome news in Washington. The South African police closely moni
tored the activities of the Youth League, which the American Embassy 
believed was "violently anti-European and threatens to eventually oust 
[the] white man from power in South Africa."' As the ANC moved 
away from its traditional strategy of petitioning the authorities for de
sfired changes and began to use militantly democratic laiguge and to 
organtze anti-apartheid demonstrations, the white authorities targeted the 
organization's leaders in their increasing harassment of Africans. Crush
ing poverty remained the greatest single obstacle to African political or
ganizing, as most Africans in the Union had to focus all of their energies 
on sheer economic survival. The illegality and risk of political involve
ment for people with no political rights also hindered the work of the 
ANC and other black organizations. But the increasing humiliation and 
degradation of Africans at the hands of the South African authorities 
more than offset these hindrances, evoking unprecedented resistance to 
white domination in the early months of 1950."s 

Simmering tensions between residents of the sprawling African lo
cations around Johannesburg and white police patrolling the areas flared 
into large-scale violence in January and February. Africans bitterly re
sented the increasingly frequent and arbitrary enforcement of the pass 
laws, which required them to carry an identification card at all times and 
show it upon demand by the police. Similarly, they took offense at the 
random police raids of their homes in the middle of the night to enforce 
laws banning African possession of liquor. The arrest of a man in New
clare for alcohol possession on the night of January 29 sparked an armed 
clash between police and some fifteen hundred Africans in the location, 
during which six hundred more Africans were arrested. The U.S. Em
bassy reported to Washington that this was "a further indication of the 
current deterioration of race relations" in the Union, which the Com
munist Party of South Africa would seek to exploit for its own subversive 
ends. 46 

Two weeks later, the arrest of another Newclare resident for not 
carrying his pass escalated into three days of violent conflict between 
police and hundreds of Africans there and in the neighboring location of
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Sophiatown. The shocked American consul in Johannesburg, Sydney 
Redecker, reported that "it was necessary" for the police to use "pistols, 
rifles and even machine guns to disperse the rioters," who were largely 
unarmed. He detailed injuries to police officers and even the damage 
police cars had sustained, but made no mention of casualties among those 
on the receiving end of machine-gun fire. Redecker hinted at "grievances 
of the natives against the white authorities" but registered astonishment 
at the level of anger expressed by Africans against the police; he warned 
that if the residents of the location had had more than just a few pistols, 
the results would have been "infinitely worse and incalculable." As it was, 
the extent of violence between whites and Africans made the February 
clashes "the most serious to occur thus far against the established Euro
pean authority of South Africa."' 47 

An even more ominous feature of the street fighting in Newclare and 
Sophiatown was the involvement of armed white vigilantes. Unim
pressed by the use of machine guns against unarmed people, and deter
mined to prevent the violence from spreading into Johannesburg proper, 
residents of the nearest white neighborhoods believed that the police were 
not mobilizing adequate force to restore order. Many defied police or
ders by driving into the locations and beating Africans at random in 
order to "teach them a lesson." 4" White citizens throughout Johannes
burg were now enormously anxious about the possibility of further un
rest as they feared that Africans might be losing all respect for white laws 
and authority.49 A government commission established to investigate "acts 
of violence committed by Natives" in the locations during the previous 
four months concluded in March that the police had shown "remarkable 
restraint" in employing no greater force than was absolutely necessary to 
end the disorder. The commission did note that Africans genuinely de
tested the "brutal" nighttime police raids on their homes, and it admitted 
that there "seems to be some justification for the complaints against some 
of the younger members of the South African police" who, the commis
sion conceded, apparently treated Africans with "undue harshness." But 
the commission concluded that Communist agitators, irresponsible youth 
gangs, and even African women egging on their husbands and lovers 
contributed at least as much to the outbreaks of violence in the African 
locations.50 

American governmental observers in the Union believed the causes 
of the clashes to be more deeply rooted in the discriminatory character 
of South African society, especially as exacerbated by the Nationalist gov
ernment. Consul Redecker pointed to the "natives' increasing restlessness 
and dissatisfaction with their entire status, economic and living condi
tions, and more immediately, the increasingly stringent police control 
measures to which they have been subjected during the last two years." 
He described the overcrowded "slums unsuitable for human habitation" 
in which urban Africans were forced to live, and the extraordinary amounts 
of time they had to spend commuting by inadequate public transporta-
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tion to any jobs they were fortunate enough to find in the white sectors 
of the city. Redecker cited the absence of street lighting, sanitation, and 
recreational facilities in the African locations as contributing to Johan
nesburg's ranking as one of the world's cities with the highest crime 
rates. From an official American perspective, the ultimate danger posed 
by these conditions and the South African government's lack of interest 
in changing them could be traced to Moscow. The U.S. Embassy in 
Capetown emphasized that the recent disturbances in the African loca
tions had not been caused by communist organizers, but it agreed with 
Redecker that "communist elements are very active among the natives 
and take every opportunity to intensify their feelings of injustice and 
frustration, and to foment trouble between the native and ruling Euro
pean population[s]." Apartheid, it seemed, might be weakening the alle
giance of the majority of South Africans to the West."1 

Organized black resistance to apartheid reached a new level of seri
ousness im the events of "Freedom Day," 1 May 1950. Joseph Sweeney, 
a formr-!Los e e-Idfsoal-worker and former OSS agent with a doc
torate in political science who was now the political officer of the U.S.  
Embassy in South Africa, believed that these incidents offered "the first 
authentic glimpse of the Nationalist Government in action in a racial 
crisis." 2 Since the adoption of the Programme of Action five months 
earlier, the ANC had been moving to implement its new policy of com
plete noncooperation with the Union government. s3 Five thousand peo
ple turned out to welcome ANCLpresident:general- Dr.james _Mogroka 
when he arrived in Johannesburg on March 26 to chair a "Defend Free 
Speech Convention" protesting the government's barring of the most 
prominent South African communists, including Sam Kahn, Yusuf Da
doo, and labor organizer J. B. Marks, from public speaking of any kind.  
African, Colored, Indian, and Communist Party leaders in the Transvaal 
issued a joint call for a boycott of work by all nonwhites on May Day as 
a protest against the entire array of discriminatory restrictions on non
whites.5 4 

Some of the younger African nationalists in the ANC still distrusted 
the Communist Party and hesitated to work closely with it and with 
other non-African organizations, but the Congress as a whole agreed to 
the call for a general "Freedom Day" strike on the traditional labor hol
iday used for demonstrations of worker solidarity in the communist 
world. 5 The U.S. Embassy was impressed by "the unusually high degree 
of organization that has characterized the planning for 'Freedom Day' 
[and that] reflects the new militancy of the African National Congress." 
The Embassy recognized that this would not be "a preponderant Com
munist show" but rather "a protest by the Natives against the many re
strictions that are imposed on them." 16 Concerned that a successful work 
stoppage of even a day might encourage further African resistance, the 
South African government inundated the African locations with an
nouncements of the banning of all public meetings of more than a dozen
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people for the entire May Day weekend and the illegality of staying away 
from work as a protest. Joseph Sweeney recalled later that 

no one who did not live in South Africa at this time can fully appreciate 
what a stoppage of African labor would have meant. Not only would most 
of white South Africa not have received its early morning tea, breakfast, or 
any other meal, but little housework would have been done, no children 
minded, no artisan would have had his tools handed to him, all heavy lifting 
would have stopped, and industry would have virtually ceased. It would 
have been comparable to New York City without electrical current.s7 

The Malan regime was determined to prevent blacks in the Union from 
gaining the confidence and empowerment which might result from a dra
matic demonstration of the country's utter dependence on their labor.5 8 

The leaders of all the major black organizations publicly urged their 
followers not to disobey the government ban on demonstrations, which 
the protest organizers had cancelled. With the Union Defense Forces on 
full alert and ready to back them up, heavily armed police units patrolled 
the entire Rand area, especially the African locations, on Monday, May 
1. A tense calm prevailed until late afternoon in the Benoni location, 
where a crowd of several hundred Africans had gathered on a sports field 
to listen to two Indians speaking on the need for racial equality in South 
Africa. A police detachment arrived, ordered the crowd to disperse, and 
began cursing and beating the people nearest them. When the civilians 
failed to leave at once, the police charged them once with batons and a 
second time with bayonets. After their enthusiastic use of bayonets car
ried them into the middle of the large crowd, they panicked at the fear 
of being surrounded and opened fire with rifles and at least one machine 
gun. A dozen Africans were killed and several dozen wounded, while a 
handful of police were injured by rocks thrown from the crowd. News 
of the violence spread quickly into nearby African locations, resulting in 
further clashes with the police. Official summaries put the total number 
of African casualties at thirty wounded and eighteen dead, including sev
eral children, but Africans present at the incidents reported that the real 
numbers were considerably higher.5 9 

From the U.S Embassy, Sweeney cabled Secretary of State Acheson 
that the May Day clashes were "the most serious in recent South African 
history" and "uglier in mood" than any previous conflicts between police 
and Africans. He warned that the outbreaks of violence formed "part of 
a pattern of racial tension which threatens the internal stability of the 
Union."6" The increasing brutality of police raids into the African loca
tions around Johannesburg, clearly intended since the year before to punish 
and intimidate whole populations rather than to catch specific criminals, 
was encouraging greater African resentment of the white authorities.  
American observers and the South African government were greatly sur
prised by the success of the stay-at-home strike on the Rand, as at least 
half of all African workers did not report for work on May 1.61 This
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indicated increasing cohesion and organization in the black communities 
in the face of greater white restrictions on the daily lives of black South 
Africans.62 Sweeney also recognized that a major reason the clashes had 
not been even worse was the restraint shown by black leaders in urging 
their followers to avoid violence regardless of police provocation. What 
Sweeney called "signs of a new spirit of nationalism among the Natives" 
loomed behind the immediate demands for decent wages and the elimi
nation of the pass system.63 

The eagerness of the police to use overwhelming and deadly force to 
silence even nonviolent dissent indicated the ominous direction in which 
white South African society was moving. The police had been given or
ders to shoot to kill whenever the authority of the government was dis
puted, and they had shown what the U.S. Embassy called "an aggressive 
overwillingness to forestall even the hint of violence with bullets." 64 

Margaret Ballinger and the handful of other liberals in the South African 
Parliament sought a public investigation of the clashes and their under
lying causes in hopes of preventing such incidents in the future, but Ma
Ian rejected any discussion of what he saw as strictly a matter of internal 
security. Most tellingly, Smuts and the other United Party leaders did 
not support Ballinger's proposal as they were determined to appear sup
portive of the police and to avoid being portrayed as "kaffir-boeties" 
(roughly, "nigger-lovers") by the Nationalists. As Smuts put it in agree
ing with his old nemesis Malan, "force must be met with force."6" 

Joseph Sweeney reported home to the State Department that future 
riots in South Africa could only be prevented by significant improve
ments in African living conditions, but that the Union government had 
no interest in implementing reforms. 66 The racial violence on the Rand 
seemed instead to have confirmed Nationalist leaders in their conviction 
that only rigid control of Africans could "keep the Native in his place." 
This meant increased police and military strength, more effective counter
intelligence, a continued low standard of living for Africans, and more 
thorough apartheid legislation and administration. 67 A prominent Trans
vaal attorney captured the deepest feeling of most Afrikaners, and of many 
whites of English descent, when he commented privately in the wake of 
the "Freedom Day" clashes: "This is a white country and we are going 
to keep it white if we have to kill all of the others." 6' Faced with an 
historic movement among black South Africans towards greater political 
unity and boldness, the Union government remained determined neither 
to compromise on its racial policies nor to allow any further public dem
onstrations of dissent. At this critical juncture, the Nationalist regime 
moved vigorously to preserve what Sweeney summarized as "white su
premacy in an Afrikaner republic-the beginnings of modem Africa's first 
police state." 69 

In late May the National Executive Committee of the ANC decided 
to call for a national day of protest against the government's proposed 
Suppression of Communism Bill (originally titled the Unlawful Organi-
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zations Bill) and Group Areas Bill, and a day of mourning for those 
killed by the police on "Freedom Day." With the support of the other 
major black organizations and the Communist Party, the ANC called on 
all "Africans, Indians, Coloureds and European democrats" to "stay qui
etly in their homes" on Monday, June 26, as a display of strength and 
unity against the Nationalist government's "policy of apartheid, tyranny 
and oppression."'70 Some conservative African nationalists, in a manner 
remarkably similar to that of the government, had blamed the "Freedom 
Day" deaths of Africans on the manipulative determination of commu
nist organizers to "stamped[e] our people into the May Day demonstra
tions" in order to gain a propaganda victory for communism rather than 
a real victory for the African people." But the leading edge of African 
nationalism in the Union, the Congress Youth League, rallied strongly 
behind the plans for June 26, issuing a dramatic plea for democratic 
unity and concluding, "Up You Mighty Race!"72 

Mixed results from the "Day of Protest and Mourning" suggested 
both the organizational difficulties confronting black South Africans and 
their growing sense of political unity and determination in 1950. The 
effort proved largely ineffective in the Transvaal and in Capetown, but it 
resulted in an almost complete shutdown of Port Elizabeth and a serious 
dislocation of daily life in Durban.7" The U.S. consul in Port Elizabeth, 
Harold Robison, reported to the State Department that the protest there 
was thoroughly peaceful and "highly successful." 74 In order to avoid 
conflicts with the large and heavily armed police forces patrolling the 
nation's cities that day, protest organizers worked hard to keep people at 
home and off the streets.75 In contrast to the "Freedom Day" protests, 
which had been limited to Johannesburg and the surrounding Transvaal 
area, the "Day of Protest and Mourning" marked, in the ANC's words, 
"the first attempt at a political strike on a national scale by the Non
European people of this country."'76 The U.S. Embassy also sensed the 
significance of the June 26 stay-at-home, reporting to Washington that 
"it was one of the many warm-ups that will occur in South Africa before 
the Natives feel strong enough to launch a full-scale offensive against 
'White-supremacy.' "77 

ANC president-general Moroka offered a glimpse of some of the 
larger meaning of the "Day of Protest and Mourning" in a public state
ment a few days later. He acknowledged the limited participation in the 
protest and credited the effectiveness of the South African government 
and many white employers in threatening to fire black workers who failed 
to show up for work. But he lauded the large number of disciplined 
protestors who refused to be intimidated or provoked into violence by 
police harassment, despite being "treated as though we were the private 
property of White South Africa." Moroka warned the government that 
this protest signified that "we are in dead earnest about our intention to 
live in this land untrammelled, to live under human and humane condi
tions, to live in peace and harmony with those other human beings whom
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it has pleased providence to place in this part of the globe." The ANC 
president-general pointed out that these events in South Africa could not 
be separated from the larger global struggle for the self-determination of 
all peoples, including the conflagration in Korea, which had begun just 
one day before the "Day of Protest and Mourning": "The good wishes 
of the democratic outside world have been with us. . .[in our] struggle 
for [our] very existence and to keep the campfires of democracy flicker
ing." It was not at all clear, however, that the most powerful nation of 
that democratic world outside the Union, the United States, while eager 
to stoke those campfires in Korea, would be part of "the wide democratic 
and Christian world" which Moroka believed was "with us in our tribu
lation" in southern Africa.78 

For the rest of 1950, the reports of American diplomats in South 
Africa remained grim about the prospects for a peaceful resolution of the 
problems that were widening the gulf between blacks and whites in the 
Union. In response to escalating police harassment and intimidation of 
blacks and the enactment of severe new apartheid laws, the ANC issued 
an unprecedented public statement in early August calling for "unquali
fied fundamental rights" for all Africans and warning of a "racial explo
sion" if the current trend of racial animosity continued.79 New U.S. Am
bassador John Erhardt told Acheson in October in his first report from 
South Africa that "racial relations have deteriorated so badly in South 
Africa since the advent of the Nationalist Government that there are few 
white people in the country who have anything like an adequate under
standing of what is going on among Native leaders and Native organi
zations." Erhardt noted that among whites in the Union "it is popular 
to say that Native opinion does not exist, but this is wishful thinking on 
the part of advocates of 'white supremacy.'" The U.S. Embassy, he con
cluded, "believes the cohesiveness of Native opinion is generally under
estimated."' 80 Joseph Sweeney added that information about black polit
ical organizing was "extremely scanty," but that "all the present evidence 
is that cooperation among non-European groups is unusually high."'" 
White South Africans seemed to have little knowledge of, and even less 
interest in, the dramatic changes under way among the majority of their 
countrymen.8 2 

American governmental observers feared that as South Africa contin
ued "on its way to becoming a police state," the country's black majority 
might either convert to communism or at least ally itself closely with 
communists as the best available means of resisting oppression. 83 The 
problem confronting American diplomats in South Africa was that com
munists seemed to be more on the side of racial justice and elemental 
decency than any other whites in the country. While claiming that com
munists were perhaps "not sincere," Ambassador Erhardt admitted to 
Acheson in a cable in October that "the legitimate grievances of Natives 
are legion and among the few persons who espouse these grievances the 
majority of vocal ones are Communists." Until it dissolved itself on June
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20 in anticipation of being banned by the government six days later, the 
Communist Party of South Africa had remained the only political party 
Africans could join. Erhardt noted the utter lack of communication be
tween even the most liberal whites and their fellow residents of darker 
hues, and contrasted this with the lack of racial elitism among white 
communists in the Union "who know the Natives . and often know 
them very well."8" 

Even if black South Africans did not seek to create a Soviet-style 
communist state, Erhardt shared the concern of the country's few white 
liberals that increasing governmental oppression could lead blacks to 
conclude that "whether Communism is a good or bad thing, it is the 
only outside force they can call upon for assistance." The courage and 
long-standing commitment of many black Communist Party members, 
including Yusuf Dadoo, J. B. Marks, and Moses Kotane, to the cause of 
racial justice in South Africa helped give the Party real credibility among 
the country's nonwhite population. Erhardt reported to Washington that 
the more difficult the Nationalist government made the achievement of 
racial equality in South Africa, the more black leaders would have to seek 
help from all potential allies, among whom communists would rank very 
high.8 s 

