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Abstract 
 
Between 1919 and 1931, Clements Kadalie (c.1895-1951) rose to world-wide fame as general 
secretary of the Industrial and Commercial Workers’ Union of Africa (ICU). This thesis re-
examines the biography of Kadalie, an immigrant worker from Central Africa who became 
Southern Africa’s first major black trade union leader, widely hailed as a “Moses” of his 
people. It situates his ideas about race, workers’ rights and freedom in a global interwar context, 
comparing his arguments and aspirations with other trade unionists and political leaders in 
Central and Southern Africa, America, Britain and India. In particular, it rehabilitates the ICU 
as a general, all-in trade union which demanded minimum wages, decent working conditions, 
and the right of all workers to freely migrate between town and country, and between states, 
regardless of race, nationality, skill or sex. 
 
Existing scholarship on the ICU has focused on its organisational structure in South Africa, its 
failed tactics, a limited cross-section of its leadership, and its spectacular “rise and fall” 
between 1919 and 1930. The historiography of trade unionism in Southern Africa, more 
broadly, has also neglected leaders’ intersecting ideas about migration and race. Drawing on 
new archival sources, a wide range of newspapers, oral testimonies and family papers, this 
thesis situates Clements Kadalie and the ICU within Southern Africa’s transnational labour 
market as a general trade union predominantly made up of migrant workers, and led by black 
immigrants from Central and Southern Africa, and the Caribbean. Breaking with the existing 
exclusionary strategies of craft and industrial unions, Kadalie challenged not only South 
Africa’s “white aristocracy of labour”, but also other black trade union leaders who envisaged 
raising wages through moderate petitions and anti-immigrant policies. The ICU’s ideas about 
race consciousness, in turn, challenged narrow exclusionary ideas about “civilised labour” and 
united coloured, African and Indian workers under an explicitly internationalist agenda.  
Touring South Africa and preaching “the ICU gospel”, Kadalie unionised black workers in 
their hundreds of thousands, leading a number of strikes, and winning numerous court battles 
and wage increases. The ICU’s new ideas about mass mobilisation, race and irreverent “young 
and virile” politics - heavily influenced by Kadalie’s early life in Central Africa and early years 
in Cape Town - went on to influence numerous trade unions, movements and parties in 
Southern Africa, America and Europe. At a transnational level, Kadalie pioneered new ideas 
about race, worker solidarity and “socialist internationalism”. 
 
This thesis contextualises Kadalie’s globally-significant ideas with local political pressures – 
the changing contours of imperial politics in Central and Southern Africa, the calls from black 
South Africans themselves for segregation, and the emergence of black moderate and 
communist trade union leaders who challenged Kadalie’s pioneering general organising 
methods. A global history of these debates, it reinterprets the history of interwar Southern 
Africa through the life of one Central African immigrant. Rehabilitating early radical ideas 
about rights, freedom and justice, it retells how Kadalie established black trade unionism as a 
political and economic force on the African continent, and in doing so transformed global ideas 
about race, class and worker organisation. 
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Abbreviations 
 
Abbreviations relating to organisations 
 
AAC 
ADWWU 

All-African Convention 
Alfred Dock Waterside Workers Union 

ABB African Blood Brotherhood 
AFC Apostolic Faith Church 
AITUC All-India Trade Union Congress 
ALC African Lakes Corporation 
AME African Methodist Episcopal Church 
ANB Afrikaner National Bond 
ANC African National Congress (known as the SANNC between 1912 and 

1923) 
ANCYL 
ANLC 

African National Congress Youth League 
American Negro Labor Congress 

AOC African Orthodox Church 
APO African Political Organisation (the African People’s Organisation 

from 1919) 
BMSC Bantu Men’s Social Centre 
British TUC British Trades Union Congress 
BSCP Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters 
CAU Catholic African Union 
CCACZ 
CFLU 
CID 
CNC 

Christian Catholic Apostolic Church in Zion 
Cape Federation of Labour Unions  
Criminal Investigation Department 
Cape Native Congress (the Cape African Congress by 1925) 

CNETU Council of Non-European Trade Unions 
CNTA Cape Native Teachers’ Association 
CNVA 
CBPU 
 
COSATU 

Cape Native Voters’ Association 
Coloured Operative Bricklayers’ and Plasterers’ Trade Union of Cape 
Province 
Congress of South Africa Trade Unions 

CPSA Communist Party of South Africa 
CPGB Communist Party of Great Britain 
CTSDWU Cape Town Stevedoring and Dock Workers Union 
DLP 
FAATU 

Democratic Labour Party 
Federal Association of African Trade Unions 

FNETU 
FOA 

Federation of Non-European Trade Unions 
Friends of Africa 

GWU Garment Workers’ Union 
GZEC Gazaland Zimbabwe Ethiopian Church 
ILO International Labour Organisation 
ILP Independent Labour Party 
Independent ICU Independent Industrial and Commercial Workers’ Union of Africa 
ICU  First called the Industrial and Commercial Union, known as the 

Industrial and Commercial Workers’ Union between 1919 and 1925, 
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and later named the Industrial and Commercial Workers’ Union of 
Africa between 1925 and 1929 

ICU of Africa Industrial and Commercial Workers’ Union of Africa (led by Theo 
Lujiza, Henry Msimang and William Ballinger from January 1929) 

ICU yase Natal Industrial and Commercial Workers’ Union yase Natal 
ICWU 
ICF 

Industrial and Commercial Workers’ (Amalgamated) Union 
Industrial and Commercial Workers’ Federation of the Cape Province 

IFTU International Federation of Trade Unions 
ISL International Socialist League 
IndSL Industrial Socialist League 
IWA Industrial Workers of Africa 
IWW Industrial Workers of the World 
MFGB Miners’ Federation of Great Britain 
NNC Natal Native Congress 
NEUM Non-European Unity Movement 
NNNC Nyasaland Native National Congress 
NP National Party 
NREANC 
NURHAS 
PIM 

Nyasaland, Rhodesia and East Africa Native Congress 
National Union of Railway and Harbour Servants 
Providence Industrial Mission 

Reformed ICU Reformed Industrial and Commercial Workers’ Union 
RILU Red International of Trade Unions 
RNNC Rhodesian Native National Congress 
SACTU South African Congress of Trade Unions 
SACWU 
SAIRR 

South African Clothing Workers’ Union 
South African Institute of Race Relations 

SAMWU South African Mine Workers’ Union 
SATUC South African Trade Union Congress 
SALP South African Labour Party 
SAP South African Party 
SANLC South African Native Labour Corps 
SANNC South African Native National Congress (known as the ANC from 

1923) 
TAC Transvaal African Congress (previously Transvaal Native Congress) 
TLSA Teachers’ League of South Africa 
TGWU Transport and General Workers’ Union 
TNMCA Transvaal Native Mine Clerks Association 
United ICU United Industrial and Commercial Workers’ Union of Africa 
UNIA Universal Negro Improvement Association 
WTBTS Watch Tower Bible and Tract Society 
WNLA Witwatersrand Native Labour Association 
YMCA Young Men’s Christian Association 
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Abbreviations relating to archives 
 
BL British Library, London 
CRC Centre for Research Collections, University of Edinburgh 
 GS  George Shepperson Papers 
 AM  Alexander MacApline Papers 
HHC Hull History Centre 
 WH  Winifred Holtby Papers 
KCM Killie Campbell Manuscripts, University of Kwa-Zulu Natal, Durban 
 AWGC  AWG Champion Papers 
 JSM  John Sydney Marwick Papers 
MNA Malawi National Archive, Zomba 
 S1  Secretariat Records: Open 
 S2  Secretariat Records: Confidential 
 47/LIM  Livingstonia Mission Papers 
MRC 
 
 
NA 
NLS 

Modern Records Centre, University of Warwick 
Tom Mann Papers 
Trades Union Congress Papers 

Natal Archives, Durban 
National Library of Scotland, Edinburgh 

NLSA National Library of South Africa, Cape Town 
SANA South African National Archives, Pretoria 
 ARB  Department of Labour 
 BNS  Ministry of Interior 
 GG  Governor-General 
 GNLB  Government Native Labour Bureau 
 JUS  Justice Department 
 NTS  Native Affairs Department 
 SAP  Commissioner of the South African Police 
UCT University of Cape Town Special Collections 
 BC347  William Ballinger Papers 
 BC581  Lionel Forman Papers 
 BC657  Peter Wickins Papers 
 BC1081   Simons Papers 
UJ 
UL 

University of Johannesburg 
University of London 

UNISA University of South Africa, Pretoria 
UWC University of Western Cape, Cape Town 
 AK  Alexander Kadalie Papers 
WCA Western Cape Archive, Cape Town 
 1/ELN  East London Magistrates 
WITS Wits Historical Papers, University of Witwatersrand, Johannesburg 
 A410  William Ballinger Papers 
 A923  Clements Kadalie Papers 
 A924  Industrial and Commercial Workers’ Union Papers 
 A2729  Sylvia Neame Papers 
 A2743  Alexander Kadalie Papers 
 AD1178 

AD1433 
 Ambrose Saffery Papers 

Joint Council of Europeans and Africans Papers 
 AH646  Trade Union Council of South Africa Papers 
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Brief timeline of ICU events and organisational structure 
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Part I: “Nyasaland labour has played its part”: Black immigrants 

in the making of modern Southern Africa 
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Chapter 1 - Introduction 
 
 
Race and revolution in interwar South Africa 
 
Between 8th and 18th March 1922, the streets of Johannesburg descended into a warzone. 
Behind sand-bag barricades, 20,000 striking British and Afrikaner miners, Communist Party 
members and an Irish Brigade organised into “strike commandoes”, holding off 15,000 special 
constables, police and state troops. Amid bitter street-to-street fighting, aeroplanes, tanks and 
artillery bombarded the white strikers “with deadly effect”, blowing the Benoni Workers Hall 
into “atoms”. Connected to insurgent post-war movements across the world, the white strikers 
rallied around anti-imperialist and anti-capitalist slogans, uniting Afrikaner and Irish 
republicans with Johannesburg’s established syndicalist trade union leadership. The 1922 
‘Rand Revolt’ was the closest South Africa came to a worker-led revolution. But the kind of 
post-revolutionary society most strikers envisioned was based on racist exclusionary 
principles, with women supporters holding aloft banners emblazoned with the words, “Workers 
of the World, Fight and Unite for a White South Africa”.1  
 
In 1921, Johannesburg’s mines produced half the world’s newly-extracted gold.2 The metal 
accounted for over half South Africa’s exports and financed the speculative construction of 
railways throughout the sub-continent, as well as local industries from agriculture and coal 
mining to electricity, metalwork and banking.3 After the discovery of gold in 1886, 
Johannesburg rapidly transformed from a small mining camp into a modern metropolis sucking 
in immigrants from Central and Southern Africa, Eastern and Southern Asia, America and 
Europe.4 Based on the extraction of “low-grade” ore, the balance between unimaginable profits 
and the mines’ imminent bankruptcy typically depended on cost-cutting measures imposed on 
the workforce. In the run up to the ‘Rand Revolt’, employers tried to save money by reducing 
the agreed ratio of white supervisors to black miners. White trade unions called on white 

 
1 B. Hirson, A History of the Left in South Africa, (London, 2005), pp.18-43; J. Kirkler, White Rising: The 1922 
Insurrection and Racial Killing in South Africa, (Manchester, 2005); J. Hyslop, ‘Johannesburg’s Green Flag: The 
Contemporaneity of the Easter Rising and the 1922 Rand Rebellion’, in E. Dal Lago, R. Healy & G. Barry (eds.), 
1916 in Global Context: An Anti-Imperial Moment, (Abingdon, 2018). Literature on the 1922 Rand Revolt is 
extensive. For a critical overview see K. Breckenridge, ‘Fighting for a White South Africa: White Working-Class 
Racism and the 1922 Rand Revolt’, South African Historical Journal, 57:1 (2007). Breckenridge emphasizes that 
white workers “were much more militantly racist than they were militantly socialist”, p.236. In defence of the 
Communists’ strategies, Eddie Roux contended “there was no time to think deeply on theoretical problems”, E. 
Roux & W. Roux, Rebel Pity (Harmondsworth, 1972), p.33. 
2 K. Breckenridge, ‘Migrants, Minelords and the Cultural Politics of the South African Gold Standard Crisis, 
1920-1933’, Journal of African History, 36 (1995), p.272. 
3 C. Feinstein, An Economic History of South Africa: Conquest, Discrimination and Development, (Cambridge, 
2005), pp.102, 106-109. 
4 C. van Onselen, Studies in the Social and Economic History of the Witwatersrand, 1886-1914: New Babylon, 
New Nineveh, (Johannesburg: Ravan Press, 1982); S. Nuttal & A. Mbembe, Johannesburg: The Elusive 
Metropolis, (London, 2008); V. Bickford-Smith, The Emergence of the South African Metropolis: Cities and 
Identities in the 20th Century, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016); H. Dee, ‘Nyasa leaders, 
Christianity and African internationalism in 1920s Johannesburg’, South African Historical Journal, 70:2 
(2018). 
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workers to down tools in response, in defence of the racist employment ratios and “colour bars” 
that structured mine employment.5  
 
After a “solid and calm” first month, Jan Smuts’ government started co-sponsoring white 
strike-breakers in mid-February. Most of the Witwatersrand’s 200,000 black mine workers 
continued to work throughout the three month-long stoppage, but the white strikers did not 
recognise them as ‘scabs’ because they did not see them as ‘workers’. Instead, they insisted 
that their fight was solely with the mining companies and the South African state. When white 
miners and black mine guards clashed on 8th March 1922, and fears of a ‘native rising’ swept 
through white working-class communities, however, indiscriminate pogroms killed at least 44 
black residents, and injured over 150. After the subsequent intervention of government forces, 
the strike was crushed ten days later.6 
 
Despite the 1922 strike’s extensive historiography, few historians have explored how black 
workers themselves understood the revolt.7 Some of the most biting criticisms of white strikers, 
however, came from Clements Kadalie, a black trade unionist, born in Central Africa, who was 
general secretary of the Industrial and Commercial Workers’ Union of Africa (ICU). Over six 
foot tall and unfailingly dressed in an immaculate suit, Kadalie was a born orator who became 
the embodiment of an emerging, radical “New Africa” after WWI.8 His “gentle high-pitched 
voice”, and razor sharp pen, captivated the imaginations of thousands, with white workers often 
coming in for particular, damning criticism.9 In mass meeting and newspaper columns, Kadalie 
contended that the “dark days” of early 1922 encapsulated how white workers’ claims to 
“Christianity and western civilization were simply used as a disguise to realize a ‘white South 
Africa’”. After “white men and women emphatically and militantly” refused to acknowledge 
the rights and dignity of black workers, Kadalie asserted that “white workers declared war on 
the black workers”. When they started shooting black residents, the ‘Rand Revolt’ “was no 
longer an ordinary industrial upheaval”, but an “illogical” struggle defined by the “brutal 
slaughter of the innocent black men and women who had shown no hostile attitude to the white 
miners”.10 At a mass meeting at the Grand Parade in Cape Town on 12th March, Kadalie’s 
trade union resolved that  
 

the success of the strikers mean the retarding of our people in their praiseworthy 
ambition to secure a livelihood for themselves and their families, and, if possible, 
to receive a higher wage that would enable them to make provision for the education 
of their children and lift themselves to a higher place in the civilization of South 

 
5 Overall gold sales slumped by a quarter in 1922, Feinstein, Economic History of South Africa, p.105. 
6 Over 70 government soldiers and police, between 39 and 78 white strikers and 42 to 62 white civilians were 
killed over the course of the insurrection, Kirkler, White Rising, pp.xi, 52-53, 138, 384. 
7 Kirkler includes no black leaders in his study. Two exceptions are Hirson, History of the Left, pp.18-43 and S. 
Neame, The Congress Movement: The Unfolding of the Congress Alliance, (Cape Town, 2015), vol 1, pp.245-
259. 
8 See for example pen portraits of Kadalie by D. Fraser, The New Africa, (London, 1927); R.V.S. Thema, ‘The 
New Africa’, Umteteli, 29/10/1927; T.W. Keable ‘Mote, ‘Kadalie as a Leader’, Bantu World, 12/01/1952. 
9 Roux & Roux, Rebel Pity, p.50. 
10 C. Kadalie, ‘The Aristocracy of White Labor in Africa’, Messenger, 6:8 (August 1924). 
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Africa; that as long as artificial restrictions are placed on citizens simply on account 
of their color, great trouble will be in store for this South Africa of ours.11  
 

Aiming “solely to propagate the industrial, economic and social advancement of all the African 
workers through industrial organisation on constitutional lines”, the ICU (in direct contrast to 
the white miners) pledged their “unswerving loyalty to the Government.”12  
 

 
Figure 1.1 One of the first known pictures of Clements Kadalie (right) with two interpreters - possibly Theo Lujiza (centre)  

 
Conscious of the precarious position of black trade unionists between state, capital and white 
labour, and the new constraints (as well as possibilities) that emerged immediately after WWI, 
this thesis situates Kadalie’s life and the rise of the ICU, alongside the Rand Revolt and 
numerous other strikes in Southern Africa, as part of a global moment of industrial strike action 
and working class-led revolution. During the early decades of the 20th century, white South 
African society had become increasingly united under the slogan of a “White South Africa”. 
By the 1920s, tens of thousands of Afrikaners were unionised, co-opted within a previously 
British-dominated white labour movement under an increasingly racialised idea of 
“civilisation”, that was explicitly juxtaposed against the emerging “peril” of an urban 
“detribalised” black working class.13 In 1924 - riding on a wave of popular anti-government 

 
11 Kadalie, ‘Aristocracy of White Labor’. 
12 C. Kadalie, ‘The ICU’, Umteteli, 03/03/1923. 
13 J. Hyslop, ‘The imperial working class makes itself white: white labourism in Britain, Australia, and South 
Africa before the First World War’, Journal of Historical Sociology, 12:4 (1999); D. Yudelman, The Emergence 
of Modern South Africa: State, Capital and the Incorporation of Organised Labor on the South African Gold 
Fields, 1902-1939 (London, 1983). 

- taken by the British trade unionist Tom Mann during his visit to Cape Town in January 1923. From the Tom Mann 
Papers, MRC. 
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resentment - the ‘Pact’ coalition of James Hertzog’s National Party (NP) and Frederic 
Creswell’s South African Labour Party (SALP) came to power, defeating the pro-British, pro-
business South African Party (SAP) of Jan Smuts.  In the wake of the 1922 strike’s failures, 
the Pact government implemented a policy of “industrial segregation” and entrenched 
industrial “colour bars”, hoping to create a “civilised” white industrial workforce and solve the 
so-called “poor white problem”.14 Though focused on the creation of a “White South Africa”, 
the Pact’s legislative programme had important transnational implications. Between 1926 and 
1931, South Africa’s external borders were strengthened, legally defining who was ‘South 
African’ (and who was not) for the first time, restricting the mobility of African and Indian 
workers across imperial boundaries.15  
 
These changes were very much part of the broader post-war ‘march of labour’, the racialised 
consolidation of national identities and the broader transformation of Britain’s empire that took 
place over the course of the 1920s.16 Like in South Africa, the Labour Party in Britain emerged 
as a major political force after WWI, forming a minority government for the first time in 1924. 
In both Cape Town and London, newly-empowered white Labour politicians reconceptualised 
what a socialist-led British empire could look like. And while Smuts had championed the 
British empire as a liberal “commonwealth of nations”, many within the British imperial left 
advocated the idea of a “socialist commonwealth” (in numerous different forms) – with 
nationalised industries and borders managed by “the socialist principle of control and 
direction”.17 White workers and populist politicians in North and South America, likewise, 
pursued a racialised anti-immigrant nationalism – with black socialists in the radical New 
Negro movement acting as some of the only people to call for non-racial working class 
solidarity and denounce these anti-immigrant policies as “inane and asinine”.18 The post-war 
ideas of national self-determination pushed by both Woodrow Wilson and Vladimir Lenin may 
have been emancipatory for some, but in white-dominated societies they manifested 
themselves in xenophobic populism and heavily racialised notions of the “deserving poor”.19 

 
14 For broader development of white working class identity across Southern Africa see J. Hyslop, ‘Workers 
called white and classes called poor: The ‘white working class’ and ‘poor whites’ in Southern Africa, 1910-
1994’, paper delivered at Poor, Precarious, White? Rethinking White Societies in Southern Africa, 1930s-1990s, 
University of the Free State, March 2018. 
15 J. Klaaren, Migrating to Citizenship: Mobility, Law and Nationality in South Africa, 1897-1937, (Yale Uni. 
PhD thesis, 2004); J. Klaaren, From Prohibited Immigrants to Citizens: The Origins of Citizenship and 
Nationality in South Africa, (Cape Town, 2017); A. MacDonald, Colonial Trespassers in the Making of South 
Africa’s International Borders, 1900-c.1950, (PhD thesis, Uni. of Cambridge, 2012).  
16 S. Virdee, Racism, Class and the Racialised Outsider, (London 2014), pp.75-97; J. Jenkinson, ‘Glasgow Race 
Disturbances of 1919’ in Lunn (ed.), Race and Empire in Twentieth Century Britain, (London, 1985); J. 
Jenkinson, ‘Black Sailors on Red Clydeside: Rioting, Reactionary Trade Unionism and Conflicting Notions of 
‘Britishness’ Following the First World War’, Twentieth Century British History, 19:1 (2008); L. Tabili, ‘We 
Ask For British Justice’: Workers and Racial Difference in Late Imperial Britain, (New York, 1994). 
17 F. Brockway, Inside the Left: Thirty Years of Platform, Press, Prison and Parliament (London, 1942), p. 170. 
18 D.J. Hellwigg, ‘Black Leaders and US Immigration Policy, 1917-1929’, Journal of Negro History, 66:2 
(1981), notes that the black socialist magazine, The Messenger, challenged anti-immigrant policies until 1923. 
Like other black newspapers, the magazine’s policy turned sharply against immigration from 1924, pp.116-117. 
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of the New Negro (Chicago, 2003). On xenophobic populism throughout the interwar Americas, see L. Putnam, 
Radical Moves: Caribbean Migrants and the Politics of Race in the Jazz Age (Chapel Hill, 2013). 
19 E. Manela, The Wilsonian Moment: Self-Determination and the International Origins of Anticolonial 
Nationalism, (Oxford, 2007); P. Mishra, From the Ruins of Empire: Revolt Against the West and the Remaking 
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Although “many black men gave up their lives in furtherance of the Wilsonian idealism”, black 
workers in Southern Africa facing “deliberate starvation” and “virtual slavery” after the war 
found these ideals to be “lies”.20  
 
In stark contrast, Clements Kadalie and the ICU seized on the fading laissez-faire promises of 
liberal imperialists, the radical implications of an imagined socialist-led empire, and the 
transatlantic modernism of the New York-centred New Negro movement, to interpret the post-
war global march of labour in a fundamentally different way. In a context of new repressive 
legislation and racially-charged revolutionary warfare, Clements Kadalie was sceptical about 
the possibility for change in colonial Southern Africa. He was, nevertheless, clear that if any 
“change in the labor movement does come about in this ‘Dark Continent’, then credit must be 
given to the diplomatic strategy of the black man himself.”21 Co-opting and reworking 
contemporary ideas about “class”, “civilization” and “Christianity”, black trade unionists in 
the ICU challenged new “artificial restrictions” and championed the “praiseworthy ambitions” 
of their race, redefining imperial citizenship and labour relations in the process.  Over the 
course of the 1920s, black workers in the ICU challenged the racist colonial categories that 
divided and subordinated black South Africans into either “un-proletarianised” “native 
peasants”, or “semi-civilised” coloured workers – championing instead a new and inclusive 
heterogenous black working-class identity. They transformed ideas about unionisation, 
provocatively asserting that they too were “civilised” citizens and workers. And as the first 
major black trade union (and black mass-member organisation) in Southern African history, 
the ICU organised workers on an unprecedented scale. At its peak in 1927, the ICU had 
between 100,000 and 250,000 members. In comparison, the membership of the Communist 
Party of South Africa (CPSA) peaked at 3,000 in 1929, while membership of the African 
National Congress (ANC) only ranged between 1,000 and 4,000 over the course of the 
decade.22 Galvanising workers in their hundreds of thousands, the ICU promised its members 
economic as well as political freedom, to “[t]each them, imbue them and baptize them with 
that fire which causes a man to agitate and fear no one for the benefit, welfare and salvation of 
his people”.23 The speeches of Kadalie meant that ordinary ICU members could say “we too 
tasted freedom”. Kadalie “would speak things by his mouth and get things right by his mouth”, 
and the “idea of permanently doing washing for the Boers was done away with”.24  
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For innumerable black workers in the 1920s, trade unionism was the only obvious way to 
salvation. And in creating a new consensus, the ICU confounded the logic of the 1922 Rand 
revolt and those politicians calling for the creation of a “White South Africa”. By 1923, the 
CPSA had abandoned its previous support for the “colour bar” and two years later it was 
arguing that the “black peasantry constitute[d] the basic moving force of the revolution”, albeit, 
“in alliance with and under the leadership of the [predominantly white] working class.”25 By 
1927, the white-only South African Trade Union Congress (SATUC) was similarly sending 
fraternal greetings to the ICU, while numerous leaders in the British labour movement were 
telling their white South African counterparts that they had to align with the ICU if they were 
to survive. In 1928, differences over whether the ICU should be officially recognised created 
a cabinet crisis within the Pact government, and permanently split the SALP into two 
competing factions.26  
 
Looking to emulate the post-WWI political gains of white labour and white Afrikaners, 
Clements Kadalie told black workers that “white men were like you in England 150 years ago 
they had to carry passes from town to town and now look what a free nation they are”.27 Jacob 
Nhlapo, ICU secretary of Reitz in the Free State, similarly jested that Kadalie was “only 
following General Hertzog who agitated for the Dutch”.28 Within the broader context of post-
war change, numerous ICU leaders seized on sensationalist assertions disseminated in books 
such as Lothrup Stoddard’s pseudo-scientific Rising Tide of Colour Against White World 
Supremacy, and George Heaton Nicholls’ Bayete! Hail to the King!29 ICU cartoons depicted a 
muscular black Samson crushing a bedraggled-looking Hertzog under the collapsing pillars of 
white supremacy (figure 1.2), while Kadalie provocatively asserted, on the basis that “none can 
stem the tide of blackness”, that the 1921 census 
 

showed that the Natives were not so foolish as the Whites to control their birth rate. 
The Natives bred faster than the Whites, and would have Blacks in Parliament in 
50 years’ time. The progress of the Black worker could not be stopped. In England 
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a wage earner, Ramsay MacDonald, had become Prime Minister. A Black man 
could likewise become Prime Minister of South Africa.30 
 

In the aftermath of WWI, Southern Africa was rocked by the political implications of these new 
ideas. The so-called ‘native problem’ dominated parliamentary politics, and Hertzog’s four 
‘native bills’ attempted to suppress ICU ‘agitators’ and mitigate against predictions that black 
voters would soon outnumber white voters in the Cape Province.  
 

 
Figure 1.2 J.S. Scott, ‘When He Awakes’, Workers’ Herald, 10th August 1929 

 
South Africa was also profoundly transformed by important economic, technological, social 
and cultural changes. Many deeply concerned moderate black leaders, as well as white South 
Africans. Fragmentary census data indicates that despite the restrictions of the new Urban Areas 
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Acts there was massive black urbanisation over the interwar period – African men in urban 
spaces rose from 459,707 to 749,768 between 1921 and 1936, while the numbers of African 
women increased even more dramatically from 147,293 to 356,874.31 Many of these workers 
went into domestic employment, and throughout the period, a large proportion of 
Johannesburg’s black workforce was employed in domestic service (rather than industry). The 
number of domestic servants in South Africa rose from 251,858 to 356,905 over the same 
period, with the number on the Witwatersrand alone rising to 70,194.32 Black employment on 
the mines (South Africa’s leading industry), in contrast, remained relatively unchanged. There 
were consistently just under 200,000 African workers employed on the Transvaal gold and coal 
mines over the course of the 1920s (before their numbers rapidly increased in the mid-1930s). 
Similarly, the numbers of black workers in industry remained stagnant, and even declined from 
127,00 in 1929/30 to 105,000 in 1932/33 as a consequence of the government’s “civilised 
labour” policies.33 
 
As South Africa’s cities expanded, so too did its transport networks. As noted by the author 
Lauren van der Post 
 

Every time General Hertzog’s administration lays down a new railway, builds 
another road, opens another wireless station, sanctions a new industry, the black 
people of South Africa are unavoidably drawn more tightly into the life of the 
country […] The annihiliation of distance and time, the comparative destruction of 
geographical isolation which is taking place in South Africa, the general tendency 
towards standardisation and uniformity must in the end have a profound influence 
on the country’s racial prejudices.34 

 
Shipping and the nationalised railways remained important modes of long-distance travel, 
allowing ICU leaders to move between urban centres. But  they were soon being challenged by 
the introduction of motor cars, often imported from the US.35 The introduction of motor cars 
affected black politics in numerous ways. Reporting on “the dangers of modern street traffic”, 
the ICU’s newspaper noted that “[s]wift-moving mechanical transport, is now the rule, and the 
volume, and perhaps velocity, of this transport, tend steadily to increase”  - but black workers 
were still expected to “step down from the footpath when they observe a string of ladies coming 
along”.36 Kadalie denounced how: “We were denied, as black men, to walk on the pavement, 
but in the open streets, at the mercy of all vehicles.”37 Fraught pavement politics became a 
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particular feature of 1920s South Africa (and became integral to the ICU foundation story). In 
turn, ICU officials were amongst the first to make use of automobiles, using them to access 
rural areas and avoid police surveillance. Black motor drivers soon became a heavily politicised 
issue. As segregationist policies were introduced in urban spaces, the licensing of black 
chauffeurs became a particular point of contention that encapsulated broader tensions. Umteteli 
wa Bantu denounced black drivers as “reckless”, while the city of Johannesburg banned black 
drivers transporting white passengers in September 1927.38  
 
Other new ‘socially destabilising’ American influences included dance halls, American films, 
jazz music, comedy, theatre and the eminence of black boxers – and as part of this profound 
cultural change, many ICU officials themselves were described as “American” by their 
followers. Ilanga lase Natal denounced the American “jazzing craze”, while Umteteli asserted 
that  
 

juvenile crime has tremendously increased since the advent of the bioscope, and it 
is not difficult to associate a good deal of the youthful wickedness we so often read 
about with the picture house and the screening of loosely censored films.39 

 
Closely connected with the New Negro movement in America, the ICU was at the forefront of 
this new wave of mass media and mass consumption in Southern Africa, supporting black 
popular culture with words and, importantly, money. As a writer for The Messenger, Clements 
Kadalie was the only official South African correspondent of  any US-based New Negro 
newspaper, and imported books from authors such as Joel Rogers. Jazz musicians played at 
ICU fund-raisers. Many ICU leaders were famed as ballroom dancers. And one - James Dixon 
Mogaecho - worked as a comedian in ‘Dem Darkies’ alongside his ICU organising. Intimately 
connected with the emergence of this new mass culture, Kadalie attempted to rename 
Mogaecho’s group as ‘The ICU Company’ in 1925.40 He also commissioned artwork from the 
ICU’s full-time coloured cartoonist, JS Scott, and defended the right of Moses Tladi, widely 
recognised as South Africa’s first black painter, to enter Johannesburg’s segregated public art 
gallery.41 The ICU’s hall in Johannesburg (a former cinema) also hosted regular film 
showings.42 Kadalie himself was closely connected with numerous famous authors and South 
Africa’s most prominent screen writer, Ethelreda Lewis, whose 1927 novel Trader Horn (about 
another colourful maverick immigrant) became one of the first major films from the African 
continent.43 Indeed, Lewis’ interest in Kadalie may well have been partly motivated by the 
possibility of another future writing project. 
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Unlike armed white workers and Afrikaner rebels, the ICU used these new conditions and 
networks to lead a “constitutional” challenge to the South African state and employers, through 
worker organisation and strike action. Instrumentalising the supposed values of British 
imperialism, its professed opposition to “slavery” and its meritocratic promotion of “rights”, 
“justice” and “fair play”, the ICU demanded a complete reconceptualization of citizenship and 
race in Southern Africa. Thomas Mbeki, one of the leading ICU organisers on the Rand, 
asserted that it was “a nauseating piece of deception and hypocrisy” that black South Africans 
were  
 

denied even the rudimentary rights of citizenship - to say nothing of self-determination 
- and do not possess even preliminary guarantees of liberty which the English people 
secured through [the] Magna Charter hundreds of years ago.44  
 

According to ICU leaders, a truly “civilised South Africa” meant that black trade unionists had 
to enjoy the same industrial rights as their white counterparts; churches had to recognize that 
angels and the biblical figure of Samson could be black; and - through the enfranchisement of 
black voters in the Cape Province and beyond - ICU organisers and other black leaders could 
become members of parliament. Driving motor cars throughout the country, often reaching 
areas where black workers had never been organised, the ICU asserted that once “race 
consciousness has universally awakened in the bosom of the black man, his white oppressor 
will meet with undreamt of opposition”.45 And at mass meetings throughout the mid-1920s, 
ICU leaders repeatedly described Kadalie as the country’s first black statesman, with Thabo 
Wilfred Keable ‘Mote telling audiences that he “had dreams and visions” of Kadalie as the first 
black prime minister of South Africa.46  
 
In many ways, these claims were simply rhetorical. Alfred Mnika, an ICU leader in East 
London, joked that Kadalie was perceived as “a Chief or a prime minister because everywhere 
he goes the police are there”.47 And when ICU leaders from Southern Rhodesia (modern-day 
Zimbabwe) were blocked from travelling to East London in 1930, Kadalie jested: “Hertzog is 
quite right for not letting them into the Union, one day when he Kadali[e] is Prime Minister he 
also won’t allow Hertzog to leave the Union.”48 There was also a serious undertone, however, 
to these so-called “prophecies”. Kadalie told black workers in Wakkerstroom in October 1928: 
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I am here as a prophet of South Africa, you people must become members of the 
ICU so that we can be represented in Parliament by our own people. The white 
people laugh at me when I say this, but it must come and come it will.49 

 
The ICU’s arguments signified that white liberals, socialists and communists had to abandon 
any “gradualist” pretence of racial progress immediately, and recognize the gathering 
economic strength of black South Africans, giving them equal rights in religious, electoral, and 
(above all) industrial matters. They also demanded freedoms still yet unrealised today – 
guarantees of a living wage, freedom of movement throughout Southern Africa (matching the 
mobility of white South Africans), the acceptance of black immigrant workers and the 
possibility of worker controlled co-operative industries. Already in the 1920s, anything less 
was “imperialistic hypocrisy”.  
 
Kadalie’s biography is inextricably intertwined with the history of the ICU. As he himself 
noted, by the mid-1920s, the ‘ICU’ and ‘Kadalie’ had become “synonymous words”.50 
Kadalie’s life was nevertheless also defined by dramatic social and economic change in Central 
and Southern Africa at the start of the 20th century; by the politics of race and immigration in 
interwar South Africa; by debates over “Britishness”, imperial citizenship and the place of 
black trade unions within the British imperial labour movement; and by new global ideas about 
freedom, “universal brotherhood” and internationalist solidarity in a post-war world. As much 
as this thesis offers a new interpretation of the ICU’s history, it is also a global history of these 
broader debates, and the emergence of a consolidated “White South Africa” from the 
perspective of an immigrant Central African working-class leader and his close 
contemporaries. It is a history that contextualises historical ideas of “national liberation” 
against the perspectives of black immigrants and workers, and rehabilitates more expansive 
ideas of freedom, internationalism and universal rights that transcended colonial borders. It is 
also a history that contextualises interwar legislation, most notably the 1927 Native 
Administration Act and the 1930 Riotous Assemblies Act, as a response to transnational, mass-
member black working-class organisation (which manifested itself in organisations such as the 
ICU, ICWU, UNIA, ANC and CPSA). These acts, which criminalised seditious language and 
retrenched traditional chiefly authority, acted alongside the Pact government’s new tariff 
regimes, its immigration restrictions, its “civilised labour” policies and the recruitment of a 
large-scale spy network, to shift South Africa away from the practices of imperial liberalism 
towards a consolidated “white South Africa.” This was a new nation-state predicated on white 
supremacist ideals – long before the onset of apartheid – that limited freedom of speech, 
freedom of movement and freedom of association, segregated Africans from coloureds and 
Indians, and institutionalised both the deportations of individuals and the forced repatriation of 
black immigrants as a means of dividing workers and averting unrest. It was in this context, of 
a new nation-state that had abandoned any liberal pretences, that the ICU collapsed at the end 
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of the 1920s. The remainder of this introduction engages, first, with the historiography of trade 
unionism and migration in Southern Africa; second, with the historiography of trade unionism 
and race; and, third, with the specific historiography of the ICU. It ends by engaging with the 
possibilities and constraints of writing Kadalie’s biography-as-history.  
 
 
Southern African historiography of trade unionism and migration 
 
Despite the fact that the ICU always considered itself a trade union, South African 
historiography has been dogged by scepticism about whether the organisation was a “proper” 
trade union, a mass movement or a political pressure group.51 At the launch of The Congress 
Movement: The Unfolding of the Congress Alliance in 2015, for example, Sylvia Neame, a 
leading historian of the ICU and ANC, went as far as to say that “scholars are today more or 
less in agreement” that the ICU “was not a trade union, at least not in terms of its historical 
role”.52 Similar criticisms have been made of the ICU since the 1920s. During the ICU’s 
heyday, white politicians made the assertion on the racist assumption that “semi-civilised” 
black workers could not properly organise themselves, and were “still at heart barbarians”.53 
In South African parliament, for example, Hertzog repeatedly asserted that the ICU was not a 
“proper trade union” but a narrowly-focused “political organisation”, while SAP MP John 
Sydney Marwick alleged that the ICU were only “masquerading as an industrial organization” 
when in fact their real aims were “purely political and more often seditious”.54 White trade 
unionists, likewise, asserted that the black working class consisted “not of men but of ‘hands’ 
or ‘hordes’, or an impersonal mass of [thigh] and sinew and labour power quite OUTSIDE 
THE SCOPE OF THE LABOUR MOVEMENT”.55  
 
Similar smears were made by Kadalie’s moderate black trade unionist rivals, like Bennet 
Ncwana, who alleged in 1928 that the ICU 
 

cannot in anyway be regarded as a trade union within the true meaning of the term, 
for the simple reason that the workers of this labour organisation have in the 
majority of the cases nothing in common, except for the general complain[t] arising 
out of [the] inadequacy of [their] wages. It is common knowledge that the 
conditions of work differ very materially according to each industry or work and 
the skill and efficiency required differ similarly.56  
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Ncwana’s specific criticisms were re-iterated in directives from the CPSA which claimed at 
the end of the 1920s that “the ICU should not be regarded as trade unionists”. White 
communists like Eddie Roux were keen to assert that the ICU “only possesse[d] some of the 
characteristics of a trade union”, and was really “a loose political organisation with an 
individual membership organised in territorial branches.”57 The assertion that the first “proper” 
black trade unions only emerged at the end of the 1920s led by communists (rather than the 
often anti-communist ICU) is a trope that continues to be re-iterated by historians and social 
scientists to this day.58 
 
You only need to take a cursory glance at any ICU literature, however, to realise that whatever 
its faults and failures, the ICU saw itself as a trade union, and an integral part of the broader 
world labour movement. As asserted by Kadalie at the organisation’s 1927 annual conference: 
the ICU was “a trade union first and last”.59 Kadalie was more than aware of the fact that, 
because the trade union engaged in politics, “[o]pponents of the ICU have frequently asserted 
that the Organisation is not a trade union in the sense that the term is generally understood in 
South Africa, but that it is a kind of pseudo-political body.” He was clear, however, that he had 
“no intention of copying the stupid and futile ‘non-political’ attitude of our white 
contemporaries.”60 Only Phil Bonner and Keith Breckenridge have systematically addressed 
how the ICU attempted to organise black workers as trade unionists on Southern Africa’s 
docks, mines, farms and railways, and why they ultimately failed.61 Their analysis, however, 
has not addressed how and why the ICU focused on toppling “imperialist capitalism” (as in 
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figure 1.2) at a transnational level. Lucien van der Walt has pioneered important new research 
into the ICU as an explicitly transnational organisation, with branches in South West Africa, 
Southern Rhodesia and Northern Rhodesia.62 Building on this scholarship, a central aim of this 
thesis is to go further and demonstrate why the ICU recruited migrant workers across colonial 
state borders in order to raise wages and effectively call strikes. 
 
Because of the politically contested origins of black trade unionism, the ICU’s organising 
methods in particular have suffered from a “crushing condescension of posterity” - not only 
from white South African politicians but also from communists and moderates in the South 
African labour movement who blamed the dramatic collapse of the ICU at the end of the 1920s 
on a lack of proper “sectionalised”, “industrial-level” organising. As Lucien van der Walt and 
Alison Drew have shown, the “communist school” of South African historiography has had a 
considerable influence on historical writing, wilfully misrepresenting many aspects of the 
South African left’s early history.63 Liberals associated with the black trade union movement 
in the 1930s and 1940s, likewise, dismissed the ICU as a failure.64 In part, this has resulted in 
a (deliberately) limited understanding of how the ICU was organised.  
 
As a “general” or “new” trade union led by black immigrants, the ICU explicitly tried to 
organise all workers into “One Big Union”. Kadalie himself fully endorsed the idea that the 
labour movement had to organise all workers, “regardless of their colour or nationality”, into 
a “mass industrial organisation” in order to pull off successful strike action, exert political 
pressure, and radically transform the status quo.65 Alongside Kadalie, the ICU leadership in 
South Africa consisted of numerous black immigrants, including Peter Nyambo and Robert 
Kadalie from Nyasaland, James Gulam Gumbs and EA Johnson from the Caribbean, and James 
Thaele and TW Keable ‘Mote from Basutoland (modern-day Lesotho). Similarly, the ICU’s 
leadership in Southern Rhodesia was dominated by Nyasas. Many contemporaries in Britain 
and South Africa would have agreed with Kadalie’a transnational organisation of migrant 
workers, and seen the CPSA’s later preference for local urban-based “industrial” rather than 
broad all-in “general” trade unions as a regressive step. Asserting that it was “impossible to 
see how Industrial Unionism can flourish successfully in South Africa”, white trade unionists 
Ernest Gitsham and James Trembath (like Kadalie) championed the idea of general trade 
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unionism, based on the fact that the typical black worker was an “unskilled worker, and he 
occupies in the Trade Union movement a similar position to that which the unskilled worker 
did in Great Britain before 1889.” They emphasized that, “like the striking rise to power of the 
unskilled English worker, beginning with the famous London Dock Strike, the Native worker 
also has begun to enter the [South African] Trade Union arena in startling fashion.”66 Max 
Gordon, another white trade unionist, likewise, recognised the fact that “the exceptionally low 
level of the wages of the unskilled and semi-skilled worker” was the “main characteristic of 
the South African economic system”, and particularly in key industries such as the docks and 
mines, these workers were labour migrants, from within and beyond South Africa’s borders – 
most notably from Mozambique, but also from South West and Central Africa.67 Aware of the 
inescapably transnational nature of Southern Africa’s labour market, and conscious of the 
different organising strategies employed by workers (black and white) across the world, the 
ICU organized all workers regardless of race, skill, sex, employment-status and nationality, 
within and beyond the borders of South Africa into One Big Union, championing the right to 
free movement throughout the region and the need for minimum wages to fight employer-
induced wage suppression.  Led by a disproportionate number of black immigrants, the ICU 
built on the ideas of the first black trade union in Southern Africa, the Industrial Workers of 
Africa (IWA) which was established in 1917, and represented a radical break from existing 
trade unions’ “craft” or “industrial”-based organising methods. 
 