Even more disturbing for the Truman administration in the second 
half of 1950 was the possibility that apartheid's radicalization of South 
Africa's black majority at home might spill over into the international 
arena. The reinforcement of the color line in the Union inclined black 
South Africans to be suspicious of other countries practicing racial dis
crimination, including the segregated United States and the colonialist 
Western European nations. The tendency of those same states to defend 
South Africa at the United Nations and to keep close relations with the 
Nationalist regime increased black uncertainty about the anticommunist 
West. With the United States at war in Korea, African doubts about the 
values and practices of the West were not a welcome development from 
the perspective of Washington. Bernard Connelly reported in mid-August 
that Africans in the Union were "growing increasingly sympathetic toward 
the North Koreans, because they interpret events in Korea as a racial 
struggle and without being fully aware of all aspects of the Korean situ
ation they favor any side that bears the epithet 'Gooks.' "86 In his Janu
ary 1951 review of the previous year in South Africa, Erhardt noted that 
African opinion in the Union was generally opposed to participation on 
the side of the United Nations in the Korean War, "which it looked 
upon as a color clash in which its sympathies were with the colored side, 
i.e. the North Koreans." 8 ' The official attitude of the ANC "that the 
Korean people are competent to solve their own problems" suggested 
considerable distrust of the American view of the war. 88 

The highest priority in Washington by the end of 1950 was what 
American officials saw as the international struggle between the demo
cratic nations of the West and the communist countries allied with the
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Soviet Union. In southern Africa, however, the experience of apartheid 
and continued white settler dominion were casting doubt on that for
mulation in the minds of the region's nonwhite majority, for whom an
ticommunism seemed to be closely linked with white supremacy. The 
ruthlessness of the white authorities in South Africa in dealing with Af
ricans showed no signs of abating: on November 27 in the Witzieshoek 
Native Reserve, police opened fire with machine guns on an unarmed 
crowd of Africans who failed to disperse immediately when ordered to.  
More than a dozen people were killed and almost a hundred wounded.89 

American observers in the Union believed there was little chance of an 
effective black challenge to white rule in the immediate future, but they 
foresaw only more trouble on the horizon in South Africa. Joseph Swee
ney, whose role as the political officer of the U.S. Embassy and whose 
relatively liberal racial attitudes enabled him to get a better sense of Af
rican opinion than other American officials at the time, warned his su
periors in Washington that "no one could spend much time in South 
Africa without recognizing that the white population is sitting on a vol
cano which could explode at any time."90 

III 

In addition to dividing white from black more clearly than ever before 
in South Africa, the Nationalist Party in 1950 also established beyond 
question its hegemony within the small but crucial realm of white poli
tics in the Union. Having accepted a devaluation of the South African 
pound and brought the country successfully through the financial crisis 
of the previous year, the Nationalists used the racial crisis they had fos
tered to move white politics sharply to the right. In their quest to estab
lish perpetual white supremacy in an Afrikaner republic, Malan and the 
other Nationalist leaders put the foundational legislation for apartheid 
into effect in 1950 with the enthusiastic support of the majority of white 
South Africans. Implementing apartheid meant, above all else, channel
ing the historic processes of industrialization and urbanization in a man
ner that would severely limit social mixing and economic interdepen
dence across race lines. In this endeavor the Nationalists mobilized 
increasing physical force against black opposition, while assuming ex
traordinary legal powers under the guise of defending the traditional Af
rikaner way of life from the threat of international communism. The Ma
Ian government played masterfully on white racial fears to gain support 
for its equation of any movement toward greater racial equality with 
communism and subversion. 91 

By further widening the racial chasm in South African society and 
establishing itself as the premier defender of white supremacy, the Na
tionalist Party eliminated the tenuous middle ground in Union politics 
and forced the United Party opposition to move either right or left. The 
party of Smuts, thoroughly grounded in its own version of white domi-
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nance and especially sensitive to the need for an inexpensive, tractable 
African labor force for South African industry and mining, chose a de
fensive posture of acquiescing in the establishment of apartheid by refus
ing to offer a clear alternative to it.92 The Nationalists' determination and 
fervor in pursuing racial segregation and the annexation of South West 
Africa and the British High Commission territories impressed almost all 
white South Africans, whose sensitivity to international criticism of their 
country had heightened their feelings of patriotism. By contrast, the United 
Party's efforts to sound more "reasonable" in the inflamed racial atmo
sphere of 1950 made it seem indecisive and even dangerous to fearful 
white South Africans. The United Party also suffered from its traditional 
association with England, as the British government was linking itself 
very cautiously, but publicly, to a policy of eventual racial equality in 
Africa by its political reforms in West Africa and by such symbolic ges
tures as including Africans in social gatherings for visiting British officials 
in Kenya.93 

Such events pushed most English-speaking white South Africans to 
identify themselves fully as South Africans and no longer as even partially 
British. Very few white South Africans desired guidance from a country 
with an undercurrent of racially egalitarian ideas; many more understood 
Malan when he warned of the "bitter fruit" of African political partici
pation in British West Africa.94 Nationalist Party calls for a mass expa
triation of South Africans of Indian descent also won it considerable 
support among English-speaking whites in Natal, who had traditionally 
backed the United Party but who loathed Indians. By exacerbating racial 
tensions and by defining white politics in South Africa as primarily the 
protection of white interests and privileges, the Nationalists succeeded in 
establishing themselves as the preferred representatives of a growing ma
jority of white South Africans. 95 

In the late spring and early summer of 1950, the Nationalist Party 
pushed through the South African Parliament four important pieces of 
legislation. These laid much of the statutory groundwork for apartheid 
and what one American diplomat called at the time "the South African 
police-state-in-the-making." 96 Just as the long-standing ban on marriages 
between whites and Africans had been amended a year earlier to include 
marriages between whites and any nonwhites, the ImmoraliyAmend
ment Act of 1950 extended the decades-old prohibition of extramarital 
sexual intercourse between whites and Africans to include any sex be
tween whites and all nonwhites. This bill targeted the Colored commu
nity in particular, as the Nationalists sought to prevent any further slip
pages in what they saw as white South African racial purity. Second, the 
Population Registration Act of 1950 classified each South African by 
identilIabl rialc-ategories, a sometimes difficult task but a prerequisite 
for making any system of more rigorous segregation enforceable. Finally, 
the Group Areas Act and the Suppression of Communism Act proved
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the most significant determinants of the direction of South African social 
and political development.  

The Group Areas Act empowered the government to proclaim resi
dential and business aes as being for the exclusive ownership or occu
pation of one of the particular "racial groups" defined by the Population 
Registration Act. This meant a wholesale unscrambling of South Africa's 
many urban neighborhoods that were not fully segregated in order to 
prevent all social relationships, especially of a peer nature, across racial 
lines.97 The Indian community in the Union would suffer particularly 
grievous losses from the implementation of this racial zoning, as many 
middle-class Indians owned land in largely white neighborhoods and made 
their livings through commerce with non-Indians. 98 

As the vehicle for absolute residential segregation, the Group Areas 
Act demonstrated more clearly than any other piece of apartheid legisla
tion that South African racial practices were moving in a direction op
posite from that of the rest of the world. The New Republic commented 
that the United States was "losing its grim distinction as the country 
where racial discrimination is worst"; with this law South Africa "now 
seems to be in the number-one place." 99 Henry S. Villard, the former 
head of the State Department's first Division of African Affairs and now 
the U.S. Ambassador in Norway, reported to Washington from Oslo-/ 
that Norwegians were appalled by the Group Areas Act. He summarized 
their feeling that "with this reactionary step which is nothing but sheer 
Hitlerism, the [South African] Government has deprived itself of any 
understanding and sympathy from democratic world opinion. People may 
to a certain extent understand racial problems, but they cannot sympa
thize with a government which consciously works for an increase of ra
cial discrimination."' 0 0 Whether this "democratic world opinion" would 
include the government Villard worked for remained to be seen.  

The Suppression of Communism Act outlawed the Communist Party 
of South Africa and, even more significantly, created the offense of sta
tutory communism to include all extralegal efforts at social change. The 
bill defined "CoQmmu ism" a' "any doctrine- or scheme which aims at 
bringing-aho-utany-pitical industrial social or economic changewithin 
the Union by the promotion of disturbance or s'Oio "hich -aims 
at the encouragement qs- .in -h-f- . s I etw&ithe European -and 
non- pean races of -e U--nion." 101 The law gave-the government the 
right to deprive those it named -Cmmunists" of their property and free
dom without redress to any court. 102 This sweeping exception to the idea 
of civil liberty for whites, in which the public law of South Africa was at 
least theoretically grounded, formed the most important of what Joseph 
Sweeney called "the traditional trappings of the police state" that the 
Maan government was taking on.10s By defining all but the mildest crit
ics of apartheid as "Communists," the Nationalists were able to eliminate 
all meaningful public political dialogue in the Union. Most white South
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Africans found reassurance in the idea of a communist conspiracy, which 
offered an easy explanation for dissatisfaction with the status quo and 
relieved them of responsibility for the worsening racial crisis in their land."° 

\7 There were, of course a small number. of real- communists in the 
Union, e - e the Communist Party of South Africa had dissolved 
itself just a few days prior to being outlawed. They included some of the 
foremost political organizers of all races who believed in and worked for 
racial equality, and they opposed apartheid and all other forms of white 
supremacy. But the Suppression of Communism Act, with a definition 
of communism so broad that actual Communist Party ideologues must 
have found at least some amusement in it, had much more ambitious 
intentions than simply silencing Member of Parliament Sam Kahn or 
South African Indian Congress leader Yusuf Dadoo. Through this ulti
mate measure of "red-baiting," the Malan government sought to create a 
Manichaean world in which all serious dissent against apartheid would 
be discredited as subversion emanating from Moscow. While talking about 
"Communism," the Nationalists intended to removeal-liberaLinfluences 
fro-m S ihAfri-anj-tbibh-hi-fe-.-American observers recognized that 
the final-purp6se-of this -Nationalist strategy was 'to perDetuate White 
supremacy in an Afrikaans republic."' °6 In achieving their goal of abso
lute political control of the Union, the Nationalists had no scruples about 
using force against even nonviolent dissent, as one shocked U.S. Em
bassy officer learned by chancing upon the police's brutal dispersion of a 
mostly black crowd gathered peacefully outside the Parliament building 
in Capetown on June 14 to protest the Suppression of Communism Bill. 107 

The political strength of Afrikaner nationalism among white voters 
reached a critical mass with the 30 August 1950 elections in South West 
Africa. While not annexing the territory and thereby avoiding provoca
tion of the international community, the Malan government in 1949 had 
created six new seats in the South African House of Assembly and four 
in the Senate for South West Africa. In the August 1950 elections to fill 
those positions, white South West Africans chose all Nationalist candi
dates.' 8 This gave the Nationalist Party for the first time an absolute 
majority in Parliament even without its small coalition partner, the Afri
kaner Party. The Nationalists claimed that their thorough sweep of the 
South West African elections, coming so soon after the enactment of 
their major legislative initiatives, constituted a resounding white mandate 
for apartheid. Americans in the Union recognized that the Nationalists 
were in the process of building themselves an almost unassailable posi
tion of dominance in South African white minority politics.' 0 9 

Certain British policies toward South Africa also strengthened the 
Nationalists' political position in the Union and in the southern African 
region in 1950. Facing the threat of preemptive action by South Africa 
against Bechuanaland, the London govemment issued its decision in March 
to ban Seretse Khama and his English wife from the territory." 0 Britain 
sought to bolster its security links with Commonwealth nations, arrang-
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ing with American approval for the exchange of classified military infor
mation with South Africa and the other member states.' Allied in their 
support of the United States in Korea and fearful of communist aggres
sion elsewhere, England and South Africa reached an agreement along 
with Australia and New Zealand for the use of Commonwealth forces in 
any prospective conflict in the Middle East." 2 By the end of the summer, 
the South African Navy was cooperating in frequent joint exercises with 
the South Atlantic Squadron of the British Royal Navy." 3 While not 
happy with Pretoria's domestic policies, the British government chose 
not to emphasize its differences with South Africa but rather to focus on 
certain interests the two governments shared in the international realm.1 4 

Following hard on the United Party's devastating defeat in the South 
West African elections, the death of Jan Smuts on September 11 further 
assured the ascendancy of the Nationalist Party in the Union. Smuts had 
managed almost singlehandedly to keep together the diverse factions of 
the United Party, ranging from the few white liberals in the country to 
a much larger bloc of conservatives who differed little from the Nation
alists. American observers noted that this combination made the United 
Party parallel in many ways to the Democratic Party in the United States."I 
Many United Party supporters had been more loyal to Smuts than to the 
party itself, and after his death large numbers of them were likely to 
switch to supporting the Nationalists." 6 Americans stationed in the Union 
worried that the United Party might be disintegrating, especially since 
the two most dynamic candidates for replacing Smuts as party leader 
were both political liabilities among white voters in the inflamed racial 
atmosphere of 1950: Harry Oppenheimer, who was of Jewish descent; 
and Sir de Villiers Graff, who had an English title and was believed to 
have some "Coloured blood" in his family line."' J. G. N. Strauss was 
chosen instead, leading Ambassador Erhardt to report to Washington his 
"reputation for mediocrity." 1s 

The death of Smuts from a stroke at the age of eighty did not im
mediately affect South African politics, for, as the U.S. Embassy noted, 
"his dissent was more one of degree than principle, and the road this 
country has taken has been evident for some time."" 9 Joseph Sweeney 
admired Smuts' "vision" and "reckless courage" but regretted that "he 
had never once used this courage on behalf of the Africans" due to his 
fundamental agreement with Malan on racial issues.' 2 ' Nevertheless, his 
removal from the political scene did mean the loss of the Union's most 
prominent promoter of South African ties with the outside world, par
ticularly Great Britain and its more liberal traditions. Smuts' death there
fore appropriately symbolized the thorough victory of Afrikaner nation
alism in South Africa.'21 

Malan's elevation of Dr. Hendrik F. Verwoerd to Minister of Native 
Affairs in a reshuffling of the Cabinet in October provided one other 
momentous sign of the direction in which South African society was 
moving in 1950. Verwoerd was one of the younger generation of fervent
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Afrikaner nationalists, mostly from the Transvaal, who wanted the el
derly Malan, a product of the Cape province and its relatively more re
strained racial customs, to move faster with the apartheid program. While 
frankly labeling Verwoerd "a rabid racialist" and disagreeing completely 
with his approach to solving South Africa's racial problems, Joseph 
Sweeney admitted he was "far and away the ablest and most energetic 
man" ever put in charge of the Department of Native Affairs. 122 

Verwoerd quickly became the leading ideologue of apartheid and 
provided much of the drive behind the government's extensive efforts at 
implementing complete racial segregation over the next several years. After 
eight years of reordering South African society through his control of 
"Native Affairs," he would be elected Prime Minister in 1958, reminding 
the world that "our motto is to maintain white supremacy for all time to 
come over our own people and our own country." ' 21 With Hofineyr and 
now Smuts dead, the United Party in decline, and Verwoerd rising quickly 
in influence, the U.S. Embassy warned Acheson that the South African 
government would utterly disregard the welfare of the vast majority of 
South Africans who were black and would draw "ever closer to its ideal 
of an Afrikaner Republic in which civil liberties as they are known in the 
western world will be curtailed." Because it saw "no evidence of any 
spirit of moderation on the horizon," the Embassy believed "these plain, 
and admittedly alarming, forecasts are justified." 124 

IV 
While tensions in Europe and the outbreak of war in Korea kept the 
Truman administration focused largely on other parts of the globe in 
1950, American strategic interests in South Africa and the escalating ra
cial conflict in that country did encourage Washington to pay more at
tention to the Union than ever before. Truman asked NAACP president 
Walter White for a report on South Africa if White went on his planned 
tour of Africa in the spring, and Republican leader Harold Stassen vis
ited the Union in December.'12  Assistant Secretary of State George 
McGhee, whose area of responsibility included Africa, spent a week in 
South Africa in March and talked at length with Malan and other gov
ernment officials. McGhee sought to encourage Malan in his allegiance 
to the West, reminding him that "we viewed with tolerance the steps 
which the [South African] Government was taking to handle its [domes
tic] problems."' 26 In later reflections on that trip, the Texan Assistant 
Secretary demonstrated the continuing tendency of affluent white Amer
icans to identify with affluent white South Africans more than with any
one else on the African continent. He described feeling amazed at the 
"progressive spirit and dynamism of the Johannesburg businessmen" whose 
new skyscrapers and industrial plants created "an atmosphere more like 
Chicago than Africa. Indeed, there was nothing else in Africa like it."
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Nowhere else in Africa, it seemed, could a well-to-do white American 
feel more at home. 127 

Traditional white American attitudes toward Africans had changed 
little in the years since World War II. Americans still had minimal con
tact with Africans in the Union and no effective intelligence about Afri
can political organizations and their plans.' 28 The intensification of the 
Cold War and anticommunism in the United States had rendered more 
ominous the long-standing American assumption that Africans lacked 
substantial cultures of their own: their supposed cultural void now seemed 
a ready invitation to communist influence. Sydney Redecker, the U.S.  
consul in Johannesburg, expressed this concern to the State Department 
in a revealing manner on 15 September 1950: "The African natives..  
offer an unusual [opportunity] for the propagation of communism, es
pecially since, unlike the populations of China, India, Indonesia, [the] 
Near East, etc., which have ancient and deep-rooted cultures and reli
gions of their own for serving as a barrier or deterrent to their absorp
tion of the communist philosophy, the African natives are virtually com
pletely lacking in any cultural or religious background or any intellectual 
or spiritual resources of their own." Redecker believed that Africans were 
materially better off in the Union than anywhere else in Africa, and that 
life in an industrialized society, even under apartheid, was therefore pref
erable to life in more pastoral areas of the continent. Even the gold mines, 
he added, were a "civilizing force" for Africans "from remote parts of 
Africa," who thereby came into direct contact for the first time with the 
"advanced modern European civilization" represented by "the great of
fice buildings of Johannesburg" and "the beautiful European homes." 
Arguing that it would require "not years, but decades and generations to 
prepare the natives for democratic self-rule," Redecker warned that only 
the maintenance of white authority in southern Africa could prevent the 
"disorders, anarchy and retrogression'-and eventual communist vic
tory-inevitable in any swift transition to majority rule.' 2 9 

The U.. mbass's political officer, Joseph Sweeney, recalled later 
his frustration in 1950 that "no one in the Department of State paid any 
serious attentiiontS6-iuffi-icr-a-e'xcepi ai-s 6iii ie of sfrafegi minerals." 
Sweeneyfond'taffi het-"could not interest our people" in Washington in 
the "F'reed Day" riots ofdMiy 1 and their significanee as an indicator 
of theTNaionaList government's refusal to seek any mutual accommoda
tion with the country's black majority.' ° The degree to which the Tru
man administration quietly supported white authority in the Union was 
suggested by the small but symbolic role of the United States in the 
events of May Day on the Rand. Two American B-50 bombers arrived 
at Palmeitfontein Airport outside Johannesburg on April 26, the twenty
ninth anniversary of the founding of the South African Air Force, for a 
scheduled four-day visit from England. The South African Air Force and 
the white public showed extraordinary interest in the American "super
fortresses," with a crowd of seventy-five thousand people, the largest ever
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at the airfield, gathering to admire the most recent addition to the mili
tary arsenal of the United States. 131 