Issues of immigration and race were integral to the foundation of the South African labour 
movement - but the historiography of early trade unionism in Southern Africa to-date has 
generally struggled to integrate itself with transnational histories of migration and worker 
organisation.68 An important exception to this historiographical silence is Jonathan Hyslop’s 
biographical study of the Scottish trade union leader James Thompson Bain. Bain’s white-only 
Witwatersrand Mine Employees and Mechanics Union, the first substantial labour organisation 
in Johannesburg, was established in 1892 because of rumours that the Chamber of Mines was 
planning to encourage white immigration to drive down wages.69 Although an immigrant 
himself, Bain warned that “workmen would be powerless to prevent the threatened lowering 
of wages unless they organised and presented a united front.”70 That same year, Bain’s union 
successfully petitioned the Transvaal government to pass its first explicitly racist piece of 
industrial legislation, ensuring that only white engineers could attain the necessary 
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qualifications to operate winding gear on the mines.71 Drawing on racist anti-immigrant ideas 
from the white Australian and North American labour movements, Bain’s Johannesburg-based 
International Independent Labour Party similarly looked to “retain the Transvaal as a white 
man’s country”, demanding that white workers’ unite against the machinations of “those whose 
sole desire is to obtain control of [the Transvaal’s] vast wealth for the capitalist class, and to 
see the flag of a Bastard Jingoistic Imperialism” flying.72  
 
The white South African labour movement’s subsequent success in blocking the immigration 
of Chinese workers in 1907 became a formative event, establishing a racist anti-immigrant 
precedent that allowed the white-only SALP (established in 1909), and its leaders (most 
notably the immigrant, former army colonel Frederic Creswell), to oppose the introduction of 
black workers into skilled jobs, and the immigration of black workers from beyond South 
Africa’s borders.73 Once in government from 1924, one of the SALP’s key policies was to  
push for the restriction of African and Indian immigration - influencing the 1926 British 
Nationality and Naturalisation Act, the 1927 Cape Town Agreement and the 1928 Mozambique 
Convention (which explicitly reduced the number of Mozambican mine workers on the Rand). 
By 1933,  the number of Mozambican mine workers had fallen from over 100,000 to 55,000.74 
From a global perspective, this was part of a broader agenda pushed by socialists and trade 
unionists across the world. For Kadalie’s socialist ally in Britain, Fenner Brockway, the mid-
1920s marked a key moment of change, when socialists and trade unionists across the world 
believed that “the problem of migration had become urgent”. In 1926, European trade unionists 
convened a “World Labour conference” for the first time, where delegates from Europe, North 
and South America, Australasia and India resolved that  
 

Migration had become so extensive that it could no longer be treated on the Liberal 
principle of the inherent human right of freedom of movement, and that what was 
described as the socialist principle of control and direction must be applied.75 

 
As noted by Jonathan Klaaren, the Pact government produced a formal policy on the position 
of Rhodesian and Nyasa immigrants in South Africa for the first time in June 1927, resolving 
“to continue the laissez-faire policy of not removing extra-Union natives unless they had 
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criminal convictions”.76 In June 1928, however, the Native Affairs Department issued a new 
decree establishing a scheme of self-funded repatriations and labour bureaus, directing ‘foreign 
labour’ to farms.77 In February 1929, it was reiterated that “in its care of national interests the 
Government is not prepared to allow the ceaseless infiltration and permanent settlement of 
alien natives”, labelling them “an element discordant with the Native population of the 
Union”.78  
 
As the South African government became increasingly wary of this ‘discordant element’ and 
felt pressured to address “the prevailing unemployment amongst Union natives”, a formalised 
system emerged in 1931 whereby new “extra-Union” immigrants were “channelled” in and out 
of the country as temporary migrants who could not make any claim to citizenship.79 At the 
same time, established Central African immigrants (like Kadalie) who had lived in South 
Africa for at least 2 years automatically became “Union nationals”.80 In the process, the 
residential rights of black subjects in British Southern Africa were restructured, from a laissez-
faire framework of imperial citizenship that allowed migration across the borders of 
neighbouring British colonial states to a more parochial system of ‘nationalities’ defined by 
colonial state borders. A key emphasis of this thesis is to demonstrate that these debates were 
not confined to white workers, politicians and officials. Black leaders from the CPSA, ANC 
and the Industrial and Commercial Workers’ (Amalgamated) Union (ICWU) called for similar 
restrictions and deportations. While there is a sophisticated literature on the politics of trade 
unionism, internationalism, immigration, race and empire in Britain, these intertwined issues 
have rarely been addressed by historians of Southern Africa.81 
 
 
Southern African historiography of trade unionism and race 
 
New ideas about race were even more hotly contested in interwar South Africa. As set out by 
Chris Lee, the “term native was a key organizing principle of colonization”, with the state in 
the Cape Province legally discriminating between African ‘natives’ and (white and coloured) 
‘non-natives’ in its censuses from 1904.82 Importantly, ‘coloured’ and ‘native’ identities were 
not only dependent upon top-down racial categories dictated by the state, industry and white 
labour, but were also predicated on a longer intertwined genealogy of “racial superiority, 
cultural difference, and territorial origin”.83 In this context, Mohamed Adhikari has set out how 
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an explicitly coloured identity emerged in South Africa at the end of the nineteenth century.84 
As increasing numbers of workers became swept up in the capitalist economy, “assimilated” 
black South Africans asserted a separate identity and began to “organise politically under the 
banner of colouredness”:  

 
With their appeals for acceptance into the dominant society firmly rebuffed, and 
locked in intensifying competition with culturally distinct Bantu-speaking Africans 
for social resources, assimilated colonial blacks asserted a separate identity in order 
to claim a position of relative privilege to Africans on the basis that they were 
‘civilised’ and partly descended from European colonists.85 

 
Before the 1920s, the main black organisations in South Africa – the SANNC, the Cape Native 
Teachers’ Association (CNTA), the Transvaal Native Mine Clerks Association (TNMCA), the 
African Political Organisation (APO) and the Teachers’ League of South Africa (TLSA) - all 
organized almost exclusively according to this division between African and coloured. 
Founded in 1912, the SANNC did have some early coloured affiliates but many early leaders 
were hostile towards their coloured contemporaries. Amongst the SANNC leadership, Cleopas 
Kunene called on the South African government to educate and Christianize “so as to instil 
high ideals” and prevent “miscegenation”, while John Dube was criticised for his “inexcusable 
reflection on the coloured or brown race”. Robert Grendon,  the coloured editor of the 
SHNNC’s A Bantu-Batho newspaper, had to personally denounce Henry Selby Msimang in 
November 1915 for anti-coloured bigotry and advocating segregation in order to “stop the 
increase of bastards in this fatherland”.86 While there were some coloured leaders of the ANC 
in the late 1920s, as noted by Nhlanhla Ndebele, “it was not until 1969 that the ANC partially 
opened membership to whites, Coloureds and Indians, who were defined as ‘non-Africans’ in 
the ANC struggle.”87 
 
Founded in 1902, in order to differentiate its members from “uncivilised natives”, the APO, 
likewise, “espoused non-racial and assimilationist ideals but in practice promoted coloured 
separatism”.88 Calling for the defence of coloured rights “as distinguished from the native 
races”, its Glasgow University-educated leader Abdullah Abdurahman confirmed in 1910 that 
the APO was “an organization of the coloured people only”.89 As noted by Adhikari, although 
the APO opposed some of the government’s discriminatory legislation,  
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there was nevertheless a perception that coloureds needed to come to an 
accommodation with the racial order and, in spite of their over-riding desire for 
assimilation into the dominant society, the coloured elite saw the only practical 
political option open to them to be one of mobilizing by appealing to coloured 
identity.90 

 
The TLSA, likewise, was formed in 1913 to exclusively “stand for the coloured teacher”, and 
explicitly spurned a group of African teachers who wanted to affiliate in 1920.91 
 
In a society divided by categories of race, there are a number of early examples of combined 
organisations and resistance led by coloured and African workers. Black boatmen, stevedores 
and dockworkers in Cape Town unsuccessfully struck for higher wages in 1854 and 1890, 
while John Titus, a West Indian, Henry Yateman, an Englishman and a French West African 
called Phillip Susa led a strike in 1884 when employers tried to reduce wages.92 In June 1901, 
black workers organised into a Dock Workers Association in Cape Town. They protested 
against the introduction of discriminatory rents and train fares, led by their secretary, the black 
lawyer Alfred Mangena.93 Although white workers refused to work with African workers, they 
were sometimes happy to work with the coloured counterparts. Coloured workers were 
historically excluded from Cape Town’s craft industrial unions, but in 1913 “strenuous efforts” 
to unionise coloured workers resulted in their increased membership within formerly white 
trade unions, and the formation of the Coloured Operative Bricklayers’ and Plasterers’ Trade 
Union of Cape Province (CBPU).94 Indian workers, organised under the Durban Indian 
Workers’ Industrial Union from 1917, likewise, had a history of trade union organisation but 
were often separated from their African counterparts.95 
 
In almost all instances, coloured and Indian trade unions excluded African workers. Coloured 
workers leaders in Cape Town who were aligned with the APO responded to the formation of 
the ICU by trying to organize coloured workers into a coloured-only trade union, the APO 
Federation of Labour. At its founding conference in May 1919, C Meyer envisaged creating 
“one large industrial union” of “every Coloured man, skilled or unskilled”, exclusively 
consisting “entirely of Coloured men.”96 By August 1920, the ICU’s newspaper The Black Man 
had “come to the sad conclusion that the leaders of the coloured section are striving to widen 
the gulf of social demarcation”, believing that “the general feeling amongst the well-to-do and 
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educated [coloured] class is for a break with the Natives”.97 The APO Federation of Labour 
collapsed during 1920, but Abdurahman, nevertheless, continued to lobby Cape Town’s 
Railway and Harbours Board solely on behalf of coloured workers.98 Although APO leaders, 
including Abdurahman and Stephen Reagon, appeared on platforms with ICU leaders, the two 
organisations consistently “did not see eye to eye in politics”.99 Often in direct competition 
with each other, in 1926 the local APO secretary in Adelaide complained that his branch had 
“nearly died out here in consequence of the ICU.”100 
 
As shown by Jonathan Hyslop and Lucien van der Walt, there were also a few early white trade 
unionists who went out of their way to organise black workers. Arthur Brittlebank supported 
Mohandas Gandhi’s organisation of Indian workers and Jock Campbell, an Irish-born, 
Glasgow-raised follower of the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW), advocated “unity 
among all wage slaves, regardless of colour” in 1907.101 From 1908, the Johannesburg-based 
Voice of Labour, edited by Archie Crawford and Mary Fitzgerald, campaigned against white 
labour protectionism, “regularly carrying articles arguing against thinking of labour issues in 
racial terms and asserting that segregationism went against socialist principles.”102 The 
overwhelming majority of white workers, however, opposed these ideas. When the Scottish 
Labour politician Keir Hardie toured South Africa in 1907 advocating the unionisation of black 
workers he was mobbed.103 In 1915, the revolutionary Johannesburg-based International 
Socialist League (ISL) under the leadership of David Ivon Jones and Sidney Bunting broke 
away from the SALP in opposition to the war and the party’s white exclusionary politics. The 
ISL’s 1916 conference resolved “that the emancipation of the working class requires the 
abolition of all forms of Native indenture, compound and passport systems; and the lifting of 
the Native worker to the political and industrial status of the white”.104 Bunting and Jones, 
however, found that “opposition was voiced from the floor”, and the clause “[m]eanwhile 
endeavouring to prevent the increase of the native wage workers, and to assist the existing 
native wage workers to free themselves from the wage system” was added.105 Through the ISL, 
Bunting also helped initiate the Industrial Workers of Africa (IWA). But as Robin DG Kelley 
and Martin Legassick have argued, the ideas of Bunting and Jones - that class interests would 
inevitably triumph over race - alienated many black members of the IWA, who broke 
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completely with the ISL “amidst charges of white racism and paternalism”.106 Bunting and 
Jones’ arguments “precluded any serious analysis of the economic structures and mechanisms 
of social control which produced, maintained, and reinforced South African racialism”.107 In 
Cape Town, a group of “malcontent” constitutional socialists led by Alfred Batty also broke 
away from the SALP in 1915 to form the Democratic Labour Party (DLP). Having developed 
a “keen interest” in “a more amicable arrangement and understanding between the white and 
the coloured workers”, Batty had become “exasperated by the anti-colour Labourites in the 
Transvaal”.108 In 1917, the CBPU affiliated with the CFLU, and by 1918, the Federation’s 
constitution aimed to “secure a thorough organisation of all workers, skilled and unskilled, 
irrespective or race, colour, creed or sex.”109 Into the 1920s, however, most of the white South 
African labour movement remained structured around racially exclusive craft-based unions, 
anti-immigrant policy and the prioritisation of so-called “civilised labour”.  
 
While some white organisers in Johannesburg latched on to the new syndicalist idea of a 
general strike, they never organized the mass-member, pro-immigrant, multi-racial “general” 
or “new” unions theorised by syndicalists like Tom Mann, Will Thorne and Ben Tillett in 
Britain. These men all came into personal contact with Kadalie, and were all (apart from Mann) 
part of a racialised immigrant minority as Irish Catholics.110 “Craft” unions were increasingly 
seen as obsolete by many in the world labour movement by the turn of the 20th century, and 
there was a global shift towards “new” or “general” trade unions which sought to unify workers 
across economic sectors, ranging from the Knights of Labour and IWW in the United States 
and the One Big Union in Canada to the Confédération Genérale du Travail (CGT) in France 
and the Transport and General Workers’ Union (TGWU) in Britain.111 A General Workers’ 
Union was organised in Cape Town by the anarchist Wilfred Harrison in 1906, and a local 
South African branch of the IWW was established in 1910.112 Most white workers in South 
Africa, however, remained resistant to change. During the Johannesburg general strike of 1913, 
Christian Dantu, a coloured Transvaal-based leader of the APO, was approached by the white 
strike committee but they refused his request to “put it in writing that they would accept the 
skilled coloured tradesmen as members of [their] trade union, and give them equal opportunity 
with white workers.” Dantu denounced the attitude of white workers as “unmitigated 
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hypocrisy”, and for the rest of the decade coloured workers were urged to “scab, scab, scab 
again on the whites”.113  
 
In contrast to the APO Federation of Labour and the CBPU, the ICU organized amongst both 
coloured and African workers from its very first meeting. And, significantly, as Victoria Collis-
Buthelezi has argued, African and coloured leaders in the trade union attempted to dramatically 
transform the meaning of black identity. Two thirds of the ICU’s initial members were 
coloured, and in Kadalie’s opinion these men 
 

were destined to be the pioneers of the Trade Union Movement amongst the Non-
European workers of this country. We realised then that if we had to pilgrimage 
towards the promised land, we must do so as a united people. Tribal and colour 
prejudices had to be buried and it is a credit to the Coloured people of Cape Town 
who, for the first time in the annals of this country, joined the great pilgrimage 
towards the land of promise. They joined the new movement and disregarded colour 
prejudice. And they supplied the sinews of war.114 

 
In 1917, the IWA were already calling on African and coloured workers to unite and “be one 
Society of Workers, so that the whitemen will see that we cry just all the same”, and the ICU 
was similarly organizing among African and coloured workers before there is any evidence of 
Garveyite ideas reaching Cape Town.115  
 
Robert Vinson has demonstrated that Garveyism, nevertheless, had a transformative impact 
upon the ICU. Kadalie, SM Bennet Ncwana (who acted as the ICU’s “chairman of propaganda” 
before dramatically breaking with the trade union at the end of 1920), James Gulam Gumbs 
(the ICU’s president) and the ‘Garvey Socratic Philosopher’ Professor James Thaele (who 
helped edit the ICU’s newspaper), all explicitly promoted Garveyism at the start of the 1920s 
as a new, critical sociological theory, “scientifically” reconfiguring colonial mis-conceptions 
of race. Drawing on personal experiences and the texts of Marcus Garvey’s UNIA, these ICU 
leaders remade not only the idea of race, but also ideas of ‘tribe’, ‘nation’ and ‘class’. In this 
vein, police documented on Thaele demolishing colonial categorisations for an audience in 
Sanderton during 1926:  
 

You are not natives, but you are called natives by those white men who know very 
little about you. A native [refers to] the native land you are born in, and you must 
follow me closely, as these [white] angels you read of in the Bible are wrong. We 
are called the Bantu, and also Kaffirs; that is the white man, who is wrong again. 
Kaffir means a Mohameddan, who does not believe in the Bible. Now we will come 
down on certain books which were written about kaffirs. Our people and teachers 
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should burn all these books; we are all Africans […] We must understand that the 
white man is not higher than us, but on the same footing.116  

 
Trying to mobilise millions of black workers through a dramatic paradigm shift in popular 
conceptions of race and class, Kadalie and other ICU leaders were not concerned with precise 
definitions and categorisations but the broader imperatives of Garvey-inspired race 
consciousness. Adhikari’s work has emphasized how coloured identity remained remarkably 
stable throughout the early 20th century.117 But coloured ICU leaders such as James La Guma, 
John Gomas, James Thaele, Henry Tyamzashe and Samuel Dunn, and Indian ICU leaders such 
as Ralph de Norman – as well as Kadalie - dramatically challenged contemporary conceptions 
of race, rejecting the differences between coloured, African and Indian workers. As recognized 
by Collis-Buthelezi, “the ICU was the first organization that actively sought and gained the 
participation of both Coloureds and Natives and tried to articulate a coherent and inclusive 
black identity”. In doing so, it was a trade union – rather than a congress, party or association 
– that became the “first organization to name such an identity ‘black’ rather than ‘coloured’.”118 
ICU leaders were never consistent in their descriptors of race, interchangeably talking about 
‘black’, ‘African’, ‘Bantu’, ‘non-European’ and ‘native’ trade unionism.119  And in this sense, 
the ICU’s interwar notion of race consciousness was different from Steve Biko’s similarly 
heterogeneous but more specific idea of black consciousness in the 1970s. Less well-codified, 
Ncwana and Kadalie made no distinction, for example, between non-white and black. But the 
ICU’s “race consciousness”, nevertheless, represented an important shift. It was not until the 
mid-1920s that the Western Cape ANC under the leadership of ex-ICU organisers Thaele, 
Gomas and La Guma stressed black unity, hoping that “every Coloured man will join the ANC 
in the new year”.120 
 
The evidently malleable and ambiguous nature of these racial categories is perhaps best 
captured by contemporary anxieties and differences over what even constituted “race 
consciousness”. Throughout the 1920s, many black moderates championed the rise of ethnic 
nationalism as the means to salvation. Others attacked “tribalism” and regretted black South 
Africans’ “lack [of] race consciousness” - like leaders of the ICU - asserting that 
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“[n]ewspapers, both English and Native, must be widely read in order that the people may learn 
to think as a Race.”121 These moderates, however, often remained wedded to a narrow 
understanding of race consciousness that unified all Africans but excluded coloureds. Trade 
unionist and ANC leader Henry Selby Msimang, for example, defined race consciousness 
narrowly in terms of an explicitly “South African native race”, that explicitly excluded Central 
Africans.122 Wary that Central Africans themselves would “soon lose all home ties” and 
become “lost” among “the vast mixed native population”, moderate leaders of the Nyasaland 
Native National Congress (NNNC) in Johannesburg were equally concerned about “preserving 
and perpetuating the identity of our people”.123 Different conceptions of race consciousness 
and community also existed between Garvey-informed movements. As noted by AWG 
Champion, “Kadalie was a man who wanted to hold the people, to unite together both white, 
black and brown, and form one organization”, and James Thaele, likewise, advocated co-
operation between coloured, African and Indian. In contrast, Wellington Butelezi’s branches 
of the Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA) “had no time to organise Indians or 
Coloured people”, and “wanted this continent to be covered and inhabited by black men 
only.”124 Contextualising the ‘nativism’ of some in the ANC, NNNC and UNIA, this thesis 
foregrounds the ICU’s far more expansive - and transgressive – ideas about race consciousness 
and black internationalism. And it demonstrates the need to go beyond a narrow focus on the 
relationship between the ICU and ANC, situating the trade union vis-à-vis other important 
black organisations – most notably the Bantu Union, the ICWU, Marcus Garvey’s UNIA, the 
APO, the All-African Convention (AAC), the Cape Native Voters’ Association (CNVA), and 
numerous local Vigilance Associations – as well as local and overseas trade unions. While 
building on important methods established by earlier black associations, congresses and 
churches - most notably the AME church and the ANC - the ICU also profoundly challenged 
exclusionary ideas of tribe, nation and race. 
 
 
Chronology and historiography of the ICU 
 
The broad outlines of ICU history are well known (a general timeline appears at the start of 
this introduction). The trade union was first established on 17th January 1919 with 24 members 
and appeared at the forefront of the Cape Town dock strike in December that year. At a joint 
conference in June 1920, it briefly amalgamated with a number of other black trade unions – 
most notably the IWA, Henry Selby Msimang’s Bloemfontein-based Native and Coloured 
Workers’ Association and Sam Masabalala’s Native and Coloured Workers’ Union of East 
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London, Port Elizabeth and Aliwal North - to form the Industrial and Commercial Workers' 
(Amalgamated) Union (ICWU). After failing to gain leadership positions, however, Kadalie 
and his Caribbean-born comrade James Gumbs distanced themselves from the ICWU.125 
Successful wage negotiations in the Cape Town docks in August 1920 subsequently allowed 
the separate Kadalie-led ICU to quickly spread to other urban centres – north, beyond South 
Africa’s borders, to Lüderitz, and east along the coast to Port Elizabeth and East London. 
Between 1920 and 1924, the ‘radical’ ICU under Kadalie and James Gumbs and the ‘moderate’ 
ICWU under Henry Selby Msimang became bitter rivals. By 1925, however, the ICU had 
emerged as the dominant force in Southern African black trade unionism, with over 30 
branches, including in Bloemfontein, Durban and Johannesburg. In the eyes of the government, 
the ICU remained a relatively minor movement, with only 30,000 members and 2 full-time 
employed officials (Kadalie worked as general secretary and James La Guma as assistant 
general secretary). One government official dismissed the ICU as an organisation of “pseudo-
enlightened natives” who “confine[d] their attention to towns, probably because they would 
have got very little sympathy or encouragement from kraal natives.”126  
 

 
Figure 1.3 Distribution of ICU branches across Southern Africa between 1919 and 1925 
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Over the course of 1925 and 1926, the ICU attempted to organise mine workers on the 
Witwatersrand. After it failed to break into Johannesburg’s mining compounds however, the 
trade union pivoted, switching its focus towards the countryside where mine workers were 
recruited, and sharecroppers and labour tenants were facing evictions. As it rapidly expanded 
in rural areas and faced new repressive legislation, ICU leaders were split over whether to call 
a general strike, and in December 1926 the trade union’s executive banned officials from 
simultaneously being members of the (more militant) CPSA and the ICU, resulting in the 
expulsion of La Guma, who was by then an ardent communist.  Rapidly opening numerous 
branches across the Eastern Cape, Natal, Orange Free State and Transvaal – gaining a huge 
following in Durban in particular - it was only at this point that the ICU gained a mass 
membership, as hundreds of thousands in the South African countryside joined the trade union. 
It was also at this point that the ICU built on its early transnational orientation, and started its 
expansion throughout Southern Africa, establishing branches in Southern and Northern 
Rhodesia (modern-day Zambia), as well as speculative missions in Nyasaland (modern-day 
Malawi) and Portuguese East Africa (modern-day Mozambique).127 Pushed to the limits of its 
organisational capacity, the ICU was hampered by officials who embezzled funds and 
disagreed on strategies. At the same time, white vigilantes unleashed repressive violence, 
burning ICU offices, and white parliamentarians passed the sedition clause of the 1927 Native 
Administration Act, which criminalised those “promoting” “hostility between Europeans and 
Natives”.128  
 

 
Figure 1.4 Distribution of ICU branches across Southern Africa between 1926 and 1929 
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By early 1928 the ICU was on the brink of disintegration, threatened by dwindling 
subscriptions and the secession of numerous factions, as internal disputes became public. In 
the midst of increasing dissent, Kadalie brought in a white trade union adviser, William 
Ballinger, from Scotland who quickly alienated established leaders with charges of 
immoderation and corruption. A Transkei section of the ICU broke off in March 1928, followed 
by the secession of the ICU yase Natal under the leadership of AWG Champion in May and 
the breakaway of the Cape Town branch in October. The Scot soon allied with a number of 
Kadalie critics, and Kadalie himself left the ‘moderate’ Ballinger-dominated ICU of Africa to 
form his own Independent ICU in February 1929. By the end of the decade, the ICU’s former 
leadership had splintered into numerous ICUs as well as the communist-led Federation of Non-
European Trade Unions (FNETU). A divided and weakened force, over the course of the 
1930s, these individual provincially- and ideologically-aligned general trade unions fell into 
decline, at the same time as new black industrial unions struggled to gain a footing. Along with 
other black trade unions, most notably the Council of Non-European Trade Unions (CNETU), 
Kadalie’s East London-based ICU briefly re-emerged as a political force in the 1940s before 
Kadalie passed away on the 28th of November 1951.129 
 

 
Figure 1.5 Clements Kadalie working in his East London office around October 1949 

 
The historiography of the ICU is vast. Both during and immediately after the ICU’s 
disintegration, leaders wrote numerous articles, essays, biographies and pamphlets 
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documenting their personal perspectives.130 ICU history was also recorded by numerous 
contemporary black journalists, intellectuals and activists, both in South Africa and abroad.131 
A number of white journalists, trade unionists and politicians also published their own 
perspectives on events – Eddie Roux’s Time Longer Than Rope, foremost, among those who 
established black South African labour history as a discipline.132 The first archival research 
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into the ICU was undertaken by the communist lawyer Lionel Forman, who died prematurely 
in 1959, and Sheridan Johns who published the first academic articles and chapters on the trade 
union in the late 1960s, as part of his research into South African communism.133 Using 
Forman’s papers and South African newspapers, Peter Wickins subsequently studied the ICU’s 
organisational history in far greater depth, adding considerably to knowledge about the trade 
union’s structure and early history.134 Revisions by Ray and Jack Simons, Stanley Trapido, 
George Shepperson and Sylvia Neame soon followed, but research was hampered by the 
increasingly repressive nature of the apartheid state. Neame, for example, was arrested on 
multiple occasions as she conducted pioneering interviews with numerous ex-ICU leaders, and 
she left the country in 1965. Kadalie’s own autobiographical manuscript was not published 
until 1971.135 In 1953, Shepperson told the pan-Africanist intellectual George Padmore that he 
found it “strange that no one has decided to publish [Kadalie’s] book” – but he was more than 
aware that “with things as they are in South Africa now, one can understand that publishers are 
not exactly falling over themselves to bring out anything having the slightest bearing on labour 
movements”.136 
 
By the time that Helen Bradford pioneered oral history research into the ICU as a rural 
organisation in the early 1980s, state repression had heightened again. Old ICU members were 
extremely cautious about being interviewed, and police confiscated and “lost” a number of 
Bradford’s interview tapes, recorded as part of a larger project at the African Studies Institute 
at the University of Witwatersrand interviewing farm labourers. Her 1987 monograph, A Taste 
of Freedom: The ICU in Rural South Africa, 1924-1930 is the last book-length study to focus 
specifically on the ICU, and reconceptualised it primarily as an organisation that had 
transformed into a rurally-based nationalist movement by the mid-1920s.137 Phil Bonner, in his 
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studies of the ICU, blamed Kadalie’s failure to unionise Johannesburg’s mine workers 
effectively on weak strategy - but Keith Breckenridge (who is the only ICU scholar to have 
had access to the Chamber of Mines archives) has argued that the trade union was effectively 
closed out by the “political and economic power” of the mine owners and killed off by the 
“legal weapon” of the 1927 Native Administration Act.138 Both demonstrated that the ICU was 
already facing serious setbacks by mid-1925. Alongside Bonner and Breckenridge’s focus on 
the Witwatersrand, there have also been numerous local studies of the ICU in Port Elizabeth, 
East London, Durban, Bloemfontein and Kroonstad.139 Numerous biographies, popular and 
academic, have also been produced on prominent ICU leaders, as well as individuals affected 
by the ICU, most notably the sharecropper Kas Maine, whose brother was an active member.140  
 
Recent research has emphasized the ICU’s transnational connections. Robert Vinson has 
demonstrated the considerable influence of numerous Caribbean-born leaders and the 
Garveyite ideas on the ICU, while Lucien van der Walt has described the trade union as “an 
unstable mixture” of liberalism, millenarian Christianity, Garveyism and IWW syndicalism, 
and expanded on research into the ICU in Southern Rhodesia, Northern Rhodesia and South 
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West Africa.141 The research of Victoria Collis-Buthelezi, Khwezi Mkhize and David Johnson, 
in turn, has situated Kadalie and the ICU within Southern Africa’s broader black political 
traditions amid the tensions of interwar British imperialism, identifying their distinct ideas 
about race and freedom.142  

The most important recent contribution to ICU scholarship is undoubtedly Sylvia Neame’s 
encyclopaedic chronicle, The Congress Movement: The Unfolding of the Congress Alliance. 
Neame has documented in incredible detail the intricacies of conflicting personalities within 
the ICU leadership, and compiled the most comprehensive analysis of Kadalie’s Central 
African background to-date.143 Neame rightly emphasizes how the leadership of both the ICU 
and ANC overlapped considerably (a point also highlighted by Peter Limb), and rehabilitates 
the important influence of the ICU on the 1940s ANC Youth League (ANCYL).144 Remaining 
predominantly within the “communist school” of South African historiography, however, 
Neame overemphasizes the idea (pushed by the CPSA in the 1930s) that, as a result, the ICU, 
CPSA and ANC were part of a coherent “united front” or “congress movement”. At various 
points over the course of the 1920s, the ANC, CPSA and ICU did take part in joint campaigns, 
but they were also divided over how to achieve common goals, and the idea that they 
constituted a coherent combined movement is just one of many mis-characterisations. Neame’s 
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narrow conception of trade unionism and her resultant assertion that the ICU was not a trade 
union; her similar claim that it “is incorrect to see the ICU as a socialist movement”; and her 
mis-quotation of Clements Kadalie referring to the ANC (in an uncharacteristically subservient 
manner) as the  “big brother of the ICU”, are all wrong.145 Insisting that the ICU was “an 
essentially bourgeois-democratic-type, non-party organisation”, that strove for rights 
associated with “bourgeois democracy” as an “embryonic mass wing of the ANC”, Neame 
imposes a typology on the trade union that uncritically reproduces communist dictats from the 
1930s.146 Mission-educated ICU leaders did push an all-encompassing “race consciousness” 
that was key to the subsequent radicalism of future black organisations. But as Helen Bradford 
has shown, the ICU was not a bourgeois organization. It was - “first and last” - a trade union 
which looked to “marshal the dumb, voiceless millions of our race to freedom” at a 
transnational level. It was not narrowly confined (geographically and politically) to South 
Africa as “part of the unfolding national liberation movement, headed by the ANC” - and often 
clashed with the organization, particularly because of its militantly anti-government assertions, 
its internationalist leadership, and its pro-immigrant stance.147  

 
Why biography? New research avenues and sources on Clements Kadalie 
 
If we want to properly comprehend the history of the ICU itself, and more broadly the history 
of interwar Southern Africa, it is crucial that we understand Clements Kadalie as an individual: 
not just as a trade unionist, but as an immigrant, a sibling, a mission-educated Christian, a 
husband, a father, a divorcee, an aspiring journalist and a politician. Kadalie was born in Chifira 
village in the north of what would become colonial Nyasaland. Neame has done important 
work researching his early life, but no other studies have situated him within the broader 
‘Nyasa’ diaspora, or explored in depth what it meant to be a Nyasa interwar South Africa. 
Likewise, no historians have investigated his “difficult” personal life, his faltering Christian 
beliefs or his relationships with ICU leaders beyond the inner circle of La Guma, Champion 
and Ballinger. In particular, this thesis has attempted to rehabilitate the ideas and agendas of 
other ICU leaders – most notably Bennet Ncwana, James Thaele, James Gumbs, TW Keable 
‘Mote, Thomas Mbeki, Alexander Maduna and Henry Daniel Tyamzashe, who all played 
crucial roles in ICU history. 
 
Only a few of Kadalie’s personal papers survive. But as “the most talked about Native” in 
interwar South Africa, he left behind an incomparably rich vein of police and newspaper 
reports, government paperwork and personal correspondence, alongside innumerable vivid 
individual memories.148 Police intimately tracked his movements and speeches between 1919 
and 1931, while journalists across the world critically evaluated his ideas from a range of 
political perspectives. Over the course of the 1920s, Kadalie’s oratory and ideas captured the 
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imaginations of black workers on an unprecedented scale. His personal experiences and his 
ideas spoke to, and for, hundreds of thousands of workers. But to-date, there has only been a 
limited understanding about what these ideas and experiences were, and the political context 
that they were situated within.  
 
A disproportionate amount of South African history has been told through the medium of 
biography.149 Within this broader genre, however, (especially within the specific, well-
populated field of interwar black intellectual history) there has often been a narrow focus on 
the lives of “respectable” and “moderate” individuals who left behind a substantial amount of 
paperwork. These paper sources themselves were often dependent upon a proximity to 
resources – printing presses owned by missionaries, monarchs or mine owners; access to trans-
imperial networks that allowed travel throughout the world – and their creators often espoused 
a pro-imperial politics. As a result, interwar black intellectual history has often emphasized 
how these figures’ specific arguments need to be contextualised within their time (and not 
simply seen as acts of collaboration). Given the repressive laws of segregationist South Africa, 
Jim Campbell and Heather Hughes have argued against labelling ANC leaders as “elite” or 
“middle class”, while Keith Breckenridge has categorised interwar black intellectuals around 
the ANC as either pro-imperial ‘progressives’ (like Sol Plaatje) who demanded black voting 
and property rights and the end of segregation, or ‘hereditary elites’ (like John Dube) who saw 
segregation as a means of liberation.150  
 
In part, Kadalie’s biography is a means of tracing the emergence of an alternative, radical 
interwar “New Africa” beyond the ANC. Rejecting the leadership of “good boy” black elites, 
the ICU disaggregated South Africa’s black leaders along completely different lines. On the 
one hand, there were the ‘good boys’ (like both Dube and Plaatje) who “supped and dined” 
with missionaries, ministers, monarchs and businessmen “in the interest of [the] further 
exploitation and subjection of the proletariat”; while on the other, there were the ‘bad boys’ of 
the ICU who “denounced the hypocrisy of British Imperialism.” Representing a new type of 
leadership, they thrived off their “immorality” and “foreignness” (explicitly in contrast to the 
decorum of well-studied “moderate” and “temperate” black nationalists who foregrounded 
their ethnic or South African identities). Kadalie became infamous as a self-declared “bad 
man”, who irreverently damned Hertzog, telling black workers in September 1929: “Hertzog 
hates me and I hate him like hell, the bugger. I am a bad native and I will remain a bad 
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native”.151 The Chamber of Mines-owned newspaper Umteteli wa Bantu feared that the ICU’s 
“[a]gglomerations of differing tribal elements drawn from all parts of the Union and Darkest 
Africa do not lend themselves easily to union and discipline”.152 And even amongst his ICU 
comrades, Kadalie’s “brilliance” was “dimmed by his mouth and seditious-like utterings”, 
often becoming a “woolly-headed volcano of ‘damns’ and ‘goes-to-hell’!”153 In explicit 
contrast to moderate “good boys”, Kadalie was famed for his “intelligence”, “genuine 
manliness which is real[ly] spartanlike” and his radical understanding of free speech, free 
organisation and free movement.154 Kadalie’s “difficult and precarious” personal life 
encapsulated the ICU’s broader transgressive nature, but the outrages and outspoken-ness of 
ICU leaders meant that they were often met with crushing condescension, and many historians 
continue to repeat the assertion that Kadalie was “erratic” rather strategic when he changed his 
political stance.155 
 
Going beyond a narrow focus on moderate- or communist-formulated “national liberation”, 
this thesis focuses on how the ICU functioned as an internationalist, immigrant-led trade union, 
at the same time as situating Kadalie within the more expansive traditions of transatlantic race 
pride and socialist internationalism. ZK Matthews believed that Kadalie “started out with 
almost everything against him - he was a foreigner, a despised Nyasa who could not speak to 
his hearers in their home language.”156 But with numerous millenarian myths sweeping the 
country, buoyed up in part by the success of the Garvey movement in the US, the ICU’s white 
Scottish adviser William Ballinger believed that Kadalie was “inspired to think that he was the 
black man from the  North whom it was ordained should save the black people of the South 
from their harsh white oppressors”, an “inspiration strengthened at a later date by his reading 
of a somewhat ‘fifth-rate’ novel entitled ‘Bayette’”, about a northern immigrant, Nelson, who 
released “the black race of the South from the bondage of their white oppressors.”157 In a 
moment when the race pride of Marcus Garvey and the New Negro movement was sweeping 
the black world, the ICU celebrated the fact that its unprecedented number of ‘foreign-born’ 
leaders were often mistaken for “American Negroes”.158 Rejecting the leadership of older ANC 
figures such as Dube and Plaatje, Alexander Maduna – the ICU’s leading organiser first in 
Durban, and then in Bloemfontein - revelled in the fact that “being a foreigner in Natal and the 
Free State, I destroyed the seemingly impregnable walls of the above places, and, emancipated 
the Zulus and the Basutos from slavery”.159 Kadalie, similarly, recalled that the ICU’s 
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Caribbean-born president, James Gumbs, “was well respected by all, since like myself he was 
free of all tribal affiliations”.160 Other than Neame, no historian has considered in detail how 
Kadalie’s politics were heavily influenced by his Central African background, or how the 
organising strategies of Kadalie and his ICU comrades compared to other trade unionists – in  
Southern Africa, Britain, India and America. Kadalie’s debates with AWG Champion (the 
ICU’s most prominent Zulu leader in Durban who became Kadalie’s equal in power and 
influence by 1927), William Ballinger and James La Guma, are well known. The numerous 
other ICU leaders surrounding Kadalie, who constituted the trade union’s executive and who 
were central to the dissemination of the ICU’s “gospel”, however, are far less recognised, 
despite the fact that they were important political personalities in their own right. Having 
broken with Kadalie in November 1920, Bennet Ncwana exaggeratedly claimed that 
 

a large credit is due to Kadalie’s subordinates, namely, Messrs Allison Champion, 
Tyamzashe, Mac Jabavu, Lujiza, Mote, Maduna and Mbeki. These men as every 
intelligent man will agree, are today the life and soul of the ICU, and not Clements 
Kadalie.161 

 
Kadalie himself was dismissed by many for being erratic and undisciplined, and most ICU 
leaders have been subject to comparable condescension. Bennet Ncwana, the ICU’s “chairman 
of propaganda” in 1920, has been regarded as “strange” and “mercurial” - but together with 
Kadalie, Thaele and Gumbs, pioneered the spread of Garveyism throughout Southern Africa.162 
Professor James Thaele, who became Kadalie’s right-hand man in the early years of the ICU, 
has similarly been labelled “shadowly” and “eccentric” – but was recognised by black police 
as “one of the most intelligent Natives, if not the most intelligent Native, in the Union of South 
Africa.”163 The ICU’s pro-Garvey president James Gulam Gumbs has been dismissed for being 
nothing more than a “figure head” – but was, likewise, a famed platform speaker, widely 
championed as “the Apostle of the African Workers”, who “conducted ICU Conferences with 
dignity, fairness, wisdom and cheerfulness”.164 Henry Daniel Tyamzashe, who succeeded 
Thaele as assistant editor of The Workers’ Herald, meanwhile, was known as the “doyen of 
Bantu free-lance journalists”.165 James La Guma, the ICU’s chief bureaucrat between 1921 and 
1926, went on to become a key thinker within the South African communist movement, whose 
ideas heavily influenced the Communist International’s Black Republic Thesis.166 ICU 
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164 Wickins, Industrial and Commercial Workers’ Union [1973], p. 559; ‘Black Man on World of Labour’, 
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secretary Albert Nzula (who joined the global communist movement in 1928), in turn, went on 
to publish numerous theoretical works from Moscow, including The Working Class Movement 
and Forced Labour in Negro Africa.167 TW Keable ‘Mote was a prize-winning student, teacher 
and freelance journalist before joining the ICU, while Jacob Nhlapo went on to become the 
editor of Bantu World, a leading member of the ANC Youth League (ANCYL) and the first 
black South African to gain two doctorates. JS Scott who produced cartoons (such as figure 
1.2) for The Worker’s Herald was probably South Africa’s first black cartoonist. Among the 
numerous women leaders of the ICU, Mabel Klassen, in turn, was a “fearless lady organiser in 
Bloemfontein”, Eva Kubedi the ICU secretary for Kroonstad was a “dauntless platform 
speaker”, and Mary Jane Lenono sat on the executive of the Durban branch.168 Remarkably, in 
1925, Miss Soshankana, “a comparatively young African girl”, was “holding her ground in 
keeping the Branch alive” in Adelaide leading over 2,000 members.169 Despite the dominance 
of men at the top of the trade union’s leadership, women were consistently at the forefront of 
ICU campaigns in Bloemfontein, Kroonstad and Durban.170 And Keable ‘Mote recognised 
them as the ICU’s “real fighters”.171 
 
These men and women laid the foundations for black trade unionism in Southern Africa and, 
together, left an important - if ambiguous - legacy. Although the ICU itself fragmented into 
numerous different sections and schisms at the end of the 1920s, it established black trade 
unionism as a political and economic force on the African continent, conclusively 
demonstrating (for the first time) that black workers could and should be organised. Former 
members such as Gana Makabeni, George Daniels, TW Thibedi, John Gomas, James Shuba, 
Johannes Nkosi, Jameson Gilbert Coka and Self Mampuru became prominent trade union 
leaders in the 1930s and 1940s. And Kadalie himself later asserted that “many trade unions of 
the African workers which have now sprung up in all [the] big cities of the Union of South 
Africa owe their existence to the pioneering work of the ‘mother ICU’ which blazed the trail 
in the industrial field.”172 Certainly, numerous leaders of the South African Congress of Trade 
Unions (SACTU), which was prominent between 1955 and 1960, were children of ICU 
members.173 
 
Most surviving ICU documents are well known to historians.174 Only a few of Kadalie’s 
personal papers survive – most notably an autobiographical manuscript, a newscutting album 

 
167 Nzula, Potekhin & Zusmanovich [Cohen (ed.)], Forced Labour in Colonial Africa. 
168 Mancoe, Bloemfontein Bantu and Coloured People’s Directory; Neame, Congress Movement, vol 2, p.172. 
169 ‘The News and Doings of the ICU’, Workers’ Herald, 20/07/1925. 
170 I. Berger, Threads of Solidarity: Women in South African Industry, 1900-1980, (London, 1992); Hirson, 
History of the Left, pp.53-65; Bradford, Taste of Freedom, p.69; Bradford, ‘Women’s Beer Protests’. 
171 Basner, Political Memoirs, p.83. 
172 Kadalie, My Life, p.224 
173 K. Luckhardt & B. Wall, Organize…or Starve: The History of the South African Congress of Trade Unions 
(London, 1980), p.46. 
174 General ICU paperwork survives among the documents that William Ballinger took with him after the 
collapse of the ICU of Africa. ICU correspondence was purchased also by Lionel Forman and Lynn Saffery in 
the 1940s and 1950s, while Sylvia Neame archived the personal papers of AWG Champion. See WITS A922 
AWG Champion Papers, A923 Clements Kadalie Papers, A924 Industrial and Commercial Workers Union 
Papers, A1319 William Ballinger Papers, A2744 AWG Champion Autobiography and AD1179 Lynn Saffery 
Papers; UCT BC581 Lionel Forman Papers.  
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and some personal correspondence with his son Alexander from the 1940s that are archived at 
the Wits Historical Papers.175 State archives have also been extensively used in previous studies 
of the ICU, but they remain crucial sources for the breadth of ideas within the trade union, and 
I started research for this thesis spending a number of weeks going through the Justice 
Department and Native Affairs Department records at the Pretoria National Archives. 
Previously unexamined government documents relating to Central African and Mozambican 
immigration have also provided important new information on Kadalie’s background as a 
Central African immigrant.176 Many important radical debates are also contained within 
newspaper reports. Through the columns of the ICU’s own newspapers, The Black Man, The 
Workers’ Herald and Udibi, it has been possible to re-trace the roots of black radicalism in 
Southern Africa, and through previously unknown issues found in Justice Department files, as 
well as commentaries and reprinted articles in other newspapers, this thesis draws on 44 of the 
53 issues of The Workers’ Herald that were ever printed (the most comprehensive span of the 
newspaper used in any study of the ICU).177 Through the analysis of other black-owned 
newspapers such as Abantu-Batho, African World, Ilanga lase Natal, Imvo Zabantsundu, and 
Izwi la Bantu, and white-owned, black-run newspapers such as Umteteli wa Bantu, Izindaba 
Zabantsundu and (later) Bantu World, as well as white socialist and communist titles such as 
The International, The South African Worker, Forward and The Guardian, it has also been 
possible to analyse how the broader South African public engaged with the speeches and ideas 
of  ICU leaders.  This has been complemented by brief surveys into the white-owned Cape 
Times, Johannesburg Star, Rand Daily Mail, East London Daily Dispatch, Natal Advertiser 
and Natal Witness – which were especially important for day-to-day accounts of particular 
events. 
 
Significantly, the thesis draws on a number of new sources. The newly-archived Sylvia Neame 
papers at Wits include invaluable interviews with numerous ICU leaders, which complement 
(and sometimes contradict) her book, The Congress Movement.178 I have also benefitted 
immensely from the looking at the personal papers of Lucien van der Walt, Khwezi Mkhize, 
Peter Limb, Ntongela Masilela and David Johnson. A detailed search of British-based 
newspapers such as The Guardian, New Statesman, Lansbury’s Labour Weekly, Foreign 
Affairs, Time & Tide, Workers’ Life and Labour Monthly, as well as Comintern’s Negro Worker 
and the US-based Messenger, Crusader, Negro World and Negro Champion newspapers has 
also uncovered numerous letters and articles by and about Kadalie. The diaries, photographs 

 
175 WITS A2743 Clements Kadalie Papers. Clements Kadalie’s scrapbook is in WITS A2729 Sylvia Neame 
Papers. I have been unable to locate any of the diaries that Kadalie makes numerous references to. 
176 I have published on this topic more generally in H. Dee, ‘Central African immigrants’ and H. Dee, ‘Nyasa 
leaders’. 
177 Kadalie’s 1923 article ‘A Call to the African Race’, for example, appeared on the front page in the (missing) 
first ever issue of The Workers’ Herald, but had already been printed 1 month earlier in Umteteli wa Bantu, 
14/04/1923, while the CPSA’s International critically reprinted snippets of The Workers’ Herald throughout the 
early 1920s. Police reports indicate that the missing November 1927 issue contained Kadalie’s essay ‘The Old 
and New Africa’, which also appeared in the British journal Labour Monthly, while the a surviving edition of 
Champion’s paper Udibi lwase Afrika, was also found among Native Affairs Department files – SANA NTS 
9494 109/400 ‘AF Batty’. 
178 WITS A2729 Sylvia Neame Papers contain invaluable interviews which sometimes contradict the 
conclusions Neame, The Congress Movement. 



 60 

and news-cutting albums of Clements Kadalie’s eldest son, Alexander, are another important 
new source, particularly for events in the 1940s and 1950s.  
 
Most significant, however, has been the considerable number of family interviews that I’ve 
undertaken in Cape Town, Pietermaritzburg, Lilongwe and Blantyre. Rhoda Kadalie has been 
integral to research into her grandmother (Clements’ first wife) Joanna ‘Molly’ Davidson and 
their four children, Alexander, Robert, Clementia and Fenner. Rhoda also introduced me to 
numerous family members, including Wendy Moorhead who has been incredibly supportive 
with research into the life of her great aunt (Clements’ second wife) Eva Moorhead, and their 
only child Victor. Bongi Muwamba, and Robert and Fanny Banda Kadalie in Lilongwe, in 
turn, provided invaluable oral histories of Clements’ siblings, Robert, Mary, Dyna and Simon 
Foster - who like their brother, left their home village of Chifira to live abroad. This vernacular 
historiography has been complemented by missionary papers relating to Clements Kadalie’s 
family in the Malawi National Archives, Edinburgh University Centre for Research Collections 
and the National Library of Scotland. I’m particularly indebted to Leslie Nazombe, the 
grandson of Clements’ older brother Robert, who met for a number of interviews and lent me 
a copy of his grandfather’s own autobiography. I was not allowed access to the archives of the 
Chamber of Mines (whose spy reports were a crucial source for Keith Breckenridge’s seminal 
1998 study), but together with the oral histories of numerous relatives, it has been possible to 
piece together the personal lives and broader context that structured the existence of the most 
famous black trade unionist in pre-apartheid Southern Africa.  
 
 
Structure and chapter outline 
 
Part 1 of the thesis focuses on Clements Kadalie’s Central African background, and more 
broadly demonstrates the (under-appreciated) influence of Central Africans in South African 
history. Kadalie is often portrayed as an atheist or agnostic, but after leaving Central Africa in 
1915, he made biting criticisms of white “so-called Christians” and British “civilisation” on 
the basis of his religious beliefs, alongside a number of other prominent Central African 
Christians in urban South Africa. Having been schooled by Scots missionaries who 
“benevolently” believed in the principles of “self-help”, “free labour” and “British justice”, 
Chapter 2 establishes how and why Kadalie and other prominent Central Africans became 
disillusioned by the “hypocrisy” of missionaries and demonstrates how Kadalie’s caustic 
criticisms of white Christians reflected broader social changes. 
 
Covering the period 1919 to 1927, part 2 of the thesis focuses explicitly on the history of the 
ICU, connecting the politics of migration to broader debates about trade unionism and race. 
Chapter 3 demonstrates how the early ICU, led by black immigrants from across the British 
world, pioneered new ideas of race consciousness as it advanced across Southern Africa, and 
insisted that the wages and working conditions of all workers (white and black alike) would 
not improve unless black workers were organized separately along trade union lines. This 
Garveyite-informed emphasis on black separatism led the ICU to champion “territorial” 
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segregation and the Pact coalition in the 1924 general election, and explicitly attack South 
African white trade union movement. Chapter 4, in turn, explores how the ICU explicitly 
engaged with the transnational nature of South Africa’s labour market, called for minimum 
wages and set its sights on unionising the Witwatersrand’s 200,000 black mine workers, hoping 
that a general strike would shut down industries across Southern Africa and win important 
concessions. By the end of 1925 it was clear that the ICU had failed in its attempts to unionise 
miners, but in trying to organise unskilled migrant workers on an unprecedented scale, it 
nevertheless challenged contemporary ideas about the necessity of “colour bars”, the racist 
distinction between (white) “civilised” and (black) “uncivilised” labour, the need to restrict 
black immigration and white revolutionaries’ prioritisation of class-before-race. Building on 
this transnational perspective, Chapter 5 rehabilitates the importance of socialist 
internationalism within the ICU (and its consistent scepticism about nationalists), focusing in 
particular on Kadalie’s 1927 trip to Europe. Just as ideas about “colour bars” and a “white 
working class” developed in South Africa and spread to Britain, Kadalie crossed the boundary 
between colony and metropole to inspire a generation of British left-wing activists to think 
more critically about race, and challenged global divisions between socialist and communist 
internationalisms.179  
 
When Kadalie returned from Europe in November 1927 however, the ICU was on the verge of 
collapse, and part 3 explores the disintegration and subsequent legacies of Clements Kadalie 
and the ICU. Chapter 6 is an ethnography of both the famous mass meetings that underpinned 
ICU organisation and the repressive state institutions that undermined them. The pre-apartheid 
South African state was, already in the 1920s, drawing up long lists of black “agitators”, 
infiltrating black organisations with spies and introducing legislation to clamp down on so-
called sedition. As the ICU was rocked by legal persecution and a number of corruption 
scandals, Chapter 7 demonstrates how moderate, anti-immigrant trade unionists who favoured 
sectionalised, industrial trade union organisation and criticised “loud and foolish talking” 
seized control of the ICU. Abandoning the “moderate” ICU of Africa, the “fighting” Kadalie-
led Independent ICU continued to follow the practice of “general” trade unionism, called a 
general strike in East London at the start of 1930, and continued to push “general” trade union 
methods into the 1940s. Chapter 8 concludes the thesis by demonstrating how Clements 
Kadalie and other ICU leaders laid the ground-work for future debates about effective trade 
union organisation for generations to come. Among black trade unionists and black radicals, 
Kadalie and the ICU continued to embody an important “young and virile” politics. And, 
despite the fall of apartheid, many of their more expansive notions of freedom – freedom of 
movement, economic freedom, and a guaranteed living wage – remain unattained in South 
Africa today. 

 
179 For the spread of white supremacist ideas from South Africa to Britain, see Hyslop, ‘The imperial working 
class makes itself white’. 
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Chapter 2 - Christian dissent and connected crises of the 

“civilising mission” in Central and Southern Africa 
 
 
Introduction: The ambiguous impact of Kadalie’s Tonga background and mission 
education 
 
In 1927, Clements Kadalie told readers of the British journal Labour Monthly that his 
“forefathers had of themselves no desire for white civilisation.” 
 

The white men came to Africa of their own free will, and told my forefathers that 
they had brought with them civilisation and Christianity. They heralded good news 
for Africa. Africa must be born again, and her people must discard their savagery 
and become civilised people and Christians. Cities were built in which white and 
black men might live together as brothers. An earthly paradise awaited creation. 
And after death there was a heaven for all well-doers in which there was no colour 
bar!1 

 
According to Kadalie, ‘Old Africa’ had been hit by three transformative shocks. First white 
missionaries had come “of their own free will”, then European capitalism had “made its 
footing”. Finally, “came the Great War, and we were called upon to fight to make the world 
safe for democracy […] we emerged, disillusioned as to the fulfilment of the things it had 
promised, but conscious of our rights, and trained to fight for our humanity.”2 Kadalie at the 
time of writing was in London, fighting against new repressive legislation and holding the 
British to account for the failed-promises of colonial rule.3 But he was also writing directly 
from personal family experience. Drawing on the scholarship of the anthropologist Jan van 
Velsen, numerous historians have claimed that Kadalie’s Tonga background from Central 
Africa was crucial to his “radical democratic” and “anti-tribal” ideas in South Africa.4 These 
arguments, however, have not taken into account the lives of numerous other Tonga 
immigrants in interwar South Africa, who espoused very different, moderate political ideals. 
Tongaland - in the north of the British Central African Protectorate (modern-day Malawi) - 
was undoubtedly a crucial, globally-connected space at the turn of the 20th century. But this 

 
1 C. Kadalie, ‘The Old and the New Africa’, Labour Monthly, 9:10 (October 1927). 
2 Kadalie, ‘Old and New Africa’. 
3 Both Neame and Bradford have asserted that this article was an anomaly heavily influenced by Fenner 
Brockway and written for “overseas consumption”, but read alongside Kadalie’s other writings there are 
numerous continuities - Bradford, Taste of Freedom, p.306; Neame, Congress Movement, vol.2, pp.96; 
interview with Neame, 18/02/2017. The article, however, was also talked about at ICU meetings and reproduced 
in South Africa, probably in the November 1927 issue of The Workers’ Herald which appears to have been lost. 
See report of ICU meeting in Johannesburg on 20/11/1927, in SANA JUS 918 1/18/26 ‘Native Agitation 
Reports On: Part 12’ and CID report dated 30/11/1927 in WCA CCK 20 N1/9/3 ‘Native Politics and Unrest: 
Political Organisation: ICU’. 
4 Neame, Congress Movement, vol 1, pp.125-129; J. McCracken, Politics and Christianity in Malawi: The 
Impact of the Livingstonia in the Northern Province, (Zomba, 2008), p.193; J. McCracken, A History of Malawi, 
1859-1966, (Woodbridge, 2012), p.112; Phiri, I See You, pp.10-11. 
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chapter demonstrates that it was Kadalie’s education and personal family experiences that 
made him distinct rather than his ethnic background. Although it is important that Kadalie came 
from a society where authority was fluid and contestable, it was these particular experiences 
led him, and a number of other Central Africans, to become some of the most outspoken black 
Christian voices in 1920s South Africa. 
 