Apparently at the request of the South African government, the planes 
did not leave as planned on April 30 but instead extended their stay for 
three more days. On May 1, they flew up and down the Rand on an 
unannounced flight, convincing "large numbers" of Africans that the planes 
were in the Union in order to intimidate and perhaps even bomb them 
if trouble were to break out in the townships and locations.' 3 2 The 
American pilots of the B-50s may have been unaware of the political 
significance of their aerial work that day, but their South African hosts 
could hardly have been so naive. American diplomats in the Union, who 
knew that British authorities had used a comparable display of air power 
over African communities in Kenya ten months earlier in order to intim
idate protestors against white rule there, understood the significance of 
the presence of the American bombers on the Rand.'3 1 

The passage of the major apartheid laws in May and June troubled 
the Truman administration, but not nearly enough to cause any reorien
tation of American policy toward the Union. The U.S. Embassy in Cape
town noted that the Afrikaner nationalists' "tactics of raising the cry of 
'Communism' at all and sundry who oppose apartheid" rendered the 
Suppression of Communism Act "a distinctly unhealthy sign of the times 

[that] supports the contention of the Anti-Government groups that 
the Nationalist Government is aiming at the creation of a 'police state." 3 

The American press registered dismay at the direction of official South 
African racial policies, which the editors of The Crisis called "a full-fledged 
totalitarian philosophy with a master-race policy as brutal and reactionary 
as anything ever cooked up by the Nazis."' But the rising tide of an
ticommunism in the segregated United States, typified by the Internal 
Security Act about to be approved overwhelmingly by Congress, made 
it almost impossible for American officials to criticize an even more an
ticommunist country, even had they been inclined to. Malan announced 
on June 2 that South Africa would not recognize the new communist 
government of China but would maintain relations with the Chinese Na
tionalist regime in Taiwan instead.'3 6 Under heavy attack from Senator 
McCarthy and other conservative Republicans for "losing" China and 
being "soft" on communism, the State Department had no interest in 
rebuking a government with such compatible views of the international 
situation. 13 7 

The most important events tying South Africa to the United States 
were the outbreak of war in Korea on June 25 and South Africa's sup
port for the American forces that moved swiftly to the defense of South 
Korea. The Union's Suppression of Communism Act, enacted the very 
next day, could hardly have upset an American administration now cer
tain that it was at war with the allied forces of international communism.  
The white South African press, public, and armed forces wholeheartedly 
approved of the U.N.-sanctioned American actions in Korea.' 38 Tem-
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porarily putting aside its resentment of the United Nations, the Malan 
regime also declared its support for the U.N. "police action" against North 
Korea.139 After some initial hesitation, the South African government 
decided on August 4 to contribute a fighter squadron to the U.N. forces; 
the South African Air Force group left Durban three weeks later and 
arrived in Korea in September. 140 The commitment of actual South Af
rican personnel to the war in Korea confirmed for the Truman adminis
tration the trustworthiness of South Africa as an ally in the now militar
ized Cold War. 14 1 

The entry of the United States into a full-scale military conflict in 
Korea determined Washington's priorities for the rest of Truman's term 
in office. The administration feared that the North Korean invasion might 
be merely the first move of a general communist assault against the "free 
world." Concern for domestic reforms in the United States and in other 
countries it was allied with disappeared as the American government fo
cused almost entirely on the crisis abroad. The Truman administration 
paid little further attention to its civil rights programs and sought unity 
among the noncommunist nations; criticism of the racial policies of allied 
countries seemed to have no place in the perilous situation facing the 
West. 142 Secretary of State Acheson later recalled his disdain in 1950 for 
"purists who would have no dealings with any but the fairest of demo
cratic states, going from state to state with litmus paper testing them for 
true-blue democracy." He resented what he saw as their irresponsibility 
and "escapism in [not] dealing with the world as it was." 14' George 
Kennan explained in September that "what we require in the public per
sonality of other states is less 'democracy' than stability and correctness 
of attitude with respect to international life." 14 By these criteria, the 
South African government was proving itself thoroughly acceptable to 
the United States.  

With South Africa on board as a full-fledged ally in the Korean War, 
the Truman administration continued its policy of mediating between 
the Union and the rest of the members of the United Nations in order 
to keep South Africa from leaving the organization. The International 
Court of Justice had handed down its advisory opinion on South West 
Africa on July 11, concluding that South Africa was not legally obligated 
to place the territory under the U.N. trusteeship system but that it was 
required to continue making annual reports to the United Nations and 
to transmit any petitions from the inhabitants of the area to the U.N. 14 

The United States worked with Britain to urge Pretoria to abide by the 
Court's compromise decision, and got U.N. approval for establishing a 
smaller, more sympathetic committee to work with South Africa toward 
implementing the decision. 146 Under considerable pressure from other 
member nations, the Truman administration agreed in September to 
sidestep the antiradical immigration restrictions of the new Internal Se
curity Act and allow the Rev. Michael Scott into New York to address 
the U.N. Trusteeship Council on behalf of the Africans of South West
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Africa.' 47 But Washington made it clear to Pretoria that it shared white 
South Africa's view of Scott as a dangerous radical with long-standing 
connections to the Communist Party in both Britain and South Af
rica. 148 Joseph Sweeney recalled that Scott's opposition to Malan on the 
issue of South West Africa was too isolated to be effective "with the 
Western democracies looking the other way, or at any rate checking their 
strategic stockpiles." 149 

The entry of tens of thousands of Chinese troops into the Korean 
War on the side of North Korea in late November ended months of 
American military successes. The swift American retreat from the Yalu 
River renewed the feeling of crisis in Washington, where Truman told a 
national television and radio audience on December 15 that "our homes, 
our Nation, [and] all the things we believe in, are in great danger."' 5 0 

The next day the President declared the existence of a national emergency 
due to "the increasing menace of the forces of communist aggression" 
organized by Moscow.'' The National Security Council concluded that 
"the United States and its allies of the free world are fighting a war of 
survival against the aggression of Soviet Russia."' Senator Arthur Van
denberg captured the widespread American fear of a general war in a 
letter to Acheson: "I hope the Good Lord will make us worthy of His 
benediction. In times like these all that counts is our country."' Mili
tary strategists in the Truman administration believed that a great win
dow of American vulnerability had opened up because of increasing So
viet military strength, and they feared that the Chinese support for the 
North Koreans might be the start of a global war masterminded by the 
Soviets. The U.S. government determined that only a massive American 
military buildup around the globe could save the world from communist 
aggression, and it proceeded to accomplish that task by a threefold in
crease in U.S. military spending during the course of the Korean War.15 4 

Any expansion of the critical nuclear portion of the American mili
tary arsenal required, of course, more uranium ore. The Soviet achieve
ment of atomic weaponry less than a year earlier had already provoked 
the Truman administration to seek increased production of fissionable 
materials, and events in Korea further accelerated that search. U.S. Air 
Force planners contributed urgency to the task by using improved Amer
ican intelligence capacities to raise their estimates of crucial Soviet targets 
to be eliminated in a general war between the two nations. '5 5 The De
fense Department acknowledged in September that its program "to in
crease the production of fissionable material calls for an expansion of 
production at a rate as rapid as the limiting factor of ore permits." 15 6 
The war in Korea also sharpened American concerns for nuclear security 
and preventing any Soviet procurement of fissionable materials from the 
West.' s7 "If the free countries of Asia and Africa should fall to Soviet 
Russia," President Truman announced in his State of the Union address 
on 8 January 1951, "we would lose the sources of many of our most
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vital raw materials, including uranium, which is the basis of our atomic 
power.3 158 

In 1950, the Belgian Congo remained by far the greatest single source 
of uranium ore for the United States. The State Department considered 
Belgium a dependable ally with whom the United States had relations 
"as untroubled as those with any other country"; Belgium solidly sup
ported NATO and the Marshall Plan and was a "fundamentally conserva
tive country" that feared and distrusted the Soviet Union."s9 While the 
Belgian government continued to press the Truman administration to 
fulfill the 1944 Tripartite Agreement by bringing Belgium into research 
and development work on atomic energy for nonmilitary uses, the Bel
gians guaranteed the flow of ore from the Shinkolobwe mine to the United 
States and did not hinder a growing American trade in other goods with 
the Congo.16 ° Union Minifre, which managed the mine, expanded its 
uranium production after the start of the Korean War at the request of 
the Americans and the British, and received a price increase from the 
Combined Development Agency in October to offset the costs of doing 
so.161 In early November the Belgian government allowed the U.S. Am
bassador in Belgium, Robert Murphy, to visit the Congo in order to 
evaluate the security of the area against outside attacks. 162 

American nuclear planners were acutely conscious in 1950 that the 
Congolese supply of uranium ore might run out in the near future, and 
they looked to South Africa to become the next major supplier.16 Prob
lems that had slowed-ff e negotiations between the Combined Develop
ment Agency and the South African Atomic Energy Board for a final 
contract for the production and sale of South African ore were being 
solved. Processes for efficiently separating uranium ore from gold ore 
were approaching completion. Secretary of Defense Louis Johnson, dis
trusting British security measures after the arrest of Klaus Fuchs for atomic 
espionage, wanted an exclusive contract between the United States and 
South Africa, but Acheson and the U.S. Atomic Energy Commission 
persuaded him not to interfere with the ongoing negotiations by the 
CDA.164 Acheson and other strategists in the administration anticipated 
that South Africa would seek involvement in atomic energy research and 
development as part of any agreement on selling ore; the Americans, 
along with the British, preferred a purely commercial contract, but were 
willing to include the South Africans in the nuclear "club" if they insisted 
on it.165 With the United States at war in Korea and urgently seeking to 
expand its nuclear stockpile, Acheson pressed Malan to complete the ne
gotiations and expedite uranium production in the Union.166 On No
vember 23, representatives of the United States and Britain signed a con
tract with the South African government for the production of uranium 
ore and its sale to the Combined Development Agency over a period of 
ten years.  

Both sides indicated considerable satisfaction with the uranium ar-
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rangement. The white South African press and public received the an
nouncement of the new contract with great pride. They ranked it along
side the discoveries of diamonds and gold in the nineteenth century as 
the third great mineral to be produced in the Union and one that dem
onstrated South Africa's unusual strategic importance. One Nationalist 
newspaper declared that South African uranium might prove to be "the 
chief weapon in preserving Western civilization" against Soviet aggres
sion. 167 The American and British governments agreed to provide in the 
form of loans all of the capital necessary for financing the establishment 
of the six projected uranium extraction plants on the Rand. The Truman 
administration was particularly pleased with the helpful attitude of the 
Malan government, which successfully pressured the hesitant South Af
rican gold mining companies to take on the uranium production project 
and thereby enter into unprecedentedly close financial relations with the 
United States.16 Despite its troubling racial policies and problems, the 
Pretoria regime had again proven itself a reliable ally of the United States 
in matters of the highest priority to the Truman administration. "Perhaps 
most encouraging of all about the present [South African] Government's 
attitude," concluded Ambassador Erhardt, "is that internationally it has 
come of age." 1 69 

SoutAfr g mel d and sell uraiiii ore to the 
United States was foUlwc_&.by .&wft-sais f t 's long
standing but previously_ _nsuccessfu1-.e 4 gts "p1mitary 
equpMeprnt iJ fa ..rl-_t IxUedStat.es. Partly in anticipation of 
closer relations with Pretoria, the Truman administration pushed through 
Congress an amendment to the MutaLJ1)efnseAssisance Act that gave 
the President wider latitude in extending assistance for the procurement 
of military supplies to "free countries whose security is important to us." 170 

In talks with South African Minister of Defense F. C. Erasmus in New 
York on 4 October 1950, Acheson was acutely aware that the uranium 
negotiations were nearing completion and indicated his appreciation for 
South Africa's contribution of a fighter squadron to the American-directed 
U.N. military effort in Korea. 17' Erasmus then went on to Washington 
to discuss details of military equipment desired by his government with 
George Marshall, recently brought out of retirement to replace Louis 
Johnson as Secretary of Defense.' 72 The Central Intelligence Agency 
warned that "South African military planning, to a degree unknown in 
North Atlantic Treaty states, focuses on the basic requirement of internal 
security," but the Truman administration was encouraged by South Af
rica's recent commitment to helping the NATO powers in the defense of 
the rest of the African continent and the Middle East.'17 On 5 February 
1951, with South African uranium newly under contract to the United 
States, Acheson notified South African Ambassador Jooste that the United 
States government would now give "the most sympathetic considera
tion" to requests by the Union for military equipment.174 

The continuing modernization of South Africa's economic infra-
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structure required a steady inflow of capital from abroad, and the Malan 
government had been seeking substantial loans from the U.S.-dominated 
World Bank, the United States' Export-Import Bank, and private banks 
in New York since its early days in office. Pretoria had been disappointed 
in 1949 to arrange only a $10 million credit from a group of New York 
banks. With the conclusion of the uranium contract, however, U.S. gov
ernmental funds began to flow swiftly to the Union, and Truman admin
istration officials acknowledged privately that strategic minerals were the 
key to this new American attitude. 7 s On 23 January 1951, the World 
Bank announced that it had granted two loans totalling $50 million to 
South Africa: one of $30 million for developing electric power facilities, 
and one of $20 million for overhauling and expanding the entire national 
transportation system. Eight leading American commercial banks an
nounced on the same day that they were granting a $30 million loan to 
the South African government for purposes complementary to those of 
the World Bank loans. Five months later the Export-Import Bank, at the 
request of the U.S. Atomic Energy Commission, completed its arrange
ments for a $35 million loan to various mining companies in South Af
rica for the uranium production project. 176 

By the end of 1950, the relationship of the United States and the 
Union of South Africa had entered a new stage of unprecedented close
ness. As the Cold War flared into full-scale hot war on the Korean penin
sula and the United States declared a national emergency, the Malan gov
ernment proved itself a dependable ally of the West and as vociferousan 
opponent of the Soviet Union and communism as any American Cold 
Warrior could want. By sending troops to fight alongside the Americans 
in Korea and by promising to provide a new-source of£ uan~ium ore to 
fuelthe American nucleara4rs.cnal, the Nationalist regime demonstrated 
its profound importance to the Truman administration. In return, the 
United States government agreed to provide large loans and weapons, 
which would be used principally for internal security againi s topponents i/ /ii
of apartheid. American corporations and investors noted this signal from 
Washington of the Union's significance, and increased their involvement 
in South African economic ventures.' 77 Considerations of national secu
rity had proven vastly more important for American policymakers than 
concern for democracy or racial equality, for the tighter bonds between 
Washington and Pretoria came in the same year that the Union govern
ment consolidated its apartheid policies and demonstrated the brutality 
with which it would treatanysig -oLdissent-by-the vast majority of 
South Africans who were not white. The Truman administration did not 
favor the direction South African racial politics were heading, but it was 
more than willing to accept an apartheid ally for reasons of national se
curity.178



CHAPTER 8 

Apartheid and the Cold War: 
Confirming the Ties, 1951-1952 

he last two years of the Truman administration coincided with a period 
of enormous unrest in South Africa. In its efforts to implement a more 
rigorous version of racial segregation and to stamp out domestic dissent, 
the government of Daniel Malan provoked an intense but ephemeral or
ganizing effort by white opposition groups and a full-scale constitutional 
crisis over the powers of the Nationalist-controlled Parliament. More sig
nificantly for the future of the Union, traditionally divided black oppo
sition organizations united in 1952 for a sustained, nonviolent Defiance 
Campaign against what they called the "unjust laws" of apartheid. While 
not immediately successful in changing the country's racial legislation, 
the unprecedented degree of discipline and black participation in the De
fiance Campaign marked the historic beginning of a unified movement 
for a nonracial, democratic South Africa. In the short run, however, the 
Nationalist Party extended its control of the country by ultimately crush
ing the Defiance Campaign, defusing the constitutional crisis, which 
threatened white unity, and increasing its hegemony in white politics 
with a resounding victory in the national elections of April 1953.  

The war in Korea had established priorities for the United States 
government that remained in effect for the rest of the Truman adminis
tration's tenure in office. Western unity against the forces of international 
communism took precedence over all other considerations. The NATO 
allies, including the British, Belgian, and Portuguese rulers of colonial 
southern Africa, provided the backbone of military and political support 
for the American defense of South Korea. The anticommunist govern
ment of South Africa also contributed military forces to that effort and, 
in the fall of 1952, began fulfilling its promise to supply uranium ore for 
the American nuclear arsenal. Amidst the decisive events of 1950, apart
heid had settled in among the "free" nations of the West, where it would 
remain for decades to come. The last years of the Truman administration 
saw the consolidation of this relationship.
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I 
The constitutional crisis that created unusual animosity and instability 
within white South Africa in 1951 and 1952 arose over the Malan gov
ernment's effort to remove Colored voters in the Cape province from the 
common voters' roll. Unlike Africans, who-if they met the property and 
income requirements-could only vote on a separate roll for three Mem
bers of Parliament to represent all Africans in the entire Union, Coloreds 
of sufficient means in the Cape voted in the same manner as whites. The 
Separate Representation of Voters Act ("Colored Voters Act") aimed to 
strengthen the Nationalist Party by eliminating a bloc of nonwhite voters 
who provided the necessary electoral margin for several United Party 
representatives in Parliament. But the legislation touched on more fun
damental issues in the governance of the Union.  

The South African Act of Union of 1909 formed the constitution of 
modern South Africa. It allowed for amendments to itself by a simple 
parliamentary majority, with the exception of two "entrenched clauses," 
which could be altered only by a two-thirds vote of Parliament. These 
clauses guaranteed the voting rights of Cape Coloreds and the legal equality 
of English and Afrikaans as national languages. The Nationalist govern
ment believed, however, that since the Statute of Westminster in 1931, 
in which the British government had affirmed the complete sovereignty 
of the Union Parliament over South African affairs, Parliament could do 
whatever it wished by a simple majority vote, including amending the 
"entrenched clauses.' Since the Nationalists held a majority but not two
thirds of the seats in Parliament, this difference was critical.  

The authoritarian tendencies of the Nationalist government had al
ready aroused concerns among moderate white opponents who differed 
little with Malan on issues of racial segregation. The United Party natu
rally opposed the disenfranchisement of voters who consistently sup
ported their candidates. But more fundamentally, the Nationalists' will
ingness to alter one of the two "entrenched clauses" of the constitution 
did not bode well for their respect for the other one, and English-speaking 
South Africans were alarmed. War veterans had always resented the Na
tionalists' support for Nazi Germany, and they reacted to this new threat 
to the balance of white power by organizing the Torch Commando as 
an extra-parliamentary citizens' movement and lobbying group in April 
1951. The formation of the short-lived Torch Commando represented a 
last stand by white moderates against the rising tide of Nationalist Party 
power. Their specific goal was the defeat of the Colored Voters Bill, 
although their refusal to allow Colored war veterans into their organiza
tion illuminated the profound degree of white agreement about racial 
issues in the Union.1 

Colored voters in the Cape province registered unhappiness about 
their threatened disenfranchisement with a peaceful protest march in 
Capetown by eight thousand people on 8 March 1951, the day the Col-
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ored Voters Bill was introduced in Parliament. They followed this with 
a general strike on May 7, which received some support from black South 
Africans and encouraged the trend towards greater nonwhite unity. The 
Torch Commando then flexed its political muscle by organizing a huge 
parade by torchlight through the streets of Capetown; tens of thousands 
of South Africans of all races turned out to demonstrate their displeasure 
with the authoritarian direction of the Malan government's policies. When 
the authorities barred a deputation of marchers from entering the Parlia
ment building, violence broke out as police charged the restive crowd 
with fixed bayonets and the protestors fought back with flaming torches 
and pieces of iron fence. Over a hundred people were injured. The gov
ernment then wielded the incident as supposed proof of the revolution
ary danger posed by opponents of apartheid and the need to prevent 
further demonstrations as threats to the national security of the Union.  
Malan reiterated that South Africa was more threatened by communism 
than any other country due to the Union's large nonwhite population, 
and that any agitation of South Africa's blacks played directly into the 
hands of the Soviet Union.2 

The South African Parliament passed the Separate Representation of 
Voters Act in June. In the same month, it drastically strengthened the 
already severe Suppression of Communism Act by amending it to be
come indefinitely retroactive; now anyone who at any point in the past 
had spoken or acted in ways the government wished to define as "com
munistic" could be banned from public life. Minister of the Interior 
T. E. Donges explained that it was difficult to fight communism in a 
nation where "agitators" of any race "did not always preach out-and-out 
Communism" but instead cleverly seized every opportunity to "foment" 
civil disobedience, dissent, and dissatisfaction.' The ruling Nationalists 
were succeeding in defining South African politics as a choice between 
apartheid and communism, with no middle ground.4 

American diplomatic representatives in the Union, while accustomed 
to a broad definition of communism by their own government, did worry 
about the talk of "civil war" that circulated among some unhappy English
speaking South Africans in the summer of 1951. Charg6 d'affaires Ber
nard Connelly kept Washington apprised of their resentment of the "au
thoritarian trend" of the Nationalist government and their determination 
"to maintain parliamentary democracy for white people."' Despite apart
heid's progress and the tensions it had created, however, Connelly re
ported the U.S. Embassy's opinion that "it will take a great many years 
before a fully authoritarian regime would be possible in South Africa." 6 

The main white opposition group, the United Party, found itself 
pulled along toward apartheid by the Nationalists' polarizing tactics. Sad
died with weak leadership and a position fraught with contradictions, 
the United Party proved unable to articulate policies of any substantial 
difference with the Nationalists on such major issues as racial segrega
tion, South West Africa, and the British High Commission territories. 7
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In October the United Party, admitting it had no contact with African 
organizations or leaders, commissioned a private study of African politi
cal attitudes. Joseph Sweeney of the U.S. Embassy noted how "it is a 
reflection on the white South African approach to the Native problem 
that the simple task of finding out what the Native thinks politically should 
be such a mystery and require such a secretive approach."' By early 1952, 
United Party leader J. G. N. Strauss announced that if returned to power, 
his party would preserve the Group Areas Act and only amend it in 
minor ways. Both of the major parties in the Union now stood on an 
apartheid platform.9 

Growing numbers of Africans in South Africa recognized the false 
dichotomy of apartheid and communism and understood that the per
ceived threat masked by the Nationalists' red-baiting was the idea of non
racial democracy. Urban Africans particularly resented the government's 
repression of all efforts to improve their impoverished condition, as they 
sought to enter into the Western economic life enjoyed by their white 
countrymen through better access to education and jobs. 0 The new U.S.  
Ambassador in South Africa, Waldemar J. Gallman, a career diplomat 
who would prove a sympathetic friend to the Malan regime during his 
three years in the Union, reported to Washington in November 1951 
that the continuing implementation of apartheid was inevitably provok
ing African unrest and that "relations between the Natives and Whites 
have deteriorated to the lowest level in the Union's history." Gallman 
discounted rumors of an imminent widespread African uprising and be
lieved that the South African government had enough forces at hand to 
quell almost any rebellion that might happen. He warned, however, that 
the Malan regime's insistence on keeping sizable military forces in the 
Union in the event of any war indicated its unspoken respect for Afri
cans' organizing abilities. More troubling to the American ambassador 
was the fact that there was "no non-Communist white person who is on 
the 'inside' of thinking and planning among the non-European leaders." 
The only whites fully trusted by black South Africans appeared to be 
those of radical political commitments." 

When Americans in the Union made efforts to discover how edu
cated Africans felt about conditions in their country and about the United 
States, they were disappointed to receive some sharp criticisms. Bitter 
African resentment of white supremacy in the Union translated into dis
appointment with the United States for not opposing apartheid. A U.S.  
Embassy officer reported a conversation with a group of Africans who 
said they could understand support for the Malan government by the 
British government, given its long record of colonialism, "but America 
was now the great western exponent of freedom and they expected her 
to use her influence in their favor." While very few Africans in the Union 
were communists, they said that they could not help but notice that the 
Soviet Union and local communists sided with them in their struggle 
against white oppression, while the United States supported the apart-
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heid government at the United Nations. These Westernized Africans feared 
that their own "advocacy of racial equality might lead to their arrests as 
Communists under the Suppression of Communism Act"; they had heard 
in the news of people being arrested as communists in the United States, 
and they wondered if there were a similar motive of white supremacy 
involved in those detentions. Their association of anticommunism with 
white supremacy made black South Africans reluctant recruits for the 
Cold War that dominated Washington's view of the world. 12 

The increasing legal and administrative debilitation of black South 
Africans under apartheid encouraged the developing sense of unity among 
black political organizations in the Union. With the government's attack 
on Colored voting rights and other privileges in 1951, the Colored com
munity in the Cape Province, which had long kept itself apart from less 
privileged Africans, began to seek to form a common front with other 
blacks. The ANC and the South African Indian Congress (SAIC) had 
already worked together, along with the Communist Party, on the Free
dom Day and Day of Mourning protests of the previous year. At a meet
ing on 29 July 1951 in Johannesburg, representatives of the ANC, SAIC, 
and the (Colored) Franchise Action Committee (FRAC) agreed to plan 
a massive "Defiance Campaignf peacefusiciv.di Q1edience as a dem
onstration o resistance to apartheid. A joint planning council of the three 
organizations recommended in November that an ultimatum be given to 
the government to repeal the "unjust laws" of apartheid by February 
1952. This report was endorsed by the ANC in December, and a na
tional action council was set up to direct the campaigning. In January, 
Prime Minister Malan received an ultimatum signed by James Moroka 
and Walter Sisulu of the ANC, calling for the repeal of six areas of leg
islation created or exacerbated by the Nationalist government since 1948: 
pass laws, stock limitation laws for rural areas, the Bantu Authorities Act 
(which sought to restructure political and economic relations in the na
tive reserves), the Group Areas Act, the Colored Voters Act, and the 
Suppression of Communism Act. The ultimatum was summarily rejected 
by Malan. The State Department observed these events carefully, noting 
in September 1951 that "the most significant political trend in the Union 
today is the growing cooperation among Indian, Native and Colored 
groups" fostered by the Nationalists' "blatant deprivation of non-European 
rights." 13 

Political uncertainty in the Union increased anew when the South 
African Appeals Court, the nation's highest judiciary body, declared on 
20 March 1952 that the government's Colored Voters Act was unconsti
tutional and therefore invalid. While United Party and Torch Com
mando leaders called for the Malan government to resign, the National
ists responded by introducing a "High Court of Parliament Act" to make 
the legislature itself the highest court in the land and thereby overrule 
the Appeals Court. The measure passed both houses by a simple majority 
and became law on June 3. By this blatant attempt to remove constitu-
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tional restraints on its power to rule the country by party fiat, the Na
tionalists provoked renewed tensions within the white political commu
nity, even as the threat of organized black resistance to apartheid loomed 
larger than ever. 1 4 

In the spring of 1952, the government began to use the authority of 
the amended Suppression of Communism Act to silence its opponents, 
forbidding their membership in certain organizations, restricting their 
freedom of movement, and barring them from public speaking.' 5 When 
Solly Sachs, the general secretary of the interracial Garment Workers' 
Union, refused to abide by the government's decree, the Nationalist re
gime arrested him in the middle of a speech he was giving to ten thou
sand union members, most of them Afrikaner women, ouitside the Johan
nesburg City Hall on May 24. The enraged crowd, who revered Sachs 
for his decades of work on their behalf, responded by booing lustily and 
hurling small missiles at the police. Large numbers of police then stormed 
out of City Hall and charged the crowd with batons. The American con
sul general in Johannesburg, Marselis Parsons, described the resulting 
action: 'These policemen then moved among the crowd, hitting women 
and non-Europeans seemingly without provocation." Parsons reported 
to Washington that the timing of Sachs' arrest and the "gratuitous bru
tality of the police" indicated that the government had apparently desired 
to provoke serious riots and bloodshed. 6 

The Malan government's heavyhanded manner of dealing with its 
more radical opponents did not bode well for its traditional rivals in the 
United Party. The English-language press began to compare the Union 
to a police state, and an all-white "Democratic Front," made up of the 
United Party, the Torch Commando, and the small Labour Party, dem
onstrated that it could bring out tens of thousands of white opponents 
of the government to open-air protest rallies.' 7 The United Party re
mained, however, just as committed to white dominion in South Africa 
as the Nationalists, and in its disagreements with the government it never 
threatened to join forces with the majority of South Africans who were 
not white. As apartheid polarized the country more completely into black 
and white camps, the United Party refused to provide an alternative vi
sion of the Union's racial future to that offered by the architects of apart
heid.' s On the eve of the Defiance Campaign, Assistant Secretary of State 
George Perkins warned Dean Acheson that in recent months in South 
Africa, "racial tension has increased at such a rate, primarily because of 
the Government's heavy-handed apartheid policies, as to raise the possi
bility of serious disorders within the next few years."' 9 John Foster Dulles, 
a special adviser to Truman on foreign affairs, articulated Washington's 
concern that apartheid might destabilize the entire region by igniting "an 
explosion that will spread the fire of revolution throughout Africa and 
shake the colonial rule of England, France and Belgium."20 

By 1952, blacks in South Africa had little reason to hope for libera
tion through the established political system. The few white liberals in
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the country failed to stand clearly for color-blind democracy and an end 
to racial discrimination.2 1 Distrusting the supposed liberalness of English
speaking white South Africans, many blacks preferred to deal with the 
Afrikaner nationalists, for at least "you know where you are with the 
Dutchman," as one African proverb put it. An African in Sophiatown, 
outside Johannesburg, explained this phenomenon to journalist Anthony 
Sampson: 

Yes, man, with Danny Malan you know where you are. "I'm going to keep 
the Kaffirs in their place," he says to the Dutchmen, and he does. He means 
it. Police, guns, passes, prison. We know who we're fighting. But if things 
got bad with Slim Jannie Smuts, he'd get Congress [the ANC] along and 
shake hands and say, "Good morning, Mister Xuma," and everyone said, 
"Old Smuts is a good guy really!" And we'd forget all about apartheid and 
all the bad laws; I'm telling you!22 

The debased conditions under which all Africans lived and worked, whether 
in the mines, on farms, in prisons, in the cities, or in the African loca
tions on the edges of the urban areas, contrasted dramatically with the 
growing affluence and comfort of most white South Africans. As resent
ment of their economic oppression built among the nation's impover
ished majority and no hope for political change and eventual enfranchise
ment issued from the existing system, black South Africans indicated a 
new readiness to challenge white authority. 23 

Afrikaners and other white South Africans held large celebrations in 
Capetown on 6 April 1952 to mark the tercentenary of Jan Van Rie
beeck's landing at the Cape of Good Hope with the first white settlers in 
southern Africa in 1652. Black South Africans greeted the day with mas
sive, peaceful protest rallies in the major cities of the Union, at which 
resolutions were passed approving further stages of protest against the 
government's racial laws. 24 In his address to a rally in Johannesburg that 
day, Dr. Moroka, the president-general of the ANC, explained that while 
whites indeed had much to celebrate in terms of their good health and 
the wealth they had extracted from the land over three centuries, they 
had also created "a record of sadness," of slavery and continuing exploi
tation, by seeing nonwhites solely "as servants and enemies." Moroka 
responded to the steady Nationalist drumbeat of proclaiming the red and 
black menaces while escalating oppressive measures against blacks: 

We are said to be influenced by communism. That accusation is loudest 
when we are most insistent on a just recognition of our rights. Anyone who 
asserts the rights of the downtrodden is labelled a communist.. . . Any and 
everyone who raises his voice for justice and fair-play is said to be a com
munist. I wish to state here most emphatically that we, the African National 
Congress, are not communists.  

It was the conditions blacks lived under, not communism, concluded 
Moroka, that made them cry out in protest.2 s 

Encouraged by the success of the April 6 rallies, the Joint Planning
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Council of the ANC, the SAIC, and the FRAC decided to begin the 
Defiance Campaign on June 26. Nelson Mandela, as "Volunteer-in-Chief," 
and Walter Sisulu, the only paid ANC official, as secretary-general of the 
organization, played key roles in organizing the campaign and were among 
the first resisters arrested. Volunteers, mostly African but also Indian and 
Colored, who had been trained in nonviolent civil disobedience broke 
minor regulations regarding racial segregation throughout the Union.  
When arrested and fined, they almost all refused to pay and spent time 
in jail instead. Their acts of defiance were watched by a much larger 
crowd of supporters, and the Campaign helped build a spirit of resistance 
in the black communities while also filling the jails to overflowing in 
many areas. The Campaign was infused in much of the country with a 
religious fervor, including daily prayer meetings. The resistance effort 
had its greatest participation in the eastern Cape Province, around Port 
Elizabeth and New London, where it merged with black trade union 
sentiment and strikes in support of the Campaign. Rather than petering 
out as expected by whites, the Defiance Campaign continued steadily 
through the summer, reaching its peak in September with twenty-five 
hundred arrests that month. An astonished Ambassador Galiman cabled 
Acheson on September 11 that the resistance seemed now to "pose a 
very serious problem" for the South African government. The white am
bassador admitted he was "surprised to find at this stage of development 
in So[uth] Afr[ica] so impressive a measure of responsible leadership and 
discipline" among blacks.26 

Despite a boost at the beginning of October from India's successful 
effort to get the United Nations to debate South Africa's entire apartheid 
policy, the Defiance Campaign ground almost to a halt with the outbreak 
of violence in Port Elizabeth on October 18 and in East London on 
November 9. In the first incident, a riot flared after a policeman appar
ently assaulted two Africans he was questioning at a railroad station.  
When they resisted, he fired into the crowd that was gathering, killing 
one and injuring several others. Police reinforcements arrived and fired 
again into the stone-throwing crowd, killing at least six more Africans, 
although American observers believed the actual African death toll to be 
as high as 160. Four whites were then killed by the enraged crowd in a 
series of attacks on white-owned property.27 

In the second incident, heavily armed police employed a bayonet 
charge to break up a peaceful Sunday "prayer meeting" in East London 
for which local ANC officials had previously received approval from the 
white authorities, but which the police said had become instead a politi
cal gathering. As the police drove them into the nearby African "loca
tion," or ghetto, those attending the meeting brutally killed two whites, 
including a Dominican nun. The police then cordoned off the location 
and continued firing into it for hours, killing seven Africans and wound
ing twenty-seven, according to police reports. The American consul in 
Port Elizabeth noted that hospital sources put the actual death toll closer
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to one hundred. The police also killed a number of other Africans in 
smaller riots in early November in Kimberley and Johannesburg.2 8 

Dismayed ANC leaders immediately denounced the violence. Major 
General J. A. Brink, the South African Commissioner of Police, claimed 
that communist influences had caused the riots, and that the police should 
be allowed a completely free hand to deal with those elements accord
ingly. 29 American observers in the Union recognized, however, that the 
riots were spontaneous in origin and had no direct connection to the 
peaceful Defiance Campaign, although months of active resistance to the 
white authorities had inevitably increased tensions between blacks and 
police and had thus helped lay the groundwork for the outbreaks."0 Henri 
La Tendresse, the attach6 to the U.S. Embassy, emphasized to Washing
ton that many of the South African police were "inexperienced and not 
noticeably endowed with a sense of responsibility"; instead, they seemed 
"anxious to impress the Natives with a show of force."'3 1 

Writing in The Nation a few months later, Harry Warner suggested 
that the eager provocation of violence by the police indicated their desire 
for opportunities to clash with Africans. Since the government had not 
been able to derail the disciplined campaign of peaceful passive resistance 
by ordinary means, Warner argued, it apparently sought to convert the 
protests to violence in order to crush them by the use of greater force.3 2 

Albert Lutuli, soon to be elected president-general of the ANC, agreed, 
claiming that the government had sent in agents provocateurs to help spark 
the riots and thus enable the government to reclaim the initiative from 
the passive resisters. 33 The editors of The Nation observed that the Malan 
government's handling of the disturbances demonstrated that it wel
comed them, at least in part as a campaign strategy for the upcoming 
election to distract white voters from the South African courts' rulings 
in August and November that the High Court of Parliament Act was 
unconstitutional. 3 

The number of volunteers for the Defiance Campaign tapered off 
sharply in the late autumn of 1952, although the discipline and commit
ment of the protestors did win some symbolically important converts to 
their cause late in the year. The first whites joined the Campaign and 
were arrested in early December. They included Patrick Duncan, a for
mer British colonial administrator and the son of a respected former 
governor-general of South Africa. He was joined by Manilal Gandhi, son 
of the late revered leader of India, who had earlier argued against the 
Defiance Campaign on the grounds that Africans in the Union were not 
yet sufficiently committed to the nonviolence at the heart of his father's 
principle of satyagraha.3' The English monastic Father Trevor Huddles
ton, whose work among the poorest Africans in Johannesburg over the 
previous decade had made him a rare trusted white among South African 
blacks, publicly gave his support to the Campaign early in 1953. "It has 
been the teaching of the Church through the centuries," he declared at
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an ANC meeting, "that when government degenerates into tyranny 
laws cease to be binding upon its subjects." 36 