Surviving evidence indicates that Kadalie’s family were closely integrated with East African 
trade networks in the late 1870s, when missionaries from the United Free Church of Scotland 
- acting as “pioneers of civilisation” - established a station in Tongaland on the north western 
shores of Lake Nyasa (modern-day Lake Malawi), three miles away from the home of Chief 
Katonga (Kadalie’s great uncle).5 Unaccompanied by other white settlers, the “hardy, frugal 
and industrious” Scots oversaw nearly three decades of “informal, missionary government” 
before British explorers and colonial officials subsequently established the British Central 
African Protectorate (BCAP) in 1891.6 BCAP officials – most notably Harry Johnston – were 
in the pay of Cecil Rhodes, the South African-based mine magnate, looking to stake their claim 
on a potential ‘Second Rand’ north of the Limpopo, and the nascent colonial administration 
was almost entirely funded by Rhodes’ British South Africa Company for the first five years 
of its existence.7 From the 1890s, mission-educated Central Africans were migrating 
independently to the relatively high-wage zones of Salisbury, Bulawayo, Johannesburg, 
Kimberley, Durban and Cape Town. And in search of low-wage workers, the Johannesburg-
based Chamber of Mines subsequently initiated a BCAP-backed recruitment scheme which 
saw thousands of Central Africans employed on the Rand mines each year between 1903 and 
1913. By the 1910s, Tongaland was closely tied into the capitalist revolution unfolding in 
Southern Africa - and the resultant circulation of missionaries, mercenaries, migrant workers 
and dissenting ideas. Working throughout Southern Africa’s plantations, towns and mines, 
mission-educated migrants from Tongaland, in particular, quickly emerged at the forefront of 
debates over religious autonomy and racist prejudice in the 1900s and 1910s. These critiques 
of missionaries and, more broadly, colonial rule do not fit neatly within a binary comparison 
of resistance versus collaboration. While John Chilembwe famously led his revolt in the south 
of Nyasaland in 1915, black leaders in Tongaland criticised white hypocrisy and government-
sanctioned chiefs through churches and political organisations, mobilising the so-called values 
of Christian brotherhood and imperial citizenship to demand a more egalitarian form of British 
colonialism. Kadalie’s family, in particular, were at the heart of dissenting debates.8  
 
The historiography of Christianity in Malawi has developed an extensive literature on early 
black leaders and intellectuals. This encompasses amongst others John Chilembwe, who was 
educated in the US, insisted on racial equality and established his own Providence Industrial 
Mission (PIM) in 1900; Eliot Kenan Kamwana who introduced the US-based Watch Tower 

 
5 H. Donati, ‘‘A very antagonistic spirit’: Elliot Kamwana, Christianity and the end of the world in Nyasaland’, 
Society of Malawi Journal, 64:1 (2011), p.14. 
6 Donati, ‘Elliot Kamwana’, p.14. 
7 McCracken, History of Malawi, p.54; Pachai, Malawi Diaspora, p. 7 ref 30a. 
8 For the South African context, see N. Erlank, ‘Christianity and African Nationalism in South Africa in the 
First Half of the 20th Century’, in A. Lissoni, J. Soske, N. Erlank, N. Nieftagodien & O. Badsha, One Hundred 
Years of the ANC: Debating Liberation Histories Today, (Johannesburg: Wits University Press, 2012). 
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Bible and Tract Society (WTBTS) to Central Africa in 1908, and was deported in 1909 after 
explicitly rejecting European teachings; Charles Domingo who left the United Free Church to 
lead the Seventh Day Baptists in 1908, and asserted there was “too much failure among all 
Europeans in Nyasaland” whose “Three Combined Bodies: Missionaries, Government – and 
Companies or Gainers of money” were “too cheeky” and “too thefty”, and looked “on a Native 
with mockery eyes”; and Yesaya Zerenji Mwasi, Clements Kadalie’s own uncle, who founded 
the Blackman’s Church in 1933, asserting that the “time has now come for the Native Church 
to take up its responsibilities alone as the individual churches planted by the Apostle Paul did”.9  
 
This extensive literature has not, however, incorporated the ideas of Nyasa emigrants who 
worked abroad and did not return home. Numerous prominent Nyasa leaders in South Africa 
preached about the imminent collapse of the “autocratic” global order in the interwar period. 
George Wellington Kampara (who also went by the name GC Kalinda) was a Nyasa “firebrand” 
who pioneered the advance of Garveyism on the Rand and attacked “local Uncle Tom 
ministers” for “denying Garveyites the use of church or school halls for UNIA meetings”. A 
Tonga, Juma Richardson Albert Ankhoma was an early black Pentecostal who led the Apostolic 
Faith Church (AFC) in Johannesburg, and believed that the defining moment of WWI was when 
“Jerusalem came into the hands of the British”, catalysing “a New Day; surely the day when 
the Sun of Righteousness shall arise with healing in His wings.” And John George Philips was 
a Tonga Zionist, who led a schism of the Christian Catholic Apostolic Church in Zion (CCACZ) 
in South Africa and hoped for a new millennium under theocratic rule, at the same time as 
asserting that “[a]ny rebellion against higher powers, either church or state, is strictly 
forbidden”.10 Perhaps most importantly, this literature has not engaged with the theological 
ideas of Clements Kadalie, who was at the forefront of “an anti-white Church movement” in 
South Africa during the 1920s.11  
 
These Nyasa immigrants in South Africa drew on their personal experiences growing up in 
Central Africa. After years of mission education, innumerable Central African reached the 
restrictive limits of self-advancement that “gradualist”, “benevolent” white missionaries were 
prepared to accede within their Christian institutions. In this context, the emigration of black 
mission graduates became a political act - these men left a repressive country where radical 
critics of church and state (like Joseph Booth and Eliot Kamwana) were deported, or executed 
(like Chilembwe and his supporters), and radical newspapers (such as the UNIA’s Negro World 
and the ICU’s Workers’ Herald) were banned. In the words of Kadalie, these emigrants could 
not find a “higher civilised life” in Central Africa.12 Some did return. Kamwana’s Watch Tower 
church transformed the politics of Nyasaland, and Southern and Northern Rhodesia, while 
Hanock Phiri’s AME church, Robert Sambo’s African National Church and John Mphamba’s 
African Orthodox Church (AOC) created a crucial basis for the later establishment of the 

 
9 Shepperson & Price, Indepdent African; McCracken, A History, pp.122-123; 213. 
10 The ideas of these men are laid out in detail in H. Dee, ‘Nyasa Leaders’. 
11 Ballinger to Pim, 23/12/1930 cited in A. Cobley, ‘The ‘African National Church’: Self-Determination and 
Political Struggle among Black Christians in South Africa’, Church History, 60:3 (1991), p.358. 
12 Kadalie, My Life, p.33. 
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Nyasaland African Congress.13 There are indications that the followers of Kampara, Ankhoma 
and Philips, similarly, established branches of their churches in Nyasaland.14 Clements 
Kadalie, Robert Sambo and the brothers Isaac MacDonald Lawrence and John B Chattah 
Lawrence, likewise, ensured that ICU propaganda (often critical of white missionaries) was 
disseminated throughout Nyasaland. YZ Mwasi may well have been reading the political and 
theological arguments in Kadalie’s Black Man and Workers’ Herald newspapers, as well as 
The Negro World, long before he initiated the Blackman’s Church.15 These mission-educated 
men also had a considerable impact in South Africa, where Clements Kadalie’s early life and 
missionary education - in particular - has become a politicised source of historiographical 
contention. Historians such as Phil Bonner have connected Kadalie’s chiefly lineage, Christian 
education and ‘progressive’ family connections to the eventual collapse of the ICU at the end 
of the 1920s - asserting this was an inevitable result of his “petty bourgeois” background.16 In 
contrast, Helen Bradford has importantly criticised these historians for “stamping a rigid, 
bourgeois identity” on Kadalie and other leaders of the ICU, echoing Kadalie’s own assertion 
that there “were no class distinctions” at the start of the 20th century.17  
 
A scarcity of sources means that it is difficult to differentiate between influences from 
Kadalie’s time in Nyasaland and his early years in South Africa. After 8 years of mission 
education, Kadalie was certainly a competent orator, with a proficiency in written English, 
book-keeping and teaching, and educated to a level that meant he was “unlike the ordinary 
African usually seen in Cape Town”.18 But this level of academic attainment “did not satisfy” 
an ambitious young man who believed he had to study further in order to “forge ahead” and 
“do justice” to his “calling.”19 Equipped with only a “meagre education and [a] little courage”, 
Kadalie was frank about the fact he “was not educated overseas” - and in comparison to 
prominent black leaders like John Dube, James Moroka, Charlotte Maxeke, James Thaele, or 
the influential Soga and Jabavu families, he was not highly educated.20 British author Vera 
Brittain dismissed Kadalie as someone whose “reading was limited and disconnected”.21 The 
Afrikaner communist Eddie Roux (falsely) characterised Kadalie as a leader who “was 
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19 Kadalie, My Life, p.44. 
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essentially a poet” but had not written “a line of poetry”.22 And as Kadalie’s missionary teacher 
Donald Fraser was notably eager to point out, he “represented the product of education, but not 
of mission schools alone.”23 Addressing audiences in Britain in 1927, Kadalie “apologised for 
what he called ‘the composition of his English’,” emphasizing that African students were 
“barred from the secondary schools and universities.”24 Above all, Kadalie was in a position to 
embody the working class spirit of self-improvement when he left Nyasaland – fulfilling the 
ambitions of Scots missionaries who looked “not to turn out scholars”, but “to turn out teachers 
with an appetite for knowledge and an aptitude for scholarship”.25 His close comrade Henry 
Tyamzashe later described Kadalie as “one of the quickest learners” he had ever met.26  
 
After becoming a paid full-time secretary of the ICU in January 1920, Kadalie used his wage 
to enrol at the Efficiency Institute in Cape Town.27 The stilted written English of his early 
letters contrasts markedly with the eloquence and power of his essays from the mid-1920s. And 
it was only after a prolonged period of personal study that Kadalie was able to find his 
distinctive voice as a writer.28 He was highly critical of other ICU leaders, like Samuel 
Masabalala, who was “deficient” as a leader because “he did not avail himself of private 
study.”29 When his cousin Ernest Muwamba, complemented Kadalie on the improvement of 
his written English in 1923, he admitted that “upon my leaving the Overtoun Institution, 
Livingstonia in Nyasaland I did not get hold of the English Language as comparatively with 
my present knowledge.” Having “engaged myself in studies to advance my education”, Kadalie 
was “glad to know that you also record my transition into a fuller grasp of the English 
language.”30  
 
Rather than being simply a product of missionary schooling, Kadalie used the basic education 
available to him to become a prodigious autodidact. In early 1920s Cape Town, he read about 
“Tom Mann, Ben Tillett and others who were pioneers of organizing the semi-skilled and 
unskilled labour in the old country”, engaged with the ideas of Marcus Garvey and the 
American economist Henry George, as well as self-help texts such as Joseph Norwood’s 
Success Inevitable, Or the Psychology of Success, and championed the idea of working class 
self-improvement and self-leadership.31 In early 1922, he told readers of Ilanga lase Natal, “let 
us not be deceived further, that it is those only who have matriculated or received a University 
BA etc., who are capable of leadership”. Instead “successful leaders” were “those who have 

 
22 E. Roux & W. Roux, Rebel Pity, (London, 1970), pp.39-40. 
23 Kadalie, My Life, p.48, quoting Fraser, New Africa. 
24 ‘England Makes Seven Million Africans Slaves’, Chicago Defender, 17/09/1927. 
25 R. MacDonald, A History of African Education in Nyasaland, 1875-1945, (PhD thesis, Uni. of Edinburgh, 
1968), p.132. 
26 Tyamzashe, Summarised History. 
27 Kadalie, My Life, pp.44-45. 
28 Kadalie, My Life, p.44. 
29 Kadalie, My Life, pp.52-53. 
30 MNA S2/71/23 ‘Censored correspondence between Clements Muwamba and Clements Kadalie’, C. Kadalie 
to E.A. Muwamba, 29/04/1923. 
31 Kadalie, My Life, p.55; Brittain, Testament of Friendship; WITS A2743 Clements Kadalie Papers, C. Kadalie 
to A. Kadalie, 10/03/1943; J.W. Norwood, Success Inevitable, Or the Psychology of Success (New York, 1923). 
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passed through the great University of the World-Experience”.32 This would become a key 
distinguishing feature amongst the ICU leadership, and Kadalie was proud there “were no BAs 
or lawyers amongst them”.33 Imvo Zabantsundu reported that Kadalie soon “made up for his 
lack of higher education by sheer organising capacity”, and by 1923, was also taking a 
correspondence course with the London School of Journalism, and planning to study further in 
America “to develop my journalistic ability so that I can write authoritatively”.34  
 
What then can we say about the importance of Kadalie’ early life in Central Africa? Kadalie’s 
ethnic and educational background are certainly important – but his previously under-
researched personal family experiences under-pinned a particular transgressive understanding 
of “progress”, “self-advancement” and “modern civilisation” that challenged, from below, the 
“gradualist” politics and “racial time” of British settlers, black chiefs and early black 
nationalists alike. Kadalie recognised that his theological training helped him “understand the 
sufferings of my fellow-men”, and stories of Moses, the Israelites and Jesus animated his essays 
and speeches for the rest of his life.35 But Kadalie’s early life nevertheless was also informed 
by the religious divisions that split his personal family and defined his continued prioritisation 
of the secular over the spiritual, the ‘modern’ over the ‘traditional’, and the international 
advancement of the black race over local, ‘tribal’ or even emerging nationalist interests. 
Existing accounts of Kadalie’s life have downplayed his Christian commitments, with George 
Shepperson and Terence Ranger, for example, framing Kadalie as “agnostic, if not atheistic” - 
heavily influenced by the writings of the atheist American intellectual Robert Ingersoll - and 
representative of a new secular form of black politics in Southern Africa. This analysis relies 
heavily on a speech given by Kadalie at Lovedale College in 1928, where he declared 
 

Personally I do not subscribe to any religious doctrine in the generally-accepted sense 
of the terms. In the words of Ingersoll: ‘The world is my country; to do good is my 
religion,’ and it seems to me that my life can be more usefully employed in 
endeavouring to improve the lot of my fellow creatures here than bothering about a 
chimerical life up above, about which there is no certainty and of which you and I really 
know nothing.36 

 
By contrast, Beinart and Bundy have presented Kadalie, only a year later, in the aftermath of 
the original ICU's fragmentation, espousing a radical Ethiopianist Christianity.37 While Kadalie 
was criticised for being erratic and anti-Christian by his numerous opponents, his relationship 
with Christianity points to very real tensions and contradictions. He was certainly very critical 

 
32 Kadalie, ‘Reply to ‘The Black Man’’, Ilanga, 27/01/1922. 
33 SANA 01/11/1936 ICU meeting in Heilbron led by Kadalie 
34 ‘The Ban on Kadalie’, Imvo, 20/04/1926; Kadalie, My Life, pp.50; 57; MNA S2/71/23 ‘Censored 
Correspondence between Clements Muwamba and Clements Kadalie’, C. Kadalie to I.C.K. Muwamba, 
02/05/1923. 
35 Kadalie, My Life, p.32. 
36 Shepperson, ‘Kadalie and Africa’; Ranger, The African Voice. Both Shepperson and Ranger cite D.D.T. 
Jabavu, ‘Christianity and the Bantu’ in M. Stauffer (ed.), Thinking with Africa: Chapters by a Group of 
Nationals Interpreting the Christian Movement (London, 1928), pp.120-121, and C. Kadalie, ‘Aims and 
Motives of the ICU’. See also Shepperson & Price, Independent African, p.413. 
37 Beinart & Bundy, ‘Ideology and Tactics of the Independent ICU’. 
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of “gradualist” white missionaries, as well as Watch Tower, Seventh Day Adventist, Zionist 
and Pentecostal Christians and their ‘pie-in-the-sky’ millenarian theology. But this did not 
amount to agnosticism or outright atheism. In the same Lovedale speech cited above, Kadalie 
struck out at those accusing the ICU “of being anti-religious. On what facts this charge is based 
I do not even pretend to know”, and he consistently employed biblical images and motifs in his 
rhetoric - even going as far as to say that “I stood for God the Father, C for God the Son, and 
U for God the Holy Ghost”.38 Like many contemporary Ethiopianist Christians, Kadalie 
continued to follow Presbyterian traditions. Drawing on his own personal experiences as well 
as the black theology of Marcus Garvey, Kadalie simultaneously argued for the existence of 
black angels and against the religious hypocrisy of white missionaries, government officials 
and workers. Documenting the particular experiences that defined Kadalie’s political outlook, 
the rest of this chapter first demonstrates how local rivalries between Chief Marenga and Chief 
Chiweyu (Kadalie’s grandfather) in Tongaland were exacerbated by the influences of white 
Presbyterian missionaries and black Watch Tower evangelists, and led to the eventual 
marginalisation of Kadalie’s family during the implementation of indirect rule. It second 
addresses the subsequent emigration of Kadalie’s family through Tonga migrant networks that 
stretched across Central and Southern Africa, before finally exploring the important impact of 
Central African Christians, and the particular ramifications of Marenga and Chiweyu’s rivalry, 
on black South African politics. 
 
 
“A great family”: The Muwambas and chiefly rivalries in colonial Tongaland 
 
From the 1850s, incessant Ngoni raiding forced the inhabitants of Tongaland to rely on a 
system of cassava-based agricultural production and fishing, and to settle in fortified stockades. 
Battling over access to Arab trade networks, control of women, and Tonga-grown agricultural 
produce, Ngoni and Tonga chiefs remained in violent conflict until the mid-1880s, when Ngoni 
military power was declining, and white British settlers held an increasingly dominant 
monopoly on violence. Fragmentary available evidence indicates that Kadalie’s family was 
closely involved in the lucrative “Arab trade” – trafficking guns, calico, ivory and enslaved 
people. When the Scottish missionary David Livingstone first arrived in Tongaland in 1861, 
“the entire district was in the grip of the Arab slaver, and round the lake and across it, the traffic 
went on without cessation.”39 Missionaries recorded that in August 1879 that the brother of 
Kadalie’s grandfather, Chief Katonga, went to Ngoniland to trade for ivory; and in 1884 

 
38 Bradford, A Taste of Freedom, p.124. 
39 W.P. Livingstone, Laws of Livingstonia: A Narratve of Missionary Adventure and Achievement, (London, 
1921), p.4. 
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Katonga’s successor, his brother, Chief Chikuru, was reportedly involved in the “wholesale 
trade in slaves”.40  
 

 
Figure 6 Map of Tongaland at the end of the 19th Century 

 
40 N. Long, ‘Bandawe Mission Station and Local Politics, 1878-1886’, Rhodes-Livingstone Journal, 32 (1962), 
p.4. 

Adapted from N. Long, ‘Bandawe Mission Stations and Local Politics, 1878-1886’, 
Rhodes-Livingstone Journal, 32 (1962) 
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Figure 2.7 “Five Chiefs who met Dr Livingstone when he first landed at Bandawe” 

 
Throughout the 1860s and 1870s, Scottish missionaries asserted that a mission station built “on 
a carefully selected and commanding spot in Central Africa” could develop “into a town, and 
afterwards into a city and become a great centre of commerce, civilisation and Christianity.”41 
David Livingstone believed that “[i]f Nyasa and its waterways down the Zambesi were held 
and patrolled by a civilised power”, the so-called “‘open sore of Africa’ might be healed at its 
source; and the introduction of Christianity with civilized industries and legitimate trade would 
see people on the road to progress.”42 In October 1875, the first group of Scots established a 
station for the United Free Church’s Livingstonia Mission (named after the now-deceased 
Livingstone) at Cape Maclear, at the south end of the lake. They included only one ordained 
missionary, Robert Laws – an “austere”, “taciturn” and “far-sighted” Aberdeen-born medical 
graduate.43 These pioneer settlers were joined a year later by around twenty reinforcements 
from South Africa, who included James Stewart, the principle of Lovedale College and “a great 
Christian Imperialist”. Stewart was joined by William Koyi, a Lovedale-educated Xhosa 
evangelist.44 Laws took over as head of the Livingstonia Mission when Stewart left in 
December 1877, and in 1878 the mission decided to establish an observation post to the north 
west of the lake at Bandawe near Chief Katonga’s village with the “the expectation that the 
Lake Nyasa route into the interior would become a highway of trade”.45 Katonga’s neighbour 
at Chituka village, Chief Marenga, soon built a close relationship with the mission, regularly 
supplying the new observation post with labour and food, in exchange for cloth and other 
European goods. When Laws himself permanently settled at Bandawe in 1881 (formerly 
establishing a mission station there) he presented Marenga with a coloured blanket as a token 
of thanks for his help, and purchased land on Makuzi Hill from him.46  

 
41 McCracken, History of Malawi, pp.44-48. 
42 ‘Laws of Livingstonia’, South African Outlook, 01/06/1922. 
43 McCracken, Politics of Christianity, pp.63; 69. 
44 T.J. Thompson, Ngoni, Xhosa and Scot: Religious Interaction in Malawi (Zomba, 2007), p.14; The Christian 
Express, 01/02/1906. 
45 Livingstone, Laws of Livingstonia, p.375. 
46 Long, ‘Bandawe Mission Station’, p.15. 

from W.P. Livingstone, Laws of Livingstonia, (London, 1921) 
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Figure 2.8 “Bandawe Old Station, Makuzi Hill in the background”  

 
Laws decreed that missionaries could not intervene in local Tonga politics. But the mission 
was welcomed by many (most notably Chief Marenga) as an arbiter between disputing chiefs, 
an employer and an ally against the Ngoni raiders.47 In August 1885, almost all the local Tonga 
chiefs signed the ‘Kalata Treaty’ with the African Lakes Company (ALC), declaring that 
henceforth they were “no longer ‘Atonga’ but ‘Amandalo’”, “the children of the white man” 
(run by the Moir brothers, the ALC was a Scottish enterprise founded in 1878, which was 
closely aligned with the Livingstonia Mission and intent on supplanting the “Arab trade” with 
its own so called “legitimate trade”).48 Missionaries soon complained, however, that the Tonga 
were “incessantly quarrelling amongst themselves; beer fights, murders, mwave ordeals, 
mutual jealousies and ambitions kept the country in a fervour of unrest” - and it appears that 
these rivalries were only exacerbated by the presence of the Livingstonia Mission itself, which 
played an increasingly important economic role supplying currency and certain goods.49 Most 
notably, in February 1886, there was a “full-scale battle”, drawing in numerous Tonga chiefs, 
between Chief Marenga on one side – representing those who benefitted from the mission – 
and Chief Chimbano, Chief Mankhambira and Chief Chikuru (Clements Kadalie’s great uncle 
and Katonga’s successor) on the other.50 David Kerr Cross, a Livingstonia missionary, reported 
in Christian Express that  
 

there had been among the Atonga chiefs one of the bloodiest wars that has been 
seen since the mission was opened at Bandawe. It seems two chiefs – Marenga and 
Chikuru – revived an old slave quarrel of seventeen years’ standing, and resolved 

 
47 Long, ‘Bandawe Mission Station’, p.2 
48 McCracken, Politics and Christianity, p.110; McCracken, History of Malawi, pp.48-54. 
49 Livingstone, Laws of Livingstonia, p.186; Long, ‘Bandawe Mission Station’, p.18. 
50 Long, ‘Bandawe Mission Station’, pp.16-18. 
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they would have a fight over the subject. Soon all the Atonga chiefs were drawn to 
one side or the other, and within two days the whole tribe was in arms. Every man 
carried spears, a shield, or a flint-lock gun; and for three days they carried on a sort 
of wild guerrilla warfare – killing, stabbing, and hacking one another frightfully 
[…] During the first day Marenga suffered very much; and that evening, late at 
night, he came to us begging assistance. Was he not our friend? Had he not built us 
a school? Did he not sign a treaty, in which we offered to help him against his 
enemies? He asserted that one cause of the war was the fact that he was despised 
by the other chiefs for being very friendly with the white man, going to the service 
every Sabbath, etc.51 

 
Despite Marenga’s appeals, the missionaries refused to side with him.52 
 

 
Figure 2.9 “A View of the Lake Shore, showing how the Huts are spread along the Beach” 

 
After 1887, armed conflict between Ngoni and Tonga (and between the Tonga themselves) 
declined as prominent members of both groups became increasingly invested in Britain’s 

 
51 Kerr Cross, ‘Missionary News: Livingstonia: Medical Missionary on a Battlefield’, Christian Express, 
01/10/1886. See also Long, ‘Bandawe Mission Station’, p.17 quoting J.W. Jack, Daybreak in Livingstonia, 
(Edinburgh, 1901), p.244. McCracken, Politics and Christianity, p.112, likewise quotes from the Bandawe 
Station Journal, 23/02/1886, that Marenga: “asserted that all the other Atonga chiefs hated him and were ready 
at any moment to fight against him. He wished us to help him against Tshikuru [Chikuru] reminding us of the 
treaties he had signed and of our promises to help him. This being denied him he at once pled for powder; and 
again he had to be denied. He left us in anger saying he had all along been the friend of the white man and now 
in his hour of need we had cast him off.” 
52 Long, ‘Bandawe Mission Station’, p.18. 
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imperial project. Harry Johnston noted in 1894 that, in particular, “the Atonga have peculiarly 
identified themselves with the white men’s interests”.53 The ‘West Nyasa District’ was 
formerly established in 1897, with a white tax collector and 20 untrained Yao policemen 
stationed at Chinteche.54 In comparison to missionaries in the south of the BCAP, Robert Laws 
and Donald Fraser encouraged Tonga converts to take wage employment outside Tongaland 
and refused to agree “to any measure which would prevent the native from selling his labour 
in the dearest market should he desire this.”55 In 1894 Laws estimated that 1,400 Tonga were 
already in ALC employment and a further 4,000 worked under white settlers in the Shire 
Highlands. Amongst these were “Tonga lads from the schools of Bandawe, who were 
occupying positions of trust as engineers and pilots of steamers, overseers of carriers, 
interpreters and servants”.56 Laws also found “many of the old pupils” in “the service of the 
agents of the Administration”, while other Tonga made up “the bulk” of the “irregular police 
at all the European stations between Nyasa and Tanganyika.”57 By 1895, a further 200 Tonga 
mercenaries were employed by the British to fight against the Yao in the south of the BCAP, 
led by the “courageous but brutal” Sergeant Bandawe.58 Amongst these soldiers was Chikuru’s 
own nephew and potential heir, Isaac Mseka.59 
 

 
Figure 2.10 “Rev A.G. MacAlpine with Teachers and Monitors”, 

 
The influence of the Livingstonia Mission, however, only became truly established during 1895 
when the first generation of Tonga converts, including Yakobe Msusa Muwamba (Kadalie’s 

 
53 Pachai, Malawi Diaspora. 
54 J. van Velsen, ‘The Establishment of the Administration in Tongaland’, in Historians in Tropical Africa 
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55 McCracken, Politics of Christianity, p.243 
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59 MNA S1/1180/28 ‘Application for Issac Muwamba to succeed as heir to the late Chiweyu Muwamba’, I.C.K. 
Muwamba & E.A. Muwamba to Superintendent for Native Affairs, Zomba, 04/08/1928. 
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uncle) and Stefano Mujuzi Kaunda, started conducting preaching tours in ChiTonga.60 
According to Alexander MacAlpine, the “wonderful Revival” of 1895 “changed the character 
& outlook of Tongaland & spread far beyond its borders”, as thousands of new Christians were 
converted by Tonga missionaries and joined the United Free Church.61 By the end of the year, 
more than 1,000 Tonga regularly went to services at Bandawe and school attendance 
dramatically increased – rising to 1,600 in 1895, and perhaps 5,000 in 1898. Teacher-
evangelists from Tongaland also spread throughout the wider region, most notably to Kasungu 
(to the south of Bandawe) in the BCAP and Mwenzo and the Luangwa Valley in Northern 
Rhodesia.62 These evangelists included Kadalie’s father, Musa, “a determined man” who 
helped establish a station among the Ngoni at Loudon with Donald Fraser – an innovative, but 
paternalistic liberal Scottish missionary who drew thousands to his emotive sacramental 
conventions.63 Mass evangelistic services became a key feature of Livingstonia services, with 
14,000 (for example) attending the ordination of YZ Mwasi in 1914. Chief Chikuru stubbornly 
remained a “heathen and polygamist”,64 but MacAlpine recorded that his sister “came under 
the influence of the Gospel in the Great Revival of 1895”. “Both as sister of the chief and the 
influence of her character, she was held in much respect in her home village”, and soon a 
considerable proportion of Chikuru’s family were converts.65 In the midst of this social 
revolution, the man who would become Clements Kadalie was born and christened Lameck 
Koniwaka in Easter 1896. 
 
Clements Kadalie was born into a family that adopted a European-style surname - Muwamba 
– at the end of the 19th century, and rapidly embedded itself in Britain’s continent-wide imperial 
project. His father, Musa, died in the service of the Livingstonia Mission during 1904.66 Isaac 
Mseka, his uncle, was a sergeant in the Kings African Rifles (KAR) who played a key role in 
suppressing slave-trading Yaos in the mid-1890s. A cousin, James Love Banda, emigrated to 
South Africa at the start of the 20th century, and worked as a miner in Johannesburg before 
fighting under the British flag in Belgium as part of the South African Native Labour Corps 
(SANLC) in WWI.67 His “young uncle” Isaac Clements Katongo Muwamba, likewise, served 
as a sergeant in the KAR during WWI. Subsequently, Isaac Muwamba and his cousin Ernest 
Alexander Muwamba, worked for the British colonial government in Northern Rhodesia, 
where the latter assisted in the prosecution of Watch Tower adherents in the 1920s.68 Another 
uncle, John Mseka worked as a civil servant for the British in Southern Rhodesia, having 
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initially emigrated to Johannesburg.69 Clements’ elder brother, Robert Victor Kadalie, in turn 
left Nyasaland in 1909, and worked in the borderlands of Portuguese East Africa as a labour 
recruiter, before subsequently finding employment with WNLA as a clerk and a gold miner in 
Johannesburg.70 His younger brother, Simon Foster Kadalie, similarly worked abroad with his 
father’s sister in the Belgian Congo until the late 1930s, when he also moved to South Africa.71 
Another cousin “was engaged as a chef in [the ICU Workers’ Hall] tea-room” in Johannesburg, 
“where first-class meals were served at a nominal charge.”72 By the 1930s, Clements’ two 
sisters, Mary and Dyna, were also living abroad in Southern Rhodesia. Heavily influenced by 
the reverberations of missionary evangelism, colonial warfare and capitalist revolution, the 
Muwamba family represented a new generation of globally-connected, mission-educated 
Central Africans who collaborated with Britain’s imperial project in numerous ways and 
travelled vast distances to undertake clerical and military work.  
 
Most members of this “civilised” family were held in high esteem by white missionaries and 
colonial officials alike. Alexander MacAlpine later described the Muwambas as “professing 
Christians of good repute”.73 The District Commissioner of Chinteche, likewise, noted that the 
Muwambas made up “a versatile and formidable family”.74 As part of this prominent 
“progressive”, “civilized”, Christian family, Kadalie’s cousin EA Muwamba remained wedded 
to the maintenance of the British empire – asserting in 1923: “I am a British subject; I have no 
desire to be anything else, but I wish to help my own people towards civilisation.”75 After 
becoming one of the first Tonga to be ordained by the Livingstonia Mission, Yesaya Zerenji 
Mwasi, Kadalie’s uncle, similarly, reciprocated white settler sentiments, with uncomfortable 
subservience. Mwasi told MacAlpine in 1924: 
 

The expression [the] ‘white man makes Africa’ goes without saying - freedom from 
slavery, universal peace, cessation of war, light, both intellectual and spiritual; in 
fact every good thing we undeservedly owe to [the] white man. I am afraid when 
this is left out our children will be tempted to think that our ancestors had them from 
the beginning.76 
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Rifles and retired with rank of Sergeant. Is a very pleasant native to speak to but he is somewhat stupid and has 
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For numerous members of the family, however, the only way to help their people towards 
“civilisation” was by emigration beyond the West Nyasa District. By the 1910s, numerous 
relatives were working as clerks for colonial governments across Central Africa, and Kadalie 
himself wrote to The Cape Times in 1921 that the “work of both the Nyasaland and Northern 
Rhodesian Governments is largely being done by those black men trained at a college 
established by Dr and Mrs Laws”.77  
 
Like all Tonga chieftaincies, the title of chief in Kadalie’s family was passed on matrilineally 
either to the sons of the chief’s first sister or to the chief’s brother. Chief Chiweyu Wandodo 
(Clements’ grandfather) appears to have “eaten” the title of his brother Chief Chikuru around 
1908, and acted as chief for roughly the next sixteen years. Either Clements or Robert Kadalie 
narrated to the ANC general secretary and biographer, TDM Skota, in about 1930, that “Chief 
A. Chiwayo, of Chifira, on Dwangwa River, Nyasaland”, was the youngest of his five 
brothers.78 Chiweyu’s own sons included Isaac Muwamba, Yakobe Msusa Muwamba and 
Musa (Clements’ father). Although they remained invested in the status of the Chiweyu 
chieftaincy for the rest of their lives, as paternal grandsons Robert, Clements and Simon Foster 
- as well as their cousin Ernest Alexander Muwamba (the son of Yakobe Msusa) - only held a 
distant claim to the family title. Instead, Chiweyu’s successors were first Isaac Mseka (who 
became Chief Chiweyu Yusi) and subsequently his brother John Mseka. 
 

 
Figure 2.11 The genealogy of the chieftaincy in Chifira according to a rival of the current Chief Chiweyu in 2017.  
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Conflicts between the United Free Church of Scotland and the Watch Tower Church 
 
After the death of his father in 1904, Kadalie was brought up alongside his siblings by their 
“kind and loving”, “ardent Christian” mother Fanny Cherwereni Nyamanda. Kadalie later 
remembered that it was his mother who “was responsible to see me attend my schooling and 
go to College when our father died so young.”79 After completing his primary education at 
Bandawe, Kadalie worked briefly as Chief Chiweyu’s personal secretary, before a paternal 
uncle, Alick Banda, “made it possible for [him] to enter the Livingstonia Missionary Institute 
in 1908”, paying for his school fees and clothing – no doubt intending for him to become an 
evangelist-teacher.80 Missionaries themselves, however, were increasingly wary about the 
implications of  mass conversion and feared that many Tonga were insincere in their Christian 
beliefs.81 In 1898, school fees of three pence a term had been introduced for the first time at 
Bandawe, doubling to six pence in 1900, and in 1908, the purchase of certain scriptures had 
also become compulsory.82 Even when baptised, Scottish missionaries continued to believe 
that “the African is most efficient as an evangelist when guided and controlled”, and refused 
to ordain Tonga ministers because they did not believe that “such congregations as we are 
forming are yet in a position to have a native pastor ordained to them.”83 
 

 
Figure 2.12 “A class of Boy Boarders, with Teacher and Monitor in charge” 
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In this context (months after Chiweyu became chief) Tongaland was rocked by the arrival of 
the Watch Tower Bible and Tract Society (WTBTS) in 1908. Having graduated from Bandawe 
and enrolled at the Overtoun Institution in March 1898, Eliot Kenan Kamwana was amongst 
many early Tonga converts who quickly became frustrated by the paternalism of the 
Livingstonia missionaries. When he was refused admission into the United Free Church in 
1901, Kamwana left Tongaland and joined Joseph Booth’s Plainfield Seventh-Day Adventist 
Mission in Thylo (in the south of the BCAP), where he was quickly admitted into full church 
membership. Born in England in 1851, Booth had arrived in Central Africa in 1892 as a Baptist 
missionary and established the Zambezi Industrial Mission near Blantyre, employing John 
Chilembwe as a servant. Rapidly moving on to other projects, Booth founded the Nyasa 
Industrial Mission in 1893, the Baptist Industrial Mission in 1895 and, after converting to 
Seventh-Day Baptism, the Plainfield Industrial Mission in 1899 (which itself switched from 
following Seventh-Day Baptism to Seventh-Day Adventism around 1902).84 After teaching 
with Booth for two years, Kamwana joined the hundreds of Central Africans working abroad 
for WNLA and emigrated to Johannesburg in 1903, where he worked as a hospital assistant on 
the Main Reef Mine and evangelised among his fellow immigrants. In 1907, Kamwana moved 
to Cape Town where he re-joined Joseph Booth (who had converted to the Watch Tower church 
the previous year). An American-based church founded by Charles Taze Russell in 1881, the 
WTBTS believed that Christians should strictly adhere to Biblical precepts, and that the second 
coming of Christ would occur in 1914. Funded by Russell, Booth and the WTBTS, Kamwana 
returned to Tongaland around September 1908 and established a branch of the church in 
Chifira, his mother’s village.85 Challenging the paternalistic attitude of white Livingstonia 
missionaries, Kamwana offered black converts easy access to baptism, and by August 1909 
was alleged to have baptised over 9,000 Tonga.86 According to missionary reports, Kamwana 
started by  
 

Touring the whole Nkhata Bay District. He spoke cautiously with the people, noting 
carefully their desires and any dissatisfaction that existed among them and thus got 
a grip of the situation. He met privately elders of the church and the teachers and 
tried to persuade them to leave the missionaries and to take the work upon 
themselves.87 

 

 
84 Shepperson & Price, Independent African. 
85 McCracken, Politics of Christianity, pp.227-232. 
86 McCracken, Politics of Christianity, p.248. 
87 R.D. McMinn, ‘The First Wave of Ethiopianism’, Livingstonia News, 2:4 (October 1909), cited in Chakanza, 
Voices in Protest: The Ministry of Two Malawian Prophets: Elliot Kamwana and Wilfred Gudu, (Mzuzu, 2001), 
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Figure 2.13 Joseph Booth (front centre) and Eliot Kamwana (back centre) 

 
Chief Marenga complained in Christian Express that Booth was “training the Tonga boys as 
ministers” and telling people “that in 1914 every nation will control itself”. With Tonga Watch 
Tower advocates allegedly asserting that the white missionaries were “false prophets”, 
Marenga feared that the WTBTS were looking  
 

to control themselves and make things as Europeans do, steamers, calico, guns, 
powder and others. I am fearing of that, because the man is preaching rebellion. If 
the Government do not take care of the man Booth, by and by you may hear about 
Nyasaland.88 

 

 
Figure 2.14 “Chief Marenga, friend of the Mission and successor of Livingstone’s Marenga”; and “Chief Elijah Marenga 

Mzoma, successor to the Chief in the last picture”,  

 
 

88 Christian Express, 01/12/1909. 
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While Chief Marenga had become closely aligned with Britain’s imperial project, Clements 
Kadalie’s grandfather Chief Chiweyu - relatively marginalised from the benefits of the 
Livingstonia Mission - was persuaded by the appeals of Kamwana and allowed his village, 
Chifira, to become the headquarters of the Watch Tower movement in Tongaland. Fraught 
Scottish missionaries echoed Marenga’s fears and claimed that Kamwana was calling on Tonga 
to “build our own ships, make our own powder and make or import our own guns”. John 
McCracken, however, has demonstrated that Kamwana’s demands were far from revolutionary 
and “strongly tempered with concern for the physical welfare of his people”. Among the 
grievances that Kamwana listed in 1915 were the fact that Tonga enjoyed “[l]ittle wages, no 
liberty or franchise. Overtax, injustice, no pension nor allowance for children, wife or parents 
of the dead soldier in the war” (these are remarkably similar to the issues that Clements Kadalie 
would later raise in South Africa). The reforms that Kamwana demanded, similarly, were 
“distinctly unrevolutionary”: 
 

Jealousy and hatred of particular classes of Europeans should stop. […] Liberty 
should be given to some extent. Native tax collectors and policemen should stop to 
extort and ravish the Districts. There should be no respect of persons in 
Judgement.89 

 
At the same time as Kamwana asserted that “[e]ducation in the college and seminaries has bad 
effect on native minds or any people”, he believed that it was wrong to violently overthrow the 
colonial state - telling John Chilembwe in 1915 “that wisdom of the Scriptures is better than 
knowledge of war”. Officials similarly reported in early 1916 that, in the midst of the war in 
East Africa and Chilembwe’s Rising, the “small Watch Tower community has remained 
thoroughly loyal and law-abiding throughout the year.”90 Although not as revolutionary as 
some chiefs and missionaries claimed, Kamwana tapped into popular discontent with the 
United Free Church, promising imminent, rapid change, and his career “dramatically illustrates 
the tensions which grew into the relationship between Livingstonia and some members”.91 
 
Numerous Tonga suspended on disciplinary grounds or denied baptism by the Livingstonia 
Mission soon joined Kamwana en-masse.92 Judging from the Overtoun Institution’s roll-book, 
Roderick MacDonald estimates that as many as 10% of its one-time pupils joined the Watch 
Tower church having been dismissed for offences such as “impertinence”, “insubordination”, 
“committing a nuisance” or “ante-nuptial fornication with his betrothed”.93 Offering Tonga 
Christians greater status within church hierarchies, the Watch Tower “provided significant 
advantages”, particularly to those (like the Muwambas) “who were the prior possessors of a 
modicum of schooling.”94 Certainly, Walter Elmslie, a Livingstonia missionary, believed that 
the Watch Tower 
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was no doubt a revolt against our strict system of admission. It could not have 
succeeded at all had there not been widespread general knowledge of scripture 
truths, and there was a desire to get a Church standing without having to undergo 
the prolonged probation we prescribed.95 

 
As part of this broader social rebellion, government records indicate that a considerable number 
of Chiweyu’s own family were heavily involved in the spread of the Watch Tower church. 
Tadeyu Kazolo Muwamba - a famously flamboyant preacher – immediately joined the church, 
and later succeeded J Wilson Nyirenda as the leader of the Watch Tower church in Chifira in 
April 1925.96 Likewise, a number of other Muwambas – including Wilson Muwamba and 
William Muwamba - were soon high up in the church leadership.97  
 
At the time of Tadeyu, William and Wilson Muwamba’s conversion, Clements Kadalie was 
studying 120 miles north of Chifira, at the Livingstonia Mission’s Overtoun Institution in 
Khondowe. With numerous close relatives joining the Watch Tower church, however, he could 
not have avoided the theological debates over conflicting routes to salvation – spiritual and 
secular – from a formative age. Kadalie’s uncle Isaac Muwamba later wrote that “religious 
controversies between the mission’s adherents and Kenanites were and still are the daily food 
of the Atonga” in Chifira, and copies of the magazine, Watch Tower, were certainly read by 
other students at Overtoun.98 Overtoun-based missionaries recorded that the Watch Tower’s 
“propaganda” was “well known”, and aroused  “a spirit of enquiry and of keen debate” amongst 
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1930s, however, Tadeyu had broken with Kamwana, as he believed members should pay tax - referencing the 
Biblical verse, ‘give to Caesar what belongs to Caesar’. When Kamwana returned from the Seychelles, his new 
rules were rejected by the church’s leadership, and Ester Mtuwa Chirwa, Tadeyu Muwamba and Pijolo Chirwa 
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‘Reports on: 1 Native Controlled Missions, 2 Watch Tower Society’; S2/1/24 ‘Northern Province: reports on 
Watch Tower, 1924-1931’, Resident, Chinteche, to Chief Secretary, Zomba, 22/02/1928. 
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Overtoun pupils – although, allegedly, “the chief result among our members as well as among 
the pupils is the stirring up of a great spirit of loyalty to what they have already received as the 
word of God.”99 
 
Amid rumours that Robert Laws was “bringing an army which would fall upon and slay all 
Watch Tower adherents”, Kadalie (like most Overtoun students) appears to have aligned 
himself with the United Free Church.100 Isaac Muwamba later claimed that the Watch Tower 
movement had “deceived my father to a very great extent”, telling him that he  
 

would receive wealth of all sorts if he allowed their church to exist - being a very 
old man, and myself, Ernest Alexander Muwamba and Clements Kadalie 
Muwamba being too young at the time - my father failed to see his way clear to 
stop Watch Tower’s operation in his village.101  

 
Isaac Muwamba – in particular - was notably proud when he told colonial officials in 1923 that 
“Elliot tried to get hold of us and failed.”102  
 
 
Civilisation, self-help and colonial education at the United Free Church’s Overtoun 
Institute 
 
While the Watch Tower church converted thousands in-and-around Chifira, Clements Kadalie 
was studying at the United Free Church’s Overtoun Institution and was amongst the mission’s 
best students. It was here that he would have been further educated in the ‘British principles’ 
of justice, fair play, free labour and free speech, as well as the Christian values of brotherhood, 
equality, dignity and self-respect that underpinned his famous speeches in South Africa. Robert 
Laws established the Overtoun Institution in 1894, with the ambition of creating “a missionary 
training institution which should do for Central Africa what Lovedale has done for the natives 
of South Africa.”103 Alongside around 200 other pupils, Kadalie “got on famously with nearly 
all the teachers of both sexes”.104 English – the “language of the Empire” - had to be spoken in 
the classroom, dormitory and dining room, while in lessons Laws lectured on the “use of 
money” and “the development and function of government”, prompting students “to think more 
deeply and widely of the responsibility laid upon them as Christian teachers and leaders of their 
fellow countrymen from barbarism to civilization.” Clements Kadalie would have also been 
required to undertake a considerable amount of manual labour, which Laws believed developed 
“in the character of the pupil habits of thrifty, patient, diligent and persevering industry.”105 In 
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direct opposition to the economic networks of Muslim traders, Christian missionaries promoted 
ideas about British justice, liberal universalism, and the importance of “free labour” within the 
British empire. From the first years of the Livingstonia Mission, James Stewart had been 
“anxious to induce the habit of work” in pupils,106 and Robert Laws built on this by promoting 
the particularly Scottish principle of “self-help”.107  
 
These “benevolent” ambitions, however, were also intricately entangled with broader colonial 
agendas. Having attended the Berlin Conference of 1884-1885 “in the interests of Nyasaland”, 
Laws was championed as an “empire builder” by local white newspapers.108 Although Laws 
hoped to gradually create a “self-supporting, self-governing and self-extending Native 
Church”, the educational curriculum he initiated was also very much integrated within Britain’s 
broader imperial project. Aware of increasing numbers of white settlers in Central Africa, 
Livingstonia explicitly catered for the resultant demand for “educated natives to assist them in 
commercial and artisan work”.109 According to contemporary sources, Cecil Rhodes was “fully 
alive to the important bearing which the training and educating of the young men of Nyasaland 
must have on the development of Central Africa”, and was particularly enthusiastic about the 
prospect of creating a workforce of skilled black telegraph operators. In this context, Overtoun 
largely owed its existence to the fact that white imperialists needed educated workers, and 
otherwise “found it almost impossible to obtain anything which could be called ‘skilled 
labour’.”110 While in South Africa, skilled work largely remained the reserve of white men, in 
Central Africa a limited settler presence meant that British imperialism heavily relied on black 
intermediaries. 
 
A proud imperialist, as well as a missionary, Robert Laws championed the fact that “when he 
arrived in 1875 he found the tribes fighting one another, and a great slave trade was in 
existence” and that under “British Government the slave trade was abolished, and domestic 
slavery has almost disappeared”.111 He sincerely believed that “the establishment of the 
missions, the trading which followed, the advent of planting, and the forming of the country 
into a British protectorate, wrought great changes”, and he “welcomed the new order of things” 
asserting “that the security and spirit of justice, always coincident with British rule, assured a 
bright future for the country.” The Central African, he alleged, now “lived in peace and safety; 
he could rely on security of possession of his private property as never before, and this made 
for loyalty to the new order.”112 This enthusiasm for empire was also undergirded by a 
paternalistic gradualism, dictated by ideas of ‘racial time’. During a meeting of black and white 
Christians in Cape Town during 1922, Laws was explicit that “the native must have patience”: 
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The natives must understand, he pointed out, that they cannot, in one brief 
generation jump over all his training which has taken centuries for the white people 
to undergo. The natives must not be in too big a hurry. Let them hasten slowly. And 
yet, at the same time white people must have sympathy with the aspirations of the 
natives. They must help them to help themselves.113 

 
While Kamwana promised immediate change under a new dispensation, the likes of Laws, 
Fraser and MacAlpine insisted on gradual, moderate social change over numerous generations.  
 
Kadalie appears to have thrived at (what he later dubbed) “the University of [the] Presbyterian 
Church”.114 In 1912, he was Law’s private secretary, and at the same time  acted as secretary 
of the Young Man’s Christian Association (YMCA) – a multi-ethnic organisation which 
evolved into a quasi-debating society.115 The YMCA “gave an opportunity of freely expressing 
opinions and interchanging views which formerly had been discussed at the dormitory fires 
only”.116 A new library, established in 1907, also gave pupils “a broader awareness of the 
outside world than was perhaps possible from the textbooks used in classes.”117 Access to a 
wide range of literature influenced Kadalie in particular. A missionary colleague of Robert 
Laws, Agnes Lambert, gave Kadalie a personal copy of Booker T Washington’s 1901 
autobiography Up From Slavery – a book which he highly valued. He later told his son in South 
Africa:  
 

This woman teacher selected to give [me] to read a biography of a Negro and not 
of great European statesmen! She must have noticed something in me. I always 
remember this incident to have something to do with my public life here.118  

 
Although far from revolutionary, Washington’s ideas of gradual race upliftment through 
education and economic progress chimed with the ideals of many Scots missionaries - and 
would motivate numerous ICU leaders – including Kadalie - into the 1950s.119 
 
After graduating from Overtoun at the end of 1912, Kadalie was given a subordinate position 
as an evangelist-teacher under the supervision of an elderly head master in Bandawe district 
(despite his “first class honours”). He was allegedly “too young” to lead his own school. This 
appears to have been a general Livingstonia policy, where special emphasis on  the “character” 
of teachers meant that older men were favoured. Their typical “lack of book knowledge and 
slowness of assimilation” were “overbalanced by their experience of life and worth of 
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character”.120 This was a policy, however, that Kadalie “did not abide for long” – directly 
leading to his “first strike”:  
 

I was of royal blood and was brighter than the head teacher, who belonged to an 
ordinary family […] I refused to take orders from the head teacher, whom I looked 
upon as not my equal educationally, while inherently he belonged to an inferior 
class […] I won my first strike single-handed and was later given my own two 
schools in a district where another uncle, Reverend Z Mwasi, was stationed, with a 
view that he watch over me.121 

 
A “brilliant scholar” and a “very powerful and emotional speaker”, Mwasi made a profound 
impression on Kadalie – and through Mwasi, Kadalie, significantly, “gained much experience 
as a preacher on the pulpit.”122 At the forefront of an increasingly assertive educated Central 
African elite, Mwasi established a branch of the West Nyasa Native Association at Bandawe 
from 1914.123 The leading black political organisation in Tongaland, the association challenged 
the implementation of indirect rule within the region, and championed the interests of the 
mission graduates, calling on members to “understand the necessity and value of order, and the 
importance of becoming law-abiding citizens, the value and importance of industrious labour 
– and in short the value of civilisation against ignorance, laziness, disloyalty and anarchy.”124 
Kadalie knew the leaders of the association personally, and published his correspondence with 
Kenyon Amtanga, the association’s secretary, in his Cape Town-based newspaper, The Black 
Man, in 1920.125  
 
Sometime between 1912 and 1915, however, Kadalie was “dismissed for misbehaviour” (an 
experience that was not uncommon, given the strict discipline demanded by Scottish 
missionaries). As noted by MacDonald, the standards of morality demanded by the 
missionaries were “high in any context and seemed particularly so in this alien environment.” 
Concerned that Livingstonia’s rapid expansion had “brought forth that type of teacher who is 
a mere professional”, white missionaries reported on a wave of petty thefts at Overtoun in 
1911. In 1912, they were troubled that “the mischief makers are more energetic in their 
mischief making than the law keepers in their keeping of the law”. And in 1913, they 
complained that there were some pupils “bent on advantage to self in any direction at any cost, 
who gave trouble and tended to lower the tone of the class”. Offences included smoking and 
absence without leave, but by far the most common was impertinence. One-off offences were 
punished with a spell of manual labour or temporary suspension. Second or third offenders (no 
doubt like Kadalie) were summarily dismissed – a harsh punishment partly enabled by the fact 
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that for “every student who fell from grace, young boy or mature pupil-teacher, there were a 
dozen clamouring to replace him.”126 Part of a generation of young rebels who fell short of the 
Scottish Presbyterians’ strict standards, Kadalie had left the employment of the Livingstonia 
mission by early 1915. 
 
 
Indirect rule and the Muwamba family’s marginalisation 
 
By 1913, many of Kadalie’s close relatives had emigrated abroad - and mass emigration had 
become a serious problem for the Livingstonia missionaries. Abandoning their earlier pro-
migration stance, the Scottish missionaries now complained that: 
 

every inducement is given to lads who have had training, to go south, with the result 
that several of the missions in this country can hardly keep the teachers they have 
trained at considerable expense, and their work is hampered accordingly.127 

 
Despite emigrating abroad, however, Clements Kadalie’s young uncle, Isaac Muwamba, his 
cousin Ernest Muwamba and his brother Robert continued to invest a considerable amount of 
energy in maintaining the Chiweyu chieftaincy as a powerful force in local politics.  
 
This became a particularly fraught issue after the 1912 District Administration (Native) 
Ordinance was passed, initiating a bureaucratic process that saw the Chiweyu chieftaincy 
become increasingly side-lined within local Tongaland politics. Because of the ordinance, 
government officials were required to divide the West Nyasa District into new sub-districts 
and differentiate local chiefs into “principle headmen”, who governed these sub-districts, and 
sub-ordinate “headmen”, who had little-to-no legal power. According to Isaac Muwamba, at 
this moment, missionaries were allegedly involved in 
 

the intentional confusion of Chiweyu’s chieftainship. The Missionaries then 
deliberately meddled it. And why? They had on their African staff [Chief] Marenga 
Mzoma, he was a teacher and Christian, they thought the world of him and so 
instigated Government to appoint him as a Principle Headman instead of Chiweyu 
the right man. At that same time Kenan [Kamwana] was Watch Towering in [Chief] 
Chiweyu’s village [of Chifira] and religious controversies between the mission’s 
adherents and Kenanites were and still are the daily food of the Atonga. There were 
then no Kenanites in Marenga Mzoma’s village [of Chituka]. So the missionaries 
had a strong case to persuade Government to speed up his appointment for the new 
position.128 
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When Marenga was appointed principle headman in 1917, the Muwamba family were 
outraged, and repeatedly petitioned the government to overturn the decision.129 
 
Clements Kadalie – however - questioned this approach, apologising to his cousin Ernest 
Muwamba because he did “not directly advocate your views in this question.” When the issue 
of a successor to Chief Chiweyu raised its head in the months before his death in 1924, Kadalie 
asserted that the Muwamba family should be able to make their own case to the Tonga people 
without having to defer to the Nyasaland government, and contended that the “whiteman 
should not make settlement for us[,] neither that he should set throne for us[,] we have to do 
that ourselves.”130 Chiweyu’s two direct heirs, Isaac and John Mseka, were based in 
Johannesburg at the time, and Isaac did not return to Nyasaland until 1927, when he became 
Chief Chiweyu Yusi.131 Despite the, rather the setback created by the 1912 ordinance, Kadalie 
believed that the family had to gain influence, “civilised” status and wealth through self-help, 
rather than government petitions. He told his cousin in 1923: 
 

I frankly confess that that grand family and its throne ought to be maintained but 
what will that be when speaking after modern civilisation? It is the whiteman that 
is ruling Nyasaland an[d] not Marenga or any black Chief. The whiteman is 
determined to turn the country [into] his own and it behaves us now to be up and 
doing to culture ourselves in the whiteman’s modern government. To do this our 
beloved Chifira must produce [the] most cultured and educated men who will 
participate to agitate for the modern government alongside the whiteman. What we 
require is that we should send men to sit as legislators at Zomba where laws are 
made to govern Nyasaland. I am certain [Marenga’s village of] Chituka cannot at 
present produce any man to combat the whiteman’s present government and I would 
like to exhort your attention to this explosive fact […] Tell me is there any young 
man among Marenga’s people busy with this defensive plan? I at once say no, they 
are quite satisfied with the present settlement. The whiteman should not make 
settlement for us neither that he should set throne for us we have to [do] that 
ourselves.132  
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Kadalie, in contrast to his relatives, called “upon the workers to sink all tribal jealousies”,133 
and persistently critiqued pro-government traditional leaders of the “‘Yes, sir’, ‘hat-in-hand 
type’, the servant class that cringes and bows before the white man”.134 The letters he 
exchanged with his relatives indicate that this attitude came, at least in part, from his 
exasperation at Tonga tribal politics. 
 
By the time he left Nyasaland, Kadalie was clearly disillusioned at the influence of white 
missionaries and their contortions of Marenga and Chiweyu’s lineages. He wrote bitterly in 
1923 that the “history of [the] Atonga race has been maliciously concealed and the white 
missionaries how[ever] good they may be are responsible for that.”135 Nevertheless, rather than 
work his way up through the colonial bureaucracies developing in Central Africa, Kadalie had 
greater educational and vocational ambitions – and saw Southern Africa as the place where he 
could attain a “higher civilised life”.136 He later wrote to EA Muwamba:  
 

when we were boys both you and I had a burning desire to ascend to the loftiest 
pinnacle – hence my adventure when I had to choose not to go to Northern Rhodesia 
to take up [a] clerical situation there but to proceed southwards fixing my attention 
if I could cross over to Europe for promoting myself higher. Shortly when I arrived 
here in Cape Town seven years ago I did not waste my time with the outside 
appearance of this great city in Africa but got down to business[,] planning to fulfil 
my ambitions […]137 

 
As war erupted on a global scale in Europe and West, East and Southern Africa, the 
Livingstonia Mission quickly became a key node in Britain’s military campaign. Situated on 
one of the main supply lines to the East African front, the Overtoun Institution was “particularly 
hard-hit”, acting as a logistical and recruitment centre. Although opposed to war in principle, 
Livingstonia’s staunchly pro-British white missionaries commended those fighting “in defence 
of King and Country and on behalf of the cause of Freedom and Justice”, painting the conflict 
as “a fight between the devil and all that makes for the well-being of man”.138 Even Joseph 
Booth called on “the Native African [to] prove himself”, asserting that if “the 20th century 
British Native African fails to do his part, vigorously, to rid Africa, once and for all, of the 
grinding Iron Heel of German despotic rule his Native posterity will look backward with 
sorrow and shame”.139 Livingstonia’s black evangelist-teachers were recruited en-masse as 
“interpreters, medical orderlies, company clerks and non-commissioned officers.”140 By 1916, 
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missionaries believed that “more than half of the staff were in war service”.141 They later 
recalled seeing the mission “being gradually depleted of its staff”, “schools closed”, and the 
“social life disorganised; the work at the Institution being reduced to a minimum and all its 
resources being devoted to war purposes”.142 
 
In the ensuing disorganisation and destruction of WWI, John Chilembwe tried to violently 
overthrow colonial rule in the south of Nyasaland, beheading a callous local planter WJ 
Livingstone. The rebellion gave Nyasas a reputation as revolutionaries throughout Southern 
Africa.143 Wary of being associated with any ‘native rising’, however, Kadalie would never 
publicly invoke Chilembwe. Drawing on the fighting experience of numerous relatives, he 
instead asserted that: “The African native did his share and through his patriotism to the British 
Empire he gave all his worth. Thus the Allies won the war in late German East and West 
Africa.”144 A crisis of British civilisation, Christianity and empire, WWI would frame 
Kadalie’s essays and speeches for the rest of his career. In the immediate turbulence of early 
1915, however, Kadalie himself was focused on migrating south, following in the footsteps of 
innumerable family members, most notably his own brother, Robert. 
 
 
Robert Victor Kadalie and Tonga migrant networks in Southern Africa 
 
Robert Victor Kadalie left Nyasaland sometime in late June or early July 1909 with seven other 
Tonga men from both Chifira and Chituka. At the border with Portuguese East Africa, while 
heading towards Tete, they were stopped by four white recruiters.145 Following in the footsteps 
of thousands of Nyasas already recruited by WNLA, Robert was employed there and then as a 
recruiting agent, and a few weeks later returned to “PEA with about a dozen men of my tribe 
whom I smuggled through the Nyasaland border”. After the white recruiters refused to pay him 
for his work however, Robert went on to Tete where a kinsman, Wilson Kayitandane, lived. In 
Tete, Robert signed on with the WNLA – telling the recruiter that his name was Isaac and his 
father was called Makuzi (the same name as Chief Marenga’s former hill near Bandawe). 
Robert was possibly part of “an expedition which in 1909 opened up the Portuguese district of 
Mozambique north of the Zambesi” and “consisted of five Europeans with over three hundred 
natives, a native band, jesters, and natives from the mines who acted as advertising and luring 
agents”.146 After taking steamer boats from Tete to Chinde, Beira and finally Delgoa Bay, 
Robert travelled by train to Johannesburg where he was employed as an office clerk.147 After 
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a month, however, he was demoted and forced to work underground, where “there were more 
than 40 workers from Nyasaland”. 
 

 
Figure 2.15 Nyasa migrants in Southern Rhodesia.  

 
Robert Kadalie’s autobiography indicates that there was already an established Nyasa diaspora 
in the Transvaal by 1909. On the Rand, he had a cousin in Nancefield Location, met “plenty 
[of my] countrymen somewhere in a town known as Maraisburg” and found there “were three 
Nyasaland chaps in the compound” when he subsequently worked at Modder B mine. In 
Witbank, where he later worked, Robert stayed with Anderson Chimbaza from Chituka (a son 
of Chief Marenga). He also found Tamali Kalala, a “kinsman” and former Chifira resident, 
who “was both head clerk and head man combine[d]” at a Witbank coal mine. At Witbank 
Station he also met “one Matthew, also from home, [who was] working with [the] Inspector of 
[the] Railways”. James Love Banda, his cousin, likewise, worked in Nourse Mine; and at 
Bultfontein Mine in Kimberley, Robert met his father’s cousin Ezekiel Chiguza.148 Clements, 
similarly, stayed for a month with another cousin, Don Bright Mwasi, in Kimberley on his own 
way to Cape Town.149 Robert subsequently found work as a cook for the secretary of the 
Witbank Colliery, but was dismissed because he annoyed his employer’s wife. He subsequently 
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worked in the General Office of State Mine in Brakpan, at Roberts Victor Diamond Mine in 
Boshof in the Free State, and as a housekeeper for other Nyasa emigrants back in Johannesburg. 
By 1916, Robert had started to work at the Adderley Street law firm of George Findlay in Cape 
Town – a job he would hold for the next 13 years. It appears that Clements initially lived with 
Robert and his coloured partner Lillie in their home on Waterkant Street when he first arrived 
in Cape Town.150 
 

 
Figure 2.16 Robert and Lillie Kadalie with their family in the 1940s 

 
Clements Kadalie followed in the footsteps of his brother and left Chifira “early in 1915” with 
two older men. He first found work as a clerk at a cotton estate in Portuguese East Africa – 
where he organised his “second strike”.151 Shocked by the cruelty of his white English 
employer, who whipped and shot at workers, the three men deserted the estate at night soon 
after receiving a month’s pay and trekked east to Southern Rhodesia: “The two men knew the 
road, but [Kadalie] was in charge of operations” and “persuaded them that in no circumstances 
should we touch European settlements for fear of being arrested.”152 After a week on the road, 
the three men arrived at the Shamva Mines, where there was an established Nyasa 
community.153 Kadalie found work in the General Compound Office, and it was here that he 
“first experienced the effect of the colour bar”, after a white secretary complained. He was 
subsequently transferred to the mine’s hospital.154 
 

 
150 Robert alternatively gives his address at the time as 4 Assurance Lane. 
151 Kadalie, My Life, pp.33-34. 
152 Kadalie, My Life, p.34. 
153 I Phimister, ‘The Shamva Mine Strike of 1927: An Emerging African Proletariat’, 
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154 Kadalie, My Life, p.34. 
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After a year, Clements Kadalie moved on to Salisbury (where he didn’t find any work), 
Umvuma (where he worked briefly at Falcon Mine), and finally on to Bulawayo, where he 
worked for the Rhodesian Railways in the Traffic Manager’s office. With numerous relatives 
fighting for the British in WWI, Kadalie wrote to the Nyasaland government while in Umvuma 
and tried to join the Kings’ African Rifles in Nyasaland, but was only offered a position in the 
“badly equipped” Southern Rhodesia Native Regiment, which he turned down.155  
 
After leaving the railway office, Kadalie subsequently found a job as a clerk at a Bulawayo 
insurance office with an “ideal employer”, Mr Immelman.156 At the same time, he also 
“organised some social activities among the African community”, with two other Nyasas 
“which were characterised as revolutionary by some people.”157 When Alexander MacAlpine 
passed through Bulawayo and led a special service for Tonga emigrants around 1916, he noted 
that Chitonga and Chichewa were “freely spoken by numbers of shop boys and passers-by on 
the streets”, and that a “Chifira lad was one of the native Elders and a man of influence among 
his fellows.”158 It is not clear whether this was Clements Kadalie, but there was clearly a 
thriving Nyasa community in Bulawayo in the mid-1910s. When his employer moved from 
Bulawayo to Cape Town in the summer of 1917, however, he left his keys in Kadalie’s care, 
to the incredulities of Immelman’s other white employee, Mr Knight. After quarrelling with 
Knight, Kadalie sold his two bicycles in early February 1918, and left by passenger train to 
join his brother in Cape Town.159 
 
Arriving in February 1918, Kadalie once again moved quickly through a succession of jobs.160 
A day after arriving, he found work as an “unskilled” packer and messenger at Fraser & Co., a 
harness manufacturer on Darling Street. He then moved to a job “at a handy house 
establishment” before finding new work at a wholesale merchants, Jagger & Co., where he 
worked his way up from a packer to a delivery man. Finally, towards the end of 1918, Kadalie 
found work as a clerk at a co-operative store, where he was “responsible for keeping stock of 
the goods”. Once again however, he found himself working alongside white women who 
“resented taking orders from a black man”, and he became victim to the “deep-rooted”161 colour 
bar. He was subsequently “transferred to a suburban branch store”, back to his “old job of 
delivering parcels”. After leaving the co-operative in early 1919, he started his “last job under 
a white employer”, again delivering goods, this time for a “considerate” waterproof 
manufacturer in Green Market Square.162 
 

 
155 Kadalie, My Life, p.35. 
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Figure 2.17 “Cape Town harbour & Table Mountain” in 1923 

 
Clements Kadalie soon became friends with a “considerable number of West Indian Negroes” 
who were “highly cultured”, and mostly “employed at the docks as stevedores in various 
occupations such as shipwrights, foremen, etc.”163 As noted by Robert Vinson, many of these 
men – including James Gulam Gumbs, James King and James Lyner - were heavily involved 
in existing black community organisations, such as the Pick-Wick Cooperative Club, and the 
West Indian-American Association, as well as the early dock-based Industrial and Commercial 
Workers’ Union (ICU).164 Many Nyasa immigrants, likewise, were well-connected and 
employed in relatively well-paid jobs. In 1918, lawyers described the Nyasa diaspora as “rather 
superior [in] education and include among their number carpenters, builders, shoemakers, 
clerks and such like callings.”165 And in Cape Town, prominent Nyasa immigrants included 
Peter Nyambo, James Love Banda and Jordan Msumba. As Clements Kadalie became 
increasingly involved in these black immigrant networks over the course of 1919, Robert 
Kadalie recorded that “the relationship between me and my brother became bad” – and 
eventually Clements “wish[ed] to stay at his own place”. He stayed for some time with James 
Love Banda, and by late 1919 he was living at 6 Morris Street, where he was later joined by 
SM Bennet Ncwana.166 

 
163 Kadalie, My Life, p.220. 
164 Vinson, The Americans Are Coming, pp.78-79. 
165 SANA GNLB 294 222/18 ‘Application of Pass Laws: Nyassaland Natives’, L.W. Ritch to Minister of 
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Against his wishes, then, Robert Kadalie found himself sucked into the social and political 
revolution amongst black workers in Cape Town that was led by his younger brother. Like 
many siblings their relationship was a contradictory combination of fractious loathing and love. 
Robert clearly had a fluctuating opinion of his brother, and the “accursed” ICU. Clements in 
his own autobiography recalled one day during his childhood when he skipped a day at primary 
school and his father found out: “he thrashed Robert until he fainted.”167 After the 1919 Cape 
Town dock strike, relations between the brothers became even more “strained”, and Robert 
allegedly hoped that Clements’ “political activities were over.”168 Even Nyasaland officials, 
2,000 miles north of Cape Town in Zomba, were aware that Robert was “immensely jealous 
of his younger and more successful relative”.169 
 
Inadvertently, however, Robert Kadalie did play a crucial, if reluctant, role in Southern African 
history. Perhaps most significantly, Robert appears to have been a key influence in the 
transformation of the trade union leader’s name from Lameck Koniwaka Muwamba to 
Clements Kadalie. Having arrived in South Africa on a WNLA contract as ‘Isaac son of 
Makuzi’ in 1909, Robert changed his own name at least once while in South Africa (perhaps 
adopting the name of the diamond mine he worked at in the Free State). And as noted by 
Andrew MacDonald, name-changing was one of the most effective ways of evading state 
controls.170 In doing so, Robert appears to have chosen the name that his brother became 
famous under. When Ernest Muwamba questioned why Clements had dropped the Muwamba 
family name in 1923, the latter asserted that  
 

With reference to why I do not add ‘Muwamba’ to my name, that is also actuated 
with the modern experienced [sic]. You will remember that our race too was just as 
good in arranging titles as the English race are. The King of England has many sons 
and daughters and all so with various titles, this applies to us. we are all royal under 
Katongo, Msusa, Kadalie, Kalimanji, etc. There is no intention of concealing my 
big family and when I arrived in the country my elder brother was already known 
as Robert Victor Kadalie and [I] had likewise to fall in.171 

 
Both brothers utilised well-established Tonga migrant networks to find employment and living 
quarters when they first arrived in South Africa. And Robert’s employer over the course of the 
1920s, George Findlay, was also one of South Africa’s most prominent lawyers and defended 
ICU cases in court on numerous occasions.172 Robert’s autobiography also contends that 
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Clements came to South Africa in 1918 in order “to work so that we can go home together”. 
In response to Arthur Maimane’s obituary of Clements, Robert similarly told Drum magazine 
in 1952 that “his coming to Cape Town was because of me”.173 
 
 
The impact of Central African rivalries and ideas in South Africa 
 
In 1941, Charles Matinga - the future President General of the Nyasaland African Congress - 
arrived in Johannesburg “on holiday”. He appreciated that,  
 

Yes gold has played its part in making Johannesburg as it is. But one thing did not 
slip my mind and that was that Nyasaland labour has [also] played its part in 
quarrying the stones making these buildings and thus helped to make Johannesburg 
what it is.174  

 
Nyasa immigrants had a considerable impact on the physical infrastructure of South Africa, 
but they also had a profound political impact on the country. While the influence of black 
immigrants from America and the Caribbean has been widely recognised, the influence of ideas 
from the interior have received far less recognition. Important political differences between 
mission-educated Tonga, in particular, had a significant impact in urban South Africa – and 
these differences indicate that Kadalie’s political character was not simply determined by his 
ethnic background. At the start of the 1920s, Kadalie was clearly in contact with the Transvaal-
based Nyasaland Native National Congress (NNNC), an organisation formed around 1918 in 
response to the Transvaal’s pass laws. He published an obituary of the congress’ leader in 
Pretoria, Robbie Banda, in The Black Man in December 1920, and his brother knew the 
NNNC’s founder, Anderson Chimbaza from Chituka, personally. There is no evidence, 
however, that Kadalie ever worked with Chimbaza’s distinctly pro-imperial NNNC, and the 
political differences between the two Tonga men indicate the real limitations of reading too 
much into heavily anthropologised ethnic “characteristics”. Chimbaza may well have had his 
own differences with the Livingstonia Mission (having chosen to emigrate to South Africa). 
But he was also - as a son of Chief Marenga, Chief Chiweyu’s long-standing rival - part of a 
Tonga family that had always benefitted from its proximity to the colonial state and were, in 
the words of Kadalie, “quite satisfied with the present settlement”. Like the SANNC, 
Chimbaza’s NNNC was in direct correspondence with numerous Nyasaland chiefs. 
Government officials recorded “that Chief Marenga (or Malenga) knows of the formation of 
the Congress and that the organisers occasionally correspond with him”. In 1921, the NNNC 
questioned officials why Chief Chimbano and Chief Mankambira (both from Tongaland) were 
“unable to reach the Transvaal as the [Southern Rhodesian] Charter Company does not allow 
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them to pass”.175 Openly wary of the “difficult and dangerous paths, perhaps unconsciously 
followed by various native organisations within the Union for the attainment of what they are 
pleased to term their ‘undoubted rights’”, Chimbaza’s NNNC looked to follow “the path of 
willing co-operation with the government” in “reconciling conflicting interests necessarily 
consequent on the cosmopolitan nature of the South African nation”. And as pro-imperial black 
Britons they “preferred to inscribe on their banner the words ‘peace and justice’ than the word 
‘rights’.”176 Pushing the idea of Nyasa exceptionalism, the first evidence of the NNNC comes 
from a 1918 request that Nyasas should “be placed in a category apart from the Abantu 
Community and should be furnished with some documents analogous to a Registration 
Certificate so that greater freedom of movement than is possible at present should be 
possible”.177  
 
In contrast, Kadalie explicitly demanded rights (rather than simply ‘justice’), and called for 
non-co-operation against church and state soon after his arrival in South Africa. He was not 
alone in this. Echoing John Chilembwe’s 1915 call to “strike a blow and die”, the Nyasa 
brothers John B Chatta Lawrence and Isa MacDonald Lawrence believed that Kadalie was 
joined by “nearly [one] thousand […] Nyasalanders [who] are busy abroad training for the 
‘NEGROES SECOND BLOW’.”178 In the mid-1920s, both Lawrence brothers remained 
heavily involved in Chilembwe’s PIM church at the same time as disseminating ICU literature 
– and although many moderate Christians like Chimbaza co-operated with colonial 
governments, churches constituted key sites through which both colonialism and chiefly 
authority were first contested.179 In this sense, Kadalie’s consistent criticisms of white 
theologies and hypocrisies were part of a broader shift that saw black Christians throughout 
Southern and Central Africa reject the paternal leadership of white missionaries en-masse. 
While in 1921 only 32% of rural black South Africans defined themselves as Christian (and 
only 50,000 of some 1,300,000 Christians were members of independent churches), by 1936 
mainline, white-led churches had lost hundreds of thousands of members in droves as adherents 
of independent Ethiopianist, Pentecostal and Zionist churches increased over 1,500%, to stand 
at over a million members.180 As noted by ICU leader JG Coka, over the course of the 1920s, 
“[w]hite ecclesiastical tyranny and influence were shaken to their foundations”.181 
 
In this moment of dramatic religious change, the distinctive aspects of Kadalie’s theological 
ideas were crucial. Many of Kadalie’s rivals and critics described him as “anti-Christian”. But 
journalist Rolfes Dhlomo ridiculed the “preposterous hallucinations” of white missionaries, 
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black leaders and newspapers such as Izindaba Zabantu who all claimed that Kadalie did not 
pray, asserting:  
 

If Kadalie does not pray - (which I doubt) [-] is there a clause in the constitution of 
the ICU which lays it out that no member should pray or trust the minister because 
the National Secretary does neither? Is there any rule which forces the rank and file 
to disregard religion and shun the society of good men? […] What the ICU did was 
to open the eyes of the people - that’s all.182 

 
At the start of the 1920s, Kadalie was evidently still circulating in Livingstonia networks in 
Cape Town. Along with his Livingstonia-educated cousin James Love Banda, he 
enthusiastically arranged to meet with the Livingstonia missionary Donald Fraser when he was 
passing through Cape Town docks in 1921, and treasured the photo they took together.183 
Kadalie publicly conveyed his “deep regret” at the death of Robert Laws’ wife in 1921.184 And 
when he married Johanna ‘Molly’ Davidson in St Andrew’s Church on 21st March 1921, the 
ceremony was conducted by Robert Whyte (a local Scottish Presbyterian minister who 
administered sacrament to the local Nyasa diaspora). Clements had met Molly, a widowed 
coloured cook, at the Union Castle docks during 1920. Born into a Muslim family in the Bo-
Kaap district of Cape Town, Molly had previously been married to a man named Davidson 
(who died at an early age) and converted to Christianity in order to marry Clements. 
 
Kadalie’s relationship with missionaries, however, had clearly soured by the mid-1920s. DDT 
Jabavu wrote in 1928 that ICU leaders were “the most out-spoken critics of Western missions 
and of white exploitation, capacity, materialism, and economic strangulation”. Made up of 
“mostly non-church members”, ICU leaders allegedly delivered “vigorous tirades against 
Western Christianity and missionaries”, attacked their “social snobbery” and “apparently 
luxurious life”, and asserted “that Christianity fails to mollify the essential cruelty outside 
missionary circles”.185 RV Selope Theme, likewise, criticized Kadalie’s “abusive and fiery 
speeches in which he told every member of the Government and every missionary to go to 
hell”.186 Black liberals and moderates supported missionaries like Donald Fraser, but black 
radicals around Kadalie certainly mocked white missionaries “who give lip service to the ideals 
of Christianity and in all their everyday actions exploit industrially, and traduce the black man”. 
Kadalie’s newspaper, The Workers’ Herald,  
 

[…] despise[d] missionaries who state they cannot mingle with politics. What are 
politics after all other than the just and Christian protection and government of the 
masses. If the missionary then says as he often does that he is not concerned with 
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politics, surely this is an admission that he will have nothing to do with the 
oppressed […] True religion is one of the planks in the platform of the ICU. But 
what we are totally against is religion that is based on humbug and earthly fear.187 

 
The Workers’ Herald attacked Fraser (who was touring South Africa in 1925, attempting to 
‘reconcile’ black and white), in particular, complaining: “Not a word is heard from this eminent 
missionary denouncing the economic and political slavery now existing in all British 
possessions in Africa.”188 Following Laws’ gradualist politics, Fraser in turn “felt it his 
responsibility” to contact Kadalie “in order to suggest to him that bitterness and exaggeration 
would not help in the long run help the native cause.” Robert Whyte, likewise, came to believe 
that Kadalie was of “dubious piety”.189  
 
Caustic criticism of white missionaries using biblical texts soon became a staple component of 
the “ICU gospel”. Police reports from 1922 indicate that although ICU meetings opened and 
closed with the anthem ‘God Bless Africa’, Kadalie was telling audiences: “do not listen to 
Ministers they tell you dam lies, and are only deceiving you, your land is sold by them to the 
white man.”190 For many ICU leaders, this rejection of white authority amounted to a biblical 
struggle. In June 1926, Simon Elias told ICU members that South Africa’s contemporary 
“Pharaoh is General Hertzog and Moses is Clements Kadalie, who must tell [the] Pharaoh that 
the days of ruling over the natives has been numbered”.191 In April 1925, the ICU newspaper 
editorialised:  
 

We have accepted the white man’s civilisation and his religion but we are now being 
denied to live as civilised men and Christians […] a man cannot go to a Church and 
worship his God whilst he or she is starving or forced to starve by this foreign system 
imposed upon Africa by the white man.192 

 
Kadalie nevertheless, continued to pursue a practical, Presbyterian-informed, approach to 
salvation. He came to regard  
 

the teaching of the orthodox religions, emphasising as they do the unimportance of 
this life in relation to the next, [as] highly dangerous […] Mankind is in sore 
distress - exploited, enslaved and downtrodden, toiling for a pittance […] The man 
or the organisation who ignores the cry for help, who relegates the earthly remedy 
of this state of affairs to second place and preaches faith in a future life as the only 
way out, will rightly forfeit the leadership of a world of anguish.193 

 

 
187 ‘A Lame Excuse’, Workers’ Herald, 15/01/1926. 
188 ‘South African Labour Congress’, Workers’ Herald, 02/04/1925. 
189 WITS A1319 William Ballinger Papers C.2.3.7 (2). 
190 WCA 1/ELN 86 C3 ‘Native Unrest’ (1920-1929), report of ICU meeting on 19/11/1922. 
191 SANA JUS 918 1/18/26 ‘Native Agitation Reports On (1927-1928), Part 9’, report on ICU meeting in Verde 
on 28/6/1927. 
192 ‘South African Labour Congress’, Workers’ Herald, 02/04/1925. 
193 Kadalie, ‘Aims and Motives of the ICU’. 
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Heralding the coming of a New Africa, Kadalie required practical, “earthly” organisation, 
arguing, “it is not by praying that you will remedy your troubles. You only want to pray once 
a week. It is no good saying ‘hear, hear’ every time. You must join the ICU.”194 Rather than 
through worship, it was through effective organisation that the ICU would “open up the gates 
of the Houses of Legislature, now under the control of white oligarchy, and […] claim equality 
of purpose with the white workers of the world to overthrow the capitalist system of 
government and usher in a co-operative commonwealth, a system of government which is not 
foreign to the aboriginals of Africa.”195  
 
 
Conclusion 
 
Having been dismissed for “misbehaviour” from the Livingstonia Mission, Kadalie left 
Nyasaland in 1915, a man well-versed in the “British” lexicons of Christianity, civilisation and 
commerce.196 But he was also deeply disillusioned about the hypocrisies of his white 
missionary teachers and the politics of colonial rule. While Marenga’s descendants in South 
Africa endorsed Britain’s imperial project, Chiweyu’s grandson became one of its most 
outspoken critics. Kadalie’s rhetorical assertion in 1927 that he had not prayed since 1910 must 
be taken with a pinch of salt, but it is indicative of a long-standing cynicism, and certainly, 
following his time in Southern Rhodesia, he “nearly forgot the good missionaries in 
Nyasaland”.197 By this point, Kadalie had already had to confront the major criticisms of white 
Presbyterians made by Tonga evangelists from the US-based Watch Tower church. 
Nevertheless, Kadalie had become highly sceptical about the more theocratic strands of 
millenarianism and black separatism that the Watch Tower promoted (confirming 
missionaries’ beliefs that the Watch Tower’s ideas were debated and critiqued). Rather than 
through more millenarian forms of independent Christianity, government-appointed chiefs or 
missionary-sanctioned leadership, by the end of the 1910s Kadalie clearly believed salvation 
would come through the secular activism of educated black clerks, journalists, trade unionists, 
lawyers, MPs, even prime ministers. This stance – a rejection of more millenarian ‘pie-in-the-
sky’ forms of black Christianity and the prejudices of white missionaries; at the same time as 
he remained close to their ‘civilised’ principles and Presbyterian theology – was one that he 
consistently held for the rest of his life.  
 
As the ‘old’ Africa gave way to the ‘new’, Kadalie consistently framed his arguments in the 
intertwined lexicons of colonialism, Christianity, civilisation and the common good, but he 
was also heavily influenced by Booker T Washington’s ideas of black uplift from America. 
Soon after arriving in Cape Town, however, he became swept up by the more radical trans-
Atlantic ideas of Washington’s successor, Marcus Garvey, and the broader New Negro 

 
194 SANA JUS 921 1/18/26 ‘Native Agitation Reports On: Part 20’, CID to Deputy SAP Commissioner, 
19/10/1928; ‘The ICU National Secretary at Maritzburg’, Workers' Herald, October 1927. 
195 'Real Trade Congress', Workers' Herald, 27/03/1927. 
196 MNA 47/LIM/8/15 ‘Overton Institute Scholastic Records June 1901 – 1927’, Overtoun Missionary Institute: 
Boys Register Vol II. 
197 ‘Mass Meetings Good Friday and Easter Monday’, Workers’ Herald, 17/05/1927; Kadalie, My Life, p.78 
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movement. He soon becomes one of the leading voices of race consciousness, racial pride and 
black theology that transformed the history of Southern Africa. Kadalie himself, nevertheless, 
was also at the forefront of a new wave of, radical Christian-informed dissent that disseminated 
from Central Africa, spread by individual preachers such as Eliot Kenan Kamwana, Peter 
Nyambo, George Wellington Kampara and the Lawrence brothers. Though less well 
documented, these Central Africans were also famed as external liberators in 1920s South 
Africa. When Kadalie arrived in Durban in 1924, officials warned that the “fact that he comes 
from Nyassaland” was “also a matter worthy of consideration as, it is thought, any movement 
among natives of South Africa towards revolutionary methods is most likely to emanate from 
that direction.”198 Similarly in 1925, Umteteli wa Bantu complained that South African-born 
leaders were being “usurped by men from Central Africa, the West Indies and America whose 
only claim to South African Natives sympathy and support is their colour”.199 These new ideas 
about race, revolution and Christianity from America and Central Africa would become key to 
the subsequent rapid advance of black trade unionism across Southern Africa. 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 

 
198 NA 3/DBN 4/1/2/1218 467 ‘Native Affairs in Borough Vol 2’, letter dated 23/08/1924. 
199 ‘UNIA’, Umteteli wa Bantu, 07/11/1925. 
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Part II: “The rise of African labour”: The ICU and the politics of 

race, migration and class 
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Chapter 3 – Race consciousness and the organisation of Southern 

Africa’s black working class in a local and global context, 1918-

1925 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Between 1919 and 1925, the ICU rapidly unionised black workers throughout Southern Africa, 
from Cape Town to Lüderitz, Port Elizabeth, East London and Bloemfontein. By the mid-
1920s, the trade union had 30,000 members, a widely-read “race journal” and connections 
throughout the Atlantic world. Despite the ICU’s initial Cape-centric orientation, its ideas and 
theories drew on a number of transnational influences – indeed, the trade union was 
consistently criticized for disseminating “foreign” rather than “authentically” South African 
ideas. These global connections soon became politically-charged with ICU critics such as the 
South African Party (SAP) MP John Sydney Marwick telling the South African Parliament that 
Marcus Garvey and the Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA) provided the anti-
colonial nationalist “model upon which Mr Kadalie has framed his conduct”. Allegedly, after 
WWI  
 

the flame of the new ideas worked strongly on the minds of the negroes. The Irish 
rebellion, the Russian revolution, and Nationalist movement in India, the Islamic 
and Polish revival added to those fires. The same sort of propaganda is constantly 
used by Clements Kadalie to inflame his readers.1  
 

Although the organisational structure and membership of the early ICU are relatively well 
known, debates over which ideas influenced the trade union are still hotly contested. Lucien 
van der Walt has recently described the ICU as “an unstable mixture of elements: in addition 
to moderate nationalism, liberalism and millenarian African Christianity, the union was 
profoundly and primarily influenced by the ideas of the UNIA and the IWW.”2 Robert Vinson 
pioneering study of the UNIA – the world’s largest black mass movement in the immediate 
post-WWI period - has likewise emphasized the impact of Garveyism on the trade union, 
asserting that ICU leaders were part of a broader Garveyite movement that “triumphed” in 
1920s South Africa.3 These debates have often focused on how particular political traditions 
and organisations influenced Kadalie and the ICU. Few scholars however have considered 
how, conversely, the ICU’s new ideas about race and class inspired local black workers in their 
hundreds of thousands, and clearly influenced other trade unionists, socialists and communists 
not only in Southern Africa, but also in America and Europe. In South Africa and Russia, white 

 
1 John Sydney Marwick on 02/05/1927, in Debates of the House of Assembly: Fourth Session, Fifth Parliament, 
28th January to 29th June, 1927: Volume 9, (Cape Town, 1927). 
2 L. van der Walt, ‘First Globalisation’. 
3 R.T. Vinson, The Americans are Coming, pp.78, 82. See also Vinson, ‘American Negroes and Garveyism in 
South Africa’; Vinson, ‘‘American Negroes’ and the Gospel of Garveyism’. 
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communists had to adapt their policies and priorities in recognition of the ICU’s successes, 
while in America, the New Negro movement itself was influenced by the ideas and 
organisational methods of the ICU, in a two-way exchange. In its early years, the ICU’s 
transformative notion of race consciousness was key to its rapid spread. But this cannot be 
solely reduced to New York-based Garveyism. The ICU was also in conversation with 
numerous black socialists, syndicalists and communists in America, and simultaneously drew 
heavily on important local experiences to rework ‘American’ and ‘European’ ideas from a 
Southern African perspective.  
 
Although the ICU was undoubtedly a broad church, coalescing a diverse array of political 
opinions, this chapter on the early years of the trade union focuses on how five key leaders - 
Clements Kadalie, Henry Selby Msimang, Samuel Michael Bennet Ncwana, James Arnold La 
Guma and James Saul Mokete Thaele – thought about race and class. None of these men (with 
the exception of La Guma) have been accommodated within Allison Drew’s conception of 
South Africa’s ‘radical tradition’.4 Asking uncomfortable questions about the role of race, 
privilege and revolutionary violence, these black trade unionists denounced white South 
African communists’ prioritisation of class-before-race, and demonstrated how a critical 
understanding of race was integral to challenging imperial capitalism in Southern Africa. 
Derided by many contemporary white communists and trade unionists, these early black trade 
union leaders galvanised workers on an unprecedented scale - and in doing so forced the CPSA, 
and the white South African labour movement more broadly, to reconceptualise class and 
attempt to organise alongside (and within) the black trade union movement. Black trade 
unionists in America were, likewise, influenced by the organisational successes of the ICU. 
 
This chapter does not examine in minutia the ICU’s individual conferences, mass rallies or 
executive meetings.5 Instead, it focuses on the political trajectory of black trade unionism in 
the immediate post-war period. Engaging with the ideas of socialists, syndicalists, communists 
and trade unionists from across the world - most notably those connected with the New Negro 
movement in Harlem, New York - Kadalie insisted on putting race-before-class and asserted 
that the wages and working conditions of all workers in Southern Africa, white and black alike, 
would not improve unless black workers were organized separately, along the lines of race, in 
“segregated” rather than “mixed” trade unions. In this context, Kadalie’s notion of race 
consciousness was not a “nationalist” identity, but a way of mobilizing workers, solidifying 
black economic power throughout Southern Africa. Though leaders of the ANC and ICWU 
were similarly opposed to “tribalism”, Kadalie in particular was famed as a “patriot” of the 
black race with a radical internationalist outlook, and regularly clashed with moderate Christian 
South African nationalists.6 This chapter first focuses on the race politics that were integral to 
the ICU’s formation and its first strike action in 1919, before examining the key ideas of its 

 
4 Drew, South Africa’s Radical Tradition 
5 These are discussed at length in Neame, Congress Movement, vols 1-2, and Wickins, Industrial and 
Commercial Workers’ Union [1978]. 
6 Neame repeatedly insists on Kadalie’s “black nationalist proclivities” without defining what this specifically 
means. Although he was undoubtedly a self-defined “race man”, he had an ambiguous relationship with black 
South African nationalists, especially of the moderate kind. See for example, Neame, Congress Movement, vol 
1, p.252. 
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first newspaper, The Black Man and its failed unification with the Industrial and Commercial 
Amalgamated Workers’ Union (ICWU) in 1920. It then addresses the subsequent advance of 
the ICU, the establishment of its second newspaper, The Workers’ Herald, Kadalie’s 
transatlantic debates with black socialists, syndicalists and communists, and the ramifications 
of the ICU’s pro-segregation stance in the 1924 South African general election. It ends by 
analysing how the ICU transformed the South African labour movement and why Kadalie 
stopped advocating segregated unionism in 1925, in the wake of the Pact government’s 
industrial segregation. 
 
 
The foundation of the ICU 
 
The ICU’s founding myth centred on an episode in August 1918 which encapsulated the 
increasingly fraught racialised pavement politics of the day.7 While Kadalie was walking along 
Darling Street near the Cape Town docks with two Nyasa friends, an Afrikaner police officer 
pushed Kadalie off the pavement, “assaulting me at the same time.” A witness to this assault 
was Albert Francis Batty, a white trade union leader, who immediately offered his name to the 
police and his card to Kadalie. Angered by his maltreatment, Kadalie went alone to the “police 
station to lay the complaint against the constable.” Unsuccessful on his first visit, 
 

On the second call the sergeant-in-charge resumed cross-examining me in regard to 
where I had come from and obtained my education. At last he made an apology on 
behalf of the constable, stating he made the assault on me because of his mental 
weakness arising from overwork with the epidemic [flu] cases which were raging 
in the city. Thereupon I retorted that if I were to assault European citizens and when 
caught give as my excuse for my action mental suffering on my part, would such 
an excuse be accepted?8  
 

Across interwar Southern Africa, pavements were “aggressively monitored”, “racially 
explosive public spaces” where racial etiquette and the disparities between whites, coloureds, 
Africans and Indians were made publicly visible (with the rise of the motor car, forcing black 
pedestrians off the street, only heightening these tensions).9 Rigid hierarchies of race were an 
inescapable aspect of everyday life, with one contemporary black journalist, Rolfes Dhlomo, 
recording that the “sight of [a] well-dressed Native strolling along the pavements in town, 
glancing occasionally at this and that window is enough to drive [a] white man to a seething 
fury.”10 Through Kadalie’s search for retribution, the ICU’s founding moment invoked a 

 
7 Kadalie, My Life, pp.39-42. Kadalie appears to have first drafted the story for the 25th anniversary of the ICU, 
UWC Alexander Kadalie Papers, Box 30, C. Kadalie, ‘A Short History of the ICU’, 11/01/1945. Both describe 
the meeting as taking place when Douglas Haig launched his offensive in Flanders, which took place at the very 
end of July 1918. 
8 Kadalie, My Life, pp.39-40. 
9 Shutt, Manners Make a Nation: Racial Etiquette in Southern Rhodesia, 1910-1963, (Rochester, 2015), p.58-
60; Johnson, ‘Kadalie, the ICU and Languages of Freedom’, p.61. 
10 R.R.R. Dhlomo, ‘Some Europeans vs Natives’, Ilanga, 26/10/1923. White communists denounced Eddie 
Roux for asserting “at public meetings in Jobg that natives should walk on the pavements, etc. That is what 
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broader theme of radical egalitarianism, in particular the ideal of universal justice, that would 
be an important component of ICU rhetoric throughout the trade union’s history.11 As noted by 
ICU secretary Jason Jingoes, “[a]lthough its initials stood for a fancy title, to us Bantu it meant 
basically: when you ill-treat the African people, I See You; if you kick them off the pavements 
and say they must go together with the cars and the ox-carts, I See You”,  “when an African 
woman with a child on her back is knocked down by the cars in the street, I See You”.12 This 
act of critical scrutiny – reversing the European gaze and turning white policing authority on 
itself - was already clear in the trade union’s 1920 logo (with an all-seeing eye looking out 
from the page, that contrasted with the standard handshake etches that represented other black 
trade unions). 
 

 
Figure 3.1 Logos from 1920 letterheads of the Industrial and Commercial Workers’ Union (ICU), the Industrial Workers of 

Africa (IWA), and the Industrial and Commercial Workers’ (Amalgamated) Union (ICWU) 

 
Despite the socially-astute way that Kadalie wrote about the foundation of the ICU, archival 
evidence suggests that a white-only ‘Industrial and Commercial Union’ – led by members of 
Batty’s Democratic Labour Party (DLP) - already existed 30km south of Cape Town, in the 
British admiralty docks at Simonstown in 1918.13 After migrating from Britain to South Africa 
in 1902, Batty became a representative for the Amalgamated Society of Engineers (ASE) on 
the Cape Federation of Labour Unions (CFLU) and stood as a parliamentary candidate for the 
SALP in the 1915 general election. Batty left the SALP the same year to form the Democratic 
Labour Party (DLP) and as a constitutional socialist was staunchly opposed to more militant 
white socialist groups in Cape Town, such as the ISL and Industrial and Socialist League 
(IndSL).14 Kadalie acted as an election agent for Batty in the Harbour division by-election 

 
causes trouble at the meetings.” A. Drew, Between Empire and Revolution: A Life of Sydney Bunting, 1873-
1936, (London, 2007), p.143. 
11 When interviewed in 1979, Esther Sibanyoni vividly remembered how red ICU membership cards gave black 
South Africans the power to freely walk “on pavements, away from the streets of the cars […] side by side with 
the whites”. Wits Historical Papers (WITS) African Studies Institute, Oral History Project. Interview by VN 
Nkumane with Esther Sibanyoni, 04/09/1979. When Kadalie arrived in Bethlehem to address an ICU meeting in 
1927, for example, he similarly denounced the fact that “people who were coming to this meeting were being 
forced to walk in the street by the police. This is wrong. In the first place, pavements are built by Africans. When 
they have finished building them, they are told not to walk on them. The person who makes the road safe cannot 
enjoy its safety […] These things must be abolished. We are all human beings.” Jingoes, A Chief is a Chief by the 
People, p.101. 
12 Jingoes, A Chief is a Chief by the People, p.101.  
13 Neame, Congress Movement, vol 1, pp.142-143. 
14 SANA SAP 40 CONF6/698/19 ‘Industrial Commercial Union Harbour Branch: Native and Coloured 
Agitation (1919-1920)’; Neame, Congress Movement, pp.140-144; L. van der Walt, ‘Anarchism and 
syndicalism in an African port city’. 

from the John Sydney Marwick Papers, KCM 
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during December 1918, but Batty lost to the Unionist Party candidate.15 Batty later claimed 
that he founded the ICU “at the request of my own society - the Cape Federation of Labour 
[Unions]”, in an attempt to win over black voters.16 Drawing on the British-based ASE 
constitution, the ICU’s first constitution in 1919 only allowed for “industrial action on 
constitutional lines”.17 
 
Despite the important early role of white trade unionists, the ICU quickly became dominated 
by black leaders from across the Atlantic world. Records of the ICU’s first meetings survive 
because they were infiltrated and recorded by FV Rickard, a white “agitator”-turned-informer 
who forwarded the minutes on to the police.18 Rickard’s reports indicate that the first meeting 
of the ICU took place in Excelsior Hall, on the Cape Town harbour front at 8pm on 17th January 
1919. Batty argued for a minimum wage, while F Rayner (a white bioscope operator and fellow 
trade unionist) told the assembled audience that “by industrial union they could secure 
concessions”. Joe Paulse, a coloured foreman for the Union Castle shipping company, then 
moved that “we form a union”. At a second meeting on 24th January, Paulse was elected 
president, J Ross became vice-president, and Kadalie was elected as the trade union’s secretary.  
 