Moroka, Mandela, Sisulu, and seventeen other leaders of the Defi
ance Campaign were put on trial by the government in December 1952 
and convicted of "statutory communism" for their role as organizers.  
They were given suspended sentences. Moroka's efforts at the trial to 
distance himself from the other defendants in order to receive milder 
treatment hurt his standing in the ANC, and Albert Lutuli defeated him 
that same month in the election for president-general of the Congress, 
while Mandela won the post of deputy president.3 7 Two harsh new laws 
passed by the Union government in February 1953 brought the Cam
paign to a final halt. The Public Safety Law allowed the government to 
declare a state of emergency at any time and enact whatever regulations 
it deemed necessary to deal with any situation. The Criminal Law 
Amendment Act created severe penalties for anyone guilty of protesting 
or encouraging protest against any law, including long jail sentences, 
astronomical fines, and even public floggings. This latter legislation made 
it nearly impossible to recruit volunteers for arrest. With the United Party 
almost unanimously supporting these laws, the idea of protected civil 
liberties seemed more distant than ever for most South Africans. 38 

The significance of the Defiance Campaign for South Africa's future 
lay in its demonstration of growing black unity in opposition to apart
heid and its ability to win support from private citizens in the United 
States and England. Eight thousand "defiers" had been voluntarily ar
rested with what even whites acknowledged as remarkable self-discipline.  
The ANC had gained considerable visibility and prominence in South 
Africa, and its membership jumped from less than ten thousand to more 
than 100,000 in the course of a few months. Under Lutuli's guidance in 
early 1953, the ANC emphasized its ideological diversity and inclusive
ness. Lutuli indicated his own preference for the variant of socialism rep
resented by the British Labour Party, but he insisted that the Congress's 
only criterion for membership was a commitment to nonracial democ
racy in South Africa. 39 The Defiance Campaign showed with finality that 
black South Africans were now determined to control their own future 
and would no longer be interested in working under the tutelage of lib
eral whites, as even the South African Liberal Association admitted.4" 

Early in 1952, a handful of Americans with progressive political be
liefs and an interest in Africa founded a group called Americans for South 
African Resistance (AFSAR) in New York. AFSAR provided publicity 
in the United States for the Defiance Campaign and raised five thousand 
dollars for the ANC, just as liberals in England undertook similar efforts.  
Songs by the famous African American performer and proponent of ra
cial equality, Paul Robeson, were played over loudspeakers at rallies in 
South Africa in support of the Campaign. The struggle of black South 
Africans against apartheid was beginning to seep into the consciousness
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of educated people in the United States and England, laying the ground
work for the important support that would come from those sources in 
later decades. 4 1 

The ANC still meant little to the top policymakers in the Truman 
administration, but the Defiance Campaign did impress American ob
servers in the Union. In response to Acheson's query in January 1953 
about a report in the New York Times that the Malan government was 
considering moderating some of the restrictions on African land owner
ship in urban areas, the U.S. Embassy noted that the Campaign had been 
"a significant influence" in increasing Pretoria's interest in proclaiming 
the "positive" aspects of apartheid. 42 A month later, Ambassador Gall
man reported to Washington that the successful execution of the sus
tained resistance effort indicated both the deteriorating state of race re
lations in South Africa and the growing political awareness and 
organization of the black majority there. Gallman argued that the Na
tionalist government needed to rescind its most egregiously oppressive 
laws, allow better economic and educational opportunities for blacks, and 
set up some kind of mechanism for at least consulting with nonwhites.  
The Ambassador believed that political rights were at the heart of the 
struggle in South Afica and that the Union government could best avoid 
revolutionary change in the future by granting the franchise now to a 
limited number of educated blacks. He warned against the dangers of 
too much democracy, however, emphasizing that "there can be no ques
tion of a general franchise for Natives" as the vast majority were "at this 
stage totally incompetent" to use the vote "'properly." The result of uni
versal suffrage, Gallman concluded, would be "a breakdown of the polit
ical structure of the Union, and at the extreme, chaos. It could open the 
gates to seizure of power by irresponsible elements or by Commu
nists." 43 

The condescending attitude of white American officials about the 
capacities of black South Africans, combined with Washington's contin
uing support of the South African government at the United Nations, 
did not endear the Truman administration or its successors to those 
working for nonracial justice and freedom in the Union. ANC leaders 
identified their own struggle against white supremacy with the efforts of 
people of color throughout the colonial world to free themselves from 
imperial control by white Europeans. The ANC understood that the United 
States government, despite its democratic rhetoric, provided the strong
est support to the purveyors of white dominion in the Third World. In 
his presidential address to the Transvaal chapter of the ANC in Septem
ber 1953, Nelson Mandela condemned the brutal repression of the Mau 
Mau uprising in Kenya by the British and "the criminal attacks by the 
imperialists against the people of Malaya, Vietnam, Indonesia, Tunisia, 
and Tanganyika," and he opposed what he called "the efforts of imperi
alist America and her satellites to drag the world into the rule of violence 
and brutal force." The Cold War assumptions that preoccupied the



Apartheid and the Cold War: Confirming the Ties, 1951-1952

United States were clearly proving less convincing to black South Afri
cans.  

As the Truman administration came to the end of its term in early 
1953, racial polarization continued throughout southern Africa. In re
sponse to red- and black-baiting by the Nationalists, the United Party 
were determined not to be outdone as champions of white supremacy in 
the campaign leading up to the South African national elections of April 
15. In the resulting atmosphere of exacerbated white racial fears, the 
relentless Nationalists won another large victory, doubling the size of 
their parliamentary majority and bolstering their plans for extending 
apartheid.45 In the British colonies in central Africa, the return to power 
in London of a Conservative government paved the way for the creation 
of the white settler-dominated Central African Federation in August 1953, 
despite strenuous African objections. Intended by the British to create a 
more economically viable unit out of the Rhodesias and Nyasaland and 
to preserve British influence while minimizing that of South Africa, the 
short-lived Central African Federation functioned instead as a spur to the 
African nationalist struggle for independence from white rule.' And in 
the Belgian Congo, white settlers, fearful of the United Nations, the trend 
toward decolonization in much of the colonial world, and the example 
of self-government in the Gold Coast, sought to create a "White Inter
national" of European settlers in the region to lobby against the granting 
of any further power to Africans. They openly admired South Africa's 
racial policies, and they looked to the Malan government to rescue them 
and their wealth and status if Belgium ever pulled out of the Congo.4 7 

II 
In its policy toward the colonial world in general, and southern Africa in 
particular, the Truman administration in its last two years continued to 
seek what it called the "difficult middle course" between the European 
imperial powers and the people of color they ruled.48 This effort was 
profoundly affected by the United States' being at war in Korea with 
what it believed were the united forces of international communism headed 
by the Soviet Union. The Truman administration considered its colo
nialist NATO allies crucial for the defense of the "free world" against 
further Soviet aggression, while the "dependent" peoples of the Third 
World could as yet offer little military strength to help with this foremost 
American priority. In the current "power struggle with the strongest and 
most dangerous dictatorship in history," the State Department believed 
that "there would be little value in a policy designed to create strong and 
democratic friends [in the Third World] 50 years hence at the cost of 
sacrificing the strength and stability of the nations upon which our se
curity depends at this moment."49 

American, policymakers continued to recognize that certain problems 
accompanied the close alignment of the United States with other coun-
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tries symbolizing white dominion over people of color, such as the West
ern European powers and South Africa. Waging counter-revolutionary 
warfare against people seeking political liberty could threaten the very 
identity of democratic states, as "nations of the Western world cannot at 
the same time maintain their own democratic political institutions and 
take the measures which would be required to stifle the demands of the 
dependent peoples" for self-government.5 0 The State Department also 
believed that the United States "should avoid the danger of such a close 
identification with reactionary colonial policies that liberal opinion in the 
world will no longer be influenced by our leadership," since "liberals are 
today anti-Communist and it is to our interest that they should remain 
so."sl With most African Americans still unable to vote in their own 
country, it could be seen as consistent that the United States would not 
support swift African independence from white rule. The National Se
curity Council admitted that race relations in the United States were 
"psychologically damaging" to American interests in the colonial world.  
The NSC realized, too, that Cold War concerns were not paramount in 
the minds of unfree colonial peoples: "In underdeveloped countries, past 
or present white domination is a far greater psychological reality than the 
Soviet menace." 5 2 

In a world endangered by the pervasive threat of communist expan
sion, however, the United States government feared "premature indepen
dence" much more than any potential consequences of delaying national 
liberation in the Third World. "It is a hard, inescapable fact," explained 
Assistant Secretary of State Henry A. Byroade, "that premature indepen
dence can be dangerous, retrogressive, and destructive." According to 
this imagery, the Third World infant, "born" before it had reached full 
term (a point to be determined by the Western powers), would lack the 
vitality necessary to fend off the Soviet wolf, which would seek to devour 
it. The resulting damage to the "legitimate economic interests" of the 
Europeans in those areas "might seriously injure the European econo
mies upon which our Atlantic defense system depends." S3 Secretary of 
State Acheson emphasized that the United States therefore needed to be 
very careful about how it expressed any sympathy toward those seeking 
self-government in the colonial world. 4 The men of the Truman admin
istration distrusted the "extremist elements in the dependent territories" 
who, even if not communist in orientation, seemed similar to the anti
colonial representatives of the new nonwhite nations who had created 
what American policymakers considered "the relatively psychopathic at
mosphere" of the U.N. Trusteeship Council. 5 From Washington's per
spective, such emotional, irresponsible people could hardly compare in 
value to a dependable NATO ally like Great Britain or Belgium.  

The Truman administration demonstrated its tendency to heavily fa
vor European rather than Third World interests in its apportionment of 
economic assistance abroad. The President himself spoke in glowing terms 
of the Point Four program and its supposedly central place in American
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diplomacy: 'There is nothing of greater importance in all our foreign 
policy. There is nothing that shows more clearly what we stand for and 
what we want to achieve." 6 In reality, however, as administration offi
cials acknowledged privately, the program received minimal funding from 
the U.S. Congress and little support from the colonial powers in Africa.  
It represented more of a shift in propaganda tactics than a substantial 
change in the European priorities of American foreign policy.s 7 

These facts were not lost on African nationalists. "If Point Four is 
going to capture the imagination of Africa," one ANC leader pointed 
out to a visiting journalist, "it will have to mean more than partnership 
between white and white, which is what it means now. It will have to 
mean partnership between white and black, and that we don't see a sign 
of."5  With the war in Korea and the American rearmament effort in full 
swing, American economic aid under the new Mutual Security Admin
istration, established in November 1951, became increasingly tied to ac
tivities contributing to American defense industries. Marshall Plan assis
tance reaching African colonial territories by late 1951 was being channeled 
to increase local food supplies for workers engaged in the production of 
strategic minerals.5 9 

The relative absence of crises in Africa in the last two years of the 
Truman administration allowed Americans to continue focusing their at
tention elsewhere in the volatile international arena. Budgetary con
straints and other priorities prompted the State Department in 1951 to 
reduce its already limited personnel and facilities on the African conti
nent, as Assistant Secretary of State for Near Eastern and African Affairs 
George McGhee admitted that "the volume of 'hot news' from Africa 
south of the Sahara is somewhat limited."6 ° Only during Truman's final 
months in office did the Defiance Campaign in South Africa and the 
Mau Mau rebellion in Kenya reveal the seriousness of African discontent 
with white rule and suggest the swiftness with which colonial rule would 
soon be driven out of most of the continent. The editors of The Crisis 
predicted in November 1952 that the now-evident determination of Af
ricans to rule themselves would "eventually blast Europe out of Af
rica." 61 In an article entitled "All Africa Is Moved by a Wave of Unrest," 
which appeared a month later in the New York Times, C. L. Sulzberger 
warned that the quiescent days of white authority in Africa were gone.  
He worried about the Soviet Union's benefitting from anticolonial ef
forts there, but acknowledged that the struggle for self-government in 
Africa "cannot conveniently be labeled 'made in Moscow.' "62 

Political turmoil south of the Sahara in 1952 could only spell trouble 
for an American government at war in the Far East and dependent on 
southern Africa for several key minerals for the manufacture of military 
hardware. Critical quantities of copper, chromite, cobalt, industrial dia
monds, tantalum, manganese, tin, asbestos, and, most important, ura
nium, were produced with minimal labor costs and exported to the United 
States and its Western European allies.6" American policymakers thought
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of Africa as "a relatively secure repository of raw materials highly useful 
to the military strength of the West," which would also provide impor
tant geographical positions in the event of any future war.64 The Truman 
administration's relative disregard for the well-being of African peoples 
in its pursuit of strategic minerals left it, as the State Department ac
knowledged privately, "vulnerable to the charge that we were interested 
only in what we could get out of Africa in the way of strategic mate
rials." 6" Unrest in colonial Africa also threatened significant economic 
interests of the Western European nations and a small but growing num
ber of private American investments in the region, both of which prof
ited considerably from cheap labor and the abundance of valuable raw 
materials.66 

Late in 1953, the Central Intelligence Agency outlined the foremost 
American interests in sub-Saharan Africa and the nature of the most se
rious threats to them. 'The chief problem in Tropical Africa," explained 
the Agency, "is that increasing discontent and demands for self-govemment, 
although varying widely in different colonial dependencies, will gradually 
weaken European control and pose a threat to Western access to Tropical 
Africa's strategic resources." The CIA registered optimism about the in
creasing quantity of strategic minerals and foodstuffs being exported from 
the region to the West, but warned that the days of exploiting low-cost 
African labor might be numbered: "Production costs of strategically sig
nificant raw materials will be increased by African pressures for more 
social benefits and higher wages." The gathering drive by Africans for 
political independence would mean, eventually, their control of "a greater 
share in the management of their own economic resources," a situation 
certain to reduce the privileged access of the United States and Western 
Europe to the wealth of the African continent. Communism "so far has 
had little impact on Tropical Africa," the Agency reported, despite "the 
growing anti-Western sentiment of Africans." The real danger to Amer
ican interests south of the Sahara was the determination of Africans to 
be free of white rule. 67 

By its last year in office, the Truman administration, despite its own 
preoccupation with the Soviet Union, recognized that Africans found 
colonialism a much more real and present impediment to their lives than 
communism. The U.S. Ambassador in Liberia, Edward R. Dudley, re
ported that "the literate African studies the use of the term 'free world' 
with . [great] interest, but if this means support of colonial rule in 
Africa he is against it." Educated Africans viewed the supposed American 
neutrality toward British plans for the Central African Federation as sup
portive of white-settler power. Dudley reminded his superiors in Wash
ington that West Africans were aware of American arms shipments to 
South Africa, for they saw South African gold being flown in payment 
to the United States on Pan American planes that stopped in Nigeria, 
the Gold Coast, and Liberia. "Africa[ns] know," he pointed out, "that 
more arms can prolong white rule of Africa." Dudley concluded that the
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bottom line for Africans would be "whether a partially color-conscious 
U.S. favors black men or white men as ultimate masters of a black con
tinent. 68 

Developments in British West and East Africa in 1951 and 1952 
suggested that the United States could not much longer assume the ready 
availability of the material riches of the southern end of the continent.  
The British grant of limited self-government to the Gold Coast and the 
victory of Kwame Nkrumah and his Convention Peoples' Party in the 
first colony-wide elections in February 1951 marked a critical step towards 
decolonization in sub-Saharan Africa, leading to the establishment of the 
independent country of Ghana six years later. Ripples from these mo
mentous events washed over the rest of the continent. Surprised by how 
"developments in one area rapidly become known in other parts of Africa 
despite the scarcity of modern communications," the CIA observed that 
"the progress toward self-government in the Gold Coast is widely known 
in the [other] Tropical African territories."69 Nkrumah's success inspired 
African nationalists in the British central African colonies, who saw in 
the Gold Coast a model for their own future altogether different from 
that offered by the Central African Federation or the Malan government 
to the south.7' 

The beginning of the Mau Mau rebellion in Kenya in the autumn of 
1952 provided a compelling example of the escalating cost of maintain
ing white rule in colonial Africa. In contrast to West Africa, Kenya was 
home to a considerable number of white settlers who utterly opposed 
African self-government in the colony. Long-standing frustration and 
impoverishment at the hands of wealthy whites brought African resent
ment to a boil in an armed uprising of the Kikuyu people, which the 
local white community proved unable to suppress without massive and 
often brutal intervention by British forces. The violence and determina
tion employed by the Kikuyu demonstrated dramatically that African 
quiescence under white rule could no longer be assumed. Observers around 
the world drew differing lessons from Mau Mau: in the Third World it 
was seen as further evidence that colonialism must end very soon, while 
in South Africa, whites believed that its potential influence on the local 
Defiance Campaign must be countered by stronger measures of "law and 
order." 7 The United States government tacitly supported the British in 
their campaign to suppress the rebellion, but recognized that tensions 
along the color line south of the Sahara would only get worse as long as 
whites remained in authority. 72 

While the 1950 contract with South Africa and increasing domestic 
production on the Colorado Plateau promised much future ore for the 
United States, the Truman administration remained acutely aware for the 
rest of its tenure in office that uranium from the Belgian Congo provided 
over three quarters of the fuel for the American nuclear arsenal.73 The 
cheap price of Congolese uranium, stemming from the low wages paid 
to African miners, enabled Acheson and the administration's nuclear
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planners to agree to pay a substantial increase in the export tax on the 
ore in 1951. This helped alleviate the Belgian government's concern about 
not yet being included in the research and development aspects of the 
American nuclear energy program. In September 1951, the World Bank 
extended $70 million in loans to Belgium and the Belgian Congo for the 
improvement of the Congolese transportation infrastructure in order to 
facilitate exports of strategic materials.74 

After the outbreak of war in Korea, Washington's concern for the 
security of the Shinkolobwe mine escalated sharply. A joint U.S.-Belgian 
military mission visited the region in late 1950 to make a systematic 
evaluation of its security needs. The Defense Department believed that a 
direct air attack by the Soviets on the mine was unlikely, but the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff began making contingency plans for "the seizure of criti
cal areas in the Congo by force" in case of a Soviet occupation of West
ern Europe, including Belgium. Secretary of Defense George Marshall 
emphasized that "the primary source of danger" to American access to 
Congolese uranium was "a large-scale uprising of the natives in the area 
or considerable disaffection of the natives employed at the mines." 75 