 
Figure 3.2 Peter Nyambo, the Nyasa leader who became the first assistant secretary of the ICU,  

 
 
 

 
15 Wickins, Industrial and Commercial Workers’ Union [1973], p.11; Neame, Congress Movement, vol 1, 
pp.141-142; NA 3/DBN 14/5 ‘Native Riots Commission Evidence 1929’. 
16 NA 3/DBN 14/5 ‘Native Riots Commission Evidence 1929’. 
17 The ICU’s first constitution is lost, but briefly quoted in later literature. Wickins, ‘Organisation and 
Composition of the ICU’, p.27. Batty closely lost again to the Unionist Party candidate G.B. van Zyl in the 1920 
general election, but this time was not supported by Kadalie, Rhodesian Herald, 16/03/1920. 
18 SANA SAP 40 CONF6/698/19 ‘Industrial Commercial Union Harbour Branch: Native and Coloured 
Agitation (1919-1920)’. 

founder of the Ethiopian Universal Church, president of the ANC in Cape Town and an early UNIA leader, 
from T.D.M. Skota, The African Yearly Register: Being an Illustrated National Biographical Dictionary 
(Who’s Who) of Black Folks in Africa (Johannesburg, 1930); and the first page of ‘A Brief History of the 
ICU’, by police spy FV Rickard, from SANA 40 CONF6/698/19 ‘Industrial Commercial Union Harbour 

Branch: Native and Coloured Agitation’ (1919-1920) 
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The ICU was formally constituted on 31st January 1919.19 In attendance at this meeting was 
Peter Nyambo, a well-travelled Nyasa missionary. Telling the assembled ICU meeting that 
black workers’ current conditions were worse than slavery, Nyambo was elected as the ICU’s 
assistant secretary.20 With mission-educated Nyasas acting as both secretary and assistant 
secretary of the ICU, JH Dean (another white trade unionist who was secretary of the Bakers’ 
Union and a regular contributor to The Clarion newspaper) emphasized the transnational nature 
of the ICU’s leadership and told the assembled workers that “the only hope of creating big 
trouble in the Union” rested on  “the shoulders of carefully instructed natives of the Lovedale 
and Overton type.”21 Rickard, the police spy, reported that Clements Kadalie, in particular, was 
“capable and enthusiastic as a propagandist”. Starting with 24 predominantly coloured 
members, within a month membership of the ICU had reached around 165. The first woman 
member, Miss P Augustine, joined on 7th May 1919. With Kadalie explicitly appealing to 
women members to spread the ICU gospel, police soon believed that the ICU’s organisation 
of both sexes constituted “a very grave menace indeed.”22 Authorities were also concerned that 
“[s]ome months” after its foundation, “all the Europeans dropped out, as some of the natives 
had a grievance against the Europeans”.23 
 
Batty was far from the only white socialist in South Africa trying to organise black workers at 
the time. In August 1917, the ISL in Johannesburg had, likewise, helped mission-educated 
Africans in Johannesburg’s SANNC to organise under the banner of the Industrial Workers of 
Africa (IWA). Inspired by the potential power of “scientific industrial” organisation, one early 
recruit, Hamilton Kraai (a wholesale store foreman from Peddie, Cape Province), told 
Johannesburg workers in May 1918 to follow the lead of the Russian revolution: “We should 
today do as these workers of Russia did […] The whole world should be owned by the 

 
19 Wickins, ‘One Big Labour Movement’, p.27. 
20 In 1903, Nyambo first passed through South Africa on his way to the African Institute in Colwyn Bay, Wales. 
In Britain he joined the Seventh Day Adventists (SDA), and subsequently helped establish the first SDA mission 
in Kenya in 1906. Returning to Nyasaland in 1911, he returned to Cape Town in 1912. In 1914, he drafted a 
‘Rhodesia-Nyasaland Appeal’ (which was signed by Alfred Batty), demanding the preservation of African-owned 
land in Central Africa and the “speedy uplifting and education on an equal basis” of black subjects. In 1919 he 
founded the Ethiopian Universal Church in Cape Town. Sometime before the 1930 publication of Skota’s African 
Yearly Register he was president of the Cape Town ANC. During 1937 he was elected assistant treasurer of the 
Cape Town ANC, on a committee that would “have absolutely nothing to do with James Thaele”. In 1941, he was 
president of the Cape Town UNIA, where he argued for the ANC to act, not as a narrow South African 
organisation, but as a “League of Nations”. SANA SAP 40 CONF6/698/19 ‘Industrial Commercial Union 
Harbour Branch: Native and Coloured Agitation (1919-1920)’; SANA NTS 2076 166/280 ‘Influx of Nyasaland 
Natives into the Union’; NTS 7670 86/332(1) ‘Native Unrest: Police Reports: Cape Town’; Cape Standard, 
11/03/1941. For Nyambo’s life up 1919 see H.W. Langworthy, ‘Peter Nyambo of Malawi, c. 1884 - c. 1970’ (Los 
Angeles, CA., 1986), p.14; H.W. Langworthy, Africa for the Africans: The Life of Joseph Booth (Zomba, 2002); 
Shepperson & Prince, Independent African; B. Kinkead-Weakes, Africans in Cape Town: State Policy and 
Popular Resistance, 1936-1973, (PhD thesis, Uni. of Cape Town, 1992). Notably, Nyambo made no mention of 
his work with the ICU, ANC or UNIA during his correspondence with George Shepperson in the 1950s, CRC 
Shepperson Papers Box CLX A 21 Folder 2. He passed away in the early 1970s. Many thanks to Peter Limb, who 
has assisted research into Nyambo. 
21 While Kadalie was educated at the Overtoun Institute, Nyambo studied at the Blantyre Church of Scotland 
Mission. 
22 SANA SAP 40 CONF6/698/19 ‘Industrial Commercial Union Harbour Branch: Native and Coloured 
Agitation (1919-1920)’. 
23 SANA NTS 9494 109/400 ‘AF Batty’, report dated 27/07/1927. 
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workers.”24 The 1918 “bucket strike” of night soil and municipal workers soon followed, 
demanding a wage increase from 1s 8d per day to 2s 6d. After the arrest of Kraai, and Alfred 
Reuben Cetyiwe and other strikers, the SANNC demanded an overall increase of 1s per day, 
threatening a general strike. The strike divided Johannesburg’s black nationalist leadership. 
Some SANNC leaders, most notably Isaiah Bud M’Belle and Saul Msane, opposed the strike 
demands, with the latter subsequently dubbed ‘Isita wa Bantu’ (enemy of the people). 
 
After being released from prison, Kraai and Cetyiwe moved to Cape Town, where they 
established a new branch of the IWA. Unlike the early ICU, it appears that the leadership of 
the Cape Town IWA held considerable reservations about white oversight.25 Whereas Rev ZR 
Mahabane, the president of the Cape Native Congress (CNC), simply described the ICU as a 
trade union organising among “Docks Labourers”, he explicitly defined the IWA in Cape Town 
as “a purely Bantu Labour Organisation of which some of the Docks Labourers are 
members”.26 As experienced organisers, Kraai and Cetyiwe appear to have initially been more 
successful than the ICU at recruiting black workers, and early mission-educated recruits to the 
Cape-based IWA included JB Mazwana, NA Tunzi and IB Nyombolo.27 By November 1919, 
the Cape Town IWA had enrolled over 1,000 members – predominantly  dockworkers from 
Ndabeni and the Docks Native Location.28 
 

 
Figure 3.3 Alfred ‘Fred’ Reuben Cetyiwe and Hamilton Kraai 

 
 

 
24 Johnstone, ‘The IWA’; Hirson, ‘The IWA and the ICU’; Skota, African Yearly Register, p.167; Kelley, ‘The 
Religious Odyssey’; van der Walt, Anarchism and Syndicalism. 
25 Kelley, ‘The Religious Odyssey’, p.8. 
26 WCA 3/CT 4/1/4/286 ‘Strike of Natives in Docks’ (1920), Z.R. Mahabane to W.J. Thorne, 31/12/1919. 
27 SANA SAP 40 CONF6/698/19 ‘Industrial Commercial Union Harbour Branch: Native and Coloured 
Agitation’ (1919-1920); IWA leaflet for meeting in Cape Town on 10/07/1919; ‘ICU or ICWU’, Umteteli wa 
Bantu, 24/06/1922. 
28 van der Walt, ‘One Great Union of Skilled and Unskilled Workers’; Wickins, Industrial and Commercial 
Workers’ Union [1973], pp.67, 79-80. After the strike, the IWA affiliated to the Cape Native Ccongress, 
Wickins, Industrial and Commercial Workers’ Union [1973], p.52 n.1. Kraai pushed for strike at the 1920 ANC 
Queenstown Convention. 

from T.D.M. Skota, The African Yearly Register: Being an Illustrated 
National Biographical Dictionary (Who’s Who) of Black Folks in Africa 

(Johannesburg, 1930). p.137; 167. 
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Similar industrial unions of black workers were also being organised in the Free State and 
Eastern Cape. After leading a campaign for a minimum wage of 4s 6d a day in Bloemfontein, 
SANNC leader Henry Selby Msimang was arrested under the 1914 Riotous Assemblies Act on 
28th February 1919.29 Born in Pietermaritzburg, Msimang had rapidly cycled through a number 
of jobs after qualifying as a teacher in 1912,  was a founding member of the SANNC, and 
edited his own newspaper Morumioa-Inxusa.30 Kadalie sent money to pay for Msimang’s 
successful defence, as well as a copy of the ICU’s rules and regulations. Subsequently, in 
August 1919 Msimang travelled to Cape Town to speak under “the auspices of the ICU”,31 
urging an audience of 250 at the City Hall that “they should do everything in their power to 
organize industrially to better their position”.32 Batty, at the same meeting, argued that there 
could “be no question of differences as between white and coloured labour. Both were 
dependent on the other, and therefore their interests were mutual.”33 In addition, in the Eastern 
Cape, there was a Municipal Coloured and Native Employees Association in Port Elizabeth 
from early 1920, while an East London Native Employee’s Association had existed since 
1916.34 
 

 
Figure 3.4 ICU pamphlet advertising a meeting led by Selby Msimang and a police report of the meeting  

 
 

29 Neame, Congress Movement, vol 1, p.143; Wickins, Industrial and Commercial Workers’ Union [1973], 
pp.100-104. 
30 Mkhize, A Political Biography of Henry Selby Msimang. See also Neame, Congress Movement, pp.157-161; 
J. Starfield, ‘Not Quite History: The Autobiographies of H Selby Msimang and RV Selope Thema and the 
Writing of South African History’, Social Dynamics, 14:2 (1988). 
31 SANA SAP 40 CONF6/698/19 ‘Industrial Commercial Union Harbour Branch: Native and Coloured 
Agitation’ (1919-1920). 
32 Cape Times, 09/08/1919; SANA SAP 40 CONF6/698/19 ‘Industrial Commercial Union Harbour Branch: 
Native and Coloured Agitation’ (1919-1920). 
33 SANA SAP 40 CONF6/698/19 ‘Industrial Commercial Union Harbour Branch: Native and Coloured 
Agitation’ (1919-1920). 
34 Neame, Congress Movement, vol 1, pp.174, 275. 

From SANA 40 CONF6/698/19 ‘Industrial Commercial Union Harbour Branch: Native and Coloured Agitation’ 
(1919-1920) 
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Despite Batty’s non-racial appeals, it is clear that, over the course of 1919, the ICU’s black 
leadership was beginning to question the authority of white trade unionists on the grounds of 
their radicalism and race. Kadalie’s autobiography erases any mention of the IWA or the idea 
of One Big Union. But archival sources indicate that Kraai and Cetyiwe had a radicalising 
effect on the early ICU, at the same time as the rising local cost of living led to rising discontent 
over pay. With both trade unions organising black workers in the Cape Town docks, an 
amalgamation of the IWA and ICU was proposed in August 1919, but fell through because 
Cetyiwe and Kraai were opposed to any white interference.35 At the start of October, the ICU 
demanded for the first time that private employers raise their daily rate of pay to 7s or 7s 6d. 
They subsequently put in an increased demand, for private employers to pay 8s 6d per day for 
ordinary workers, and 12s 6d per day for foremen, at the start of December. On 13th December 
1919, private employers did raise wages from 4s to 6s per day, but the offer was deemed 
insufficient.36 By late November, Kadalie appears to have been challenging the non-
revolutionary stance of Batty’s DLP, stressing - like the IWA - that white trade unionists as 
well as white capitalists were the black workers’ real enemies. Asserting that: “Constitutional 
means were of no avail”, he claimed that “Coloured people had begged and appealed to the 
Government long enough.” William Fife, a coloured ICU leader (who was a “true patriot to the 
African cause”), similarly asserted that he “was tired of evolutionary methods, and he could 
see the letter ‘r’ rapidly approaching to be attached to that word evolutionary. In their treatment 
of the coloured man, the white working man was simply playing up to the capitalist or parasite 
class, whatever they like to call them.” Sensing the mood of the meeting, the DLP’s JH Dean 
concurred that  
 

the black man had suffered under injustice for long enough, and it was time that 
they brought it to an end, even if it was necessary to cause a revolution in order to 
do so. Labour was always cheap unless it was organised, and the only way for the 
black man to get his dues was by making things uncomfortable for the white man.37  

 
White trade unionists were similarly galvanising at the time, gearing up for action in protest 
against the rising cost of food. After a combined meeting of the IWA, the ICU and the Cape 
Native Congress (CNC) in Ndabeni, chaired by the IWA’s Hamilton Kraai, a strike at the Cape 
Town docks was publicly declared for 17th December.38 Lucien van der Walt argues that it was 
the IWA’s Cetyiwe who proposed the strike action and sent the ultimatum to the authorities, 
resolving to approach “several employers of native and coloured labourers in the Peninsula, 
including the Railways and Harbours Administration, with a view to demanding an increase 

 
35 Wickins, Industrial and Commercial Workers’ Union [1973], p.54. 
36 Neame, Congress Movement, vol 1, p.151. 
37 ‘Geneva Labour Conference’, Black Man, 1:4 (October 1920); Cape Times, 22/11/1919; Wickins, Industrial 
and Commercial Workers’ Union [1973], p.56; Neame, Congress Movement, vol 1, pp.147-148. 
38 L. van der Walt, L., ‘Revolutionary Syndicalism, Communism and the National Question in South African 
Socialism, 1886-1928,' in S. Hirsch & L. van der Walt (eds.), Anarchism and Syndicalism in the Colonial and 
Postcolonial World, 1870-1940: The Praxis of National Liberation, Internationalism, and Social Revolution 
(Leiden, 2010). 
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on wages at present paid to natives and coloured.”39 Kadalie, nevertheless, also took on a 
leading role, telling the CFLU on 6th December that the ICU itself had “unanimously adopted” 
a resolution to stop handling foodstuff.40 
 
 
The 1919 Cape Town dock strike  
 
The 1919 dock strike transformed not only the reputation of the ICU, but also the broader race 
consciousness of Cape Town’s black working class. It also propelled Kadalie into international 
fame. Four years after the action, Kadalie told readers of The Messenger newspaper in the US 
that the strike was “truly the birth of a working class consciousness amongst African workers”, 
creating  
 

a new theory of race consciousness in that both the native and colored people 
realized, so to say, that no victory could be accomplished by either in the struggle 
for existence unless they had accepted in toto the fact that as workers and exploited 
[people] they share in common in all their sufferings.41  

 
The success of the strike was largely dependent on the white-dominated CFLU and National 
Union of Railway and Harbour Servants (NURHAS) – who originally asked the IWA and ICU 
to work with them and stop handling exports of food in order to check rising costs.42 Kadalie 
later reiterated that initially the strike was “not for wages but to save the whole country from 
starvation”.43 Organising conditions at the time were well-suited to strike action, with Cape 
Town employers facing labour shortages because of South Africa’s post-war boom and the 
1918 influenza epidemic.44  
 
Although historians have been rightly sceptical about the central role that Kadalie narrated for 
himself in his autobiography, government records do confirm that the strike started on the ship 
of the ICU leader Joe Paulse, The Norman Castle. The official government report on the strike 
recorded that at 11:30 am on Wednesday 17th December, stevedores for the Union Castle 
Company stopped work “without any notice whatever”. 
 

The Administration’s labourers performing shore work on the same jetty 
immediately followed their example and the trouble then spread through the whole 
of the Docks with the result that all labourers with the exception of loyal sorters and 
serangs and a few labourers left their work and failed to return to work at 1pm.45 

 
 

39 van der Walt, ‘One Great Union of Skilled and Unskilled Workers’; Neame, Congress Movement, vol 1, 
p.151; Cape Times, 18/12/1919. 
40 Wickins, Industrial and Commercial Workers’ Union [1973], p.64. 
41 Kadalie, ‘A Call from Macedonia’. 
42 Wickins, Industrial and Commercial Workers‘ Union [1973], p.61. 
43 Kadalie, ‘Reply to ‘The Black Man’’. 
44 Wickins, Industrial and Commercial Workers‘ Union [1973], p.44. 
45 SANA GNLB 327 269/20 ‘Unrest among Natives in Cape Town’ (1920). 
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After the “Norman Castle was immediately deserted by its non-European employees”, Kadalie 
borrowed a bicycle “and cycled throughout the docks calling on workers to down tools and to 
follow me to the dock gates.” Soon, “the whole vast Cape Town docks was at a standstill, with 
hundreds of Coloured and African workers streaming out of it.”46  
 
Over the course of the strike, approximately 450 dock workers downed tools, 
 

and their example was quickly followed by many men working in maintenance 
gangs, [the] electrical branch, Capetown passenger and goods stations, and a short 
time afterwards by men in the mechanical and stores departments, [at] Salt River.  

 
Acting “[i]n sympathy”, workers “engaged by shipping, stevedore and private firms [also] 
came out on strike.”47 Impressively, only a few sorters, casual employees and the serangs (the 
“native chiefs” employed as intermediaries between employer and employee) continued 
working as scab labourers. Employers were particularly alarmed that black workers would “not 
even tell their own serangs what the grievance is”.48 
 
After a solid first week, authorities feared that strike action could spread as far as Kimberley, 
where ICU-affiliate Henry Selby Msimang was organising workers.49 Officials in Cape Town 
reported that “carters and delivery-men were out, and work was paralysed with regard to the 
delivery of parcels and [the] acceptance of goods for transit by rail.”50 In order to break the 
strike, government troops were brought in, and “marched through the streets down to the Docks 
Location”, forcibly ejecting African workers who “refused to betray their Coloured fellow-
strikers”.51 Kadalie was particularly outraged at the disparity between the government’s 
treatment of black strikers in Cape Town and white Afrikaner nationalists in the Free State. 
While James Hertzog and other National Party politicians were making “violent” speeches 
“openly” advocating rebellion and demanding a South African Republic, the state’s military 
force was focused on black workers’ industrial action in Cape Town.52 
 
Although the strike started over the price of food, the related issue of low pay soon become 
central to black workers’ demands. After 4 days on strike, Cetyiwe wrote to the Mayor of Cape 
Town on 21st December, emphasizing the inadequacy of workers’ wages and the inability of 
workers to support their families. The government offered a partial climb down three days later, 
with a statement banning certain exports, at which point all white trade unionists returned to 
work.53 Kadalie condemned the white workers, who soon “scabbed upon their fellow workers 

 
46 Kadalie, My Life, p.41-42. 
47 SANA GNLB 327 269/20 ‘Unrest among Natives in Cape Town’ (1920). 
48 Budlender, Stevedores in Cape Town Docks, p.20. 
49 Wickins, Industrial and Commercial Workers’ Union [1973], p.132. 
50 WCA 3/CT 4/1/4/286 ‘Strike of Natives in Docks’ (1920), ‘Meeting of the General Purposes Committee’ 
23/12/1919. 
51 Kadalie, My Life, p.43. 
52 Kadalie, My Life, p.44. 
53 WCA 3/CT 4/1/4/286 ‘Strike of Natives in Docks’ (1920), F.R. Cetyiwe to W.J. Thorne, 21/12/1919; 
Wickins, Industrial and Commercial Workers’ Union [1973], p.76. 
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who happened to be of different skin”, for their lack of “moral and financial support”.54 
Officials considered trying to split the remaining strikers, through wage increases for coloured 
workers (on the basis of their ‘civilised’ status).55 Black dockers held out for another week. 
But with some of the strike’s aims achieved black leaders appear to have become increasingly 
divided over how to move forward. 
 
After another week’s deadlock, the IWA and CNC told workers to return to their jobs on 27th 
December.56 At a joint meeting on 31st December, the ICU and IWA officially called off the 
strike on the condition that the government considered black workers’ “grievances, in a 
generous and Christian spirit”, and that a conference of employers and employees was  
“convened at the earliest possible date to consider and discuss the whole question of Non-
European Labourers’ PAY”. Cetyiwe deeply regretted that, having been “deceived and 
betrayed” by white workers from the CFLU and NURHAS, the IWA had “compelled the 
natives to go back to work”.57 Black workers made few gains, but Kadalie nevertheless 
believed the local employees had “learnt a lesson”.58 African and coloured workers had 
effectively downed tools for 10 days, and he later wrote that the “strike was the beginning of a 
movement which spread to the four corners of South Africa”. Certainly in South West Africa, 
a coloured migrant labourer James La Guma read of the strike, contacted Kadalie, and soon 
formed a branch of the ICU in Lüderitz.59 In total, the strike brought out 2,000 men – but it 
also imparted enduring lessons about the viability of militant action, the strength of coloured-
African solidarity and the limits of white workers’ support.60 
 
In the aftermath of the strike, the authority of the white trade union leaders at the head of Cape 
Town’s labour movement soon came into question. With white workers accused of abandoning 
their black comrades, JH Dean argued that the ICU should still remain “open to all, irrespective 
of race, colour or creed”.61 Dean, however, found himself increasingly marginalised within the 
ICU leadership. Kadalie was elected to become a full-time paid secretary at the ICU’s annual 
meeting on 16th January 1920 (having lost his job as a deliveryman during the strike). West 
Indian-born James King became the ICU’s president (replacing Joe Paulse in his former role 
as chairperson). And James Gulam Gumbs – a “nationally minded”, “out-and-out Marcus 
Garvey” from St Vincent in the West Indies - became vice-president.62 Having trained as a 
chemist and served as a medical assistant in De Aar during the South African War, Gumbs 
“earned a decent and honest living” as a shipwright in Cape Town, and was a well-connected 
Freemason of Arum Lily Lodge, and a member of the Free Gardeners and the Pick-Wick Co-

 
54 C. Kadalie, ‘Organised White Labour in Empire’, Workers’ Herald, 20/07/1925. 
55 WCA 3/CT 4/1/4/286 ‘Strike of Natives in Docks’ (1920). 
56 SANA GNLB 327 269/20 ‘Unrest among Natives in Cape Town’ (1920). 
57 WCA 3/CT 4/1/4/286 ‘Strike of Natives in Docks’ (1920), Z.R. Mahabane to W.J. Thorne, 31/12/1919; 
Cetyiwe to Assistant General Manager, South African Railways and Harbours, 02/01/1920. 
58 Kadalie, My Life, p.45. 
59 Kadalie, My Life, p.44; van der Walt, ‘The ICU in South West Africa’, p.19. 
60 Wickins, Industrial and Commercial Workers’ Union [1973], p.83. 
61 Neame, Congress Movement, vol 1, p.156; Cape Times 10/01/1920. 
62 Neame, Congress Movement, vol 1, pp.156-157; Kadalie, My Life, p.99; R. Hill (ed.) Marcus Garvey Papers, 
Vol IX: Africa for the Africans, June 1921-December 1922, (Berkley, 1995), p.212, citing Mancoe, 
Bloemfontien Bantu and Coloured People's Directory, p.70. 
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Operative Club, as well as the ICU, UNIA and West Indian-American Association. Kadalie’s 
public stature, in particular, appears to have risen over the course of the strike. After a joint 
meeting of the ICU and IWA on 25th February 1920, Kadalie was charged with writing to the 
Mayor of Cape Town complaining that although the government had promised to “consider 
the representation of the men regarding wages and victimisation after they return to work”, no 
action had been taken.63  
 
 
Bennet Ncwana and The Black Man newspaper 
 
In the aftermath of the dock strike, Kadalie quickly became swept up in the broader trans-
Atlantic call for liberty and freedom led by the radical New Negro movement in New York – 
circulated, most notably, in the printed words of Jamaican-born Marcus Garvey’s Negro World, 
and Asa Philip Randolph’s Messenger. Established in 1917, Randolph’s socialist newspaper 
was a key hub for black radical thought, publishing the ideas of Langston Hughes, Joel Rogers 
Zora Neale Hurston and black syndicalists Ben Fletcher and Dan Jones. In the wake of WWI, 
however, it was Garvey’s UNIA that rapidly expanded to become the largest mass-member 
black organisation in world history, with a claimed membership of over 6 million. 
Championing “race consciousness” and “race pride”, the UNIA’s Negro World was read 
throughout the Americas, Caribbean, Europe and Africa. And like the ICU, the UNIA was 
defended the interests of black immigrants (predominantly from the Caribbean) who made up 
a disproportionate part of its leadership and membership.64  
 
Key to the dissemination of Garvey’s ideas in Southern Africa, the ICU enthusiastically 
reported that the UNIA’s August 1920 Negro Convention in New York was “the greatest 
convention ever held in the history of the world.”65 Inspired by Garvey and conscious that he 
“had a big role to play in the trade union movement”, Kadalie started studying at Cape Town’s 
Efficiency Institute on 26th May 1920. Despite the costs incurred, he told a new friend, SM 
Bennet Ncwana, that his “essential object is to be a great African Marcus Garvey and I don’t 
know of how much I shall pay for that education.”66 Alongside ICU leader William Fife, 
Ncwana and Kadalie established the Black Man Company and The Black Man newspaper in 
May 1920, the first major Garveyite paper in Southern Africa, “propagating the interests of 
Workers throughout the African Continent”.67  
 
An army veteran who fought for the South African Native Labour Corps (SANLC) in France 
during WWI, Ncwana was key to the ICU’s growth over 1920 and its break with white trade 
unions. When he met Kadalie, Ncwana was enrolled as a student at Cape Town’s prestigious 

 
63 WCA 3/CT 4/1/4/286 ‘Strike of Natives in Docks’ (1920), C. Kadalie to W.J. Thorne, 26/02/1920. 
64 Putnam, Radical Moves. 
65 ‘American Notes’, Black Man, 1:2 (August 1920). 
66 Kadalie, My Life, p.44; KCM Marwick Papers, File 74, C. Kadalie to S.M.B. Ncwana, 20/05/1920. 
67 Black Man, 1:2 (August 1920). 
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Zonnebloem College.68 Consistently opposed to the “selfish attitude” of white trade unionists, 
Ncwana cemented the ICU’s break with the DLP (supporting the SAP in the 1920 and 1921 
general elections) and attacked the chauvinism of white trade unions in particular, damning 
how the mine owners “unblushingly began the unforgotten retrenchment of intelligent natives 
and coloured workers in their service throughout the Union of South Africa”, at the behest of 
the white trade unions, which pursued a “policy of making this country [for] the ever-lasting 
habitation of the white races”.69 Using these prejudices to mobilise black workers along the 
lines of race, The Black Man acidly thanked white trade unionists  “for their selfish mood” and 
“their discrimination, for it will help us to soar rapidly afterwards.”70  
 
Together with Kadalie and James Thaele, Ncwana’s most important influence during the early 
1920s, however, was the codification of a Southern African Garveyism that had a profound 
impact on the early ICU. Building on pre-existing ideas of race pride and a heterogeneous 
blackness pushed by both the IWA and early ICU, as noted by Vinson, it was “under the 
auspices of ICU trade unionism, not the UNIA” that Garveyism first became established in 
Southern Africa - and across the Atlantic, Marcus Garvey recognised Ncwana’s Black Man as 
“the Negro World of South Africa.”71 Reading aloud from The Black Man at UNIA meetings, 
Garvey described South Africa as “the worst spot in the world for Negroes; worse than the 
Southern States”, but insisted that UNIA was “speaking right in the heart of South Africa”, 
waking up “South Africa to the consciousness of itself”.72 Alongside his work as president of 
the UNIA’s Cape Town branch, local publisher of the UNIA’s Great Negro Charter, and editor 
of The Black Man, Ncwana was heavily involved in publicising ICU events and campaigns as 
the trade union’s “Chairman of Propaganda”.73 
 
Through a heady mix of Garveyism, trade unionism and justified anti-white worker sentiment, 
The Black Man codified, for the first time, an identity that was both working class and black – 
uniting “negroes”, “natives”, coloureds and Indians both within South Africa and beyond its 
borders. By August, police believed that The Black Man had “obtained a very wide 
circulation”.74 Connecting Cape Town with the black diaspora across the Atlantic and into 
Central Africa, the paper promoted black unity through news, opinion pieces and, perhaps most 
evocatively, poetry. As stressed by Kadalie, the new black working class consciousness pushed 
by The Black Man importantly transcended white strictures of ‘class’. At an ICU meeting at 
the West End Bioscope Hall in Cape Town on 25th July 1920, Kadalie explicitly emphasized 
that rather than just focusing on increased wages 
 

 
68 I have already explored the life of Ncwana in depth in H. Dee, ‘Enemy of the African Workers’ – see 
Appendix C. 
69 ‘The Recruitment System’, Black Man, 1:2 (August 1920). 
70 ‘De Beers Convict Station’, Black Man, 1:3 (September 1920). 
71 Vinson, In the Time of Americans, p.58; Ewing, Broadcast on the Wind, p.167. 
72 R. Hill (ed.), The Marcus Garvey and Universal Negro Improvement Association Papers: Vol II (London 
1984), pp.228-230. 
73 MNA S2/71/23 ‘Censored correspondence between Clements Muwamba and Clements Kadalie’, C. Kadalie 
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industrial organisation to the non-European has a deeper object, and that object can 
be expressed by themselves and not by a White man. We have to demonstrate to 
the civilised world the race aspiration in the true sense of the meaning […] the 
White Trade Unions, whose wages are going higher and higher, in sympathy with 
the high cost of commodities, are not greater than we are.75  
 

 

 
Figure 3.5 SM Bennet Ncwana, (from Souvenir of the SS Mendi), and the front page of The Black Man (August 1920) 

 
By July 1920, it was clear that Kadalie’s “race aspiration” had become heavily influenced by 
the teachings of Marcus Garvey. At a UNIA meeting in Goodwood on 24th July 1920, Ncwana, 
publicly acknowledged “the community of interest, and, above all that community of sacrifice” 
initiated by “the Hon. Marcus Garvey” and “our children abroad”, telling the assembled 
audience: “Our faith and determination is being weighed in the scale. Liberty and freedom calls 
upon you Africans to respond.”76 Kadalie, similarly, asserted 
 

Our dear brothers abroad expect every man and woman in Africa, every patriotic 
and loyal black man, to respond to the call for liberty. This is a movement which 
assured every man and woman of his or her salvation. We must, therefore, unite 

 
75 ‘Bloemfontein Conference: Delegates’ Report’, Black Man, 1:2 (August 1920). 
76 ‘Universal Negro Improvement Association and African Community’s League’, Black Man, 1:2 (August 
1920). 
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with racial pride that at last Africa will be redeemed and all her sons return where 
nature first put them.77 

 
This new “racial pride”, which had already manifest itself during the 1919 Cape Town strike, 
had its greatest impact on relations between coloured and African workers. Making it clear that 
it would “not allow the misguided leaders of the coloured section to violate the honour of our 
manhood”, The Black Man condemned coloured leaders who were not prepared to identify 
with “every black man irrespective of colour”.78 Reuben Cetyiwe was similarly quoted in the 
paper asserting that the “white man’s object was to divide the Coloured man and the Native, 
but as soon as they understood each other the White man would be paralysed in South Africa.”79 
Combining the interests of African and coloured workers into a black working class, Ncwana 
implored: “If Africa is our home, as it is, then we must discard such petty feelings. Coloured 
man! this is your country where your children’s destiny is measured […] Unite! be one! and 
all!”80 Explicitly invoking Garveyite slogans, he asserted that in memory of  

 
the noble men and women of our race who have lived and worked to make Africa 
for the Africans, we must not treat matters lightly, but organise our forces as usual. 
The time has not yet arrived for you to test the strength of your weapon. Organise!81 

 
The Black Man’s reconceptualization of race was heavily influenced by the Harlem 
Renaissance, but importantly they also grounded themselves in letters, songs and poetry that 
also looked towards Central Africa. The musical director of the UNIA’s Liberty Hall in New 
York, Arnold Ford, published the UNIA hymnbook, The Universal Ethiopian Hymnal, in 1920 
which included the anthem ‘O Africa, awaken!’ – and Ford’s song appears in numerous ICU 
speeches and essays throughout the 1920s.82 Echoing this genre of Ethiopianist poetry from 
the other side of the Atlantic, both Clements Kadalie (as ‘CK’) and James Arnold La Guma (as 
‘JAG’) were soon writing their own Ethiopianist poetry in The Black Man, calling for the 
biblical salvation of the African continent and the self-improvement of its people. 
 

‘A Plea for Africa’ by CK 
 

Arise within the mystic veil and see 
The land God gave to thee; 
Land of great potentialities, 

With wealth and resources richly dowered, 
Oh Africa! great continent, with 

possibilities 

‘A Call to Thee’ by JAG 
 

Ye sons of Africa, arise - 
Arise and leave the foreign skies. 

’Tis Afric calls to thee, 
Thou art bound, why not free? 

They stole you from your native land. 
They came, yes, many a foreign band, 
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79 ‘Bloemfontein Conference: Delegates’ Report’, Black Man, 1:2 (August 1920). 
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Immense, yet unexploited. 
Oh Africa arise! 

 

Paupers most of them. 
Ye dusky sons of Ham, 
Now is the time, arise. 

Sons of Africa, be wise, 
We suffer under the yoke 
Strong as the ancient oak. 
Take the clue and roam 

Back to this land, ’tis home.83 
 

 
Figure 6 James Gulam Gumbs and James Arnold La Guma, from Evidence of the Industrial and Commercial Workers' 

Union of Africa at the Economic and Wages Commission (Johannesburg, 1925) 

 
Drawing heavily on biblical repertoire, both demanded “race consciousness” and progress, and 
both called on Africa to “arise!” Written by a Nyasa immigrant in Cape Town and a coloured 
South African immigrant in Lüderitz, these poems can be read as pleas for black American 
support - but they can also be interpreted as calls for Africa’s own black diaspora scattered 
across the continent to return “home”. As already noted, The Black Man included ‘Nyasaland 
Notes’ alongside ‘American Notes’ on the pages of its August and December issues as part of 
this multi-valent black internationalism, praising how the Nyasaland Native Association in 
Central Africa (“organised under the same principles as the Native National Congress in the 
south hemisphere”) extolled a “foresightedness in uniting” various associations. Seeing these 
developments in Central Africa as an important example for South African organisations to 
follow, The Black Man hoped “that in the near future leaders of various political organisations 
in this country will copy the example instead of continuing the abhorrent policy of division 
which does more harm than good to our cause.”84 Critical of the division between African and 
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coloured leaders, as well as emerging ethnic nationalisms in South Africa, and conscious that 
“workers in Nyasaland, South West Africa, Portuguese East Africa are waiting for the arrival 
of your industrial emissaries”, The Black Man extolled an internationalism that demanded 
organisation “throughout the African continent”, well beyond the limits of a nascent moderate 
‘nativist’  South African nationalism that ICU leaders would soon come into direct conflict 
with.85 
 
 
The Bloemfontein conference and the formation of the ICWU 
 
Having assisted Henry Selby Msimang over the course of 1919 in the belief that he was 
organising under the “auspices of the ICU”, Kadalie helped convene a nation-wide conference 
with the Free State leader in July 1920. Black workers’ leaders from across South Africa met 
at St John’s School in Waaihoek Location in Bloemfontein on 12th and 13th July 1920 in the 
hope of amalgamating all of South Africa’s existing black trade unions. The conference drew 
together delegates from the IWA, the ICU, the Native and Coloured Workers’ Union of East 
London, Port Elizabeth and Aliwal North under the ex-soldier Samuel Masabalala, and the 
Native and Coloured Workers’ Association organised by Msimang in Bloemfontein. Together 
these unions resolved to form a new black trade union federation entitled the Industrial and 
Commercial (Amalgamated) Workers’ Union (which abbreviated to ICWU). Building on the 
idea of separate black worker organisation pushed by both the IWA and the ICU, Msimang 
opened the conference, declaring: “The white worker has only the capitalist as his foe, while 
we have the capitalist and the Trade Unions to fight against.”86 The ICU supplied the ICWU’s 
constitution and, adopting a Rhodes-inspired conception of space and citizenship, the 
conference resolved that “it is the opinion of this representative Conference of non-European 
workers to form one great union of skilled and unskilled workers of South Africa, south of the 
Zambesi”. Explicitly drawing on “general” or “new” all-in conceptions of trade union 
organisation, the ICWU intended  

 
to bring together all classes of labour, skilled and unskilled, in every sphere of life 
whatsoever, to promote the social, moral and intellectual interests of its members, 
to obtain and maintain for them equitable rates of wages, and reasonable conditions 
of labour, to regulate the relations between employer and employed and to 
endeavour to settle differences between them by amicable and conciliatory means.87 
 

Despite these ambitious objectives, however, Kadalie found that from “the beginning to the 
end, the conference was a failure”.88 After the fraught conference, two major formations 
emerged: the ICWU led by Msimang, which was rubber stamped by the SANNC and ostensibly 
brought together all of South Africa’s black trade unions; and Kadalie’s disgruntled ICU, which 
failed to attain any official positions within the new organisation. The ICU had expected that 

 
85 ‘Dr Rubusana’s Downfall’, Black Man, 1:5 (November 1920). 
86 Wickins, Industrial and Commercial Workers’ Union [1973], p.145. 
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James Gumbs would become the ICWU’s president, and police noted that “there was a marked 
feeling of dissatisfaction among the Cape Delegates at the election of Henry Selby Msimang 
to the Presidentship.”89 To Kadalie’s dismay, he was likewise denied the position of general 
secretary, which went to the former president of the Free State Native Congress, Mahoholi 
John Mocher – who was able to speak Sechuana, seSotho and isiXhosa, as well as English and 
Afrikaans.90 After Mocher’s election, a “very hot discussion took place” which  “led to 
considerable differences between the delegates themselves.”91 With the ICU’s delegation of 
local and “foreign” black trade unionists side-lined by Msimang and other delegates, ostensibly 
because of their inability to speak any South African language other than English, Kadalie later 
regretted that  
 

at our first labour Conference held at Bloemfontein in July 1920 we had the ‘One 
Big Union Movement’ in view, but, owing to our being young at the game, blinded 
with that spirit of sectionalism and tribalism we were unable to launch out the 
gigantic task before us.92  

 
Outmanoeuvred by Msimang, who stacked the conference with delegates from his 
Bloemfontein base, Kadalie alleged that the ICU “tried our best to make the Conference a 
success, but achieved nothing for the race which is so desired”. Msimang allegedly ignored his 
“own recognised mother”.93  
 
Despite its “failure”, the Bloemfontein conference did set some important precedents. 
Although ICU and ICWU leaders would subsequently disagree over the politics of free 
movement, police reported that the gold mines’ coercive recruitment system was the only issue 
where there  was “complete agreement”. All delegates concurred that the system was 
“detrimental to the progress of all native races in the sub-continent”, and that they should all 
work to ensure that “no-one is recruited by this method”.94 Wilberforce University graduate, 
Charlotte Maxeke, on behalf of women workers, played an important role, demanding equal 
consideration alongside their male comrades. The conference resolved to ensure that “all 
females in industries and domestic services are protected by the organisation”.95 Delegates also 
demanded that the pass laws – “in direct conflict with the principles of liberty and citizenship” 
- “should be totally abolished” and workers should be paid a “living wage”.96 Both the ICWU 
and ICU left the conference sharing the belief that all African and coloured workers should be 
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organised into “One Big Union” – and Kadalie’s inability to speak a range of South African 
languages (alongside his supposed “foreign-ness” as a Nyasa) would remain a fraught political 
issue for black trade unionists throughout the 1920s.  

 
ICU delegates were clearly undecided over what to do when they returned to Cape Town. At a 
mass meeting on 25th July, they initially hailed the conference a “success” and formally 
amalgamated with the IWA.97 The Black Man announced that “coloured workers, especially in 
the Peninsula, have thrown down the bond of colour prejudice by uniting themselves with their 
fellow-countrymen, the natives”.98 At a subsequent meeting of ICU leaders, it was (allegedly) 
Bennet Ncwana “who spoke first and moved in the Executive of the ICU to censure the 
proceedings” and disassociate with the ICWU.99 Most IWA members appear to have joined 
Kadalie’s ICU, with Kraai acting as Kadalie’s translator in East London in 1922.100 Former 
IWA member, IB Nyombolo, however, soon emerged as the secretary of the ICWU, replacing 
Mocher within weeks of his appointment.101 Nyombolo and Kadalie jointly addressed a 
meeting of Ndabeni workers at the start of August. Nyombolo speaking on behalf of the ICWU 
told workers: “Their endeavour would be to create better relations between the employer and 
employee by means of amicable and conciliatory reforms. The movement was not 
revolutionary but evolutionary.”102 By the end of the month, however, it was clear that the ICU 
had broken with Msimang and Nyombolo’s trade union.  
 
In breaking with Msimang, Kadalie initiated an intense rivalry – a contest over the leadership 
of Southern Africa’s black working class - that was defined by personal animosity, but also by 
important political differences. Within weeks, the more militant ICU circulated a letter 
(allegedly drafted by Ncwana) demanding a minimum wage of 8s 4d a day for Cape Town 
dock workers, and at the end of August, Kadalie, Gumbs and Ncwana met with employers.103 
Private firms did raise wages, but Cape Town’s shipping and stevedoring firms were not 
prepared to recognise the ICU.104 With the 20th September deadline set by the ICU fast 
approaching, Kadalie threatened “drastic action” in the form of another strike, and when this 
was ignored, the ICU circulated another resolution extending the deadline to midday on 23rd.105 
The ICU’s actions were vehemently criticised by Simon Jordan of the CNC, who queried 
whether Kadalie – “a trifle too enthusiastic for a young and perhaps as yet inexperienced 
organiser and leader” - was acting under the elected leadership of the “Bloemfontein 
Conference, by which we are obliged to abide”.106 As the ICWU became increasingly defined 
by ‘moderate’ and ‘nativist’ policies and closely aligned with the SANNC and the chiefs, 
Nyombolo asserted that the ICWU “was the only body that will authoritatively speak on behalf 
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and represent the masses of the non-Europeans industrially.”107 Police reported that the ICU’s 
organisational work in Ndabeni Location was “hampered a great deal” by Jordan who was 
“opposed to Kadalie’s propaganda.”108 Cetyiwe denounced Jordan as a “good boy”, while 
Kadalie asserted that:  
 

the ICU will ever oppose any non-[Trade] Union man who interferes with the 
internal affairs of organised labour. We are just as loyal to the cause of the white 
race as Mr Jordan, but we will never for a moment court their favour at the expense 
of our race […] Until the leaders of the Native National Congress have realise[d] 
this axiom of ethics, I am afraid we can never be wrapped up or wedded with their 
policy in the struggle for liberty and freedom.109 

 
While the SANNC and ICWU opposed the ICU’s militant demands, black labourers working 
for private stevedoring firms were successful in receiving a substantial two shillings a day 
increase, raising their daily rate from 6s to 8s a day.110  
 
Immediately after this success, however, Kadalie allegedly “snatched the reigns of leadership” 
from Ncwana. While in Johannesburg, Ncwana had been instrumental to the dismissal of Isaiah 
Bud M’Belle, the SANNC general secretary, from the African Club because of his opposition 
to the 1918 “bucket strike”. When M’Belle heard that his “arch-enemy” was prominently 
involved in the ICU, he “at once took a special train journey to Cape Town on his important 
mission of having me abdicated”. Telling other ICU officials that Ncwana “was a very 
dangerous character”, M’Belle insisted that “there was only one thing left for them to do 
namely to get [Ncwana] fired from the organisation”.111 It is possible that Ncwana had not told 
his comrades about his previous convictions for fraud, which M’Belle (as a clerk of the Native 
Affairs Department) was more than aware of. Notably, The Black Man was not an official organ 
of the ICU by October 1920. It continued to report on the news of the trade union, but also 
indicated that Ncwana had moved out of Kadalie’s home at 6 Morris Street and now resided at 
the Stakesby-Lewis Hostel.112 Disassociating with the ICU, Ncwana soon founded the Mendi 
Memorial Club in November 1920 (becoming president) along with its secretary-general (ex-
sergeant and ICWU organiser) IB Nyombolo.113 Having worked intimately together for most 
of 1920, pioneering the spread of race consciousness through The Black Man, Kadalie and 
Ncwana’s acrimonious split at the end of the year initiated a bitter rivalry that would last for 
decades, and profoundly shape black South African politics.  
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Figure 3.7 Theo B Lujiza and Samuel Makama Martin Masabalala, from T.D.M. Skota, The African Yearly Register: Being 

an Illustrated National Biographical Dictionary (Who’s Who) of Black Folks in Africa (Johannesburg, 1930), pp.173, 187 & 
430. 

 
October 1920-October 1921: Vigilante shootings and the consolidation of the ICU in 
Port Elizabeth 
 
Just as in Cape Town, food costs spiralled in the city of Port Elizabeth in the aftermath of WWI, 
at the same time as wages remained almost stagnant.114 In response, African and coloured 
workers similarly joined together to demand wage increases at the start of 1920. At mass 
meetings, Samuel Makama Martin Masabalala - a radical “hothead”, army veteran - demanded 
a rise in the minimum wage from 3/- to 10/- per day, and an interim rise to 3/6 was granted by 
local employers.115 This was insufficient for Masabalala, however, who continued to demand 
10/- per day and started a campaign that (even for the “patriotic” Kadalie) “was not conducted 
soberly and constitutionally”.116 After Masabalala’s Municipal Coloured and Native 
Employees Association amalgamated with trade unions in East London and Aliwal North, and 
subsequently joined the larger ICWU in June 1920, another low offer of 4/6 was rejected by 
black workers in early October. As tensions grew, divisions within the Port Elizabeth ICWU, 
between moderates and radicals, erupted at a mass meeting on 17th October, when Masabalala 
lambasted Walter Rubusana, a moderate black church minister and local Bantu Union leader, 
for being co-opted by employers. Rubusana was assaulted by workers in the audience. The next 
day, the Port Elizabeth ICWU notified the press that a general strike would be called unless a 
higher offer was made. On the morning of 23rd October, however, the authorities intervened 
and arrested Masabalala for inciting public violence, using an affidavit supplied by Rubusana.  
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Figure 3.8 ICWU and local protestors outside the Baakens Street police station in the early afternoon of 23rd October 1920. 
Vigilantes and police are already positioned on the station's balcony. From G. Baines, ‘The Port Elizabeth Disturbances of 

1920’, Reality, 18:5 (1986). 

 
Shortly after 1pm on 23rd October, an ICWU delegation led by the local secretary Alfred 
Sidzumo arrived at the Baakens Street police station, demanding Masabalala’s immediate 
release on bail. In the mid-afternoon, a second ultimatum was issued demanding that their 
leader be set free by 5:15pm. As the increasingly restless crowd grew to almost 3,000 people, 
police tried to disperse protesters - first with a mounted charge, second with a water hose. After 
a number of railway police and local white vigilantes (made up of workers and WWI veterans) 
reinforced the besieged police station, the crowd started advancing towards the station 
entrance. Shots were fired by the white vigilantes positioned on the station balcony (figure 3.6). 
In the ensuing melee 20 black protestors and 3 white bystanders were killed. Over 50 were 
injured. Kadalie reworked the war poetry of English writer John McCrae to describe the event 
as “the blackest day” in the nascent black labour movement’s history:  
 

War was declared on these unarmed black workers. Men and women were 
murdered in cold blood in that thoroughfare - Market Square, Port Elizabeth. They 
were removed to the graveyard. Above their graves comes a sound as voices of 
many waters moan like mighty autumnal winds, yet lip the lightning through the 
soul in deathless song to tell the toiling masses of Africa:  

 
‘We are the dead, short days ago 

We lived, felt dawn, saw sunset glow - 
Loved and were loved, and now we lie - 

In the trenched graveyard. Take up our quarrel 
With the foe. To you from failing hands we 
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Drop the torch. Be yours to hold it high. 
If ye break faith with us who die - we shall not sleep – 

Though poppies grow in graveyard.’117 
 
That evening, fears of a ‘native rising’ swept through Port Elizabeth’s white residents as 
sporadic arson attacks were made on telephone lines, petrol stores and the local power station. 
On 26th October, Kadalie led a joint meeting of the CNC, APO, UNIA, ICU, IWA and ICWU 
in Cape Town which expressed “its deep horror” at “the horrible affair”.118 The Black Man 
similarly condemned the shooting, asserting that the massacre was “the best cultivator of true 
patriotism; for when we read of the long struggles by which the people had to establish their 
rights; when we realise with horror and grief that the liberties we now enjoy cost the life and 
blood of heroes and martyrs”.119 Msimang arrived in Port Elizabeth on 27th October, and 
persuaded the local ICWU branch to drop their threat of a strike – but radicals condemned the 
“way in which the strike was suspended”, asserting that since the arrival of the “intruder”, 
“things have drifted from bad to worse”.120 After addressing a mass funeral and a series of 
meeting between employers and employees, Msimang and local ICWU moderates helped reach 
a settlement of 4/6 per day for all black workers except those in the building trade.  
 