American sources in the Congo reported that relations between Africans 
and Europeans were deteriorating in the colony late in 1952, including 
African efforts at passive resistance to colonial rule that mirrored the 
contemporaneous Defiance Campaign in South Africa. Doubting that 
"the natives are suddenly developing 'iron in the spine,'" the U.S. vice
consul in Leopoldville suspected that communists were instead trying to 
start "an organized campaign of induced disaffection."'76 The Truman 
administration considered African discontent in the Congo subversive 
and sought to bolster Belgian authority there. The Joint Chiefs of Staff 
approved the shipment of $7 million worth of American military equip
ment for additional Belgian troops being sent to the Katanga Province, 
and the CIA planted a "controlled source" in the area to provide early 
warning of any problems and initiated "plans and preparations for covert 
counter-sabotage." 7 7 

The absence of organized political unrest in Portuguese Africa in the 
last years of the Truman administration allowed Washington to pay rel
atively little attention to Angola and Mozambique. Three factors inclined 
American policymakers to hope for continued quiet there. First, the 
agreement between Portugal and the United States granting American 
military use of the Azores continued in effect. Second, Portugal was a 
member of NATO. Third, Lobito in Angola and Lourenco Marques and 
Beira in Mozambique served as important ports for the transshipment of 
strategic minerals from the Rhodesias and the Congo to the West. The 
United States government recognized that the vast majority of people in 
the two Portuguese colonies lived under authoritarian rule that helped 
keep them impoverished, illiterate, and disenfranchised. The State De
partment admitted that "the forced recruitment of native labor for work 
on Portuguese plantations and public projects may generate a substantial
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measure of native resentment." By 1952, the colonial government of 
Mozambique itself indicated concern that such unabashed exploitation of 
African workers might lead to serious trouble, especially with the influ
ence of rising resistance to apartheid across the border in South Africa.  
But in the early 1950s, the revolutions that would eventually drive the 
Portuguese out of Africa remained still in the future, and the Truman 
administration could afford to support tacitly Lisbon's colonial author
ity.7 

The United States had even less interest in seeing any serious African 
resistance to British colonial rule in southern Africa. Expanding Ameri
can needs for military hardware because of the Korean War led the ad
ministration's defense planners to pay close attention to the production 
and export of Northern Rhodesian copper and Southern Rhodesian 
chrome. Unrest among African miners and railroad workers in the region 
distressed American policymakers, as did the inadequate Rhodesian rail
way system.79 During its last two years in office, the Truman administra
tion arranged for more than $70 million in grants and loans from the 
United States government and the World Bank for the expansion of min
ing industries and transportation systems in British central Africa. Fur
ther U.S. assistance reached the region through Marshall Plan funds for 
Britain. The U.S. Export-Import Bank also loaned $18 million to Por
tugal in 1952 to finance the construction of the Mozambican portion of 
a new railroad link from Southern Rhodesia to Lourenco Marques and 
to improve the Benguela Railroad in Angola so that it could help with 
copper exports from Northern Rhodesia.8 0 

The State Department monitored the investment climate in the Rho
desias on behalf of American business interests and lobbied British colo
nial officials to adopt policies attractive to foreign private capital. By the 
end of the Truman years, private American interests had invested $250 
million in the region. Most of this was in mineral production, but Amer
ican entrepreneurs also sought to expand into industries serving the local 
population.8 1 One such attempt involved an American brewery's seeking 
to establish a plant in Northern Rhodesia, which colonial officials op
posed, to the dismay of the State Department. Secretary of State Ache
son explained his particular interest in the case: 

Although it is possible that the fostering of American breweries abroad might 
not be considered the most desirable type of capital development, it should 
be remembered that the success or failure of one American investor in an 
area plays an important role in the decisions of other would-be investors. If 
an American brewery proves successful in Northern Rhodesia, it would tend 
to attract other investments in other fields of manufacturing.  

Opportunities for investment capital, especially in politically stable areas, 
remained an important concern of American policymakers.8 2 

As British plans for establishing the Central African Federation took 
clearer shape in 1952, the Truman administration sought to appear neu-



Staying Together

tral about the controversial idea, but in fact favored it.s" While generally 
pleased to have a Conservative Party government back in power in En
gland, the State Department knew of African unhappiness with the idea 
of white-settler rule in the area and therefore doubted London's insis
tence that there was "no way to determine the wishes of the [African] 
inhabitants" about federation.8 4 Washington, however, shared Britain's 
hopes that federation would spur central African economic development 
and tie the region more closely to the West. This would encourage po
litical stability and thereby assure continued American access to the stra
tegic minerals of the area."5 White American diplomats in the area also 
tended to identify with white settlers and colonial officials more than 
with Africans, and sympathized with their situation as a ruling racial mi
nority. For example, Southern Rhodesia's fiercely segregationist racial 
policies, which were at the heart of African opposition to federation, 
received praise from the American consul general in Salisbury in Decem
ber 1952.86 By the summer of 1953, American policymakers spoke of 
the imminent creation of the Central African Federation as "one of the 
most favorable political developments yet to take place in Africa." 87 

III 
A variety of American interests in the Union of South Africa during the 
final two years of the Truman administration helped confirm the close 
alliance established between the two nations at the end of 1950. Eco
nomic links continued to increase, with the United States solidly en
trenched in second place behind Great Britain as a leading supplier of 
imports to South Africa. Private American capital, encouraged by the 
example of large United States government and World Bank loans to the 
Union, flowed into the booming South African economy in increasing 
amounts, especially in the areas of mining and manufacturing. American 
capital and the U.S.-funded uranium extraction project helped reinvigo
rate the South African gold-mining industry. Favorable South African 
policies regarding taxes and the repatriation of investment profits en
couraged several large American corporations to establish manufacturing 
plants in the Union by 1952, including General Motors, IBM, Ford, 
Chrysler, Firestone, Goodyear, Bethlehem Steel, and Frigidaire. By 1953, 
direct American investments in South Africa had quadrupled in the eight years since the end of World War II, and heUnion'ued eco
nomic growth had come to depend heavily on foreign capital from the 
United- Srates-as-well-a-Great Britain.8 8 

The constitutional crisis and the Defiance Campaign in South Africa 
did evoke some concern in American corporations and their allies in the 
State Department. Therewa&evianxiety in Peoria, Illinois, whence the 
Caterpillar Tractor Company wrot't--Ache-nm May 1952 asking for 
his assessment of -the Union's political and economic future. The State 
Deparniit responded to such- queries by emphasizing the "stable, buoy-
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ant economy" of South Africa and the Union government's ability to 
"maintain internal order in the event of any domestic disturbances." 8 9 

The Truman administration openly encouraged private American invest
ment in the apartheid state, citing its significance for the economy of an 
important ally and the moderating influence that the supposedly more 
liberal racial attitudes of American businesses could have on white South 
African opinion and policies. 90 Amenrican-companies doing business in 
the Union-xemained-somew.hat-apprehensive at the end of 1952, but 
tooksolaccfrom what the U.S. Embassy referred to as their "no rmal optimism and [the] cear promise -t profitablefuture actti. David 
Ladin, the general manager of the General Motors plant in Port Eliza
beth, assured his company's top management back in the United States 
that the ministers of the Nationalist government, despite their stern re
action to domestic political dissent, had proven "extremely cooperative 
on any worthwhile problem the business man or manufacturer takes to 
them for help." In estimating the future prospects of General Motors in 
South Africa, Ladin concluded that "we can afford to be somewhat more 
optimistic when we consider the stock which forms the basis of most of 
the white population-Dutch, British, [and] French Huguenots." 92 

The ongoing war in Korea confirmed the military ties between the 
United States and South Africa. The British Commonwealth as a whole 
constituted the strongest and most dependable ally of the United States.93 

Malan's commitment in principle in the fall of 1952 to an anticommunist 
defense pact for Africa along the lines of NATO provided another sign 
of the Nationalists' willingness to subordinate their isolationist tenden
cies to the broader Western interest of containing communist expan
sion.94 Preliminary American and British plans before 1953 for a Middle 
East Defense Organization were to include South African participation. 95 

Some tensions surfaced between Pretoria and Washington early in 1952 
over South Africa's unhappiness that its air squadron in Korea had not 
yet been equipped with jets by the United States. When the Union gov
ernment threatened to ground its airmen until this was done, Acheson 
worried that such an action might lead to a "chain reaction" of force 
reductions by other U.S. allies in Korea looking to demobilize their troops 
in anticipation of an armistice. The Secretary of State was relieved when 
he was able to persuade the South Africans to keep their squadron flying 
by accelerating plans to modernize its equipment. 96 Arrangements for 
the sale of American military equipment to the South African govern
ment for internal use, approved in principle in February 1951 under the 
Mutual Defense Assistance Program, were finalized on 9 November 1951, 
followed by an additional sale in October 1952. 9" 

South Africa's mineral resources remained the primary interest of the 
United States in its relations with the Union in the last years of the 
Truman administration. Manganese, chromite, and amosite asbestos were 
among the most important of these, as American defense industries de
pended heavily on South African sources of all three for the production
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of military hardware.9" Since the outbreak of the Korean War, an un
usual American sensitivity to the quantity and security of the Union's 
manganese exports indicated how critical Washington considered the re
sources of its South African ally for American national security.99 

The-Truman. administration believed the key South African resource 
for the United States in the long run would be uranium. The South 
African Atomic Energy Board agreed in November 1951 to undertake 
uranium ore production at several other mines in addition to those orig
inally contracted for a year earlier, and the Atomic Energy Commission 
began to consider expanding American facilities for processing ura
nium.100 The first uranium extraction plant in the Union opened at 
Krugersdorp outside Johannesburg on 8 October 1952, and AEC chair
man Gordon Dean predicted that "within two or three years South Af
rica will be our most important uranium supplier." 10'O Dean reminded 
the State Department that the AEC "naturally has an important interest 
in the political and economic stability" of the Union, given "the substan
tial contribution that this country will be making to the strength of the 
United States." He was therefore relieved to hear the Department's re
assurance that "it is unlikely that the political disturbances in the Union 
of South Africa will affect our uranium ore program in that area" in the 
foreseeable future. 102 

Arrayed against the economic, military, and strategic interests of the 
United States in the Union were the political problems caused by what 
the State Department called "the reactionary racial policies" of the South 
African government.' The Malan regime rejected any supervisory role 
of the United Nations in South West Africa, and timed its implementa
tion in 1951 of the Group Areas Act to undermine its proposed talks 
with the Indian government about the Union's treatment of South Afri
cans of Indian descent.'0 4 Warren Austin, the head of the U.S. delega
tion to the United Nations, reminded Acheson that the Malan govern
ment had always openly proclaimed its intention "to turn the clock back 
and institute in the territories under the control of the South African 
Gov[ernmen]t a political and social system which the great majority of 
UN members find contrary to the purposes and aspirations of the UN." 10s 
Even Waldemar Gallman, who became the U.S. Ambassador to South 
Africa in 1951 and manifested considerable sympathy with the Union 
government during his tenure there, registered surprise at the "callous
ness" of South African officials regarding the treatment of Indians and 
other blacks and their lack of concern for the "moral issues involved." 106 

The Truman administration's foremost concern about South Africa's 
apartheid program was that it not become a major liability for the West 
in the Cold War.107 Acheson considered this especially important in the 
context of the war in Korea, as he wanted to avoid alienating Asian 
nations that did not appreciate white South African racial attitudes.' 0 8 

Debates within the U.S. delegation at the United Nations reflected 
awareness that American condemnation of Eastern bloc countries as "un-
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free" was not matched by comparable concern about liberty in southern 
Africa. The more liberal members of the delegation agreed with Dr.  
Channing Tobias that "we should take the same attitude with the South 
Africans as with the Soviets in cases of such extreme violations of human 
rights." The administration's position, however, adhered more closely to 
the view of others in the delegation who emphasized South Africa's 
wholehearted support of American positions on all non-racial issues, and 
contrasted that with the resistance of Third World nations to American Cold War priorities.' 09 Achesonregarded South African uranium as crit
ical for determining-Ameriean-a ..... sathe-UntedNations on discus
sion items regarding the Union, and the United States continued 
throughout 1951 and-19s2-to seek to moderate criticisms of its apart
heid ally and keep South Africa from withdrawing from the international 
organization. 1 0 

In September 1952, at the height of the Defiance Campaign, Arab 
and Asian members increased international pressure on South Africa by 
going beyond the specific problems of South West Africa and the treat
ment of South Africans of IndianAescent- to raise the entire issue of 
apaitFleidfor discussion in the United Nations. This move intensified the 
Americandilemma of how to support the Union without appearing to 
identify with its racial policies. Officials in the Truman administration 
with responsibilities for Third World areas argued that the American del
egation needed to support the resolution condemning apartheid as a vi
olation of fundamental human rights if the United States wished to 
maintain credibility among peoples of color. 1 ' Acheson shared this con
cern but worried even more about alienating South Africa and perhaps 
pushing it to the point of leaving the U.N. and isolating itself from in
ternational affairs. The Secretary of State believed that public rebukes 
would only harden Pretoria's resistance to change and would thus ac
tually serve to reinforce apartheid. Mindful of continuing racial discrim
ination in the United States, the administration also wished to avoid 
setting a precedent of the U.N. investigating the domestic race relations 
of a member state. In an effort to avoid siding with either the Union or 
its numerous critics, the--United States chose to abstainon the-succesful 
December 1952 resolution condemning apartheid." 2 

Dissatistied with sucht lukewarm public gestures, the Nationalist gov
ernment in Pretoria saw itself as an inadequately appreciated ally of the 
United States. White South Africans bitterly resented the ongoing efforts 
in the United Nations to force them to change their racial policies, as 
they considered race relations in the Union a strictly domestic matter. In 
the fall of 1952, South African Ambassador Jooste told Acheson that his 
government considered the mere discussion in the U.N. of racial tensions 
in South Africa an act of overt hostility, because it was providing "a 
major impetus to the present passive resistance movement."' 1 3 While 
committed to a close relationship with the Truman administration be
cause of the leading role of the United States in the anticommunist West-
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ern alliance and the importance of American capital for the South African 
economy, the apartheid regime disdained American efforts to accommo
date the opinions of the liberal and anticolonial forces in the United 
Nations. The Nationalists emphasized that South Africa, in contrast to 
many anti-colonial countries, strongly supported the U.N.-sanctioned 
American military effort in Korea and therefore deserved praise rather 
than abuse at the U.N." 4 Malan poked some fun at the American effort 
to straddle the issue of whether Africans from South West Africa should 
be invited to appear before the U.N. Trusteeship Council, asking Am
bassador Gallman in a "somewhat jocular manner" what the American 
position would be "if American Negroes were invited to appear before 

' [the U.N.] to testify on how they were treated." This was precisely 
the sort of comparison Gallman and Acheson wished to avoid. 1 5 

Intense concern within the State Department about the precedent a 
U.N. condemnation of South African racial policies might set revealed 
the vulnerability felt by American policymakers about racial discrimina
tion and segregation in their own country. 116 Proponents of racial equal
ity in the United States, unwilling to subordinate the goal of democracy 
at home to the task of containing communism abroad, also recognized 
the opportunity for exposing what they saw as official American hypoc
risy about "freedom." They hoped thereby to force the United States to 
bring its racial practices into closer line with its democratic rhetoric. In 
the fall of 1951, William Patterson and Paul Robeson of the left-wing 
Civil Rights Congress presented a petition to the United Nations enti
tled We Charge Genocide: The Historical Petition to the United Nations for 
Relieffrom a Crime of the United States Government against the Negro Peo
ple. Dismissing the charges as mere communist propaganda, the Truman 
administration sought to minimize the petition's impact on world opin
ion.1" 7 In discussions in October 1952 of the South African item on the 
U.N. agenda, Assistant Secretary of State George Perkins urged Acheson 
to avoid encouraging any precedent for United Nations involvement in 
American domestic practices like "our immigration laws, U.S. treatment 
of Communists, segregation laws in our eleven southern states, etc."" s 

Acheson agreed that "because of domestic implications it was very im
portant that the South African case should be regarded as not creating a 
broad precedent and that therefore it should be described as if it involved 
a dog with a green tail and pink eyes and blue legs, so that it could be 
distinguished from other cases not having the same precise characteris
tics." 119 

Despite signs of gradual improvement in the treatment of African 
Americans, racial segregation and discrimination remained standard in 
the United States during Truman's last two years in office. 120 Southern 
governors like James Byrnes of South Carolina-Truman's former Sec
retary of State-vowed that their public school systems would never al
low the integration of white and black students.' 2 ' The State Depart
ment itself, in spite of its concern with the democratic image of the United
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States abroad, employed very few blacks above the custodial or clerical 
levels and provided little encouragement to those interested in becoming 
Foreign Service officers.' 22 White violence against blacks continued, es
pecially in the South, although lynchings mostly disappeared and were 
replaced by more secretive bombings as the preferred method of racial 
intimidation and murder.'2 3 Public executions in the South of black men 
convicted of raping white women, such as that of Willie McGee in Mis
sissippi in 1951, provided some of the same satisfaction to white crowds 
as extralegal lynchings had done in the past. Such displays of anti-black 
hatred received great attention abroad, on both sides of the ideological 
divide in Europe as well as in the Third World. In a similar vein, the 
NAACP journal The Crisis reported an incident involving a group of 
fifty-three foreign exchange students who planned to tour the Tennessee 
Valley Authority as part of their program of orientation to the United 
States. When the students learned that two dark-skinned Panamanians in 
the group would be denied entrance to the group's hotel in Knoxville 
and would have to stay elsewhere, they all refused to go. "What a strange 
way of teaching democracy to foreigners," observed the journal's edi
tors. 1

24 

The predominance of anticommunism in the United States in the 
early 1950s channeled most dissenting opinions about American rela
tions with South Africa into a narrow criticism that failed to challenge 
fundamental American interests in supporting the apartheid state. Liberal 
religious, labor, and civil rights organizations registered their dismay at 
the South African government's racial policies and called on the Truman 
administration to admonish Pretoria. Leaders in this effort were the handful 
of social and political activists who formed the committee called Ameri
cans for South African Resistance to support the Defiance Campaign in 
1952.125 The U.S. government did acknowledge feeling some pressure 
as a result of such activities.126 But these actions were carefully planned 
to fall within the chauvinistic anticommunist consensus in the United 
States, and therefore tended to focus on South Africa alone rather than 
on American support for the status quo there. 127 Critics of apartheid 
who pointed to the close relationship of Washington and Pretoria and 
who condemned American support for European colonialism in southern 
Africa as well were dismissed by the government and the mainstream 
press as subversives in league with the forces of international commu
nism. Black dissenters like Robeson and W. E. B. Du Bois attracted ad
ditional negative attention and harassment from the State Department 
and the FBI, who revoked their passports and effectively denied them 
audiences abroad or at home.128 