At the same time, on 2nd November, a deportation order was issued against Clements 
Kadalie.121 Resorting to legal action, the ICU worked with lawyer and SAP MP Will Stuart to 
fight against both their secretary’s forced repatriation and the prosecution of Sam Masabalala 
for disturbing the peace. By the end of 1920, police believed (as they would still believe three 
years later) that Kadalie had to be “deported without delay to Nyassaland so that his effort to 
organise the coloured people and lead them to ruin may be checked”.122 Stuart contested 
Kadalie’s deportation order on the basis that he was a domiciled British subject.123 With a 
general election looming, the SAP feared losing the support of black voters in Cape Town, and 
successfully lobbied for the deportation order to be cancelled.124 Masabalala’s legal struggles 
were more protracted. When he was released at the end of November (his bail paid for by the 
ICU), a mass meeting of 2,000 again rejected the 4/6 minimum wage – reiterating the demand 
of 10/- per day. Masabalala did not have his day in court until April 1921, but after he 
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successfully defended himself, Kadalie could confidently assert “we fought both cases and we 
won.”125 Other prominent Nyasas without the connections and influence of the ICU were less 
fortunate. Nyasa WWI veteran William Johnston and missionary Jordan Msumba were both 
summarily deported from South Africa in 1920 without any way of challenging the state.126 
 
While his former comrade faced deportation, Ncwana gravitated towards the ICU’s rival, the 
moderate ICWU, with The Black Man soon becoming the trade union’s official organ.127 
Ncwana was now aligned with increasingly anti-Garveyite trade unionists. Msimang 
complained when he visited Cape Town in July 1921 that he was “pestered with questions 
concerning the ‘Back to Africa’ movement” and “the coming of a Messiah in the person of 
Marcus Garvey”.128 In marked contrast to Kadalie and the internationalist leadership of the 
ICU, Msimang believed that “that Africans were insufficiently organised to be involved in 
international politics and that it would create an over-reliance on overseas blacks and 
antagonise an already hostile white government.”129 At the ICWU’s annual conference in 
Ndabeni, Cape Town between 20th and 25th July 1921, Msimang urged migrant workers from 
rural areas to avoid the mines, where work was “nothing other than forced labour and 
tantamount to slavery”, urging them instead “to turn their hands to something useful and to 
make them realise the wealth lying dormant in the land they occupy”. Turning on Masabalala 
and other ICWU radicals, Msimang also denounced the use of “wild phrases and flowery 
words”.130 With little time for these criticisms, Masabalala and the Port Elizabeth branch of the 
ICWU switched to join the ICU at the end of the conference.131 Ncwana denounced Masabalala 
as a “Judas Iscariot”.132 
 
With radical trade unionists from the IWA and ICWU coalescing under the banner of the ICU, 
Kadalie spent most of 1921 consolidating the trade union’s membership in Cape Town, Port 
Elizabeth and East London.133 There were nevertheless difficulties amalgamating trade 
unionists with different political affiliations. During the 1921 general elections, the Cape 
Town-based ICU supported the SAP, while Masabalala in Port Elizabeth supported Hertzog’s 
NP. Soon after the vote on the 8th February, however, the ICU’s support for the SAP was 
shattered by the Bulhoek massacre. On 24th May 1921, police forcefully tried to evict the 
Israelites, a religious group under the leadership of Enoch Ngijima, from squatting on land at 
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Kamastone, near Queenstown, once again opening fire - killing 163 people and injuring 129.134 
For many black South Africans, outrage at the massacre only added to existing anger at the 
state violence threatened during the 1919 Cape Town dock strike and the vigilante killings in 
Port Elizabeth. In the aftermath of the Bulhoek shooting, the ICU made increasing contact with 
Hertzog’s NP, and on 21st July 1921 Kadalie received a soon-to-be-infamous letter from the 
NP leader himself, which contained a guinea towards the ICU’s Bulhoek relief fund and a 
commitment to work together as “black and white Africander[s]”.135  
 
As part of this consolidation work, Kadalie undertook a prodigious amount of letter writing. In 
correspondence with the director of the South African census, the Minister of Mines and 
Industries, the Minister for Native Affairs, the general manager of the South African Railway 
and Harbours, the manager of the Union Castle Steamship company, Jan Smuts, James Hertzog 
and Ramsay MacDonald, Britain’s first Labour prime minister (amongst others), Kadalie 
publicly flaunted these exchanges, taking letters with him on tour. Alongside printed pamphlets 
that were crucial for notifying workers of ICU meetings, these letters proved that the ICU was 
provisionally recognised by a number of authoritative white figures. SAP MP JS Marwick 
disapprovingly noted that Kadalie was “hawking” copies of the correspondence, “on the pretext 
that they show Govt approval of his propaganda.”136 
 
Kadalie also spent two months re-organising the ICU branch in Port Elizabeth along with James 
La Guma. Having worked on cattle farms, railways and diamond diggings in South West Africa 
for 11 years, La Guma returned to the Cape in 1921 to work as a branch secretary for the ICU. 
According to his son Alex, “Jimmy” 
 

arrived in Port Elizabeth and found the local office shuttered and boarded up. After 
depositing his bags at his lodgings, he went off in search of a sign-writer and 
arranged for the front of the office to be redecorated […] he also went to the police 
station, to visit the scene of the crime against the workers. Several of the walls 
nearby were still pockmarked with bullet-holes.137 

 
The ICU’s annual conference subsequently took place in Port Elizabeth’s North End Library 
between 22nd and 26th October 1921. Coinciding with the anniversary of the Port Elizabeth 
shootings, Kadalie appeared at the forefront of commemorations.138 “[O]ver 15,000 black 
workers joined” a “solemnised procession which cover[ed] a distance of three miles”,139 
parading from the newly-christened “ICU Kopje” in Korsten to the city’s cemetery on the 
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waterfront. Rev Edwin Binda – “a scholarly African minister” – delivered “a very powerful 
political sermon which caused some of the thousands of his hearers to weep, while European 
spectators took fright and began to withdraw from the scene.” That evening, Kadalie “added 
burning oil” to the proceedings, denouncing “the methods employed by the police, assisted by 
civilians, which culminated in the death of twenty-three innocent men and women of my 
race.”140 At the conference, the ICU and Masabalala’s organisation formally amalgamated into 
one trade union, with a combined membership “of over 20,000”.141 Resolutions were passed 
condemning the lack of government compensation for the shooting victims. They also 
demanded that the government investigate conditions on mines and farms, abolish indentured 
labour, and endorse a black workers’ representative for the ILO conference in Geneva.142 Sam 
Masabalala was elected as the ICU’s Organiser-in-Chief, while William Fife became the 
president-general, and Gumbs the senior vice-president.  
 
 
James Thaele and the rivalry of the ICU and ICWU, 1922-1923 
 
On 9th February 1922, Molly and Clements Kadalie became parents. Their son was named after 
Ernest Alexander Muwamba, and the following year Clements wrote fondly to his cousin 
reporting that “our dear Alexander Musa” was “growing bigger from time to time.”143 The ICU 
itself was also growing rapidly, and increasingly dominated Kadalie’s life - an ICU leader 
called Jacobus Mentor became Alexander Musa Kadalie’s god-father. In the aftermath of the 
Rand Revolt, Kadalie reported that the ICU “carried on a vigorous and very effective campaign 
throughout the Peninsula, protesting at the outrageous and cynical murder of our people by the 
miners on the Rand”, condemning “the strikers, not as strikers, but as murderers of our poor 
innocent brothers and sisters.”144  Police reports concur that “spirited interchanges” took place 
publicly in Cape Town between the CPSA, who supported the strike, and the ICU - the latter 
denouncing the former as “irresponsible revolutionaries”. Masabalala appears to have been at 
the forefront of this “vigorous” campaign, addressing several meetings in Cape Town, 
Somerset West, Strand and Paarl about the promises of “one big black Union”. Police worried 
that Masabalala’s “big effort to organise the Natives” meant that workers were “beginning to 
realise that unity means strength” - melodramatically asserting that the ICU had an “estimated 
at sixty five thousand members, of whom forty five thousand pay subscriptions.”145 Surviving 
newspaper clippings indicate that over the course of 1922, Kadalie also continued his public 
spat with Ncwana, Msimang and the ICWU. In January 1922, Kadalie published an extended 
letter in Ilanga lase Natal rebuking allegations made in The Black Man, and accusing ICWU 
leaders of “self-aggrandisement”.146  
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By the start of 1922, Ncwana appears to have become increasingly disillusioned with his 
previous pro-Garvey stance.147 Writing to the anti-Garvey leader of the African Blood 
Brotherhood (ABB) Cyril Briggs in New York, Ncwana insisted that Garvey “started well, but 
when success favoured him he there and then lost control of his selfish motives”.148 Ncwana’s 
enthusiasm for Garvey’s teachings, however, appear to have been resuscitated by the arrival of 
Professor James Thaele in Cape Town. Born in Lesotho, Thaele travelled to the US in 1912 
where he attended Lincoln University, in Philadelphia, gaining both a Bachelor of Arts and a 
Bachelor of Theology.149 Returning to South Africa in January 1922, the self-styled ‘Professor’ 
transformed black politics in the Cape, joining the UNIA, ICU, and subsequently the ANC. He 
initially met “nearly every day” with Ncwana, captivating the latter’s “interests immensely 
with his enthusiasm on what he usually described as the Garvey Socratic Philosophy”.150 
Thaele initially lived at 42 Prestwich Street with the ICU’s former assistant secretary (and 
UNIA leader), Peter Nyambo, who was now occupied running his Ethiopian Universal Church 
and the Sister Nannie Rescue Home.151 Together, these men appear to have re-catalysed the 
spread of the UNIA. As noted by Vinson, although the first two UNIA branches appeared in 
the Goodwood and Parow districts of Cape Town during 1920, but it was not until 1922 (after 
Thaele’s return) that the third and fourth branches of the UNIA were established in the 
Claremont and Woodstock districts of Cape Town.152 Thaele was also involved in the launch 
of a black-led business venture. In January 1922, Thaele together with Ncwana and IB 
Nyombolo, formed the African Land Settlement Association, and by March the organisation 
had about 120 members. Ncwana was named as its president, Thaele as its general secretary 
and Nyombolo as its organiser. Police later noted that Ncwana’s Black Man had “not been 
published since December 1921, as Ncwana has been busy forming the above Association and 
has not had the time to attend to the paper.”153 After failing to get a passport to promote the 
Land Scheme around Britain in March, Ncwana “severed his association with the ‘African 
Land Settlement Association’”, in March 1922, and “handed all the correspondence to 
Professor Thaele”. Membership “consisted of about 140 Natives.”154 With publication of The 
Black Man having ceased, Ncwana started to work at another newspaper, The African Voice, 
run by IB Nyombolo, where he wrote a number of articles claiming the ICU was led by “ill-
advised hot-headed leaders” - “violently” attacking Kadalie in particular.155  
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Figure 3.9 Professor James Thaele addressing a meeting on the Grand Parade, Cape Town’s ‘Speaker’s Corner’, from N. 

Worden, E. van Heyningen & V. Bickford-Smith, Cape Town: The Making of a City (Cape Town, 1998). 

 
In July 1922, Kadalie wrote another letter which appeared in Umteteli wa Bantu, this time 
responding to the “definite challenge” laid down by Msimang, asserting that the “well-known 
intelligentsia have been made leaders by the opposite and not by those suffering”.156 
Throughout the first half of 1922, the ICWU president had been busy trying to organise black 
workers on the Rand, but his meetings were “poorly attended,” and Msimang himself regarded 
them as “failures”.157 The ICWU, nevertheless, had become “a recognised body by the Chiefs”,  
backed by the SANNC and the ICU’s estranged white founder AF Batty.158 It was recognised 
by the Cape Native Congress as “the only body of workers in this country”.159 The CNC 
believed that, in comparison, there was “no likelihood of that the ICU will spread to the 
country”, because officials were “not conversant with the country nor could they speak any of 
the existing Native languages” and “would receive the strongest opposition from us for 
endeavouring to divide the workers”.160  
 
In the press, it was “openly reported that the ICWU would flourish.”161 The reality, however, 
was that the ICU – led by men from Central Africa, West Africa and the Caribbean – expanded 
rapidly between 1921 and 1925, while the ICWU of Msimang, Nyombolo and Ncwana failed 
to galvanize support. Although Ncwana publicly claimed that the ICWU was the only “real 
national Union”, Kadalie was soon able to ridicule it for being “a non-existing Organisation”, 
unable to gain concessions for its members. Kadalie publicly asserted that “the race could 
march forward and much better without the ‘what-I-can-get-out-of-it’ leaders” of the ICWU.162 
At the ICWU’s July 1922 annual conference in Queenstown, Msimang insisted that the “time 
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has come for a moderate programme for the betterment of the conditions under which non-
Europeans in this country are labouring”, arguing against increases in urban immigration and 
the shelving of the Native Urban Areas Act.163 ICWU resolutions also appealed “to the 
Government to recognize the ICWU as the only industrial body of non-Europeans in this 
country that can safely represent non-European organised labour”. Nyombolo was re-elected 
secretary and Msimang was re-elected president, while Bloemfontein delegate Jacob Sesing 
became the ICWU’s vice-president and Doyle Modiakgotla became a member of the ICWU’s 
supreme executive.164 In contrast to the Garveyite aspirations of the ICU, Msimang asserted, 
once again, that 
 

it is no longer a case of seeking outside help, but it is for us to demonstrate by 
practical efforts, by making use of the least privileges we enjoy, that we can hold 
our own […] Help from without is in itself disadvantageous in this that it destroys 
energy and self-reliance - it is the shortest road to economic slavery and moral 
degeneration […]165  

 
Moderate writers for Umteteli wa Bantu concurred that the “Bantu nation is the richer for its 
discovery of moderate men, and the organisation which is pledged to a moderate and 
constitutional course”.166 
 
The ICU, in contrast, did not hold an annual conference during 1922. After commemorating 
the Port Elizabeth shootings in October, Kadalie travelled by mail steamer to East London in 
November 1922 to regroup disorganised the remnants of Masabalala’s trade union there.167 On 
his arrival he was a “total stranger”, but was soon “directed to the Standard Bank, where I met 
for the first time T.B. Lujiza who was employed there. Lujiza had, of course, read about the 
ICU and Kadalie.” Kadalie quickly mapped out a programme with Lujiza, and “with my own 
funds we had handbills printed for the first open-air meeting at the dipping tank.”168 
Importantly, surviving police reports complement Kadalie’s autobiographical accounts, and 
indicate that Hamilton Kraai  (the former IWA leader) also played an important role as 
Kadalie’s translator and assistant in East London. Police reports indicate that Kadalie first 
addressed “approximately two hundred persons” at a meeting on Sunday 19th November, where 
Kraai translated and Kadalie himself focused on Garvey-inspired issues, telling workers:  
 

I have come here from Cape Town to wake you up and to ask you to organise 
yourselves into one huge body, the times demands that you shall do something for 
yourselves, it is now a long time that you have worked for the white man. 
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Amongst numerous scintillating statements, he claimed that the “King in England many years 
ago was a black man”, while a rain storm that prematurely ended a meeting was  “sent by a 
white man who is Satan”.169  
 
Before a second meeting on Monday 20th, Kadalie was arrested by an over-eager black 
detective, John Tyobeka. To Tyobeka’s embarrassment, the Deputy Commissioner of the 
Police greeted Kadalie “cordially, even mentioning my name properly”, and was enthusiastic 
about his “peaceful organisation of the Native and Coloured workers”. Kadalie remembered 
this encounter as a formative experience - at the “meeting after the police incident, I used strong 
language for the first time at East London. The local police for the first time, it seems, were 
humiliated by an African”.170 After giving a final speech on Friday 24th, Kadalie left by train 
to Port Elizabeth. He later wrote that “in spite of my shortcomings with regard to the language 
question”, after “a week’s stay, East London was definitely linked to the ICU. Over 400 
members were enrolled, and a banking account was opened”.171 The police, in contrast, were 
more sceptical noting: “It is though[t] he only gained a few converts here, as quite a number of 
natives are convinced he is a fraud and after their money.”172 Kadalie, nevertheless, laid 
important foundations with Lujiza, a moderate member of the local AME church, soon 
becoming one of the ICU’s “most sensible platform orators” and its “best Xosa interpreter”. 
Lujiza was soon recognized as being “in every respect the most enthusiastic worker in the 
ICU”, and East London would become one of the strongest branches of the trade union.173  
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Figure 3.10 Leaflets advertising the 1923 ICU Annual Conference, from the Tom Mann Papers MRC 

The ICU’s third annual conference took place in Cape Town, between 17th and 25th January 
1923 in St Phillips Hall. Tom Mann, one of the founders of the general trade union movement 
in Britain, opened the conference, telling ICU members that “[w]orkers in other countries 
would be delighted to know what they were doing, and would look forward to the opportunity 
of general co-operation on the basis of genuine brotherhood, irrespective of race, colour or 
creed.”174 Although a founding member of the Communist Party of Great Britain (CPGB), 
Kadalie was insistent that Mann addressed the ICU “not in his capacity as a Communist leader, 
but as a veteran trade unionist of Great Britain.”175 Having been “blinded” by “the spirit of 
sectionalism and tribalism” after their first annual conference in Bloemfontein and “unprepared 
to penetrate into the interior” by the time of their second conference in 1921, Kadalie believed 
that the third annual conference “brought us to new visions” and “moved with the times”, with 
resolutions once again calling for “One Big Union Movement” and a “standard rate of pay for 
all African workers throughout South Africa”.176 Looking to expand beyond the Cape for the 
first time, Kadalie urged the ICU to “fall on the Transvaal”, and organise mine workers there. 
The ICU also committed itself “unreservedly to disassociate itself from any political body 
whatsoever”, and “solely” focused on propagating “the industrial, economic and social 
advancement of all the African workers through industrial organisation on constitutional lines”. 
Despite Mann’s calls for “genuine brotherhood”, white workers in South Africa were 
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condemned for their “anti-trades unionist spirit, intentionally aiming at the utter extermination 
of the African workers”.177 Kadalie also highlighted the increased prominence of “rank and 
file” delegates, and the fact that “upon entering the conference rooms” one found “Coloured 
and Native peoples recognizing themselves as comrades in arms”.178 In the aftermath of the 
conference, Gumbs (who had taken over as president-general by the start of 1922) and 
Masabalala continued in their respective roles, while the moderate newspaper editor Alexander 
Mac Jabavu joined the ICU’s leadership as vice president. After Alfred Sidzumo’s dismissal 
(around September 1922) for buying land in his own name using ICU funds, James La Guma 
became assistant general secretary (he was certainly in the post by July 1923, if not earlier). 179 
 
The ICWU, in contrast, was on the verge of collapse in early 1923. In April, Msimang cancelled 
the trade union’s annual conference with the view of possibly merging with the ICU, admitting 
it was “desirable that these two Union[s] which are identical in name and constitution should 
now come together and work for the common good of the non-European workers of this 
country”.180 The International and Umteteli wa Bantu reported in May 1923 that, despite their 
“many conflicting elements”, the “ICU and the ICWU have buried the hatchet, and that they 
are now pursuing the common object in company.”181  Like the 1920 merger of the IWA and 
ICU, however, the tentative 1923 amalgamation of the ICWU and ICU appears to have only 
been partially successful, with numerous officials continuing to organize in competition with 
Kadalie’s trade union. While Msimang stepped back from trade union organising and a number 
of former ICWU leaders such as Jacob Sesing and Doyle Modiakgotla joined the ICU, IB 
Nyombolo and Bennet Ncwana continued to give “straight talk[s] to Native workers on 
Bolshevism” and push the “moderate view” at separate ICWU meetings.182 Following a general 
anti-Kadalie editorial line, Nyombolo and Ncwana’s African Voice (now allegedly “a 
scarecrow of a paper”), also continued to “deliberately and maliciously” misrepresent the aims 
and objects of the ICU.183 In October 1923, the ICU claimed “a fat cheque was handed to IB 
Nyombolo” that induced him to write “piffles and lies.”184  
 
 
“Segregated” versus “mixed” unions: The ICU, Workers’ Herald, IWW and Messenger 
in global comparison 
 
Subject to continued “misrepresentation by its enemies” – most notably from The African Voice 
and Umteteli wa Bantu – the ICU came to believe that “no good cause could flourish or survive 
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unless it was championed heroically through the medium of a newspaper”.185 As such, probably 
the most significant decision of delegates at the ICU’s 1923 annual conference was to establish 
a new paper, The Workers’ Herald. With La Guma moving from Port Elizabeth to Cape Town 
to take charge of the bureaucratic and financial organisation of the ICU, Kadalie was free to 
solely work as a propagandist and editor for the first time. Printed by the Citadel Press at 128 
Loop Street, Cape Town, The Workers’ Herald started as “race journal”, with La Guma acting 
as its business manager and UNIA leader Professor James Thaele acting as its contributing 
editor.186 As the intellectual hub of the ICU, this editorial team took up three of the four 
positions on the trade union’s executive ‘Board of Arbitration’, alongside the president James 
Gumbs.187 Disseminating “uncompromising new thought, unread of in any other African 
newspaper”, The Workers’ Herald quickly attained “a larger circulation than any of its 
contemporaries”, and marked a new radical phase in the ICU’s own ideas (Umteteli, for 
example, accepted the “avowed objectives” of the ICU, but criticised “the general tone of its 
monthly manifesto”).188 Kadalie, in particular, was soon writing with a trade mark “frankness 
of style” that defined his later essays, and outraged many.189  

 
After the collapse of The Black Man, the Workers’ Herald became a crucial conduit for the 
ICU’s dissemination of race consciousness. During 1923, the local UNIA remained on a 
“precarious footing”, confined to only “a small band of people in Cape Town”, and Garvey’s 
well-publicised imprisonment for alleged fraud “served to remove the menace of American 
Negro influence in South Africa”, inhibiting “the introduction of the fantastic creed and 
ceremony which Garvey affects”.190 Particular Garveyite ideas about black theology and “race 
first” organisation - nevertheless - continued to disseminate through the ICU. In particular, the 
trade union endorsed Garvey’s ideas about segregation, and publicly asserted that for “the 
mutual benefit of all concerned, complete segregation between the two races is the only 
solution of this burning races question.”191 James Thaele appears to have been a particularly 
important advocate of this policy, having already argued that the solution of the “black 
problem” was the adoption of a Garvey-inspired “territorial” segregation system.192 Reprinted 
in the New York-based Negro World, Thaele argued that: 
 

territorial segregation (not rigid; I mean in the sense of restricting the movement of 
any group or pro bono publico) is indeed in preferment to partial segregation. This 
is the aim and gaol of the Universal Negro Improvement Association, and in its 
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platform lies the solution of the ‘black problem’ […] The kind of segregation which 
our government wants is not the ‘Garvey segregation’, because this is too good, as 
it will make you not to cringe before the other fellow […] The Garvey program 
must be studied by the Bantu politicals in season and out of season.193 
 

 
Figure 3.11 The front page of The Workers' Herald, 25th April 1925 

 
193 ‘Article by James Thaele in African Voice’, reprinted in Negro World 17/11/1923, cited in R Hill, The 
Garvey Papers, Vol X. 
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The first two editions of The Workers’ Herald from May and June 1923 do not survive, but the 
newspaper’s launch was commented on by both the CPSA’s International and Umteteli wa 
Bantu. Kadalie’s first front page editorial in The Workers’ Herald, ‘A Call to the African Race’, 
inaugurated the paper by asserting that the “future of our race depends upon all of us who are 
living to-day”, and reporting that the reunion of the ICU and ICWU was “actively taking 
place”.194 Kadalie continued to show support for the UNIA, appearing at the launch of the West 
London division in Cape Town as late as October 1924.195 But situating the ICU within the 
broader trans-Atlantic emergence of “New-Negro-thought”, Kadalie echoed his ‘Call to the 
African Race’ with ‘A Call from Macedonia’, an article printed in the notoriously anti-Garvey 
New York-based black socialist newspaper, The Messenger.  
 
Edited Asa Philip Randolph and Chandler Owen, The Messenger was at the forefront of the 
radical beginnings of the New Negro movement in Harlem, and by 1923 Kadalie was 
established as the paper’s South African correspondent.196 Regretting that “the romance of the 
African toilers has never been written [about] gallantly so as to create attention in the outside 
organised labor world, more particularly to reach [our] kinsman and brother, the American 
Negro”, Kadalie’s second call was both “a message and a direct challenge to enlightened 
American Negro labor”.197 Paraphrasing the work of American historian (of Pan-Germanism 
and Pan-Americanism), Roland Greene Usher, Kadalie used his own biography (of “an African 
native, born somewhere in the interior of the great continent, where once upon a time it was 
believed to be the hell of the white man”) to argue that the “African has ceased to be a child 
amongst nations, attained manhood and must now recognise his responsibilities and obligations 
both to the race now living and those yet to be born.” Kadalie appealed to the “enlightened 
American Negro” to “come to the rescue” and help “the toiling masses of your African brethren 
and comrades who are now suffering from the iron heel of capitalism”. Like in the early years 
of the ICU, Kadalie continued to look west to New York for salvation but, notably, by 1923 
was appealing to black socialists, and not Marcus Garvey’s UNIA. Copies of The Messenger 
were soon circulating in South Africa (no doubt through ICU networks). Umteteli predicted 
that the paper would receive “a cold reception” from “the South African Native whose chief 
traits are law-abiding-ness, patience and a deep-rooted aversion for ‘Red’ objects and 
activities”.198 Kadalie, in contrast, asserted that his Messenger articles announced the 
emergence of the ICU within “the World Labour Movement”, influencing not only workers in 
South Africa, but also “the international reputation of our Organisation in the United States of 
America, England and Europe.”199 
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Figure 3.12 Clements Kadalie on the front page of The Messenger in September 1923 

  
Articles in America’s black press certainly indicate that the ICU had a fair degree of influence 
across the Atlantic. Recognising the influence of Kadalie’s articles on black American thought, 
The Messenger reciprocated his sentiments, telling “‘Nordics’ of all classes who are want to 
gush over the ‘helplessness’ and ‘backwardness’ of the African natives; Garveyites who talk 
of ‘leading’ the African Negro, and other American Negroes who think that they can learn the 
Africans something” that they should read Kadalie’s letters and essays.200 While “American 
and West Indian Negroes” were “sometimes wont” to “consider themselves the whole noise in 
the black world”, The Messenger insisted that ICU leaders in Southern Africa also had  
significant contributions to make, and had not “got their lesson and inspiration from the 
brilliant editorials of the sage of the Crisis, or the uplift musings of the average American 
Negro editor”. The paper asserted that The Workers’ Herald offered “enlightened” strategies 
for workers on both sides of the Atlantic.201 Indeed, amid the global decline of the UNIA and 
the faltering organisation of black workers in the US, The Messenger asserted that the 
“militant” ICU was the “largest economic organization of black men in the world” in 1927.202 
Likewise, The Chicago Defender described the ICU as “the strongest organization of Race 
workmen that has ever been formed in this section of the globe.”203 Writers for the communist-
backed Negro Champion asserted that “[i]f we black workers of America could boast such a 
great organisation as the ICU with its wonderful organ, and its great leadership, we would be 
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far on the road to social freedom.”204 And The Pittsburgh Courier saw Kadalie, and his 
“organization of almost 100,000 Negro, colored and Indian workers” into “the largest Negro 
labor union in the world”, as representative of “the more advanced thought and opinion” of 
“New Negroes” in both “the United States and Africa”.205 The ICU was seen as “a militant, 
persistent and aggressive organization”, whose “activities since 1920 have largely been 
responsible for bringing the race problem in South Africa to a critical point.”206 
 
Kadalie’s transatlantic relationship with A Philip Randolph, nevertheless, was not 
straightforward – with important political differences soon emerging between the two men. 
Throughout the early 1920s, The Messenger consistently made the assertion that class interests 
came before race.207 Randolph first appeared in South African newspapers as a champion of 
“mixed union” organisation in the June 1919 edition of the CPSA’s International, which 
reprinted an article from The Messenger which argued that  
 

Black and white workers should combine for no other reason than that for which 
individual workers should combine, viz., to increase their bargaining power, which 
will enable them to get their demands.208 
 

As noted by Kadalie, the “fundamental policy” of The Messenger was that all workers should 
be organised in “mixed unions”, “irrespective of their creed, color or nationality”.209 And The 
International enthusiastically reported how Randolph had carried “the message of solidarity to 
the working class of the United States, black and white”, stopping “the black and white working 
dogs from fighting of race prejudice while the yellow capitalist dog runs off with the meat of 
high profits”.210 The Messenger also printed articles by black IWW members such as Ben 
Fletcher, Dan Jones and Robert Hardoen who, likewise, believed that it was “[n]ot until all the 
workers are united into one union […] regardless of race or nationality” that the working class 
would “advance to that higher standard of living.”211 All these men dismissed “Marcus 
Garvey’s ‘Race First’ bogey”, with Dan Jones asserting: “There is no advantage to the Negro 
in being in a separate union […] all Negro unions are failures, just the same as a craft union.”212 
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In contrast to black workers in South Africa, black workers in America were able to draw on a 
long history of interracial solidarity championed and practised by the IWW, most notably in 
the Philadelphia docks. But they were nevertheless susceptible to organising along lines of 
race, when necessary. Recognising the broader white American labour movement’s “gross 
indifference”, “shortsightedness and profound stupidity” (and the fact that “for the most part[,] 
be it radical or conservative, thinks and acts, in the terms of [a] White Race”), Ben Fletcher 
called on black workers to form a Negro Labor Federation in July 1923 and unify “in such a 
way as to force organised labor to realize that we can do lasting good or lasting evil”.213 
Significantly, after a disastrous lock-out in 1922 resulted in increasing tensions between white 
and black dock workers in Philadelphia, Fletcher and Jones broke away from the “interracial” 
IWW in January 1923 and formed the Philadelphia Longshoremen’s Union, whose 
membership “consisted almost entirely of African Americans.” Broader differences between 
black and white workers in the US led to the subsequent formation of the American Negro 
Labor Congress (ANLC) in 1925. Although “practicing segregated unionism” and arguing for 
a Negro Labor Federation, Peter Cole has argued that Fletcher and Jones continued to preach 
interracial unionism.214 Fletcher certainly continued to champion “the heroic attempt of the 
IWW to organize the workers into one big union, based on industry, regardless of race, sex or 
nationality” for the rest of his life.215  But he was also clearly aware of the need for “organized 
Negro Labor pressure in the right direction” when necessary.216 
 
Despite the comparisons and connections drawn by local white communists, Kadalie argued 
that the position of black workers in South Africa was completely different to black workers 
in the US. Rather than subordinating the differences between white and black workers to the 
interests of a homogenised working class, a number of Kadalie’s early essays – particularly his 
contributions to The Messenger – explicitly engaged with the violent racial politics of interwar 
Southern Africa, and the need to take race seriously as a sociological category. In the aftermath 
of the Rand Revolt, Kadalie continued to talk in Garveyite terms of self-improvement and 
promote “the rapid growth of industrial unionism amongst the native African workers, backed 
by race consciousness”.217 And his article ‘The Aristocracy of White Labour’, composed for 
The Messenger in late 1923, is a key example of his continued rejection of the “interracial 
solidarity” championed by other Messenger writers.  Written “not only for the benefit of 
American labor, but primarily for the good of the African native”, Kadalie, in explicit contrast 
to Randolph, highlighted the racialised limits of trade union solidarity in Southern Africa, 
recounting how “the white man here in Africa theoretically constitutes himself as an ‘aristocrat’ 
and forgets all his responsibilities as a workingman.” White trade unionists advocated a system 
where “the African native workers are debarred from forming themselves into industrial 
unions” and were “forced to accept any wage offered”, while “every white man and woman” 
parroted the slogan of “A White South Africa”. Echoing earlier speeches and ICU conferences, 
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Kadalie repeated the assertion that black workers in South Africa were “surrounded by two 
enemies - capitalism and his fellow white workers”. Like Ben Fletcher, Kadalie argued that it 
was only through establishing a “great labor movement of the aboriginals” from “all parts of 
South Africa and far beyond its borders”, that “the native African worker will more and more 
win a real emancipation for himself, and take his rightful place in the ranks of those who do 
the world’s useful work.” But in contrast to Fletcher, Kadalie consistently argued that black 
workers in a South African context had to organise themselves independently in black trade 
unions. Without any large-scale organisation of white workers in South Africa ready to 
challenge those who were “widening the gulf between themselves and their fellow black 
workers”, in many ways, Kadalie’s choice was made for him. 
 
Surviving issues of The Workers’ Herald indicate that Kadalie’s arguments in The Messenger 
were replicated in South Africa, and that raising race consciousness continued to be a central 
pillar of ICU organising. Leading ICU Garveyite, Joel Magade, for example, told readers of 
The Workers’ Herald in March 1925, “We shall never rest” until the ICU cause 

 
is carried right through South Africa, and if possible the whole extensive continent  
of BLACK AFRICA. Hence we shall be confirming and establishing Hon. Mr. 
Marcus Garvey’s policy – AFRICA for the AFRICANS, Europe for the Europeans, 
Asia for the Asiatics and all other intruders according to their natural countries.218 

 
Kadalie wrote editorials which asserted that as “a race of people we must forget the past and 
go forward as new men and women” - “our race is just as good as any other race, if only given 
same opportunity, since we were all made in the likeness of the Creator.”219 Other articles in 
The Workers’ Herald insisted “[r]ace consciousness, and race pride must be kept in the 
foreground.”220 And Thaele, likewise, wrote opinion pieces such as ‘Racialism only goal to 
Emancipation’ which declared that Africa had “languished for long in alien domination, and 
she is now emerging into the limelight of radical thought in the body-politics and the economics 
of the day.”221 Although he wrote no articles, and made few public speeches, the ICU’s chief 
bureaucrat James La Guma also continued to publish Ethiopianist poetry through the ICU 
press, which included ‘Awake! Africa!’ 

 
Hark ye’ comrades, fellow workers, 

The cry throughout the land, 
Ethiopia lifts her weary head, 
And stretches forth her hand. 

The horny hand of the Worker, 
Blistered and scarred by toil, 

That others may gorge their fill or 
the Wealth, 
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Wrested by you from your own 
mother soil […] 

 
Shake free the yoke of serfdom, 

Make bold your hearts, be strong, 
Prepare to overthrow the foe, 
And right a hideous wrong. 

Come rally the banner, 
Determined to be free, 

That the blessings of a fuller life 
May be your gifts to posterity.222 

 
The Workers’ Herald also provided a key mechanism through which the ICU’s head office 
could communicate with ICU leaders throughout Southern Africa. Kadalie spent much of 1923 
“consolidating the Union in the Cape Province.”223 With The Workers’ Herald’s message 
“rapidly reaching the masses of the African workers throughout the country”, he was also 
invited by the “workers of Bloemfontein” in August 1923 who “had caught the vision” and 
formed an ICU branch. Among these new members was John Mancoe who became the branch 
secretary.224 Having addressed numerous meetings and attended the wedding of Edinburgh-
graduate James Moroka, Kadalie returned from his tour at the start of September 1923.225 
Kadalie subsequently travelled to Lovedale. Accompanied by La Guma, Kadalie met with 
James Henderson (who had previously worked at the Overtoun institution where Kadalie had 
been educated). Nyombolo and Ncwana’s paper African Voice, however, described the trip in 
terms of ‘Bolsheviks Visit Lovedale’.226  
 
While the ICU faced repeated criticism in the South African press for having connections with 
‘Russian Bolsheviks’, Kadalie warned journalists that if they: 
 

[…] keep on making noise in your press about Bolshevism as a dangerous doctrine, 
frightening the African Native, you will soon find that the so-called illiterate masses 
will jump in, simply for the sake of curiosity to see for himself […] Give us what 
we desire, economic freedom, we must have a say in the affairs of our country and 
for God's sake do not make Bolshevism as an excuse.227 

 
Over the course of the early 1920s, the ICU were incredibly wary of CPSA ideas – above all, 
because they offered little new. While Kadalie often emphasized the potentially radical African 
tradition of “communalism”, he did so as part of a staunch rejection of “communistic 
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government as taught by the Bolshevist propagandist”.228 White communists somewhat 
hubristically believed that “a native Trade Union like the ICU […] ought by rights to become 
related to the Communist Party”.229 But Kadalie asserted that the “doctrines of Bolshevism do 
not in the least attract the attention of the true aboriginal”, because “since the creation of the 
world, the Native knows no other system of government than that of communism”.230 Kadalie 
wrote to his cousin in 1923, “that we as Africans have practiced the communal cooperation so 
that it is not the whiteman’s civilization to teach that life amongst us people”. For generations 
in Nyasaland, they had already “practically adopted socialism[, rather] than the promotion of 
socialism in theory which is characteristic amongst the white races of the world.”231 With 
communist ideas about social organization providing few new insights in an African context, 
Kadalie regularly asserted that the white revolutionaries had “no intelligent policy - except 
murder - to place before the workers.”232 
 
 
Separate development, segregation and the June 1924 South African elections 
 
Having personally connected the struggles of black workers beyond South Africa’s borders, in 
Southern and Central Africa, with the radical ideas emerging in the Harlem Renaissance, 
Kadalie planned to travel to the US to study journalism in February 1924, immediately after 
the ICU’s 1924 annual conference in East London.233 Having completed his studies at the Cape 
Town Efficiency Institute, Kadalie was already being heralded by ICU members as “a well-
graduated and scientific observer of the future destiny of this accursed black skin.”234 Believing 
that “if Africa has to develop or [become] civilised the young men of today must embark or 
rather interest themselves in commerce, industrial and professional”, Kadalie hoped to travel 
with his Nyasa uncle Isaac Muwamba on an “adventurous trip”, predicting that on his return 
“dear Nyasaland will share with her sons and daughters of the education and knowledge that I 
may possess”.235 
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30 delegates attended the ICU’s 1924 annual conference, which was opened with an hour-long 
speech by DDT Jabavu, the professor of African languages at Fort Hare College, on 17th 
January.236 Building on the 1923 resolutions, the conference endorsed an increasingly 
expansive outlook, aiming to organise workers not only beyond the border of Cape Province, 
but also beyond the borders of South Africa, “embrac[ing] all African labour, skilled and 
unskilled, into one big union”. Kadalie was delegated to tour South Africa and Southern 
Rhodesia, while James Thaele was elected to represent the ICU at the next ILO conference in 
Geneva. In line with previous years, the conference passed resolutions calling for a minimum 
wage, and the abolition of the pass laws and recruiting systems. It also publicly condemned the 
SALP’s policy of white job reservations – “looking forward”, instead, “to a day when all 
European trades unions will be opened to non-European workers”, “repudiate the selfish theory 
expounded by the Labour leader” (Frederic Creswell) and “enunciate an enlightened policy on 
the basis of which may be expected friendly co-operation and ultimate fusion of all the labour 
forces into one big union.” Perhaps most significantly, Kadalie with “extraordinary 
determination” and the “wholehearted co-operation” of James La Guma, initiated the 
centralisation of ICU funds and re-organisation of officials – “bold action” that was initially 
resisted by Gumbs and other Cape Town-based officials. It is around this time that the ICU 
headquarters moved from 50 Bree Street to 24 Loop Street, after which “La Guma effectively 
controlled Head Office”, while Kadalie devoted himself “to travelling generally.” Allegedly, 
“[g]reat improvement was made at Head Office and system after system were jointly initiated 
with a view to effect efficiency in the Organisation as a whole.”237 Mohamed Adhikari has 
recorded that the ICU office “was a small, cramped room.” 
 

Desks, chairs and filing cabinets took up most of the floor space. And wherever 
Jimmy [La Guma] looked there were newspapers, pamphlets, books and folders. 
He immediately felt at home. There was a buzz of excitement as men walked in to 
join up or to ask about the ICU. All day the conversations were about the rights of 
workers […]238 

 
The transatlantic travel plans of both Thaele and Kadalie, however, appear to have been 
scuppered by the unexpected launch of a general election after Smut’s SAP lost a crucial by-
election in April 1924. Despite the ICU’s earlier apolitical commitments, this was the fourth 
parliamentary campaign in which Kadalie acted as an election agent, and the third time that he 
supported a new party, this time Hertzog’s pro-segregation NP.  
 
In response to the election, Clements Kadalie, Bennet Ncwana and Sam Masabalala briefly 
sank their political differences and came together to  organise the first All-African Convention 
(AAC), hoping to consolidate the black electorate’s vote.239 The convention leaders remained 
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split, however, by the two-way political divide between SAP on the one hand, and NP-SALP 
coalition on the other. With travel expenses and extensive print-runs of The Workers’ Herald 
paid for by the NP, Kadalie, Masabalala, Thaele and the ICU sided with the pro-Afrikaner, pro-
segregationist but anti-imperial ‘Pact’ coalition of Hertzog and Colonel Frederic Creswell. 
Seeing the Pact as a challenge to global capital, the CPSA also supported the NP-SALP 
coalition. As “the organiser of the native voters in the Cape Province for the South African 
Party”, Bennet Ncwana, in contrast, was toured throughout the Cape speaking on behalf of 
SAP candidates.240 
 
Segregation soon became the key issue of the election. Because it was “impossible for an 
educated Native to hold any position of responsibility even among his own people”, Ncwana 
told audiences “that territorial segregation will, perhaps, be the final solution of our 
complicated problem”.241 Smuts’ SAP itself promoted a version of segregation, but it did so in 
a cripplingly unclear manner.242 Seizing on what Umteteli astutely described as the “intriguing 
ambiguity in General Hertzog’s references to Native segregation and disenfranchisement”, 
Professor James Thaele, in contrast, presented the Pact’s calls for “complete” segregation as a 
cure-all solution to the woes of black South Africans.243 Arguing that it “was natural” that 
“[e]ach race fought for self-preservation”, Thaele told an audiences that he 
 

liked Hertzog’s segregation policy, because it left the black man to govern himself. 
Smuts was afraid of this; he said it would mean that in 50 years the Native 
civilisation would be a terror to the whites. In his (the speaker’s) view, Hertzog’s 
segregation policy was the most comprehensive, the soundest and the sanest attempt 
to solve the problem. There was philosophy underlying Hertzog’s policy.244 

 
In marked contrast to Smuts, who “worked by underhand methods to segregate and divide the 
Natives”, Thaele argued that 
 

Hertzog wanted to develop home industries. He wanted to prevent raw materials 
leaving South Africa to be manufactured abroad and then returned here as goods on 
which the South Africans had to pay unnecessarily high taxes, cost of transport, and 
middleman’s profits […] Hertzog would give the Native his own territory, his own 
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schools and universities and an educational system suited to Native needs. Hertzog 
would not confine the Native to alphabetic education, but would leave him free to 
learn Greek, read Homer, study philosophy, mathematics, astronomy and whatever 
else they wished. Smuts would educate the Natives for the work of slaves; Hertzog 
would educate them for the life of freemen […]245 

 
Just as Kadalie argued specifically for segregated unions in order to break the white labour 
aristocracy’s stranglehold on “civilised” jobs, Thaele argued for a segregated society, more 
broadly, so that black workers and businesses could “lift up” and become the equals of whites. 
Disillusioned by the failures of Smuts and the promises of British imperialism more generally, 
after the Pact’s election victory on 19th June 1924, Kadalie and Thaele held out hope in 
Hertzog’s segregation plans for over almost a year, with Kadalie championing the new 
administration who “brought a new spirit into the country. In the Cape, the Natives were now 
all Nationalists and had no time for British ideals and traditions. The talk about British ideals 
was pure hypocrisy.”246  
 
 
“A Missionary Journey”: The ICU’s advance to Durban 
 
After the Pact’s election victory, Kadalie restarted his work as an “industrial missionary”, 
arriving in Durban on 30th July. He was once again “a total stranger”, and this time was 
immediately confronted with the fraught local divisions between Africans and Indians. After 
disembarking from a mail steamer, he went to Mohandas Gandhi’s library and attempted to 
order breakfast, only to be refused service. Straight away he had “to bridge the gap existing 
between the various non-European races”.247 Through Rev. Petros Lamula, Kadalie was soon 
working closely with the radical schism of the Natal Native Congress (NNC) under the 
leadership of Josiah T Gumede and his “burly lieutenant” Alexander Maduna.248 Gumede’s 
NNC meetings were often centred on the issues of Indian “privilege”, land dispossession, 
excessive taxation, white vigilantism and the sexual abuse of black women by white men, 
which “combined to produce the imagery of apocalyptic race conflict.”249 Kadalie and Thaele, 
in contrast, continued to push an expansive understanding of race consciousness, emphasizing 
the organization of Indian workers alongside their coloured and African counterparts.250 
Approaching Indian workers with a different mindset to the NNC, Kadalie was soon working 
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closely with the local Indian community - and three Indians were “among the first members of 
the ICU in Durban”. Kadalie  
 

attributed my popularity among the Indians to two things: firstly, my work in 
championing [the idea that] the cause of the African proletariat was identical with 
the struggle in India waged by its leaders there; secondly, some merchants thought 
their association with the ICU leaders would benefit them.251  

 
Ralph de Norman would soon become the ICU’s most prominent Indian leader, organizing 
workers in Cape Province. 

 
Figure 13 Kadalie's 'missionary tour' of 1924, reported in Lansbury's Labour Weekly, 12/03/1927 

 
 

251 Kadalie, My Life, pp.97-98. 
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Immediately after his arrival in Durban, Kadalie was banned from public speaking, “without 
firing a single shot”, by pro-British “Natal reactionaries”.252 The Pact government, however, 
insisted that Kadalie had the right to speak – an intervention which allegedly “vindicated 
without any delay” the ICU’s election stance.253 On the advice of a “sympathetic” English 
woman, Mabel Palmer, Kadalie also sought the intervention of the British Labour Party’s 
Dominions Secretary, J.H. Thomas, who was visiting South Africa at the time. With the support 
of Palmer, Thomas and the South African government, the ban was eventually lifted, and 
Kadalie was able to speak at a “great meeting” in an Indian bioscope at the start of September 
– an event which “inaugurated the ICU in the Garden Province”.254  
 
On the recommendation of Gumede, Kadalie appointed Alexander Maduna as the Durban 
branch secretary. Born in Uitenhage, just outside Port Elizabeth, Maduna had spent five years 
in prison before moving to Pietermaritzburg at the start of the 1920s where he was (again) 
convicted of stealing skins from a business he worked for. During the early 1920s, he became 
one of the most militant leaders of the local NNC.255 Famed for his “fiery speeches”, like 
Kadalie, Maduna was a self-declared religious “sceptic” who questioned the value of excessive 
praying and exploited the failures of white missionaries to score easy political points. He was, 
nevertheless, highly regarded by many. The British author Winifred Holtby described him as 
“highly cultured and intelligent”, while ICU leader Simon Elias predicted that Maduna would 
become one of South Africa’s first black MPs.256 An admirer of Marcus Garvey, Maduna 
championed the ICU as “an organisation of a new type with men who are using their brains”, 
and called on workers to adopt “the spirit of the Honourable Marcus Garvey, of race 
consciousness”.257 Leaving his position in the NNC to become the ICU’s new Durban-based 
secretary, Maduna soon became one of the ICU’s most prominent officials, with a notorious 
reputation as a public orator. Further local government restrictions, however, meant that it was 
not until the middle of 1925 that Maduna was able to hold public meetings. In the meantime, 
he often had to complement his erratic ICU salary by selling fowls, and renting out the ICU 
offices for public dances and skin sellers.258  
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Figure 3.14 Alexander Maduna 

The Pact government’s “civilised labour” policy and the limits of race consciousness 
 
Despite their high hopes in the Pact coalition’s manifesto, the ICU was soon alienated by the 
new government’s policies, which prioritised industrial rather than territorial (“Garvey”) 
segregation. Kadalie was hopeful about the prospects of black workers in the immediate 
aftermath of the election – but any hopes had been killed off by the time of Hertzog’s Smithfield 
declaration of 13th November 1925. Destroying  the productive ambiguity that allowed white 
communists, black labour leaders and Afrikaner white supremacists to all buy into the NP 
agenda, the Smithfield speech made it clear that the so-called ‘Hertzog Bills’ would not favour 
black workers. Hertzog promised sweeping reforms of South Africa’s voting system – 
removing African voters in the Cape from the voting roll (replacing the Cape franchise with a 
“Native Council”), at the same time as scrapping voting restrictions for white South Africans 
based on education and property, and (in the long run) enfranchising women as a means of 
diluting the black vote. The 1925 Mines and Works Amendment Bill (known more commonly 
known as the Colour Bar Bill) consolidated the racist employment structure that defined the 
South African gold mines. And the controversial 1926 Prevention of Disorders Bill (more 
commonly referred to as the ‘Sedition Bill’) explicitly targeted the ICU. Initially, the bill was 
voted down because white workers feared the legislation could apply to them, but the relevant 
clauses re-appeared a year later as part of the Native Administration Bill. The ICU welcomed 
the Pact’s introduction of minimum wages, but otherwise despaired at the introduction of 
legislation that explicitly targeted its organising methods and looked to divide the black 
working class between “uncivilised” Africans and “civilised” coloureds, who retained the vote. 
 
In particular, the ICU’s message of race consciousness was fundamentally challenged by the 
Pact’s accommodation of “civilised” coloured workers, who were recruited in greater numbers 
by the state’s nationalised transport industries, and began to abandon the trade union in droves. 
Prioritising the employment of “civilised” white and coloured workers in national industries, 
the government soon started dismissing large numbers of African employees. Ilanga lase Natal 
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was already reporting on the “critical situation” in August 1924, as the government initiated 
“the retrenchment of Native workers” on the Johannesburg railways and Cape Town docks. 
Between 1924 and 1925 the number of African railway employees fell from 37,564 to 
31,600.259 At the same time, the number of coloured workers on South Africa’s railways 
increased from 5,628 to 7,669.260 Similarly on the waterfront, although the ICU had enough 
power to ensure that its members maintained a monopoly over the winches at Cape Town’s No 
2 Dock at the start of 1925, Kadalie identified the “long standing” grievance of “non-Union 
foremen who will not join the Organisation” in May 1925, and reported that three ICU 
members – including a prominent official H Johnson – were dismissed from the Union Castle 
Mail Steamship “for being agitators”.261 By the start of 1926, the ICU’s Cape Town officials 
were reporting that NR Veldsman and W Le Grange, leaders of the Afrikaner National Bond 
(ANB), a new Hertzog-backed coloured organisation, were “feverishly endeavor[ing] to 
undermine the influence of this Union”, undercutting the minimum wage and replacing 
Africans with coloured workers. Simultaneously, “[m]ost of the Natives employed at the 
docks” were leaving the ICU to join the Bantu Union. Despite the appeals of the ICU, the Bantu 
Union ignored the ICU’s overtures for co-operation across the colour line.262 With “civilised” 
coloured and white workers replacing African workers across South Africa, The Workers’ 
Herald warned that coloured workers were being used as “tool[s] to assist the devilish ideals 
of the Europeans.” 

 
Let our Coloured people beware of this hypocrisy of the whites. Let them stick close 
to their black brothers in all matters political, industrial and otherwise […] The 
[white] hypocrite may deceive himself that he can succeed to divide the Africa 
proletariat but let him be soon disappointed to see the onward march for both 
economic and political emancipation of the Native and Coloured workers who must 
rally to each other now […]263 

 
Despite the ICU’s appeals, the Pact government appears to have been largely successful at 
splitting the black working class, with Kadalie bitterly reflecting (with strong anti-coloured 
undertones) that: “It is possible the Coloureds are satisfied with these promises. They are to be 
given ‘halves’, because, they are themselves ‘halves’, but, full-blooded Negroes such as I am, 
will never except [sic] half-a-loaf.”264 In December 1926, The Workers’ Herald reported that 
at “the Cape Town Docks, Coloured workers have replaced Native workers, the former earning 
4/- a day as against 8/- per day paid to both Coloured and Native workers by the Stevedoring 
Companies.”265  
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In this context, ICU leaders were faced with a stark choice – whether to continue with the logic 
of territorial segregation and segregated black trade unionism, or to abandon these ideas 
completely. Into the late 1920s, James Thaele persistently advocated for territorial segregation, 
asserting that in newly-segregated locations across the country, Africans had “developed 
racially and commercially”, and that “in the long run, perhaps in the course of 15 or 20 years, 
we shall have some Native commercial magnates if things go on as they are developing 
now”.266 In 1927, he continued to insist: “we want segregation but on our own lines.”267 With 
the first branch of the UNIA on the Rand established by the Nyasa church leader George 
Wellington Kampara, the Jewish American Johannesburg-based newsagent Jack Barnard 
reported in Negro World that the “general opinion of the black people in the Transvaal is that 
the honourable Marcus Garvey is the great king.”268 Wellington Buthelezi was, likewise, soon 
leading the expansion of the UNIA in the Transkei.269 
 
Garveyite ideas remained influential within the ICU. Most notably, James Gulam Gumbs – an 
“out-and-out Marcus Garvey” - remained in position as ICU president until his death in 1929. 
Other ICU Garveyites, likewise, remained prominent including Joel Magade, Alexander 
Maduna, Robert Dumah and the ICU’s junior vice president, M. Emmanuel Johnson. Kadalie, 
himself, also continued to recognise many aspects of Garveyite thought. Writing to fellow 
Nyasa ICU leader IM Lawrence in April 1925, Kadalie confided that he knew “Marcus Garvey 
although [I am] not in official communication or understanding with him. I am proud of his 
work. He is another hero of the race”.270 In particular, he continued to be profoundly influenced 
by Garvey’s black theology and his criticisms of white supremacy.271 Kadalie continued to 
publicly acknowledge that where “I agree with Professor Theale is that, while you are always 
praying, you do not know the Ten Commandments or you would know that you are supposed 
to work for six days and rest on the seventh. You will have to be more practical.”272 Kadalie 
believed that Thaele was “on the right track” in theological terms, by “opening the eyes of the 
ignorant blacks who have been mesmerised by this Biblical imposition” and instilling “in the 
African mind a spirit of revolt against Biblical fanatical philosophies.”273  
 
Gumbs, nevertheless, had an often antagonistic relationship with Kadalie. When the Nyasa 
trade union leader insisted that head office move from Cape Town to Johannesburg in early 
1926, Gumbs, Emmanuel Johnson and La Guma threatened to secede completely from the 
ICU. Henry Tyamzashe recorded that subsequently “Kadalie and some of his cronies went ‘all 
out’ to have Gumbs defeated at two presidential elections”. Despite “many endeavours on the 
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part of his so-called colleague and friend (Kadalie) to unseat him and enthrone some other 
puppet”, Gumbs “was returned by a big majority every time”.274 Kadalie himself later claimed 
that when “the Marcus Garvey movement was at its height”, Gumbs and other “Negroes in 
South Africa”, “tried their best to use the ICU as an auxiliary of the Universal Negro 
Improvement Association”.275  
 
Kadalie and Gumbs, nevertheless, did share over-lapping beliefs about the importance of race 
consciousness, and a mutual antipathy of “tribalism”. As noted by Kadalie, for “a time the 
president and I were able to keep together the various elements that were antagonistic to each 
other”.276 Perhaps most significantly (in contrast to other Garveyites in South Africa such as 
Thaele and Wellington Butelezi) those Garveyites who remained within the ICU were able to 
combine their race consciousness with a strong sense of class consciousness - indeed many 
were simultaneously associated with both the UNIA and CPSA in the mid-1920s. Police reports 
indicate that Gumbs, for example, 
 

did not say that all Europeans were bad, nor did he personally hate the white man, 
but he would like to know what the white man considered civilised labour. He 
quoted the bible and stated it was therein written that ‘By the sweat of thy brow 
shalt thou eat bread.’ There was no question of colour in this, and he asked [why] 
was it the colour of the skin which determined civilised or uncivilised labour [?]277 

 
Kadalie had abandoned territorial segregation and segregated unionism by the end of 1925, 
fearing the “cloud of racial animosity” hanging over South Africa.278 At the start of 1926, 
Kadalie was sure that “by now the Africa-for-the-Africans Party” realised “the true 
significance” of Hertzog’s policies and had come out against legislation “which, 
euphemistically designated segregation and colour bar, are nothing less than a libel and travesty 
on democratic government and democratic principles.”279 Kadalie “publicly disowned” Thaele 
for being “an uncompromising disciple of [the] ‘Africa for the Africans’ slogan” – “a narrow, 
selfish and dangerous doctrine” that the ICU now stood “direct in opposition to”.280 Although 
it continued to denounce “the selfishness of the white workers of South Africa”, The Workers’ 
Herald called on workers to 
 

bridge the demarcation that exists between us to the detriment of all. Both the [All] 
Indian Trade Union Congress and the American Negro Labour Congress we must 
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fraternise with and in furtherance of our objective, the British Labour Movement 
must also be approached for fraternisation.281 

 
Asserting instead that “the solidarity and united action of the whole working class” were 
“always the aim of this movement”, Kadalie also abandoned his insistence on segregated 
unionism and, by the end of 1925, was “convinced that a new era is gradually dawning when 
white and black workers of the world will range together against the imperialist interests that 
bleed men, women and children to death irrespective of colour”.282 La Guma, similarly, came 
to believe that “they had reached the stage at which both black and white agreed to form a 
united front” and if they worked together “all their problems would disappear and peace and 
harmony generally would prevail”. Increasingly aligned with communist ideas, La Guma 
asserted that the  “elimination of racial antagonism lay in the uprooting [of] the present 
economic system, and substituting it by one which would ensure to every man his daily bread, 
and remove the necessity of black, white and brown being at each other’s throats to gain the 
spoils”.283 Thaele left his position as sub-editor of The Workers’ Herald in June 1925, starting 
his own newspaper, African World, consolidating the ANC in the Cape, and spearheading the 
advance of the UNIA in the Transvaal.284 
 
In part, Kadalie’s break with Thaele reflected his own shift towards communist ideas. In 
particular, Kadalie had begun holding up the pro-communist American Negro Labor Congress 
and its newspaper, The Negro Champion (rather than Randolph’s anti-Garvey and anti-
communist Messenger) as “a symptom of a new era for all mankind” by mid-1925.285 Like The 
Messenger, The Negro Champion dismissed “the Utopian Zionism” of Marcus Garvey, who 
had wasted a “huge sum of the Negroes sweat and blood”. In contrast to the socialists and 
syndicalists in The Messenger newspaper, however, The Negro Champion also supported the 
communist-led world revolution, reporting that there were many who were “drawing 
inspiration from the ICU, and its sterling leadership, and at the same time drinking deep from 
the inspiring well of the great workers’ revolution of ‘Red Russia’.”286 
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Despite Kadalie’s obvious change in policy, the increasing alignment of the ICU and CPSA 
reflected a far great shift in communist policy. Having supported the 1922 Rand Revolt and 
the election of the Pact government in 1924, the CPSA, underwent a dramatic change in policy 
over the first half of the 1920s in response to ICU successes – abandoning its previous fudged 
support of industrial and territorial segregation, and its prioritisation of revolutionary white 
workers’ interests. Until 1924, most white communists were highly critical of the ICU’s 
prioritisation of race consciousness. The International repeatedly condemned the ICU for its 
“some-what inconsistent” solidarity towards white male workers, which was apparently subject 
to the “usual distortion where the influence of the bourgeois ideas prevails”. The International 
explicitly criticised the “distinctly anti-Communist” ICU for condemning the white trade union 
movement during the 1922 Rand Revolt – defending the motives of the strike and asserting 
that “the real fight is not between white and black workers but between workers (white and 
black) and exploiters”.287 At the CPSA’s 1921 unity conference, it was still asserted that the 
“advanced guard” of the South African labour movement was made “predominately of 
Europeans”, while “the ‘Africa for the Africans’ ideal of a purely native community” was 
denounced as being “too reactionary”.288 In 1923, The International claimed that “the 
modification or removal of the colour bar benefits only the mine owners, not the coloured 
workers, in fact it probably damages them”, and in 1924 CPSA members like Frank Glass 
continued to assert that black workers “could not possibly appreciate the noble ideals of 
Communism”.289 Sydney Bunting, likewise, insisted “not [on] equality but solidarity” with 
black workers.290   
 
The CPSA defended the colour bar against ICU criticism in May 1923, but in an important 
shift, The International supported ICU calls for the colour bar’s abolition in October 1923 – 
consciously adapting to the criticisms of black trade unionists of all stripes, from Kadalie and 
La Guma to Msimang and Ncwana.291 Recognising that the “organisation of the non-European 
labour of the world is a difficult but epoch-making task”, The International admitted that 
although white communists “sometimes flatter ourselves as a party organ that we are free from 
race prejudice”, they “often get a reminder that this is far from true”.292 The International even 
recognized that “our very plea for co-operation between the black and white workers cuts little 
ice because it is mainly urged in the sole interest of the white workers.”293 By January 1924, 
the CPSA had begun to recognise that the ICU’s organisational efforts to raise wages and “thus 
mitigate the competition is just what alone will tend to rescue the white masses”.294 Kadalie, 
nevertheless, demanded “deeds of true repentance instead of vain phraseology” from white 
workers leaders. Nonetheless, having forced white revolutionaries to shift their policy, Kadalie 
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championed “the pioneers of the ICU, who once having discovered the insincerity of the white 
workers, decided to carry on the struggle alone” and built “a great labor organization without 
the assistance of white labor” as “a deliberate challenge” to “the white trade unions of this 
country” – a challenge that, by 1925, seems to have been successful.295 

 
 
Conclusion 
 
Despite its numerous successes, the ICU faced numerous setbacks between 1919 and 1925. It 
took two years for the trade union to recover from its split with the ICWU and expand once 
again across Southern Africa. Numerous prominent officials - including Bennet Ncwana, 
Alfred Sidzumo, Sam Masabalala and James Thaele - left the organisation at various points 
during the ICU’s first five years. Masabalala’s expulsion in December 1924 for the 
misappropriation of funds seems to have been particularly damaging. His “strong local 
following” seceded from the ICU at the start of 1925, forming itself into the Port Elizabeth 
Independent Workers’ Union – which explicitly aimed “to expose the internal affairs” of the 
ICU.296 Although Thaele did not publicly attack the ICU, the trade union lost one of its most 
dynamic leaders with his resignation. 
 
The ICU’s international connections also underwent important schisms and shifts during the 
first five years. Through the publication of The Black Man (a paper which was “wholly 
wrapped up with the new Negro movement”) Clements Kadalie and Bennet Ncwana had 
become Garvey’s most prominent proponents in Southern Africa.297 But from 1922, both were 
publishing articles in explicitly anti-Garvey newspapers run by other black trade unionists and 
socialists in the US. By the mid-1920s, the original proponents of race consciousness were also 
divided. Kadalie was openly rejecting the “the narrow and selfish slogan” of ‘Africa for the 
Africans’ in The Messenger, and advocating a version of race consciousness and race pride that 
was particular to Southern Africa - focused on uniting coloured, African and Indian workers, 
organising them as workers on a mass scale, and hoping to work with white trade unions.298 
Ncwana, in turn, was going out of his way to attack Kadalie in newspaper articles and speeches. 
The ICU’s 1925 annual conference “rose well above mere race outlook”, and the communist 
Eddie Roux noted that, “[a]nyone who has listened to Kadalie’s Rand speeches will have 
realised that he has come to see the importance of the world labour movement.” Thaele, “on 
the other hand”, remained “a pure nationalist and racialist.”299 Only Thaele continued to 
champion Garvey, in particular, but all three continued to foreground the “interests of the race” 
in their speeches and articles. Through its notion of race consciousness, Kadalie and the ICU 
unionised black workers in their tens of thousands and won debates about the possibility and 

 
295 Kadalie, ‘Aristocracy of White Labor in Africa’.  
296 SANA NTS 7657 1/332 Political Movements Amongst Natives, T.G. Truter, ‘Re Communism in the Union 
of South Africa’, 03/03/1925. 
297 ‘AME Church and Negro Movement’, Black Man, 1:4 (October 1920). 
298 C. Kadalie, ‘Political Storms in Africa’, Messenger, 7:8 (August 1925); see also C. Kadalie, ‘White Labour 
in Empire’, Workers’ Herald, 20/07/1925. 
299 ‘National Labour Organisation’, Workers’ Herald, 15/05/1925; Neame, Congress Movement, vol 1, p.469. 
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importance of organising black workers, setting important precedents about ‘Non-European’ 
unity which had profound implications not only for the South African labour movement but 
also other black organisations. 
 
After 1925, the ICU’s radical conception of race consciousness had an ambiguous legacy. The 
ICU continued to champion the unity of coloured, African and Indian workers, and the 
significance of Kadalie’s ideas about race and class were recognised on both sides of the 
Atlantic world. CLR James in 1930s Britain viewed the ICU in Southern Africa as being just 
as (if not more) important than the UNIA, asserting that while both organisations “show[ed] 
the fires that smoulder in the Negro world”, “[u]nlike Kadalie, [Garvey] was petty-bourgeois 
in origin and never thought in terms of industrial organisation”, achieving “little in proportion 
to its size”.300 Kadalie was likewise championed by black writers in America. The Messenger 
believed that Kadalie’s ideas represented the most “advanced thought” in “the United States 
and Africa”, while SA Haynes, in 1932, continued to write about how “Clements Kadalie, the 
fearless labor leader of South Africa, although consistently imprisoned and persecuted, refuses 
to yield in a bitter struggle with the government over native rights”.301  
 
Kadalie’s ideas about race continued to be pertinent in South Africa itself. Even as the ICU 
collapsed at the end of the 1920s, he told a disintegrating membership:  
 

I shall approach my Creator fully conscious that I did my duty to wield the Natives 
and the Coloured of South Africa into one whole, but others destroyed that noble 
and great work. DIVIDED WE FALL: UNITED WE STAND!302  

 
The long-term impact of these ideas, however, was perhaps best typified by the experiences of 
black workers in Cape Town, who remained the best organized and best paid black workers in 
South Africa into the 1940s. Having become fractured between the ICU, the ANB and the 
Bantu Union in the mid-1920s, at the end of 1928 Cape Town’s black dock workers were 
coalescing around the African-only Alfred Dock Waterside Workers Union (ADWWU) and 
the predominantly coloured Cape Town Stevedores and Dock Workers Union (CTSDWU). 
Only the latter was recognised by the government under the 1924 Industrial Conciliation Act. 
But although separated because of legal regulations, both trade unions, nevertheless, co-
operated when employers tried to replace CTSDWU members with ADWWU members (at 
half the existing pay) in November 1930.303  
 
Although weakened in the Cape Province, by 1925 the ICU nevertheless had a number of 
established branches, a newspaper with a global circulation, approximately 30,000 members, 
and was ready to expand across Southern Africa. Having started to unionise black workers 
through its empowering message of race consciousness, Kadalie and the ICU were in a position 

 
300 James, History of Pan-African Revolt, p.82. 
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Emancipated From Inferiority Complex And Throw Off Slave Mentality’, Philadelphia Tribune, 14/01/1932. 
302 UCT BC 347 Ballinger Papers A5 II ‘Congress and Conference Reports’, Kadalie, ‘Manifesto’, 09/07/1928. 
303 Budlender, Stevedores in Cape Town Docks, pp.25-27, 37. 
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to recruit workers within and beyond the borders of South Africa, and challenge the Chamber 
of Mines’ transnational recruitment system at the heart of the regional economy. It was in 
Johannesburg that they would face their biggest challenges. 
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Chapter 4 – “I believe in socialism and not in communism with its 

violent methods”: Transnational migration, organising strategies 

and strike debates in segregationist Southern Africa, 1925-1927 
 
 
Introduction 
 
In its early years, the bed-rock of support for the ICU came from dock and railway workers, a 
large proportion of whom were migrant workers from Mozambique and the Transkei, and the 
trade union was already organising beyond South Africa’s borders in Lüderitz by 1920. Kadalie 
built on this early black internationalist outlook to call on workers to create “a central 
organisation which must operate throughout South Africa and beyond its borders if necessary” 
in 1923.1 Looking to dominate the transport sector, outmanoeuvre the Rand mines’ recruitment 
system and expand beyond South Africa’s borders, at the ICU’s 1924 annual conference, 
delegates resolved that officials should “be dispatched to tour the Union including the various 
Protectorates and Rhodesia immediately for the purpose of organising African Mine workers 
and labour in general.”2 By the end of the year, the ICU was “well known in Rhodesia and 
Beira in Portuguese East Africa”, where “the workers are desiring to identify themselves with 
us”.3 Certainly by late 1924, Clements Kadalie was in contact with the two Nyasa brothers, Isa 
MacDonald Lawrence and John B Chattah Lawrence, who sent ICU literature to contacts in 
Nyasaland and Northern Rhodesia from their respective bases at Beira and Quelimane in 
Portuguese East Africa.4 Similarly, other Nyasa ICU leaders, Robert Sambo and John 
Mphamba, were soon heading to Southern Rhodesia to establish new branches of the trade 
union in Bulawayo and Salisbury.5 
 
In its expansion from the Cape Province, however, the ICU’s main objective was to “invade” 
the mines of Johannesburg.6 As recognised by Kadalie: “the Witwatersrand was the industrial 
backbone of South Africa, and until the ICU could interest all native workers on the Reef in 
their propaganda, their organisation would not be in any way complete.”7 The sheer size of the 
mine workforce meant it was integral to the South African economy. In 1921, 235,134 Africans 
worked on the gold mines (just under half of whom were “foreign” workers predominantly 
from Portuguese East Africa), compared to 203,776 employed in industry and construction. As 
noted by Baruch Hirson, “the mines set the pattern – in terms of wages, treatment and contracts 

 
1 C. Kadalie, ‘African Labour Congress’, Workers’ Herald, 21/12/1923. 
2 C. Kadalie, ‘General Secretary’s Report for 1924’, Workers’ Herald, 15/05/1925. 
3 C. Kadalie, ‘General Secretary’s Report for 1924’, Workers’ Herald, 15/05/1925. 
4 When Isa Lawrence crossed the border into Nyasaland in August 1926 he was found in possession of The 
Workers’ Herald, Negro World and a copy of the UNIA constitution. Ewing, Broadcast on the Winds, p.237, 
260-263. 
5 West, The Rise of an African Middle Class. 
6 ‘Mr Tom Mann on the Parade: Housing of the Natives’, Cape Times, 18/01/1923. 
7 SANA JUS 915 1/18/26 ‘The African World: police Reports RE Activities of Native Weekly Newspaper RE 
Meeting of Natives (1925-1926), Part 3 – 10/06/1926 to 18/09/1926’, report on ICU meeting at Spring on 
25/07/1926. 
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– of the African working class.”8 Mine workers soon featured prominently in the masthead of 
The Workers’ Herald, the letterheads of ICU stationary and the artwork that adorned the ICU’s 
offices. The interests of mineworkers were at the forefront of the ICU’s submission to the 1925 
Economic and Wages Commission, and by 1926, the entire ICU bureaucracy had relocated to 
the Rand on the basis that  
 

Johannesburg is the chief industrial centre of Africa, and has well over half a million 
non-European workers engaged in its great industries and commerce. With Head 
Office situated here, we have every reason to believe that within a short space of 
time the ICU will be able to organise over half of the Native miners, and when this 
is accomplished the strength of the non-European workers will be reckoned with in 
every legislative assembly of this country, whether central or local. We are aiming 
at [the] breaking of class legislation and the organisation of the Native miners will 
make [this] possible.9 

 
Central to this shift was the need to break the heart of the Rand mining sector’s infamous 
recruitment system – which was increasingly seen as the key stumbling block to effective trade 
union organisation. As The Workers’ Herald had already made clear in 1923, under the system 
of mine recruitment, “the African workers are debarred from forming themselves into an 
industrial union, quite apart from the interferences and jurisdiction of the Chamber of Mines. 
The system is there to supply scab labour in the event that the African workers have withdrawn 
their labour”.10 By the 1920s, the mines’ efficient, transnational recruiting system, ensuring 
low wages and restricting strike action, were widely admired in other sectors, most notably in 
Natal’s sugar industry and the Cape’s docks. 
 
Recruited black migrant workers, in particular, embodied the threat posed to South African 
workers (black and white) by “unskilled” or “uncivilised” labour. The ICU, as a new all-in 
trade union, however, argued that it was essential to organise all workers regardless of skill, 
across colonial borders, if wages and working conditions were to be improved. By the mid-
1920s, it had become apparent that the white labour movement had “been entirely unable” to 
“organise in[to] ‘General Workers’ Unions those scattered groups of workers in various trades 
and industries who are not eligible to join one or other of the existing Craft Union[s].”11 For 
white trade unionists Ernest Gitsham and James Trembath, the white South African labour 
movement’s failure was based on the fact that  
 

neither the Craft Unions nor the Industrial Unions have attempted to include in their 
ranks the many thousands of semi-skilled and unskilled workers who are employed 
in the various important industries […] The Native workers who monopolise the 

 
8 Hirson, Yours for the Union, p.165. 
9 ‘The New Trade Unionism’, Workers’ Herald, 28/04/1926. 
10 ‘Recruiting System’, Workers Herald, 21/07/1923. 
11 Gitsham & Trembath, A First Account of Labour Organisation. A botched British-funded General Workers’ 
Union briefly emerged at the start of the 1920s, but despite the fact that allegedly much “time and money have 
been spent in vain efforts” by white trade unionists to establish general unions, by 1926 it was apparent that 
“every effort ha[d] ended in dismal failure”, Neame, Congress Movement, vol 1, pp. 171, 190 & 195-197. 
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field of unskilled labour in all our big industries have been left severely alone by 
the white Trade Union organiser.12 

 
At the conclusion of their 1926 survey, A First Account of Labour Organisation in South 
Africa, Gitsham and Trembath asserted that the organisation of black workers was the “rock” 
on which “South African Trade Unionism must build or break.”13 And in the same year, white 
communists, similarly, asserted that “since 1922 the trade union movement in this country has 
remained stagnant, and even worse, it has practically become part of the capitalist apparatus 
itself”. The “only exception in this respect” was “the ICU, the organisation of the non-European 
working masses.”14 After the catastrophic failure of the 1922 Rand Revolt, many white 
communists believed that the key agent of revolution in South Africa had changed, from the 
white to the black worker – with profound implications for South African class politics.  
 
The exact origins of ideas about “new” or “general” trade unionism within ICU leaders is 
ambiguous. The syndicalist ISL and the Industrial Socialist League (IndSL) trained a number 
of black workers who would go on to become leaders of the ICU – most notably John Gomas, 
Ralph de Norman and TW Thibedi.15 In 1925, the ICU adopted elements of the IWW 
constitution , and as demonstrated by van der Walt, the ICU explicitly followed IWW ideas 
about organising the previously unorganised into ‘One Big Union’, championing the idea of 
worker-run co-operatives and heralding the liberatory promise of the general strike. The ICU’s 
“new”, all-in approach – even the slogan ‘One Big Union’ – however, was never monopolized 
by syndicalists alone, and ICU leaders publicly situated themselves within the history and 
traditions of British working class militants – rather than IWW syndicalists or communists – 
for reasons of expediency as much as ideology.16 In 1926, Kadalie told a meeting he had “to 
speak of conditions in Britain, because if I refer to conditions in Germany, France or Russia I 
will be called a Bolshevik.”17 In this sense, the ICU fits more closely within the longer British 
tradition of general trade unionism pioneered by the likes of Tom Mann and Ben Tillet. Satnam 
Virdee has described how “the most prevalent currents” within British general trade unions 
from the 1880s, “were those which married their belief in socialism with an almost unthinking 
loyalty to the British nation.” 
 

The majority of the socialist leadership of the new unionism didn’t wish to break 
with British nationalism but instead hoped to expand the conception of the imagined 
national community so that it might encompass the majority of the working class 
who currently remained unenfranchised and disadvantaged. In this respect, they 
sought the establishment of a broader, more inclusive British democracy […] What 
they desired most of all was economic and political justice and the formal inclusion 

 
12 Gitsham & Trembath, A First Account of Labour Organisation, pp.13-14. 
13 Gitsham & Trembath, A First Account of Labour Organisation, p.157. 
14 ‘For Militant Trade Unionism’, South African Worker, 01/10/1926. 
15 Van der Walt, ‘The First Globalisation’. 
16 Other black leaders as well as Kadalie did, nevertheless, engage with the ideas of the IWW. See for example 
AM Jabavu on syndicalism in ‘Native Industrial Unions’, Imvo, 16/03/1925, as well as J. Meyers, ‘Who is my 
neighbour?’, Umteteli, 24/06/1933. 
17 ‘ICU National Secretary at Maritzburg’, Workers’ Herald, 27/03/1926. 
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of all the working class, including the poor, the unrespectable, and the Irish, within 
the confines of the expanded British nation-state.18  

 
Four decades later in Southern Africa – as the limits of a strategy focused solely on raising race 
consciousness became apparent - the ICU similarly tried to create “a broader, more inclusive” 
idea of Britishness and working class solidarity through the platform of general trade unionism. 
Although appeals to “constitutionalism” had always been central to ICU rhetoric, notions of 
British “justice” and “fair play” became a key means of criticising the inequities of the Pact 
government from the mid-1920s. Rewriting his 1924 Messenger article for The Workers’ 
Herald, under the title ‘Organised White Labour in Empire’ in mid-1925, Kadalie continued 
to criticize the white labour movement in South Africa. Its complicity in Pact legislation was 
“a crime against the Labour movement and against mankind as a whole”.19 But, taking his calls 
for radical egalitarianism a step further, Kadalie also ‘stretched out a hand’ towards the British 
labour movement. As well as looking to black workers in New York, the ICU now looked to 
white workers in London and Indian workers in Delhi, publicly questioning whether workers 
in Britain stood for a “universal” world labour movement or “a ‘White Commonwealth of 
Nations’, an Empire where the millions of darker skins must remain forever, hewers of wood 
and drawers of water”.20 White socialists, communists and liberals close to the ICU certainly 
influenced Kadalie, and no doubt added to his prestige.21  But an excessive focus on the 
archives and arguments of Kadalie’s white associates has detracted from the importance of 

 
18 Virdee, Race, Class and the Racialised Outsider, p.46 Mann would later break from this British orientated 
mode of organising to become explicitly internationalist, advocating industrial or syndicalist unionism rather 
than general unionism, and later reconceptualise trade unionism in a communist party-orientated vanguardist 
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19 C. Kadalie, ‘Organised White Labour in Empire’, Workers’ Herald, 20/07/1925. 
20 C. Kadalie, ‘Organised White Labour in Empire’, Workers’ Herald, 20/07/1925. 
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Labour Party (ILP) and heavily involved in the Workers’ Educational Association (WEA), Norman Leys 
(author of A Last Chance in Kenya (London, 1930)), Alice Werner (future Professor of Swahili and Bantu 
Languages at SOAS), Sydney Olivier (Fabian, civil servant and Labour politician), Colonel Josiah Wedgewood, 
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debates between ICU leaders – which typically focused on the practicalities of organising, 
rather than the trade union’s ideological alignment with different white-led groups.22  
 
Trade union organisation in Southern Africa has always had to address the intertwined politics 
of race, migration, empire, nation and class. Critically situating the ICU within these debates, 
this chapter compares the ICU’s strategy - of organising all black workers, regardless of 
nationality and skill, into One Big Union - with the strategies of other trade unions in Southern 
Africa (white and black alike). While other black trade unionists attempted to raise wages by 
restricting immigration, both locally and nationally, and calling ‘sectional’ industrial strikes, 
the ICU attempted to increase  pay by calling general strikes, and replacing South Africa’s 
transnational system of recruitment and its colour bars with a scheme of minimum wages and 
‘free labour in a free market’. As in the period 1919-1925, the ICU fell well short of its 
ambitions. But it did have a transformative impact on the broader Southern African labour 
movement, and black radical politics in particular. How the ICU understood the inter-
relationship between immigration, skilled urban-based work and wages mattered - challenging 
narrow, exclusionary concepts of race, nation and class not only among white trade unionists 
and communists, but also within black moderates in other organisations such as the Industrial 
and Commercial Workers’ Amalgamated Union (ICWU) and the ANC, and revolutionaries in 
the CPSA.  
 
Above all, this chapter focuses on how the ICU challenged restrictions on black mobility, called 
for the Chamber of Mines’ transnational recruitment system to be scrapped, demanded the 
introduction of local minimum wages to combat low pay, and threatened to call a general strike 
to block the implementation of the Hertzog bills. First, it demonstrates how and why the ICU 
expanded to Johannesburg (where it organised workers from Mozambique, Southern Rhodesia 
and Nyasaland, and called for a 2s a day minimum wage) and Bloemfontein (where it helped 
win a significant minimum wage agreement in 1926). Second, it addresses why this expansion 
faltered and failed when challenged by the South African mines and state. In this difficult 
context, it thirdly addresses how ICU leaders themselves debated the feasibility of organising 
all of Southern Africa’s black workers and raising wages through strike action. It concludes by 
re-examining the expulsion of black communist leaders, most notably James La Guma, at the 
end of 1926, and the new debates about industrial versus general trade unions that emerged 
from this split. 
 
 
Black trade unionists and the politics of transnational labour migration 
 
In stark contrast to other trade unions, the ICU championed the free movement of black workers 
across Southern Africa throughout the 1920s, and campaigned for minimum wages to ensure 
that bosses did not undercut workers’ pay. Quoting 19th century abolitionist literature, the ICU 

 
22 At their best white activists advocated an important new strand of “non-racialist” thinking, but in the context 
of the 1920s, their analyses often underestimated the structural importance of race to everyday working life and 
failed to capture the imagination of black South Africans. At worst, their insistence on leadership and control 
amounted to crushing paternalism. Many were influenced by segregationist and eugenicist ideas 
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transformed liberal Victorian ideas of work into a radical agenda - promising that it would 
“strive by every constitutional means to fight aggressive capitalism or white labour [and[, while 
doing so we shall educate the African workers ‘to supply free labour in a free market’.”23 While 
it had “very little quarrel” with the South African mines’ recruiting system as a “means of 
keeping a regular supply”, the ICU asserted that in practice the recruitment system was 
“nothing but highway robbery”. The ICU instead wanted “free labour within the Union of 
South Africa and elsewhere in the Continent”.24 When in July 1923 low-wage workers were 
recruited to work in the Cape Town docks on government contracts (threatening to undercut 
the local minimum wage established there by the ICU), the trade union responded with the 
assertion that  
 

we shall welcome and encourage free labour in a free market at a proper rate of pay, 
but when we know that natives are being recruited for the purpose of creating more 
industrial kings and mine magnates, then, sir, you can rest assured that the tongue 
of the agitators shall not be idle […] the natives as workers want more wages, more 
leisure, more chances of self-improvement as men, as citizens […] The struggle 
may assume a new form, but the issue is an immemorial one – an effort of the 
producers to obtain an increasing measure of the wealth that flows from their 
production.25 

 
In particular, the ICU opposed racist controls on urban immigration, and lambasted white trade 
unionists for “believing in the efficacy of artificial restrictions”.26 As ICU member ABS 
Ngaleka questioned in The Workers’ Herald: “why should we restrict members of the working 
class in their movement or labour? Why not start from the other side by introducing a 
compulsory minimum wage for unskilled as well as skilled labour thereby ending the bogey of 
Native competition once [and] for all?”27  
 
Consistently opposing the capitalist recruitment of “imported” labour, the ICU’s approach to 
black immigration was not uncomplicated. Believing that “money made in this country should 
be spent here for the development of the country itself and its people”, it criticised “the customs 
of certain aliens - Black and White - to strip the country and its riches and to carry them away 
to their alien homes”. It recognised that this “is what makes genuine South Africans indignant 
to the extent that their wrath, in many cases, is turned upon innocent people”.28 As fierce critics 
of the Chamber of Mines’ recruitment system, the ICU was also staunchly opposed to the mass 
“importation” of Mozambican workers by the Rand mines – and the recruitment of low-paid 
workers which undercut local pay more broadly. The Workers’ Herald criticised how, “the 
slogan of liberty” created “a mobile labour force”, which gave mine owners the “unrestricted 
liberty to exploit, and unrivalled opportunity to accumulate wealth”, while for  “the worker this 

 
23 ’ICU Manifesto’, Ilanga, 12/10/1923. 
24 ‘The Recruiting System’, Black Man, 1:2 (1920); ‘The Recruitment System’, Workers’ Herald, 21/07/1923, 
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25 Kadalie in The Cape Times, 16/07/1923, Neame, Congress Movement, vol 1, p.294. 
26 A.B.S. Ngaleka, ‘Some Aspects of the Colour Problem’, Workers’ Herald, 02/04/1925. 
27 A.B.S. Ngaleka, ‘Some Aspects of the Colour Problem’, Workers’ Herald, 02/04/1925. 
28 ‘New Government Bill’, Workers’ Herald, 15/10/1925. 
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meant ‘freedom’ to work for the capitalist on terms dictated by the latter, with an alternative 
‘freedom’ to starve”.29 Able to draw on the personal experiences of his own brother, and 
innumerable ICU members, Kadalie asserted at the ICU’s 1926 annual conference that mine 
recruiting “was nothing less but a badge of economic slavery”. AWG Champion likewise 
denounced the fact that “[r]ecruited mine labourers are like slaves, who cannot choose their 
sphere of labour, the food they would like to eat, and where they would like to sleep”. And 
Alexander Mac Jabavu received enthusiastic applause for declaring that  
 

At present the Chamber of Mines prefers the Portuguese Native, not because he is 
more efficient but because he works for half the wage of the Union Natives, and he 
can stand more humbug and kicks […] the first claim for labour lies with the Union 
Natives, and the Portuguese Natives should be told to look for work in their own 
country.30 

 
The Workers’ Herald repeated in June 1926 that “Native labour is abundant in the Union, and 
there is no need to go outside the Union at present, and the only way to attract this Union Native 
labour is for the mining industry to offer improved conditions of mine life, viz., a living wage 
for mine Native workers, [a] better housing system and food, plus [the] abolition of the 
recruiting system.”31  
 
The ICU regularly opposed the “importation” of low-paid labour by capitalists but, 
nevertheless, also consistently championed the rights of “free workers” (as individuals) to 
migrate across state borders, choosing where and when they wanted to work, and supported 
the idea of minimum wages in order to “end the bogey of Native competition”.32 Organising 
within and beyond South Africa’s borders, the ICU looked to challenge the “economic and 
political slavery now existing in all the British possessions in Africa”, and Nyasa ICU leader 
Robert Sambo denounced the passing of “Laws and Bye Laws all to the Slavery of a Native, 
both Aboriginals and Foreign, Workers and non-Workers”.33 ICU arguments were repeated by 
Mozambican intellectuals writing for O Brado Africano in Lourenco Marques who were in 
contact with Kadalie. They, similarly, believed that Mozambicans should be able to migrate to 
Johannesburg as “free workers”, with a free choice of employers, and opposed WNLA 
recruitment: 
 

[It is] the migration […] through the agency of the labour recruiter which the Indigena 
opposes […] The migrant […] is called imported labour […] by the Rand Mines and 
Slave Labour […] by the Indigenas of the Transvaal and non-migrants. The term is 
appropriate. Under this regime we do not have the right to choose the employer, the 
freedom to work for whom one wants. We are not a free people; we can only go to 

 
29 ‘Another Blow to the ‘White Labour’ Policy’, Workers’ Herald, 18/02/1928. 
30 ‘Fourth African Labour Congress’, Workers’ Herald, 15/05/1926. 
31 ‘A Trade Union Organ’, Workers’ Herald, 15/06/1926. 
32 A.B.S. Ngaleka, ‘Some Aspects of the Colour Problem’, Workers’ Herald, 02/04/1925. 
33 ‘South African Labour Congress’, Workers’ Herald, 02/04/1925; SANA GG 1566 50/1287 ‘Deportation of R 
Sambo from Southern Rhodesia’, R. Sambo to Governor, Zomba, 10/01/1928. 
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work in the mines which is a most severe and exhausting labor and where one dies 
like flies.34 

 
Like the ICU, these Mozambican leaders supported the concept of “free labour”, at the same 
time as demanding the end of the mines’ recruitment system. Other connections existed. At 
Witbank, ICU branch secretary Theodore Ramonti led combined meetings of South African 
and Mozambican workers, when the latter’s wives were threatened with deportation, 
emphasizing that “all present must work together to organise, report all grievances and attend 
all meetings in future.”35 And Kadalie was close with O Brado Africano’s Brown Dulela, in 
particular. But the ICU faced numerous difficulties organising beyond Anglophone Africa, 
with Kadalie himself barred from entering Portuguese East Africa. 
 
Other moderate black trade unionists beyond the ICU simply adopted the exclusionary theories 
and policies of South Africa’s white craft union movement. Despite having left the ICWU to 
work as a ‘general agent’, government advisor and journalist in Johannesburg, Henry Selby 
Msimang still held a considerable influence within South Africa’s black labour movement, 
publishing regular columns in Umteteli wa Bantu on how best to organise black workers. 
Through these columns, Msimang asserted that if “the labour market is flooded with redundant 
labour which lowers the value of the best labour we can give”, any “system of organisation on 
the lines of European trades unions [was] difficult if not impossible”. Envisaging, instead, a 
‘closed’ national labour market, blocking the “unregulated influx of labour in[to] industrial or 
other centres”, Msimang proposed that urban black trade unions should invest in rural co-
operatives and farms. By “encouraging productive agricultural methods”, he believed that such 
an organisation would “keep many now redundant labourers busy at their homes and near their 
families”.36 This ambitious ‘closed’ national labour market, of course, also meant that “Union 
Natives” should “endeavour to clear redundant labour by imposing restrictions against non-
Union Natives” - a move that Msimang believed would also both halt the under-cutting of 
wages and capital flight. Unable to “countenance the importation of cheap labour, however 
beneficial to the employers”, Msimang espoused an insular, nationally-orientated labourism 
(which reproduced the theories and exclusionary policies of the white labour movement).37 
Only when rural workers were organised and safely employed, could urban workers be in a 
position to bargain along moderate, “sound Trade Union lines”, for improved wages and 
conditions.38 Condemning “the disastrous policy of supplementing Union Labour by about 

 
34 ‘Emigracao Indigena’, Brado Africano, 30/07/1927 cited in E.A. Friedland, ‘Mozambican Nationalist 
Resistance: 1920-1949’, Civilisations, 27:3/4 (1977), p.340. Alongside organising Mozambican miners at 
Witbank, Kadalie was in contact with Dick Khosa and Brown Dulela in Lourenco Marques. J. Penvenne, 
African Workers and Colonial Racism: Mozambican Strategies and Struggles in Lourenco Marques, 1877-1962 
(Johannesburg, 1994), p.88; A. Isaacman, ‘Colonial Mozambique, an inside view: The Life History of Raul 
Honwana’, Cahiers d’Etudes Africaines, 28:109 (1988). 
35 SANA JUS 916 1/18/26 ‘The African World: Police Reports: Part 6’, report of ICU meeting in Witbank on 
23/01/1927; see also P. Alexander, ‘Oscillating Migrants, ‘Detribalised Families’ and Militancy: Mozambicans 
on Witbank Colleries, 1918-1927’, Journal of Southern African Studies, 27:3 (2001). 
36 H.S. Msimang, ‘Organisation of Bantu Workers’, Umteteli, 14/02/1925; H.S. Msimang, ‘Organising the 
Bantu Workers’, Umteteli, 28/02/1925. 
37 H.S. Msimang, ‘South African Slave Economy’, Umteteli, 31/03/1928. 
38 H.S. Msimang, ‘Trade Unionism and the Natives’, Umteteli, 28/07/1928. 
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80,000 Natives from Portuguese territory”, Bennet Ncwana similarly asserted that it was a 
“condition of happiness for the state to find within its own limits all the labour it requires for 
its industries.” To address “the replacement of native labour on the railways and in other 
branches of private industries”, Ncwana called on the Chamber of Mines to alleviate the 
“pressing conditions” by solely hiring black South African mine workers and recruiting 
agents.39 As will be discussed in chapter 7, the theoretical and political differences, between 
Msimang and Ncwana on the one hand, and Kadalie on the other, came to a head after a wave 
of anti-immigrant violence at the end of 1927. 
 
 
The ICU arrives in Johannesburg 
 
Having consolidated a base amongst dock workers and railwaymen in Cape Town, Port 
Elizabeth, East London and Durban, Kadalie arrived in “the great fortress” of Johannesburg in 
September 1924.40 Contemporary evidence indicates that Peter Mkwambi and Ben Mazingi 
“had already formed the nucleus of a branch” before Kadalie’s arrival - with Mkwambi 
nominated as the ICU’s first “acting secretary” on the Rand.41 Kadalie was soon introduced to 
a few other “young” radicals, including Stanley Silwana and Thomas Mbeki.42 After only a 
few weeks, Mkwambi was replaced as secretary by Silwana, a writer in The Workers’ Herald, 
Umteteli wa Bantu and Theale’s African World and a renowned Garveyite radical.43 With a 
quick tongue and the nick-name ‘America’,44 Thomas Mbeki - a “good platform speaker in 
both English and Xhosa”, famously “industrious”, “energetic” and “extraordinarily brave for 
his age”, with connections to both the UNIA and Umteteli - in turn, was put in charge of 
organising Pretoria.45 Having moved to the Rand, Mbeki attended the CPSA-run night school  

 
39 S.M.B. Ncwana, ‘Recruiting of Native Labour’, Imvo, 28/04/1925. 
40 Kadalie, My Life, p.66. 
41 Peter Mkwambi has an article in Workers’ Herald, 15/05/1925. As noted by Neame, he was often explicitly 
‘anti-white’, Neame, Congress Movement, vol 2, p.161. Tyamzashe, Summarised History. By June 1925, 
Mkwambi had resigned from his post as Transvaal Provincial Secretary. ‘Corrections’, Workers’ Herald, 
15/06/1925. Mkwambi was later involved in the 1930 East London strike, and became district secretary of the 
Independent ICU. 
42 Kadalie, My Life, p.67. 
43 ‘The News and the Doings of the ICU’, Workers’ Herald, 20/02/1925. Educated at the Diocesan Training 
College, Pietersburg, Stanley Silwana was a staunch critic of the “germs of tribalism and hatred” that were 
“propagated by the elders”, and an early proponent of Garveyism in Cape Town – writing in Umteteli that “in 
every corner and nook of the dark continent one hears with awe clamour for political and industrial liberty, and 
equality of opportunity and educational facilities.” Asserting that the “Bantu of today are not the Bantus of a 
decade ago”, Silwana questioned in 1922: “How long are we going to held down by political slavery, held down 
in industrial serfdom and regarded as an inferior people, that has no rights or privileges to be respected by other 
races and nations of the world?” By early 1925, he was established in Johannesburg as a prominent member of 
the ICU. S. Silwana, ‘Unity’, Umteteli, 01/07/1922; ‘Big Black Problem’, Umteteli, 19/08/1922; Ilanga 
25/08/1922; S.M. Silwana, ‘A Plea for Privilege’, Umteteli, 30/09/1922; see also S.M. Silwana, ‘Struggle for 
Existence’, Umteteli, [c.Nov 1922]; S.M.S. Silwana, ‘Native Advisory Boards’, Umteteli, 27/01/1923; S.M.S. 
Silwana, ‘Native Mission Schools’, Umteteli, 03/03/1923; S.M.S., Silwana, ‘Umona’, Umteteli, 10/03/1923; 
S.M.S Silwana, ‘Bantu Political Struggle’, Umteteli, 16/02/1924; S.M.S. Silwana, ‘Ukuba Ufanya Unako!’, 
Umteteli, 08/03/1924; S.M.S. Silwana, ‘European Lawlessness’, Umteteli, 23/08/1924. 
44 R.A. Hill & G. Pirio, ‘‘Africa for the Africans’: the Garvey movement in South Africa, 1920-1940’, p.215. 
45 Mbeki wrote a number of articles on Bloemfontein affairs for Umteteli in the early 1920s, before joining the 
ICU around 1923. Kadalie, My Life, pp.78; 84. 
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Figure 4.1 Outer Johannesburg in the 1920s.  

1. Crown Mines where AWG Champion and Alfred Solwazi worked 2. Robinson G.M. Co 3. Ferriera Deep Mine 4. The 
approximate location of Inchcape Hall, the venue managed by the coloured artist Jack Philips and an initial base for the ICU, 
on Eloff Street Extension 5. Village Deep Mine 6. City & Suburban Mine 7. New Goch Gold Mines 8. Nourse Mines where 

Robert Victor Kadalie worked at the start of the 1910s. Map adapted from Holden’s Street Map of Johannesburg and 
Suburbs (c.1929), from https://johannesburg1912.wordpress.com/2013/06/01/short-history-on-trams-in-johannesburg/ 

(accessed 01/08/2019). 
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Figure 4.2 Johannesburg city centre in the 1920s  

9. University of Witwatersrand, where a number of white ICU supporters such as William MacMillan and Margaret 
Hodgson worked, and Eddie Roux studied 10.The ICU’s first Johannesburg office from 1925 to 1926 was at 25 Fox Street 

opposite the Pass Office (the same building was subsequently the location of the Tambo-Mandela law offices) 11. The 
Johannesburg Pass Office 12. 41 Fox Street was the headquarters of the CPSA in Johannesburg 13. The Caslon Press which 
printed The Workers’ Herald were based at 55 Fox Street 14. ISL/IWA meetings took place at Jack Neppe’s furniture store 
at 54 Fox Street in 1917 and 1918 15. Park Station, the main railway hub in Johannesburg 16. The approximate location of 

Inchcape Hall, the venue managed by the coloured artist Jack Philips and an initial base for the ICU, on Eloff Street 
Extension in 1924 and 1925 17. Jack Barnard’s radical bookstore moved between 168 and 178 Commissioner Street 18. 