IV 

Foreign policy had always received the highest priority in the Truman 
administration, a status reinforced after 1950 by being at war in Korea.
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Washington's overriding concern with what it defined as American na
tional security ensured that the alliance between the United States and 
South Africa would only grow stronger during Truman's final two years 
in office. The President himself confirmed this, as Secretary of State 
Acheson recorded after a conversation with Truman in June 1951 about 
new ambassadorial appointments: "We talked particularly about South 
Africa. The President is well aware of the delicacy of that situation and 
the importance of having a proven man there."12 9 Acheson thought of 
the Union as an "important member [of the] free community of na
tions." 130 Pretoria's consistent support for the anticommunist policies of 
the United States won it considerable credit in Washington. Benjamin 
Gerig, the director of the State Department's Office of Dependent Area 
Affairs, captured the administration's sense of shared goals with the Na
tionalist government in his recollection of a conversation with South Af
rican Ambassador Jooste: "On the big issues, such as Korea, the East
West conflict, etc., we agreed. It was only on certain other minor matters 
that we had differed. "'s' In its March 1951 policy statement on 
South Africa, the State Department concluded succinctly that "it is in 
our interest to maintain friendly relations with South Africa because of 
strategic considerations and also because South Africa represents a good 
market for our products." 132 

By 1951, American policymakers were expressing relief that Malan 
had moderated his earlier emphasis on taking South Africa out of the 
British Commonwealth and establishing a fully independent republic. This 
change in Nationalist strategy bolstered the military and economic strength 
of the Commonwealth and reduced anxiety among English-speaking South 
Africans about the future of their country. The State Department be
lieved that South Africa's "dependence on the UK for capital, fear of 
Communism, and concern for the future of white supremacy in Africa 
have counter-balanced extreme isolationist and nationalist senti
ments.""' Malan's thorough support for American positions on inter
national issues surpassed even Great Britain's, Washington's closest ally, 
as Pretoria refused to follow London in extending recognition to the 
new communist government of the Peoples' Republic of China.' 3 4 In an 
important speech to the South African House of Assembly on 25 January 
1951, Malan emphasized that the Union's attitude toward the interna
tional situation was "based on the view that Communism was a double 
danger because it made a special appeal to the non-Europeans. If Com
munism gained a footing among them it would sound the death knell to 
white civilization." Joseph Sweeney, the U.S. Embassy's political officer, 
called this address "a sincere attempt to make a statesman-like speech 
aligning South Africa on the side of the U.S. . . His speech indicates 
that he is through with isolationism and that he has become, at least in 
part, an internationalist." Sweeney, who represented the most critical 
perspective on the South African government available within the Tru
man administration, considered it very important that Malan's "espousal
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of Western views meet with a friendly response on the international 
level." 135 

The increased tensions in South Africa that accompanied the consti
tutional crisis and the Defiance Campaign provoked a ripple of concern 
within the Truman administration. "Developments in the Union will 
continue to embarrass the West in its prosecution of the Cold War 
by furnishing ammunition for Communist and anti-colonial propa
ganda," the State Department admitted privately. American officials wor
ried that deteriorating race relations in the Union would exacerbate racial 
unrest in other parts of Africa and promote distrust of the West among 
the nonwhite nations. The State Department was dismayed that "the white 
minority consciously is playing with fire by being at loggerheads on con
stitutional questions and racial policy when relations between them and 
the great non-white majority are worsening" dramatically.' 3 6 But the De
partment recognized that white dissent in the Union would not go far 
enough to threaten the stability of the country seriously, as the conserva
tive leadership of the United Party shared the Nationalists' fundamental 
commitment to white supremacy. 13 7 

Black dissent was another matter. The U.S. Embassy in South Af
rica, the State Department, the Defense Department, and the CIA all 
agreed with the National Security Council that "over the long run the 
repressive racial policy of the whites will almost certainly lead to [a] re
bellion of the non-white population."1 38 The Malan government's "pol
icy of subverting the constitution and the courts" would further diminish 
African respect for white laws, and black unity seemed to be growing in 
proportion to white oppression. 139 While South Africa was "heading for 
serious trouble" that could eventually affect American access to its stra
tegic minerals, American policymakers took solace in 1952 that such a 
scenario seemed to remain at least several years in the future. 140 

The American press also indicated alarm at the turbulent events of 
1952 in South Africa. In a series of articles on the Union in The Chris
tian Century, Homer Jack called apartheid second only to the anti-Semitism 
of Hitler's Third Reich as a system of discrimination and repression. Dis
cussing the pass laws, the restrictions on civil liberties, the migratory 
labor system for the mines, and the crushing poverty of the African 
"shantytowns," Jack emphasized black South Africans' awareness of the 
progress of other nonwhite peoples toward greater freedom and self
government and the growing unwillingness of Africans to remain docile 
under white control. 14 1 In a front page article in early April, the New 
York Times worried about the degree of communist influence in the de
veloping Defiance Campaign. 142 Time excoriated apartheid as "manifest 
absurdity" and blamed Malan for having "dragged South Africa far along 
the road to fascism" in his three years in office. 143 

The editors of Time seemed fascinated by Malan's physical unattrac
tiveness. In a cover story in May 1952, they described him as "a bold 
paunchy Boer with restless little eyes and a pale square face" whose much
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younger wife served as "nursemaid to her aging, ailing and absent-minded 
husband": she "holds his hand at public functions, [and] mops his brow 
when he sweats over meals." They compared him unfavorably to Jan 
Smuts, calling Malan a hypocritical coward and, in reference to his col
lege days, "an obscure little swot." " Business Week took a broader view 
of the problems in the Union, noting the uncertainty of American inves
tors about the future of the country: "As things look now, a backward
looking racial policy is taking South Africa straight for a police state, a 
civil war, or both. Even if the trend doesn't go that far, the situation will 
inevitably hurt the prestige of the West in the United Nations and give 
comfort to Communists everywhere." ' 45 

While receiving some attention in Washington, the uncertain future 
of South Africa's race relations did not begin to offset crucial American 
interests in the region. The State Department acknowledged privately in 
April 1952 that "because of the United States interest in the planned 
uranium production in South Africa, it is unlikely that the US Govern
ment would be willing to consider any measures which might have re
percussions on this program. In sum, we need more from South 
Africa than she needs from us." The Truman administration chose to 
cast its policy of remaining close to the apartheid regime in a more ideal
istic light as well. The administration argued that by remaining a friend 
of Pretoria, it could exercise a liberalizing influence on white South Af
ricans that it would never have as a critic of the country.' 4 7 Acheson 
believed that private American businessmen in South Africa, "by their 
influence and example, can make a real contribution" to increasing mu
tual respect between the different races in South Africa. 148 The U.S. Em
bassy in South Africa hoped that the United States would be able to 
capitalize, "through careful nurturing and endless patience, on existing 
potential latent forces for moderation" in the Union.149 

Ambassador Gallman thought this a particularly reasonable course 
due to the mutual affinity and understanding he felt with the members 
of the apartheid government. He noted that in his thirty years in the 
Foreign Service he had never worked in a country-including wartime 
England-"where close, informal relations with officials were more quickly 
established." Galtman appreciated the "most encouraging reservoir of good 
will. . . on all levels and in all sections of society for the United States" 
and applauded Pretoria's ready cooperation with the United States on 
manganese exports, the Korean War, and defending the "free world" 
against the threat of communism.'5 ° Regarding racial tensions, the 
American Ambassador concluded that 

about all that can be done here on this issue is for me to be on so friendly 
and informal [a] basis with Malan and [the] members of his Cabinet that 
whenever [the] atmosphere sh[ou]ld appear propitious, when I am with them, 
I can inject a word of caution and make some suggestions. In my contacts 
with these officials, I am finding them daily more approachable, open and 
friendly.' 5'



Apartheid and the Cold War: Confirming the Ties, 1951-1952

Three decades later, in the early 1980s, this same approach by the ad
ministration of Ronald Reagan would be known as "constructive en
gagement." 

The sweeping victory of Malan and the Nationalist Party in the South 
African elections of 15 April 1953 and the accelerating implementation 
of apartheid legislation that followed suggested that white South Africa 
was not particularly susceptible to liberal influence from outsiders, no 
matter how friendly they were.1 5 ' Americans of liberal and even moder
ate political persuasions, sensitive to continuing racial discrimination in 
their own country, recoiled at the news of another success for evangelical 
racism. Noting "the sense of shame that all civilized persons must feel at 
this victory," the New York Times predicted that "there will be a day of 
reckoning for these men, since human beings will not endure injustice 
and the loss of freedom interminably.""' 3 At the direction of Secretary 
of State John Foster Dulles of the new Eisenhower administration, Am
bassador Gallman made a discreet mention to Malan of American con
cerns that any firther exacerbation of racial tensions in South Africa might 
threaten the stability of the Union, especially in "connection [with] ura
nium operations." The Prime Minister, confident of his government's 
control of the country, dismissed the idea out of hand.'5 4 The situation 
in South Africa at the end of the Truman years was not developing ac
cording to American preferences for a gradual liberalization of race rela
tions, but the State Department emphasized that "at the present delicate 
stage in the political and economic development of South Africa, it is 
important that American influence be furthered. No United States Gov
ernment action should be taken which would lower our prestige or cast 
doubt on our interest in a strong South Africa."' Faced with the jug
gernaut of apartheid in a country of profound strategic importance to 
the United States, the Truman administration had chosen to ally itself 
closely with the world's leading apostles of racial discrimination.
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The escalating tensions between the United States and the Soviet Union 
have so dominated Western views of the international politics of the de
cade after World War II that it has become difficult to avoid describing 
these years as "the early Cold War." For the majority of the world's 
population, however, this period was marked by a different pattern. The 
dominant international issue for the people of most of Asia, Africa, and 
the Middle East was colonialism: the control of their lives, land, and 
resources by Western Europeans. Movements for national independence 
in these areas, which had been under way for decades, received a pow
erful impetus from World War II and its grave weakening of the imperial 
powers of Britain, France, Belgium, and the Netherlands. The Jewish 
Holocaust at the hands of Hitler's Third Reich exposed the almost in
credible evil that could flow from ideas of racial superiority, and the 
international community by the end of the war was reaching an un
usually broad agreement about the moral rightness of the ideal of racial 
equality. The newly established United Nations became a forum for pro
moting both the principle of human equality and the reality of decolon
ization, which were closely associated in the minds of Third World na
tionalists. For most of these people, the Cold War and the supposed 
dangers of communism were merely distractions from the historic op
portunity provided by World War II for ending the European colonial
ism that had long dominated the lives of most of the world's people.  

The overlaying of a new East-West conflict on an older geography 
of North-South colonial issues after 1945 created a dilemma for the 
United States government in its relationship with what would soon be 
called the Third World. The threat of Soviet expansion dominated Wash
ington's perspective. The Western European nations, the historic allies of 
the United States, occupied the front lines in any likely confrontation 
with the Soviet Union, and the Truman administration gave its highest 
priority to strengthening them. Their power, in turn, depended to no 
small extent on access to the raw materials of their colonies. But the 
strongest anticommunist alliance would be one that would also include 
the genuine, uncoerced allegiance of the nonwhite peoples of those co
lonial areas, whose independence now seemed imminent, at least in Asia
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and the Middle East. Not surprisingly, the colonized looked with some 
skepticism on the idea of a close relationship with those whose bondage 
they had been struggling for years to free themselves from. It was the 
ambitious goal of the Truman administration to keep both colonizers 
and colonized together as part of the "free world," which would contain 
the expansion of Soviet and left-wing influence.  

Washington's preferred solution to tensions in the Western alliance 
between the Europeans and their colonies was gradual but steady move
ment toward decolonization. Ideally, noncommunist indigenous govern
ments would slowly replace colonial regimes. Americans considered their 
own grant of independence to the Philippines in 1946 a model of pro
gressive colonial administration, and they were pleased with Britain's 
withdrawal from India and most of its other Asian colonies by 1948.  
The end of the European mandates in the Middle East also seemed an 
encouraging sign of an evolving independent, pro-Western Third World.  
The attempted reassertion of colonial control through bloody wars in 
Indochina, Indonesia, Malaya, Algeria, and Madagascar indicated, how
ever, that the American strategy was not fully accepted in the imperial 
capitals of Europe. The ultimate test of the American plan of creating a 
multiracial alliance with the Third World and Western Europe against 
the Soviet bloc came in southern Africa, for it would prove to be the last 
great stronghold of white supremacy and European colonialism.  

Harry Truman's tenure as President coincided with a period of ex
traordinary racial polarization in southern Africa. Tensions along the color 
line increased in the British, Portuguese, and Belgian colonies of the re
gion, as African workers and nationalists manifested increasing discon
tent with their impoverished colonial status. In the Union of South Af
rica, the heart of the region, white oppression of blacks redoubled in the 
face of mounting international criticism. Seeking to fend off the rising 
tide of Afrikaner nationalism, the government of Jan Smuts showed the 
limits of its "moderateness" in its anti-Indian policies and its brutal 
repression of the African mine workers' strike of 1946. With its seizure 
of power in the white elections of 1948, the Nationalist Party govern
ment of Daniel Malan ended all talk of moderation on racial issues as it 
set about establishing an apartheid state. The resulting increase in 
oppression of black South Africans led to new levels of street violence 
between white police and Africans in 1949 and 1950. The Nationalists' 
determination to create a much more authoritarian national government, 
to be ruled essentially by Nationalist Party fiat, led to a brief constitu
tional crisis with English-speaking white South Africans in 1951 and 
1952. Malan and his colleagues then reconfirmed their control of South 
Africa with harsh new legislation to prevent anti-government protests, 
followed by an overwhelming victory in the white elections of 1953.  

The vast majority of South Africans did not passively receive the 
triumph of resurgent Afrikaner nationalism and unbridled white racism 
in these years. African resistance to increasing brutality by white author-
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itics led to frequent confrontations in the black locations and townships 
on the outskirts of the country's urban areas. In response to the deterio
rating situation of South Africans of color, the Youth League of the 
African National Congress helped rekindle the fires of the black libera
tion movement with the policy of noncooperation declared in its 1949 
Programme of Action. In combination with other democrats of all col
ors, including Indians, Coloreds, and white radicals, the ANC organized 
large-scale protests on 1 May 1950 ("Freedom Day") and 26 June 1950 
("Day of Protest and Mourning"). The six-month Defiance Campaign of 
1952 represented a new level of black cohesiveness and national organi
zation. Apartheid in its first few years helped drive previously divided 
black communities together, thereby unintentionally pointing the way 
toward a more unified movement for nonracial democracy in South Af
rica.  

The increased polarization of southern Africa along color lines in 
these years presented the Truman administration with the acutest version 
of its dilemma about how to deal with the Third World. Though the 
region received less attention in Washington than areas like Europe, Asia, 
and the Middle East where Cold War crises abounded, this reflected, not 
a lack of significant American interests, but rather an assumption that 
colonial and white settler authority was firmly in control. The United 
States government monitored developments in the region carefully and 
was fully aware of the sharp escalation in racial tensions that accompa
nied the establishment of apartheid. The Truman administration hoped 
to distance itself from this virulent strain of white racism, especially in 
view of ongoing racial discrimination and segregation in the United States.  
But its Cold War concerns and its European priorities, embodied in the 
Marshall Plan and NATO, led the administration into a close embrace of 
the imperial authorities in southern Africa, and the outbreak of war in 
Korea resulted in a series of agreements with Pretoria that bound the 
United States government to the apartheid regime. In its pursuit of the 
preoccupying goals of containing communism and preserving the "free 
world," the Truman administration provided critical assistance to the 
reassertion of white authority in southern Africa after World War II. The 
United States acted, in sum, as a reluctant uncle--or godparent-at the 
baptism of apartheid.  

There were many reasons for this. Historic, geostrategic, and eco
nomic considerations provided some of the logic for American support 
of the status quo. In the previous thirty years, the United States had 
fought in two world wars that it defined as struggles to protect liberty 
against the expansion of tyranny; in both of those wars South Africa had 
been an ally, along with the British and the Belgians. The location of 
South Africa alongside major East-West shipping lanes, especially in the 
event of a closure of the Suez Canal, and the Union's industrial and 
economic dominance of the region gave it a geostrategic significance 
worthy of consideration. Similarly, tacit American support of Portuguese
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authority in Angola and Mozambique seemed to Washington a small 
price to pay for continuing access to the valuable air bases of the Azores.  
While American relations with southern Africa in these years were not 
ultimately a tale of the Open Door, American trade with and investment 
in the area were substantial and growing rapidly. The booming market 
of South Africa matched up well with the expanding need of American 
manufacturers to export their products. During the Truman years, the 
United States became the second leading provider of South Africa's im
ports and a critical source of capital for the Union's industrial expansion, 
while the buying power of its small white population made South Africa 
an American export market of unusual importance for its size.  

In addition to this first layer of common interests connecting the 
Truman administration to the white authorities of the region, a more 
important second layer consisted of political considerations and strategic 
minerals. The emergence of the Cold War and the tendency of Americans 
to view it as a struggle of transcendent good and evil guaranteed all 
opponents of the Soviet Union a warm welcome in Washington. The 
most important American allies were the British Commonwealth nations, 
which included South Africa, and the Western European nations, which 
controlled the rest of southern Africa. South Africa's particularly close 
relationship to England was personified until 1948 by Prime Minister 
Jan Smuts, whose status as the senior statesman of the Commonwealth 
gave him great credibility with the Truman administration. The ascen
dancy of anticommunism as the cardinal political virtue for the United 
States after World War II meant that even the frankly undemocratic and 
racist government of Daniel Malan would be kept well within the fold 
of the "free world." Loathing the Soviet Union and all left-wing ideas 
and resentful of the long-standing British influence in their country, the 
Afrikaner nationalists turned logically to the United States as a more 
compatible ally.  

The most important single interest of the United States in southern 
Africa during the Truman administration was the uranium of the south
ern Belgian Congo and the South African Rand. The Belgian ores fueled 
the American nuclear arsenal, which undergirded all American actions in 
the early Cold War, and South African uranium was expected to replace 
the Belgian supply when it ran out. A variety of other strategic minerals 
from the region, including copper, cobalt, manganese, chrome, and in
dustrial diamonds, also figured prominently in the sustenance of Ameri
can military power. "In the case of those minerals where we lack self
sufficiency," explained Paul Nitze of the State Department in 1947, 
"continuing access to the minerals of the rest of the world is an absolute 
requirement of the very life of our nation." 1 Official Washington looked 
upon the white authorities of southern Africa, oppressive as they may 
have been, as the guarantors of that availability. Conversely, the United 
States government viewed even the most disciplined and peaceful cvent 
of the black liberation struggle in this period, the Defiance Campaign,
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above all as a threat to American mineral access in South Africa. The 
discovery of rich uranium deposits on the Colorado Plateau by itinerant 
prospector Charlie Sheen just months before the close of Truman's ten
ure in office promised an eventual end to the heavy dependence of the 
United States on overseas sources of the critical material.2 But until 1952, 
their large supplies of the invaluable ore gave the Belgian Congo and 
South Africa-and the preservation of their political stability-a unique 
significance in the eyes of the Truman administration.  

If supporting the status quo in southern Africa offered substantial 
tangible benefits to the United States government, the policy contained 
certain political disadvantages as well. The defeat of the Nazis in World 
War II, the subsequent decolonization of most of Asia and the Middle 
East, and the rhetorical emphasis of the Cold War on freedom from tyr
anny had helped create an international environment inhospitable to the 
racial beliefs of Afrikaner nationalists. Sensitive to growing criticism of 
South Africa and of Washington's close relationship with the Afrikaner 
regime, the Truman administration hoped in vain that the Malan govern
ment would restrain its implementation of repressive apartheid measures.  

Administration members, like many other Americans, recognized their 
own country's vulnerability on the issue of racial discrimination and wor
ried that South Africa's present course reflected the darker side of their 
own society.3 It.was with some relief that the prominent American his
torian C. Vann Woodward wrote a few years later: "In its present plight 
the [American] South might cast a glance back over its shoulder to South 
Africa, with which it once identified itself and seemed to see eye to eye.  
The South no longer identifies herself with South Africa and no longer 
has reason to fear the madness of self destruction."' Racial prejudice at 
home and among its allies could only hinder the United States in its 
Cold War struggle for the loyalty of the new nations of the Third World.  
In a brief filed with the Supreme Court in December 1952 regarding 
school desegregation cases, Truman's Attorney General argued that "it is 
in the context of the present world struggle between freedom and tyr
anny that the problem of racial discrimination must be viewed. Ra
cial discrimination furnishes grist for the Communist propaganda mills, 
and it raises doubts even among friendly nations as to the intensity of 
our devotion to the democratic faith."' 

While the racial attitudes and practices of the Malan government 
concerned American policymakers, the men of the Truman administra
tion nonetheless found themselves sharing a deep sense of cultural and 
racial identity with their counterparts in Pretoria. Ambassador Waldemar 
Gallman cited the "common heritage and experience that have left an 
identical imprint on the character and outlook of both peoples," such as 
their common effort to "force the frontier back." "Let us remember," he 
urged in his final report from South Africa before leaving his post there, 
"that Western civilization was brought to the tip of Africa by the fore
bears of these friendly people" who now ruled the Union.6 The Nation-
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alists' explicit rejection of such supposed features of "Western civiliza
tion" as a belief in civil liberties and the principle of equality for all people 
failed-perhaps understandably-to overcome the feeling of white Amer
ican officials that these were still people much like themselves.  

The State Department occasionally acknowledged in private the ex
plicitly racial character of this feeling of common identity, pointing out 
what it considered the importance for American policy of South Africa's 
"having the largest white population on the African continent." 7 Amer
ican diplomats realized that "our people in the Union have very little 
contact with the Native leaders and are completely dependent on white 
sources for their information on what is really happening among the 
Native elements."' By its own admission, the Truman administration took 
its understanding of South Africa almost exclusively from the perspective 
of the white minority there, as symbolized by the frequent American use 
of the dubious phrase "the Native problem" to describe the results of 
apartheid. Trevor Huddleston, an Anglican priest working and living 
among the poorest blacks of Johannesburg in these years, offered a dif
ferent construction of the issue: "There is no such thing as a Native 
problem in South Africa, only a European problem." 9 

The ease that white Americans felt with white South Africans in the 
Truman years reflected their experiences at home in a segregated United 
States. American policymakers and diplomats could almost never have 
known black people as peers. A country in which white people held the 
preponderance of power and people of color were widely disenfran
chised, impoverished, and physically intimidated could not have seemed 
strange to representatives of the United States in the 1940s and early 
1950s. The explicitness of white South African racism may have been 
surprising on occasion, especially under the Malan government, but the 
structure of South African society could hardly have shocked an Ameri
can. A nation that genuinely eschewed racial discrimination would have 
been much more of a novelty to American diplomats and businessmen 
abroad. The dim view that most white Americans took of the capacity of 
Africans for self-government mirrored their generally pessimistic and 
prejudiced notions about the social, economic, and political position of 
blacks in the United States. Any changes in their perspective on Africans 
would necessarily have affected how white Americans thought about and 
treated their black countrymen at home, as the parallel development of 
African decolonization and the American civil rights movement was to 
demonstrate in the late 1950s and 1960s.10 

American support for the white supremacist authorities of southern 
Africa in the early Cold War raises troubling questions about the rela
tionship between racism and anticommunism, two of the most promi
nent features of recent American history. Do racism and anticommunism 
go hand in hand? Is there any inherent tension between them? Does 
anticommunism function as a cover for the repression of other perceived 
threats to the social order, such as demands for racial equality? The sa-
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hence of these questions derives from the fact that the nations that formed 
the core of the Western alliance against the Soviet Union were the very 
countries with the strongest traditions of white dominion over people of 
color, through colonialism, slavery, and segregation.  

Its blatant racism belied the self-proclaimed title of "free world" much 
touted by Americans in these years. Despite their respective claims of 
lusotropicalism, superior colonial administration, and constitutional lib
eralism, the Portuguese, Belgian, and British authorities of southern Af
rica held tightly to their control over the lives of Africans in their terri
tories. The Afrikaner nationalists in South Africa lumped all serious 
opponents of apartheid together as "communists," as they turned back 
the clock of race relations in their country. And the United States gov
ernment focused the greatest part of its attention on supposed commu
nists at home and abroad-including southern Africa--even as American 
society remained profoundly divided by pervasive racial discrimination 
and inequality.  

In some ways, apartheid and Jim Crow made natural allies during 
the brief period between the rise of the former and the decline of the 
latter. Racial politics in South Africa and the United States had certain 
parallels. White Southerners, who wielded a disproportionate influence 
in the Congress, shared a similar spirit with Afrikaner nationalists. Par
allels between the Dixiecrat revolt of 1948 in the United States and the 
rise of the Nationalist Party in South Africa were not lost on participants 
and observers. For the United Party and the Democratic Party each rep
resented unwieldy coalitions of liberals and conservatives, whose ideolog
ical diversity left them vulnerable in the Cold War to assaults from the 
right. Jan Smuts and Harry Truman were both firm anticommunists who 
defined themselves as political moderates in the racial and political storms 
of the late 1940s. The vigilante riots at the Paul Robeson concerts in 
Peekskill in 1949 demonstrated the explosive potential in the United States 
for racial violence in the guise of suppressing communism, just as the 
institutionalized violence of apartheid, in suppressing the "Freedom Day" 
protest of 1950 and the Defiance Campaign of 1952, battered the causes 
of racial equality and political radicalism in South Africa.  

But in other ways, the confluence of racism and anticommunism in 
the ascendancy of the Nationalist Party made the close American rela
tionship with South Africa an uncomfortable one for the Truman admin
istration. In contrast to Daniel Malan and the Afrikaner nationalists, for 
whom white supremacy and anticommunism were inseparable, Harry 
Truman and other moderate and liberal Americans did not believe, in 
principle, in racial exceptions to the idea of a "free world." While the 
Nationalist Party concerned itself almost entirely with affairs inside South 
Africa, the United States government was taking a much more global 
perspective. A considerable part of American competition with the Soviet 
Union was for the loyalty of the nonwhite majority of the world's pop
ulation. Truman's support for greater civil rights for African Americans
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stemmed not only from his evolving belief in the rightness of racial equality, 
but also from his administration's awareness of American vulnerability in 
a world increasingly in accord in its condemnation of racial discrimina
tion. Thus the logic of a global crusade for liberty from communism, 
while allying Washington with an array of undemocratic regimes abroad, 
also helped push the United States toward greater compliance at home 
with its own avowed principles.  

Though the dilemma the United States faced in dealing with south
ern Africa was tangible and troubling, in retrospect there can be little 
surprise at how it was resolved, given the strongly held priorities of 
American policymakers. Almost to a man, they believed without question 
that Soviet and communist expansion constituted a much greater and 
more imminent threat to American interests than did the entrenched ra
cial tyranny of the Western nations, among whom they included South 
Africa. The hopes of the liberal and moderate Cold Warriors of the Tru
man administration to create a more racially egalitarian and inclusive 
Western alliance were therefore sacrificed to the newer but deeper Amer
ican conviction of the importance of embracing all anticommunists. These 
priorities stemmed from their experiences as powerful white Americans, 
screened off from any transforming firsthand experience of the injustice 
within their own society. All had grown up as willing beneficiaries of a 
long heritage of racial discrimination, and all were much quicker to per
ceive a beam in the eye of distant communist regimes than to feel a mote 
in their own eye at home.  

Were other policy options seriously considered within the Truman 
administration? Debates among American officials about southern Africa 
in these years lacked the breadth of perspective available on regions like 
the Middle East and East Asia. There was no equivalent, for example, to 
the "China hands" and their cogent, if unsuccessful, argument for ending 
support for an unpopular authoritarian regime. Dissenting opinions from 
outside the government, such as those of the Council on African Affairs, 
were drowned in the rising tide of anticommunist repression. Even 
American diplomats in South Africa who seemed the most troubled by 
Afrikaner nationalism, like Thomas Holcomb, and the most sympathetic 
to black South Africans, like Joseph Sweeney, did not question the ne
cessity and wisdom of working closely with the Union government.  

This lack of alternatives stemmed in part from the rudimentary state 
of black organization in southern Africa in the late 1940s and early 1950s.  
The ANC and other black associations not only lacked a successful army 
in the field, comparable to those of Mao Zedong or the Indonesian na
tionalists, but remained at that point still committed to nonviolent pro
test. From Washington's perspective, the legitimacy of the South African 
government was not yet in question. The absence of real options in its 
policy on southern Africa also derived in part from the obvious bene
fits-most especially uranium-that the status quo in the region provided 
an American government obsessed with the threat of Soviet expansion.
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But the circumscribed debate resulted ultimately from the limited efforts 
of elite white policymakers in a Jim Crow society to transcend their own 
racial consciousness. Had the oppressed proponents of greater democ
racy and liberty in southern Africa been white, for example, they would 
almost certainly have gained considerable attention and sympathy in 
Washington. The Truman administration's increasing racial liberalism at 
home did not, in this case, extend beyond the water's edge.  

The policy of the United States toward southern Africa in the years 
of the early Cold War inevitably had some effect on American relations 
with other parts of the Third World. Explaining the dubious character 
of certain governments allied to the United States during World War II, 
Franklin Roosevelt occasionally cited a traditional Balkan proverb: "My 
children, it is permitted you in time of grave danger to walk with the 
devil until you have crossed the bridge."'" The choice by 1950 to side 
with white authority south of the Sahara surely made subsequent deci
sions in support of anticommunism in the Third World easier. Having 
accepted the flagrant contradiction of apartheid and "the free world," the 
United States government would soon orchestrate the overthrow of elected 
governments in Iran and Guatemala and provide critical assistance to a 
whole host of authoritarian forces on the periphery of the Cold War. In 
swallowing apartheid, the Truman administration helped lay the ground
work for decades of American policy toward the Third World and also 
for the anti-American sentiment so evident in many of those regions to
day.  

The attitudes and policies of the United States government were not 
lost on Africans in southern Africa. People who lived under foreign con
trol or under the authority of a brutal minority regime found the Cold 
War priorities of the United States considerably less urgent than did the 
Truman administration. Their experience of anticommunism, especially 
in South Africa, made them suspicious of its relationship to freedom and 
democracy. One African opponent of apartheid in the Union explained 
in 1950 that "one day we shall all be called Communists. It does not 
matter whether a man is minister of a church, if he belongs to a move
ment struggling for freedom, the [Suppression of Communism] Act will 
be used against him." 2 The West African Pilot in Nigeria elaborated on 
this perspective in an editorial in June 1953: 

Judging from what we see and experience from day to day, we feel that all 
this talk of the so-called "free world" and "iron curtain" is a camouflage to 
fool and banboozle colonial peoples. We shall judge every nation strictly 
on the merits of the attitude of that nation towards our national aspirations.  
We have every cause to be grateful to the Communists for their active inter
est in the fate of colonial peoples and for their constant denunciation of the 
evils of imperialism [and apartheid]. It is then left to the so-called "free" 
nations to convince us that they are more concerned about our welfare than 
the Communists, and in this regard we believe more in action than in mere 
words. 13
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The overwhelming majority of the fifty million people of southern Africa 
could only have experienced the early Cold War as a tragic development, 
one that slowed their quest for greater self-government and human dig
nity by eliciting critical American support for apartheid and colonialism.  
In his presidential address to the Transvaal branch of the ANC on 21 
September 1953, Nelson Mandela encouraged his colleagues to stand 
firm in their struggle for democracy, while reminding them that "there is 
no easy walk to freedom anywhere." 14 On that journey for most people 
of southern Africa, the Truman administration had proven itself willing 
only to increase, not lighten, the load to be carried.
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Table 1-Heads of U.S. Mission/Embassy in South Africa, 1942-1954 

Name Title Tenure 

Lincoln MacVeagh Minister 21 May 1942-21 Nov. 1943 
Thomas Holcomb Minister 21 Mar. 1944-30 May 1948 
North Winship Minister 24 Mar. 1948-promotion 

Ambassador 2 Mar. 1949-20 Dec. 1949 
John G. Erhardt Ambassador 23 May 1950-18 Feb. 1951 
Waldemar J. Galiman Ambassador 22 Aug. 1951-15 Aug. 1954 

Source: U.S. Department of State, United States Chiei of Mission, 1778 -1982 (Washington: 
U.S. Government Printing Office, 1982), 207.  

Table 2-Sources of U.S. uranium concentrates, 1947-1952 (in tons) 

Fiscal year Domestic Canada Belgian Congo Total 

1947 (6 mos.) 0 137 1440 1577 
1948 116 206 1689 2011 

1949 115 217 1909 2241 

1950 323 235 2505 3063 

1951 639 255 2792 3686 

1952 824 210 2623t 3657 

Source: Adapted from Richard G. Hewlett and Francis Duncan, A History of the United 
States Atomic Energy Commission, vol. 2, Atomic Shield, 1947/1952 (University Park: Penn
sylvania State University Press, 1969), p. 647.  
t Includes a small amount from the Union of South Africa.



Appendix

Table 3-South African imports from the United States, 1945-1952 

U.S. goods as a Rank of U.S. Value of SA.  
percentage of among exporters imports from 

Year all SA. imports to SA. U.S. ($) 

1945 29 2 131 mil 
1946 26 2 227 mil 

1947 35 1 414 mil 
1948 35 1 492 mil 
1949 26 2 266 mil 
1950 16 2 125 mil 
1951 19 2 247 mil 
1952 21 2 204 mil 

Source: "Basic Data on the Economy of the Union of South Africa," Economic Reports 
(May 1955), 11; U.S. Department of Commerce, 1949 Statistical Supplement to the 
Survey of Current Business (Washington: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1949), 107; 
idem, Business Statistics 1955: A Supplement to the Survey of Current Business (Washing
ton: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1955), 104; idem, Investment in Union of South 
Africa, 118, 123-24; Alphaeus Hunton, "Postscript," in Resistance Against Fascist En
slavement, 53.

Table 4-U.S. private capital investment abroad and in 
South Africa for selected years, 1943-1952 (in millions 
of dollars) 

U.S. private Total U.S.  
capital investment private capital 

Year in South Africa investment abroad 

1943 51 7,862 
1949 105 10,700 
1950 140 11,788 
1951 157 13,089 
1952 194 14,820 
1953 213 16,000 

Source: "Basic Data on the Economy of the Union of South Af
rica," Economic Reports (May 1955), 4; U.S. Department of Com
merce, Historical Statistics of the United States: Colonial Times to the 
1970 (Washington: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1975), 869; 
idem, U.S. Business Investments in Foreign Countries (Washington: 
U.S. Government Printing Office, 1960), 1; Samuel Pizer and 
Frederick Cutler, "Growth in Private Foreign Investments," Survey 
of Current Business (January 1954), 7; U.S. Department of Com
merce, Office of Business Economics, Foregn Investments of the 
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Preface 
1. In his otherwise delightful book about Wyoming geologist David Love, 

Rising from the Plains (New York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 1986), for example, 
John McPhee claims that "the rock that destroyed Hiroshima had come out of 
the Colorado Plateau" (p. 206), when in fact it was mined in the southern Bel
gian Congo.  

For other examples, see Steven Metz, "Congress, the Antiapartheid Move
ment, and Nixon," Diplomatic Histoy 12 (Spring 1988): 181, which claims that 
in 1973 "for the first time southern Africa's deposits of strategic minerals became 
a critical factor in [U.S.] discussions of policy toward the region"; Stephen E.  
Ambrose, Rise to Globalism: American Foreiqn Policy Since 1938, 3rd rev. ed. (Har
mondsworth, England: Penguin, 1983), 376, which posits that "events in the 
Congo, meanwhile [in 1960], brought the Cold War to central Africa for the 
first time"; Anthony Lake, "Caution and Concern: The Making of American 
Policy toward South Africa, 1946-1971" (Ph.D. diss., Princeton University, 1974), 
44, which argues that "the situation in South Africa has not been closely or 
immediately related to the Cold War, except very occasionally"; and Martin Bauml 
Duberman, Paul Robeson: A Biography (New York: Ballantine Books, 1989), 340, 
which mentions in passing "the South African government [in 1949]-about to 
become a loyal U.S. ally in the Cold War, in return for Washington's working 
to postpone any direct UN action on South-West Africa." 

In the same vein, a National Public Radio interview of political scientist and 
South African specialist Thomas Karis on 19 June 1990, the eve of Nelson Man
dela's first visit to the United States, discussed the U.S. government's collusion 
with the South African government in the 1950s in terms of shared anticom
munism and did not mention uranium at all.  

2. The archival basis of this study is not multinational. American policy
makers generally occupy center stage in this story, and the research is therefore 
grounded in American documents. While the footnotes have not been "interna
tionalized," my analysis has been deeply informed by the secondary literature on 
southern Africa in these years. This study is thus intended as a small contribution 
to the broad effort to make the history of American foreign relations less paro
chial, specifically by examining race relations as an international issue in the early 
Cold War period. For one of the most insightful discussions of the question of 
"internationalizing" American diplomatic history, see Robert J. McMahon, "The
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Study of American Foreign Relations: National History or International His
tory?" Diplomatic History 14 (Fall 1990): 554-64.  
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