Clements Kadalie lived at 5 Error Street in Doornfontein at the end of the 1920s. Map adapted from Holden’s Street Map of 
Johannesburg and Suburbs (c.1929), from https://johannesburg1912.wordpress.com/2013/06/01/short-history-on-trams-in-

johannesburg/ (accessed 01/08/2019). 
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alongside Silwana and TW Thibedi, and also wrote for Theale’s Garveyite newspaper African 
World, synthesising the radical implications of both communist and Garveyite ideas. By the 
ICU’s 1926 annual conference, 20 year old Mbeki was the “chief Whip” of the ‘Ginger Group’ 
– the ICU’s emerging radical faction - a “fluent speaker who fearlessly advocates the rights of 
his people”, and “one of the most dashing organisers of the ICU”.46 
 

 
Figure 4.3 Thomas Mbeki and Thomas Thibedi 

 
Most of the mission-educated leaders and intellectuals that Kadalie met in the “notorious city” 
of Johannesburg, however, were “divided amongst themselves”, with many – most notably 
Sefako Mapogo Makgatho, the moderate president of the Transvaal African Congress (TAC) 
– working in direct opposition to the Nyasa trade unionist, on the basis “that the ICU invasion 
of the Transvaal was not sanctioned”.47 Claiming that the ICU was threatening to upset the 
progress made by the TAC, Makgatho asserted that “Jesus Christ was betrayed by Judas 
Iscariot precisely in the same manner that the ICU betrayed the Congress.”48 Disillusioned by 
the broader lack of support he received from ‘good boy’ African nationalists, Kadalie referred  
 

to Johannesburg as being notorious because it is there where the English capitalists 
have succeeded to capture men of the African race - men with intellectual ability - 
to preach the gospel of co-operation between white exploiters and the exploited 
blacks. We may just as well make ourselves understood that we would welcome co-
operation between white wage-earners and black wage-earners, but not to be used 
as tools to encourage the English capitalists, who, for 200 years under camouflage 
and hypocrisy have sucked the blood of the African workers to prevent our onward 
march to emancipation.49 

 
Directly attacking the TAC president, in particular, James Thaele asserted that in “the world 
of economics”, the moderate Christian SM Makgatho was “a child in the making, a perfect 

 
46 Workers’ Herald, 15/05/1926. 
47 Kadalie, My Life, p.67. 
48 Bradford, Taste of Freedom, p.150. 
49 ‘Onward March for Emancipation’, Workers’ Herald, 09/01/1925. 
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stranger, in that he is opposed to industrial organisations. His knowledge of economics if akin 
to that of the early Middle Ages, which scientific thought was completely suppressed and 
strangled by ecclesiastical authority”.50 
 
White trade unionists who were “most antagonistic towards the non-European worker”, 
similarly, gave Kadalie a “mixed welcome”.51 Into 1926, the South African Mine Workers’ 
Union (SAMWU) made “obnoxious and selfish” demands for “the removal of all Coloured 
and Native drill sharpeners on the mines”, and The Workers’ Herald denounced the failures of 
these “early trade unionists” who “shut one door against the black man only to give scope to 
the Capitalistic exploiter to open the other door for cheap labour.” Kadalie had little time for 
the Johannesburg-based “back-wash wave of European one-horse-power trades unionism!”. 
He asserted that had “it not been for the narrow outlook of European workers”, the Chamber 
of Mines “would have been swept off its lofty pedestal of humbug during the 1922 strike”.52 
 
Conscious of the “science of economics”, the ICU’s Johannesburg branch was “established 
firmly” by November 1924, with “over a thousand” members including numerous miners.53 In 
January 1925, the renowned coloured actor, singer, comedian and venue manager, Jack Philips, 
allowed the ICU to use Inchcape Hall on Eloff Street Extension as a base, which soon became 
“the Mecca of the awakened African proletariat.”54 There was soon a “well organized” and 
“healthy membership” among railway workers at the Kazerne Compound in central 
Johannesburg – particularly among a “very active” group of women workers.55 And on the 
Crown Mines, in particular, the ICU quickly enrolled “a good number of members, including 
some African clerks.”56 These Crown Mines recruits included Alfred Solwazi, a branch 
secretary of the Transvaal Native Mine Clerks’ Association (TNMCA), who went on to become 
chair of the ICU’s Johannesburg branch.57  
 
By far the most important Crown Mines recruit, however, was Allison Wessels George 
Champion. The son of a mission-educated Zulu kholwa, AWG Champion first came to 
Johannesburg in 1913, where he started work as a policeman and informer.58 From 1916 to 
1919, he moved between numerous clerical jobs at the Simmer and Jack Proprietary Mine, the 
Roodeport United Main Reef Gold Mine and the Crown Mines, alongside working short stints 
as a butcher in Johannesburg and a diamond digger at the Riversdale Diggings in Taungs.59 
His first engagement with black politics appears to have been through the Roodeport Native  

 
50 ‘Racialism only goal to Emancipation’, Workers’ Herald, 09/01/1925. 
51 Kadalie, My Life, pp.69; 81. 
52 Kadalie, My Life, p.87; ‘Organising the Workers’, Workers’ Herald, 15/08/1925. 
53 Kadalie, My Life, p.69; C. Kadalie, ‘General Secretary’s Report for 1924’, Workers’ Herald, 15/05/1925; 
Bonner, ‘Division and Unity’, p.2. 
54 Workers’ Herald, 09/01/1925; Workers’ Herald, 02/04/1925. 
55 Kadalie, My Life, p.80. 
56 Kadalie, My Life, p.72. 
57 Solwazi was also secretary of the Temperance Society, founder of the Native Ratepayer’s Association and 
secretary of St Ntsikana’s Order of True Africans. See Skota, African Yearly Register, p.267. 
58 Neame, Congress Movement, vol 2, p.152. Champion was born in December 1893 at the San Souci mission 
station in Thukela, Natal. 
59 Neame, Congress Movement, vol 2, p.153. 
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Figure 4 Clements Kadalie and Allison Wessels George Champion, c.1927. From T.D.M. Skota, The African Yearly 

Register: Being an Illustrated National Biographical Dictionary (Who’s Who) of Black Folks in Africa (Johannesburg, 
1930), p.428 

Progressive Association (around 1917), but from 1920 he became closely connected with 
numerous bodies closely associated with the Chamber of Mines: the Johannesburg Joint 
Council of Natives and Europeans, the Gamma Sigma Club, Umteteli wa Bantu, the TNMCA 
and (later) the Bantu Men’s Social Centre (BMSC). From 1921, Champion was involved in the 
leadership of the exclusively-African TNMCA – which looked to foster “mutual good 
understanding between the Compound Managers and natives working under their supervision”. 
Certainly by 1925 he was the association’s president.60 Led by mission-educated African 
moderates who encouraged the “mutual interchange of experience between members 
representing different tribes and races”, the TNMCA believed it played a critical intermediary 
role in the stabilisation of employer-worker relations, warning in 1922 that to “ignore the voice 

 
60 Neame, Congress Movement, vol 2, pp.152-154. 
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of the educated native is to labour under misapprehension and court disaster.” It was, 
nevertheless, (like the ICU) also highly critical of the colour bar – arguing that the mines should 
“appoint any one for any job, if he is capable of doing it satisfactorily, be he White or a Native”. 
It also supported the formation of black trade unions. Having been asked by the mines to attend 
ICU meetings as an informer, Champion was present at a joint meeting of the ICU and TNMCA 
in February 1925, which registered “its emphatic and vehement protest against the Mines and 
Works Act Amendment Bill”.61 Identifying Champion’s important influence and connections, 
Kadalie had asked him to join the ICU around March 1925.62 Certainly by the end of March, 
he was severing his ties with the Johannesburg Join Council, telling its leader Rheinalt Jones 
that the council’s white members were “men who have lost the confidence of their Native 
followers”.63 
 
The ICU’s first victory on the Rand was to win backpay for another of the trade union’s new 
coloured recruits, Henry Daniel Tyamzashe, who worked as a printer.64 When Johannesburg’s 
white-dominated Typographical Union insisted that all printers were paid £7 12s 6d per week, 
Tyamzashe’s employers dismissed him without any compensation. Through the ICU’s 
assistance, however, Tyamzashe subsequently won £70 back pay.65 Strongly opposed to the 
white trade union movement and its colour bar policies, Tyamzashe was a self-identifying 
“non-Bolshevist”, who “endeavoured (successfully) to keep Kadalie within bounds”.66 An 
admirer of Marcus Garvey, and the ICU’s Garveyite leaders, Tyamzashe was a strong advocate 
of black unity and economic independence, close to the ICU’s moderate faction.67 He soon 
joined Kadalie in the production of The Workers’ Herald as a writer, editor and some-time 
poet, taking over where Thaele left. Although Tyamzashe was named as sub-editor of the 
paper, he later asserted that “Kadalie was only the editor in name, as I had also to sub-edit all 

 
61 Workers’ Herald, 02/04/1925. 
62 There is some ambiguity about the exact circumstances through which Champion joined the ICU, discussed in 
Neame, Congress Movement, vol 1, p. 
63 WITS AD1433 Jount Council of Europeans and Africans CJ 2.1.5 ‘Johannesburg Joint Council of Europeans 
and Africans’, A.W.G. Champion to Rheinalt Jones, 30/03/1925. 
64 The son of Rev Gwayi Tyamzashe, one of the first black South Africans ordained by the Free Church of 
Scotland, HD Tyamzashe was born in Kimberley in 1880 and grew up on a mission station at Zoutpansburg 
alongside 8 siblings. By the 1890s, their father was “a struggling young minister of the Native Congregational 
Church”, but all three brothers attended Lovedale, where Henry took a course in the printing department. By 
1925, Tyamzashe lived in Johannesburg, where he worked as a “foreman jobbing printer”. He subsequently rose 
to prominence writing letters and articles for South African Outlook and Umteteli wa Bantu. Switzer, The Black 
Press in South Africa and Lesotho, p.123; Tyamzashe, Summarised History; Skota, African Yearly Register, 
pp.97; 100; 276-277; H.D. Tyamzashe, ‘Why have you educated me?’, South African Outlook, (September 
1921); H.D. Tyamzashe, ‘Bantu Politics: Letters to the Editor’, Umteteli, 08/04/1922; HDT, ‘Exploitation’, 
Umteteli, 24/06/1922; ‘Safety First’, Umteteli, 19/08/1922; ‘Safety First’, Umteteli, 18/11/1922; ‘Safety First’, 
Umteteli, 16/12/1922; H.D.T., ‘Ways and Means’, Umteteli, 13/01/1923; H.D.T., ‘Political Asininity’, Umteteli, 
03/03/1923; H.D. Tyamzashe, ‘The Cult of Race Leadership’, Umteteli, 21/04/1923; H.D. Tyamzashe, ‘Party 
Politics’, Umteteli, 12/05/1923; H.D. Tyamzashe, ‘Is the Native Inherently Inefficient?’Umteteli, 16/06/1923; 
H.D. Tyamzashe, ‘Eulogy and Criticism’, Umteteli, 23/06/1923; H.D. Tyamzashe, ‘Bantu Men’s Social Centre’, 
Umteteli, 14/03/1925; Negro World, 12/11/1927. 
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his rambling articles, which teemed with split infinitives worst than mine”. Under Tyamzashe’s 
tenure, The Workers’ Herald was produced on a regular monthly basis for the first time.68  
 

 
Figure 5 Henry Daniel Tyamzashe, from Umteteli 11/08/1934 

 
The first ICU-led mass protest in Johannesburg took place at the start of March 1925, when 
600 workers from the Nourse Mine gathered outside the compound to demand an increase in 
the minimum wage per shift from 1s 2d to 2s per day. Mine police reported that a “star turn” 
was put in by an “educated native Communist named ‘Kadali’ from Nyasaland”.69 The miners’ 
demands were rejected by the Chamber of Mines, but the call for a 2s minimum wage endured 
long after, and became central to the ICU’s transnational strategy – “not to be regarded as an 
end in itself, but as a stepping stone to the ultimate achievement of the full economic rights of 
the native workers.”70 As the 1925 Minimum Wage Bill passed through parliament, the ICU 
supported the legislation in principle, at the same time as demanding that it applied “to the 
whole of South Africa” in practice, rather than just in industries dominated by “civilised” white 
and coloured workers.71 While the bill established the mechanisms through which to establish 

 
68 Tyamzashe, Summarised History. While six consecutive Workers’ Heralds were published consecutively in 
the first few months of its existence between May and October in 1923, under the joint editorship of Kadalie and 
Thaele, there were only eight issues of the newspaper published between November 1923 and March 1925; 
Tyamzashe as “sub-editor” of The Workers’ Herald, in contrast, oversaw an unbroken print run from October 
1925 to March 1928. 
69 Breckenridge, ‘We Must Speak for Ourselves’, pp.17-18. 
70 ‘ICU Programme for 1928’, Workers’ Herald, 12/05/1928. 
71 ‘Be Free Men’, Umteteli, 24/01/1925; ‘Native Demands: Minimum Wages Bill Asked For: Message for 1925: 
‘Be Fee Men and Women in South Africa’’, Workers’ Herald, 20/02/1925. 
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minimum wages in most industries at a local level, it explicitly excluded specific sectors where 
African workers were dominant – most notably, mining, domestic service and farming. 
Kadalie, once again, condemned the “attitude of indifference to the African workers by the 
white workers of this country”.72  
 
These protests were soon followed by the ICU’s 1925 annual conference, which took place in 
Johannesburg between Monday 13th and Friday 17th April at Jack Philips’ Inchcape Hall.73 The 
annual conference went out of its way to address “the obnoxious recruiting system upon which 
the mining industry had built its cheap labour force”, and “the fact that there are so many 
complaints […] about the Natives working under contracts in the Mines”. The ICU asserted 
that the position of mine workers was “no better than that of a convict who is not in a position 
to choose his working place, his class of work, his sleeping place, his kind and quality of food 
and his wages”.74 Debates opened on the government’s “civilised labour policy”, and also 
covered the recruiting system, the limitations of compensation payments, the colour bar and 
the pass laws. Five women delegates – in particular Mildred Ngcayiya (one of Kadalie’s new 
“favourites”) - “ably championed the cause of their comrades”.75 Mrs Lande and Ngcayiya 
“vigorously attacked” the pass laws dismissing “the supposed advantages of the system”, the 
control of “loose women”, refuting “emphatically that Native women were in any way 
immoral”.76 Having failed to organise unskilled workers into general, all-in trade unions, white 
trade unionists also “came to see how the new trade unionism was functioning”.77 
 
Under newly approved constitution, Kadalie became the ICU’s ‘national secretary’ 
(responsible for propaganda) while James La Guma became the trade union’s ‘general 
secretary’ (responsible for administration). As part of this new structure, John Mancoe was 
appointed as provincial secretary of the Free State, Alex Maduna became provincial secretary 
of Natal and Theo Lujiza started as provincial secretary of the Transkei.78 Prominent Cape 
Town Garveyites James Gumbs and ME Johnson were elected as president and junior vice 
president of the ICU (respectively). The TNMCA’s president AWG Champion was also 
present as a “distinguished visitor”.79 According to Kadalie, the ICU’s Johannesburg 
conference was “decidedly an improvement on previous conferences”, and he triumphantly 
ended his yearly report by asserting that 
 

From infancy we have grown into mature age but we shall not be satisfied to remain 
here. We are aiming at the building up in Africa a National Labour Organisation of 
the aboriginals of the land through which we shall break the wall of white autocracy 
and capitalism. We must prevent the exploitation of our people in the Mines and 
the Farms and to obtain increased wages for them. We shall not rest there, we will 

 
72 Kadalie, ‘Organised White Labour in Empire’. 
73 Tyamzashe, Summarised History. 
74 Kadalie, My Life, pp.76-77. 
75 ‘National Labour Organisation’, Workers’ Herald, 15/05/1925. 
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77 Kadalie, My Life, pp.73. 
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open the gates of the Houses of Legislature for our posterity to participate, now 
under the control of white oligarchy and from this step we shall claim equality of 
purpose with the workers of the world to overthrow the capitalistic system of 
Government and usher in a co-operative Commonwealth one, a system of 
Government which is not foreign to the aboriginals of Africa.80 

 
The day after the conference, however, the ICU’s newfound “objective” strategy was 
transformed by events in the Free State capital of Bloemfontein. 
 
 
Keable ‘Mote and the 1925 Bloemfontein Riots 
 
Kadalie spent most of his time and energy over the course of 1925 organising workers in 
Johannesburg, but the issue of minimum wages first came to a head in Bloemfontein, where 
the ICU was led by John Mancoe, Simon Elias and Thabo Wilfred Keable ‘Mote. A 
headteacher, journalist, private detective and trade unionist from Basutoland, TW Keable 
‘Mote became one of the ICU’s most infamous organisers between 1925 and 1928 as a 
prominent Free State official.81 With unparalleled self-assurance, ‘Mote told audiences: “There 
is only one chief of the Natives in the Free State, and that is myself”, even going as far as to 
declare that he was “the ‘Messiah’ of the Native People” during September 1926.82 Later, as 
head of the Free State ICU, ‘Mote recruited important figures such as Albert Nzula, Esau and 
Jacob Nhlapo, Robert Dumah and Jason Jingoes to the trade union, and by 1927 he was one of 
the ICU’s most famous leaders.83 Politically volatile, Tyamzashe later reflected that ‘Mote’s  
 

 
80 C. Kadalie, ‘General Secretary’s Report for 1924’, Workers’ Herald, 15/05/1925. 
81 Umteteli wa Bantu, 12/09/1925. TW Keable ‘Mote was born in Leribe, Basutoland during 1898. He was 
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the Diocesan Training College, also in Pietersburg – inspiring others with his “keenness for studies and anxiety 
for true education”. He then went on to become principal of St Patrick’s school for two years, before gaining 
first place in ‘Andrew Smith’s Bursary Examination’ in 1921. Using the prize money, ‘Mote subsequently 
entered Lovedale High School. By July 1923 he was working “at the Dutch reformed Mission School, Bantu 
Location, Bloemfontein” with “extensive experience as a teacher”. By 1922 ‘Mote was a prominent school 
teacher, championing Booker T Washington, agricultural education and “the doctrine of unity” in the pages 
Umteteli wa Bantu. Through his Lesotho connections, ’Mote knew Simon Majakatheta Phamotse, a “very 
progressive man”, who, as head of the Basutoland Progressive Association (BPA), was highly critical of chiefs 
and acknowledged by Basuto nationalists as “their foremost leader”. When Kadalie contacted Phamotse in 1923, 
in the search for writers for The Workers’ Herald, Phamotse pointed him to ‘Mote who, “being schooled in 
public affairs”, was soon publishing a flurry of articles on Basutoland politics. ‘Mote subsequently joined the 
ICU in 1924, and soon after “the ICU opened so successfully in Johannesburg, ‘Mote kept such an insistent and 
persistent knock for acceptance as an official of the ICU that Kadalie had to take him as Provincial Secretary for 
the Free State” – based in Bloemfontein. See S. Silwana, Umteteli wa Bantu, 19/11/1921; W.K. ‘Mote, 
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policy is like the colours of the rainbow. In other words: He never knew what he 
actually wanted, and where he was going. He was like the wind, which no one 
knoweth whence it cometh and whither it goeth. 

 
Writing in February 1927, one government official reflected that when he had arrived in the 
OFS in 1923 he “found very little agitation among the natives of Bloemfontein”. “As time 
passed”, however, “two or three local natives principally ‘Keable Mote’ and ‘Simon Elias’ 
began to organise and stir up ill feeling”. Initially, they “met with little or no success until April 
1925 when certain incidents occurred which led to the Native Riots and the death of, in all, five 
natives.”84 
 

 
Figure 4.6 TW Keable ‘Mote in 1927, from the Forman Papers UCT 

 
At the start of 1925, increasingly aligned with communists in both South Africa and America, 
Kadalie had felt it “absolutely necessary that the workers should be given a new revolutionary 
lead at the threshold of a new year”, and he travelled to Bloemfontein “to steam off this new 
line of agitation.” On January 13th, he gave a speech that initiated “a spirit of revolt against the 
present system of society”. “All over the country the African workers breathed a new spirit. 
They exclaimed with one voice: ‘We want to be free men and women in the land of our 
forefathers’.”85 Addressing a meeting of 2,000 at Waaihoek Location, Kadalie talked about the 
rapid organisation of workers on the Rand mines, supported Bloemfontein workers’ demands 
for a minimum wage, and “threatened Native interference with the railways and industry if 
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Native demands were not promptly met”.86 Kadalie’s oratory made a lasting impression on 
‘Mote in particular, who remembered it in 1952 as “a ‘bombshell speech’ which awakened the 
African workers from the slumber of the decades”, cementing Kadalie’s reputation as “a born 
orator and leader of the African masses”.87 
 
Riots were triggered in Waaihoek three months later on Sunday 19th April when two police 
officers attempted to arrest a group of men drinking illegally-brewed beer, and were met with 
a volley of stones and threatened with sticks. Returning to the scene with another 20 mounted 
police, and an armed mob of white vigilantes, the police officers faced a growing and 
increasingly angry crowd. When the police once again moved in to make arrests, the location 
residents threw a volley of stones at the armed whites who shot back, killing a bystander. Only 
a clap of thunder and a rapid hailstorm dissipated the stand-off - a white reporter recording that 
the “square was cleared save for a few African females who in their drunken frenzy executed 
a dance in the face of the storm.”88 Addressing local residents that evening, James Mpinda, the 
chairman of the Native Advisory Board and an ex-chairman of the local ICU, led a march 
through the township and called for a one day general strike on Monday in protest at the 
killing.89 At about 9pm, the march arrived at the house of the dead man, where hymns were 
sung.90 The following day, the “overwhelming majority” of Waaihoek’s residents stayed in 
their homes, leaving Bloemfontein without a workforce. Packed meetings took place in 
Waaihoek’s squares, and “at every street, pickets were stationed, armed with staves.”91 When 
police attempted to disperse the crowds at 3pm, they were once again stoned – and more shots 
were fired in return as white police officers, reinforced by armed “volunteers” from the local 
rifle association and the Railways and Harbours Rifles stormed the location. Another five 
residents were killed and 18 were reported injured.92 The ICU blamed the government for the 
“massacre”, denouncing the “appalling state of affairs” as “murder pure and simple”.93  Illegal 
drinking and raids were commonplace in 1920s Bloemfontein, and as Baruch Hirson has noted 
there “was nothing unusual about the events that triggered the riots”.94 As Hirson has argued, 
however, the police’s repressive response and vigilante killings, were unprecedented, and in 
the following weeks and months local ICU branch officials, who had just returned from the 
ICU’s annual conference, “emerged as the township’s leaders”.95 
 
In the aftermath of the riots, several ICU leaders, including ‘Mote (the Bloemfontein ICU’s 
district organiser), faced trial. They nevertheless also continued to publicly echo calls made by 
ICU leaders in Johannesburg for a minimum wage.96 The local Native Affairs Commission 
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deferred the wage issue to government, and a wages commission investigated the local situation 
in February 1926. Despite this success, however, the ICU’s Bloemfontein branch leadership 
was also wracked with internal wrangling. Between July and August 1925, AWG Champion 
was based Bloemfontein “to settle a branch dispute”, and oversaw the dismissal of both John 
Mancoe (the provincial secretary) and Simon Elias on charges of financial misconduct.97 
Mancoe was replaced as provincial secretary by AP Maduna in a broader organisational 
reshuffle during September 1925 (which saw Champion and HD Tyamzashe become 
provincial secretaries of Natal and the Transvaal, respectively).98 
 
It is not clear what specific role ‘Mote, Mancoe and Elias played during the riots. But after 
being arrested, ‘Mote turned crown witness - indicting his former comrades. He was denounced 
by The Workers’ Herald for being a “Mr Facing Both-Ways” and a “political double headed 
dragoon”, who was “one of those false leaders who talk through their hate, and then in time of 
danger desert the rank and file.” At the end of the trial, The Workers’ Herald reported that 
James Mpinda “was acquitted by the Magistrate to the utter dismay of Thabo Keable ‘Mote, 
who had volunteered to give the king’s evidence to save his skin.” The Magistrate 
“characterised ‘Mote’s evidence (a deserter from the ICU) as ambiguous and not acceptable by 
the court. It was then when he looked like a drenched chicken!”99 
 
Building on this courtroom success, Maduna led a march through Waaihoek demanding 5s a 
day in February 1926, and threatened to call the railway workers out on strike. When the 
commission announced its findings, it called for a minimum wage of 3s a day for all unskilled 
workers set to start on 1st May 1926.100 Although this fell well-short of the ICU’s demands 
(and was legally not enforceable), ANC president ZR Mahabane and former ICWU-leader HS 
Msimang appealed to Maduna and Kadalie to accept the wage “as a temporary expedient”, 
claiming that the attention of black leaders should instead be focused on the ramifications of 
Hertzog’s recent Smithfield speech.101  
 
Despite the relatively low level of the Bloemfontein minimum wage, between 1928 and 1930 
there was a surge of applicants to work in the town, increasing from 5,349 to 9,473.102 And like 
the ICU’s successes in the Cape Town docks during 1920, the trade union’s Bloemfontein 
victory was used as an example of how black workers could effectively organise for the rest of 
the decade. In the Johannesburg-district of Germiston, for example, police reported that 
Kadalie 
 

referred to Bloemfontein and stated that meetings of the ICU were being held there 
daily; that the workers had demanded a minimum wage of 3/6 per day, and a 
representative of the Government had been sent to attend these meetings and a 
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Wage Board had been formed. He pointed out that if this could be done in 
Bloemfontein there was no reason why it could not be done in Germiston or 
throughout the Transvaal.103 

 

 
Figure 4.7 Clements Kadalie addressing a meeting of 10,000 in Bloemfontein. The Workers’ Herald, 15th December 1926 

For the rest of the decade, the Bloemfontein minimum wage was consistently held up as a 
triumph “against human vampires”, with even Umteteli acknowledging that it represented “an 
important victory.”104 At the ICU’s 1926 annual conference, Kadalie asserted that a “minimum 
wage was wanted for the whole union”. A Bloemfontein delegate went further, and “advocated 
that they should endeavour to obtain a minimum wage not only throughout South Africa, but 
throughout Africa as a whole.”105 Momentarily cast into the political wilderness, ‘Mote – in 
turn - continued to provide evidence for the government. Having been denounced as a 
“chicken”, he worked as a journalist for Umteteli wa Bantu and a “private native informer” for 
the South African Police during the ANC’s annual conference in January 1926.106 
 
 
Successes and setbacks in the Transvaal, Free State and Cape Provinces 
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By mid-1925, The Workers’ Herald was reporting that “[t]housands of members and workers” 
were attending “revival meetings” in Johannesburg addressed by Kadalie and presided over by 
AWG Champion. Mine workers “specially attend[ed] in large numbers at Sunday open air 
meetings”, and the paper hoped that if the “extra-heavy” enrolment was “kept at this pace for 
a month or two it is quite hopeful that the ICU will be firmly established on the Rand.”107 Jack 
Philips’ continued support of the ICU ensured that ICU fundraisers were “gripped” with 
waltzes and jazz music from the Rayneth Big Four.108 And in central Johannesburg, AWG 
Champion was soon telling audiences 
 

Had the natives been organised at the time of the [1920] strike on the mines, they 
would have succeeded in getting more money. They failed because they were not 
organised. To-day they are organised and those of you who have not joined the ICU 
should do so at once [...] If the natives strike, we can stop the mines from 
Randfontein to Springs. It will cost the mines thousands of pounds before they can 
get into running order again, and it would be cheaper for the mines to increase the 
natives' wages than face the position.109 

 
When the management at Maytham’s Ltd, a Johannesburg tin works, locked 60 workers out in 
September 1925, “members of the ICU decided to stop work until the management conceded 
to the demands of an hours respite”. After members marched to the Workers’ Hall, Kadalie 
successfully intervened and ensured that the dispute was settled in their favour. The 
Johannesburg Star reported it as the “native trade union’s first strike on white lines”.110  
 

 
107 Workers’ Herald, 20/07/1925. 
108 Workers’ Herald, 02/04/1925. 
109 Breckenridge, ‘We Must Speak for Ourselves’. 
110 Kadalie, My Life, p.86; Wickins, Industrial and Commercial Workers’ Union [1978], p.89. 



 182 

 
Figure 4.8 The Workers’ Herald editorial team: Sam Dunn, Clements Kadalie and Henry Daniel Tyamzashe, from Workers’ 

Herald, 15th July 1927. 

 
Considerable resources were channelled into the ICU’s cultural projects, in particular, in an 
effort to boost recruitment and funds. Kadalie was frank about the fact that The Workers’ 
Herald was “not a profit-making under-taking it is only for propaganda work”, and throughout 
its existence, the paper acted primarily as a heavily subsidised means of communication 
between head office, branch secretaries and members.111 Aware that in “modern times the Press 
shape public opinion”, The Workers’ Herald set out “to expose to the outside world the 
inhuman treatment of the subject races of South Africa and far beyond its borders”.112 By 
February 1925, The Workers’ Herald was boasting that it was “the only African paper read 
very extensively in all the important industrial cities of the Union, also in towns, farms, mines, 
and in Native territories, including Basutoland, Southern and Northern Rhodesia, also in 
foreign countries”, and it was determined to “expose the Native Recruiting Corporation Ltd” 
in particular.113  
 
Connected with socialist and trade union newspapers throughout the world, by 1925 The 
Workers’ Herald was reproducing columns not only from The Messenger and Negro 
Champion, but also from Lansbury’s Labour Weekly, New Leader, the newspaper of the 
Independent Labour Party (ILP) in Britain and the Communist Party of Great Britain’s 
Workers’ Weekly, IFTU bulletins from Amsterdam, articles by NM Joshi of the All-India Trade 

 
111 KCM Marwick Papers File 74 ‘The Industrial and Commercial Workers’ Union’, The 1925 Economic and 
Wages Commission. 
112 ‘Pen is mightier than the sword’, Workers’ Herald, 27/03/1926. 
113 Workers’ Herald, 20/02/1925 ; ‘Native Church Commission’, Workers’ Herald, 15/11/1925. 



 183 

Union Congress, as well as pieces from the UNIA’s Negro World. Comment and news in The 
Workers’ Herald was complemented by (contradicting) advertisements for hair-straightening 
and skin-lightening products, as well as a growing range of working class literature.114 This 
included the ICU’s Evidence before the Economic and Wages Commission (“an historical little 
book”), JA Roger’s From Superman to Man (whose “explosive arguments” countered the 
“high blasphemy” of racist white South Africans) and Gitsham and Trembath’s First Account 
of Labour Organisation (which contained a number of references to the ICU, and a photo 
portrait of Kadalie).115 Amidst an explosion of radical literature available in Johannesburg, ICU 
leaders sold copies of The Workers’ Herald and Labour Monthly at meetings, while the 
bookstore of Jewish American immigrant Jack Barnard stocked US-titles such as The 
Messenger and Negro World, as well as Marcus Garvey’s Philosophy and Opinions and his 
photographic portraits.116 As an “honorary member” of the ICU, Barnard’s sports columns in 
The Workers’ Herald exemplified the ICU’s radical egalitarianism, and its continued 
scepticism towards white communists (allegedly it was  “mainly through” Barnard’s efforts 
“that the Communists have been chucked out, neck and crop, bag and baggage, from Prospect 
Township in Johannesburg”).117 Tackling the subject of “European brains versus Black brains” 
through the medium of boxing commentary, Barnard contended that the successes of black 
boxers conclusively proved that if “the Blackman [had] the same equal chances as the 
Whiteman”, and the “freedom, justice and rights to use their brains”, the “boot would be on the 
other foot.”118 
 

 
Figure 4.9 “Mr Jack Barnard, Proprietor of the well-known Book Store at 168, Commissioner Street, Johannesburg”, from 

Workers’ Herald, 15th September 1927; and J.S. Scott, ‘Coming Events’, Workers’ Herald, 15th May 1925 
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Figure 4.10 The Workers Hall and ICU team room, 14 and 16 Market Street, Johannesburg with Henry Daniel Tyamzashe, 
from C. Kadalie, A.W.G. Champion & H.D. Tyamzashe, Economic and Wages Commission: Evidence of the Industrial and 

Commercial Workers’ Union of Africa 

 
The crown jewel of the ICU’s cultural project on the Rand, however, was the Workers’ Hall 
on Market Square, which “revolutionised the life of the African proletariat of the Golden City” 
and ensured that “active propaganda” was “carried on week after week”, particularly during 
the Rand’s bitterly cold winter months.119 The venue first opened at the end of August 1925, 
situated “right in [the] working class quarters [of] Ferreirastown”, replete with “a large hall, 
tea rooms and Library hall and three dwelling rooms which are let to members at moderate 
rentals”.120 Kadalie was at the forefront of the hall’s conversion into “an up-to-date cosy 
‘palace’”, and Tyamzashe later recalled how he “concentrated his efforts on the improvement 
and renovation of the Workers’ Hall” during the first half of 1925, insisting on having “slogans 
painted on the walls, windows and doors”.121 Dramatic images of black miners and a muscular 
black Samson – commissioned by Kadalie and painted by JS Scott - adorned the walls of the 
hall.122 In the tea room next door at 16 Market Street, portraits of black leaders such as Marcus 
Garvey hung on the wall and a gramophone played recordings of The Red Flag.123 The hall 
soon acted as the ICU’s centre on the Rand, where leaders “conducted all our meetings, 
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conferences, dances and other functions.”124 And neighbouring Market Square itself was soon 
renamed ICU Square. 
 
The Workers Hall was also championed as an educational centre where the ICU trained its 
“African proletarian leadership.”125 Addressing the “totally inadequate” education system on 
the Rand, Fanny Klennerman (a Russian communist immigrant) picked up where Thibedi left 
off and ran night schools from November 1927. A lecture series led by local white intellectuals 
such as William Macmillan, similarly, covered topics such as “Child Welfare”; “the Origin and 
Basis of the Word ‘Bantu’”; “Welfare Work Among Native Women”; “Modern Drama and its 
Working-Class Aspects”; “Industrial Legislation as it Affects Workers”; and “The Passing of 
Tribal Organisation in South Africa”.126 By the start of 1928, Jack Barnard was also running a 
night school for the ICU. He asserted that black workers were “damn fools” for reading the 
communists’ Young Worker, and insisted that ICU members, instead, should follow Imvo, 
Negro World and The Workers’ Herald which “contained good matter” that “would enlighten 
them”.127  
 
Heavily subsidised by the ICU, the Workers Hall acted as a contentious assertion of black 
excellence. A pessimistically “frank” Sol Plaatje, believed that the effective running and 
management of a hall exceeded the supposed limits of black capability. Plaatje claimed “our 
people are at present wholly unfit for the intricate job of managing efficiently a social or 
community centre”, and required “a white management over a black and white crew to train 
our men for this field of usefulness”.128 An incredulous Tyamzashe believed Plaatje must have 
been “without his spectacles!” - and replied: “the Native will not ‘grow’ unless he strives for 
independence. All civilised and advanced races first floundered and groped in the school of 
experience before they became what they are today […] we can serve our race better by 
supporting ‘home circles’.”129 Somewhat bitterly, Plaatje responded that “detribalised Natives 
now have no recognised national leaders”. Instead, in 
 

the mind of the Native of today, the first and last qualities of the effective leader 
should be ‘a well-dressed man with a lot of money’ […] Other races usually relieve 
their leader of financial worries in order that his unfettered talents may be entirely 
at the disposal of the Cause; our people, on the other hand, expect their leader not 
only to fend for himself and finance the Cause but also to relieve them of their 
economic troubles; hence the appeal of the ICU.130 
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While leading a renaissance in black working class culture in the centre of Johannesburg, 
however, the ICU found it impossible to translate this into mass recruitment within the mines. 
As noted by Keith Breckenridge, even by August 1925, it was apparent that mine owners had 
effectively locked ICU organisers out of the compounds.131 Through the mine compound 
system, effective private policing, a strict policy of non-recognition, and a network of informers 
(that included Keable ‘Mote, Ben Mazingi and Alfred Solwazi), individual ICU members soon 
found themselves quickly dismissed from work.132 Mine workers were “always threatened with 
expulsion or dismissal if they are observed to associate with the Workers’ Union - the ICU.”133 
And a clerk at Nourse Mine was forced to choose between dismissal or abandoning his ICU 
membership. Likewise, a female nurse, who was an ICU organiser on Modder B mine was 
dismissed because of the complaints she made and her ICU connections.134 WNLA’s William 
Gemmill made it publicly known that, as far as the Chamber of Mines were concerned,  
 

Nothing more serious could be imagined than the registration of the ICU as a trade 
union. It would place the natives on the same footing as the Whites. It would give 
a tremendous impetus to Native labour organisation.135 

 
South African business, more generally, similarly saw the ICU as a threat to the existing status 
quo of the labour market. SAP MPs John Sydney Marwick and George Heaton Nicholls looked 
to obstruct ICU because of its socialist politics, but also to underwrite “methods of ensuring an 
increased and more constant supply” of black labour. They looked to ensure against the 
“extreme tendency” for “natives to drift to the towns and labour centres” where there was “an 
enormous wastage in Native labour” and a “strong detribalising influence”. Like many white 
officials in WNLA, Marwick and Nichols saw chiefs, in particular, as an important means of 
securing better labour supplies, and like numerous plantation farmers and mine owners, looked 
to reinforce “kraalhead system” over the course of the 1920s, controlling and managing migrant 
workers through forced labour, in direct contrast to the model of “free labour” envisaged by 
the ICU.136 
 
While the Chamber of Mines drove the ICU out from the mine compounds, as noted in Chapter 
3, the South African government simultaneously attacked the trade union’s membership base 
among railway and dock workers. At the Economic and Wages Commission, Kadalie reported 
that since “the declaration of the civilised labour policy of the Government there has been more 
unemployment among members”, particularly amongst railway workers in Cape Town, as 
white and coloured workers displaced their African counterparts.137 In April 1926, WS Lefume, 
a Johannesburg-based railway worker, complained this was also happening on the Rand, and 
by October 1926, ICU railway workers were looking to organize a transport section with its 
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own officials, asserting that they desperately needed “leaders of action who know how to 
organise the workers.”138 
 
November 1925 to February 1926 proved to be “strenuous” months for the ICU in 
Johannesburg, with The Workers’ Herald stressing that more funds were “required if we have 
to release the workers from exploitation and the workers can only help themselves if they 
patronise every function being given.”139 Tyamzashe reported in January 1926, that “so far I 
regret to state that many of our members have been very slow, and even indifferent to respond 
to the call of making the hall self-supporting”.140 Despite early efforts to organise women 
workers, Tyamzashe also reported that the ICU on the Rand had “failed to draw into our ranks 
the female workers who in other countries are to be found in the vanguard of the organised 
proletariat”.141  
 
As the ICU was undercut by business and state interventions on numerous fronts, historian Phil 
Bonner has asserted that the ICU’s “heady prospects” were “doused by the same cold and 
sobering realisation”: 
 

‘A stoppage of work would bring the country to a standstill’, but as Mbeki 
acknowledged in the next breath ‘until they were united this was impossible to hope 
for’ – and the ICU were bereft of ideas as to how to accomplish this feat.142 
 

Bonner’s damning analysis is accurate for Johannesburg, but it does not take account of the 
ICU’s broader transnational strategy beyond the Rand. In response to the ICU’s setback, 
Kadalie told members in September 1925: “We must organize the mine natives and it must be 
done in their homes and through their chiefs [...] The ICU movement has spread all over the 
country and now we have thousands of followers, but not enough; we want hundreds of 
thousands—enough to make a big noise […the mine management] must not sleep.”143 Acting 
on its early internationalist instincts, the ICU redoubled its existing organisational efforts in 
the Transkei, northern Transvaal and Southern Rhodesia from mid-1925, and sent feelers into 
Nyasaland and Portuguese East Africa, recognising the undeniably transnational nature of the 
mines’ labour market. He also addressed meetings of Mozambican workers in Johannesburg 
and Witbank. By the end of 1926, a branch was in the process of being formed in Bulawayo, 
while the Mozambican newspaper Brado Africano was echoing the ICU’s analysis of the 
regional labour market.144 This emphasis on rural recruitment within and beyond South Africa 
was not new. The ICU’s Black Man newspaper had recognised the importance of farm workers 
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in 1920, and that bringing “into existence the most highly-evolved organisation in the towns” 
was pointless if they were to “neglect our duty to our weaker brother - the farm labourer”, who 
would otherwise become “a menace to the very livelihood of the skilled workers in the town”. 
The Eastern Cape had been targeted by the ICU from at least 1923, in order to organise black 
mine recruits “in their homes and through their chiefs”.145 And by the start of 1925, this had 
gained an added urgency with Theo Lujiza organising workers in the Transkei “where African 
Labour is freely recruited to swamp the industrial fields”. Kadalie felt assured that “[o]nce we 
succeed to capture the Transkei and convince the chiefs with our aims and objects we can rest 
assured that we are drawing nearer to the time when this Organisation shall be dreaded by the 
Mine Owners of the Rand.”146 As set out in Helen Bradford’s now-classic study of the ICU in 
rural South Africa, it was at this point that the trade union spread “like veldt fire” and became 
a mass member organisation with over 100,000 members. Importantly, however, this 
expansion exemplified the union leadership’s “top-down” strategy as much as it represented a 
“bottom-up” spontaneous rural revolt. Pioneering new ideas about race and migrant 
organisation, the ICU emphasized that migrant workers needed to be organised in their 
hundreds of thousands across Southern Africa in order to effectively strike and challenge 
capitalist interests. 
 
From late 1925 and throughout 1926, ICU branches were “opened up everywhere in all four 
provinces”.147 In October 1925, Kadalie and AM Jabavu joined Lujiza in the Transkei.148 
Throughout the region, ICU leaders systematically targeted Native Recruiting Corporation 
(NRC) meetings in particular, heckling and interrupting speakers, and causing mine officials 
to worry that the NRC would soon be unable to “induce British South African Natives to 
engage for mine work”.149 In this new rural setting, the ICU explicitly adapted its One Big 
Union model to the existing structures of the NRC. Addressing a crowd in King Williamstown, 
Kadalie asserted: “It is necessary for us to unite and be like the Native Recruiting Corporation” 
– who always spoke “with one view […] robbing and sucking the blood of the black man.”150 
Similarly over the course of 1926 and 1927, innumerable branches were established in the 
Transvaal (particularly in the east of the province) under the initiative of Thomas Mbeki, with 
at least 23,000 joining the ICU.151 The most pronounced expansion, however, took place in 
Natal, under the direction of AWG Champion and Sam Dunn. According to Kadalie, Durban 
“now attained the role of leadership, both numerically and financially.”152 When WNLA 
officials toured South Africa in 1927, from “East London to Kokstad workers clamored for an 
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increase in the minimum wages paid”.153 Meetings “singled out the glaring disparity between 
the highest wages of skilled African workers and the minimum wage of ‘an unskilled and 
incompetent European who is put to supervise them’”, and in districts “in which the ICU 
propaganda has spread they are now asking for a specific minimum rate of 4/- to 5/- per 
diem.”154 On 31st January 1926, Kadalie addressed “one of the largest meetings ever held on 
the Rand”, denouncing Hertzog’s “dastardly policy of perpetuating race hatred and antagonism 
by the application of the wold divide-and-rule principle” and asserting that “the day segregation 
is passed in the House of Assembly there will be a complete stoppage of native work 
throughout the country”.155 On “a holy mission to speak to the modern Pharaohs”, Kadalie 
reiterated this message on 14th March 1926 at a mass meeting in Pietermaritzburg. White 
workers had been “economic slaves earning 4s. 6d. per week” in nineteenth-century Britain, 
but now they had had a working class Prime Minister, as well as employers like Henry Ford in 
America, who paid a decent wage. Whether “gaoled, shot or deported”, Kadalie asserted “the 
onward march of the Zulus with the rest of their brethren from other parts of South Africa, 
would continue until they were free.” The speech, “in the heart of Pietermaritzburg, the capital 
of Natal”, left white South Africans “flabbergasted”, and immediately afterwards Kadalie was 
banned from entering the province.156  The ban came to encapsulate the intertwined politics of 
black trade union organising, free movement and free speech. 
 
Between August and October 1926, Kadalie was focused on challenging the Natal ban – 
framing the struggle as part of a broader campaign, contesting the restrictions placed on the 
mobility and mobilisation of black workers. Challenging South Africa’s internal barriers to 
free movement, Kadalie publicly broke the order in August 1926, travelling into “the enemy’s 
camp” in order “to champion the cause of Democracy”.157 Denouncing Natal’s pass laws as a 
restriction on “my free movements as a British citizen of the South African Dominion of the 
British Commonwealth of Nations”, Kadalie rallied thousands to mass meetings on Durban’s 
Cartwright’s Flats over the next ten days.158 The white labour press offered no support, with 
The Guardian and Forward both refusing to cover the story. Having not been arrested, he 
returned to Johannesburg at the end of August. Police reported that Kadalie addressed a 
meeting of 500 at the Workers’ Hall. 
 

[…] even if they succeeded in placing a ban upon his movements, the Government 
would not succeed in fooling the natives in the year 1926 […] nothing was going to 
stop him, ‘Kadalie’, from organising the native workers, and that even gaol would not 
stop him […] The Pass Law had been introduced into the Transvaal during the Anglo-
Boer War because it was necessary that every person who came into the Transvaal or 
departed therefore should be known. Here ‘Kadalie’ asked his audience, ‘Are we still 
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at war?’ […] it was his considered opinion that there could be no strong native 
organisation so long as the Pass Laws were allowed to exist.159 

 
Kadalie travelled to Durban again in late September when he was finally summoned to court. 
Despite their political differences, pro-British black liberal RW Msimang denounced Kadalie’s 
arrest with “the Union Jack floating above his head”, because he was a “British Black subject 
travelling within British Dominions in which he is supposed to be a citizen, on a British errand 
of unity amongst his black people.”160 Winning his case on appeal, “Natal now rallied to the 
ICU on an unprecedented scale”.161 The Workers’ Herald triumphantly reported the win as 
having “made history”, and “slapped” the Native Affairs Department “in the face”.162 
 
 
The increasing influence of the CPSA within the ICU leadership 
 
Over the course of 1925, a number of ICU leaders (many of whom also had Garveyite 
connections) officially joined the CPSA. Consistently critical of Garveyism, Thomas William 
Thibedi was the CPSA’s first black member, endorsing the party’s class-first approach as early 
as 1923. Drawing on his experience in the ISL and IWA, Thibedi believed that “it was the 
Capitalistic class who were grinding down the native as well as the white worker, and that the 
present system of Capitalism must come to an end”.163 Other black radicals with former 
connections to the ISL and IWA (most notably John Gomas and Ralph de Norman), in contrast, 
took far longer to join the CPSA, at least in part because of the prejudices of white communists. 
Early communist meetings were not hospitable places for black workers, with Sidney Bunting 
noting that Thibedi was often “sworn at when he puts his head in” during debates.164 Kadalie  
wrote in 1923 that he often “found many a Native young man listening to the usual oratorical 
doctrines of the Communists Sunday after Sunday” at the foot of Adderley Street in Cape 
Town, but he had “never come across any Native man who has become a Communist”.165 Eddie 
Roux alleged that Thomas Mbeki and Stanley Silwana, nevertheless, joined the Johannesburg 
CPSA in 1924.166 James La Guma and John Gomas subsequently became members of the 
CPSA in 1925 after Solomon Buirski and Joe Pick of the Cape Town branch worked with them 
during the International Seaman’s Strike.167 Other ICU leaders including Silwana, Mbeki and 
Nimrod Tantsi subsequently studied at the CPSA-run night school in Johannesburg, while the 
secretary of the ICU’s Port Elizabeth branch, Eddie Khaile, had joined the CPSA by the end of 
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1925.168 Believing that ICU leaders had “to learn from Russia”, where “all the workers, 
irrespective of what the colour of their face is, have to drink the spirit of class-consciousness”, 
Silwana was soon asserting that the “ultimate goal of every trade union, be it of white or black 
workers is to destroy capitalism and its children and bring about a state - a communistic state 
in which ‘he who does not work shall neither eat’.”169 Numerous other ICU leaders, shared 
platforms with communists and periodically wrote for the CPSA-run South African Worker 
between 1925 and 1926, whether they were CPSA members or not. 
 
Unlike moderate trade unionists, black communists in the ICU generally agreed with most of 
Kadalie’s policies. On 8th October 1926, The South African Worker endorsed the ICU as “the 
strongest and most militant trade union organisation in the country.”170 And wary of “the need 
for working class education among the native masses, especially among the rank and file of 
the ICU”, the CPSA started putting together “a Marxian text-book in simple English, written 
from the point of view of the native worker” in mid-1926.171 In November 1926, James La 
Guma asserted that he (like Kadalie) “had come to the conclusion that the best way to capture 
them was to carry on propaganda work in the native territories before reaching the 
Witwatersrand.”172 And at the communist night school, Thomas Mbeki attacked chiefs who 
acted as recruiting touts for the mines, telling students that “the recruiting system as it exists in 
the countryside must be exposed”.173 At “monster” open-air meetings in early 1926, Kadalie 
himself also referenced Russia’s communist government,  
 

Emphasising that ‘white civilisation in South Africa,’ worked out in practice as so 
much greed and robbery against the native,’ Mr Kadalie, maintained that the people 
who knew real civilisation were the natives in their ordinary tribal life, and the 
people of Russia.174  

 
This shift was soon questioned by ex-ICU leader James Thaele who challenged Kadalie to an 
open-air public debate over his new “communistic tendencies”.175 Nevertheless, again in 
August 1926, Kadalie was alleging “that with one exception there was no Government with 
sympathetic views towards the workers, and this one exception was the Government of 
Russia.”176 
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These “communistic tendencies” in both Kadalie and other ICU leaders like Keable ‘Mote, 
however, were only one point of reference in a broader radical, universalist agenda. Throughout 
the early 1920s, the ICU resolved “to dissociate itself from any political body whatsoever” and 
asserted that “its objectives are solely to propagate the industrial, economic and social 
advancement of all the African workers through industrial organisation on constitutional 
lines.”177 At the start of 1926, Kadalie did make a few explicitly pro-communist references, 
and he often championed the ICU’s strategy as a “revolutionary programme” - but throughout 
the rest of the year the Kadalie-Tyamzashe-edited Workers’ Herald defined the ICU as a 
“peaceful and constitutional industrial organization”, promoting the idea that the black working 
class was “determined to rise in the scale of civilization”.178 The emerging communist faction 
in the ICU, most notably James La Guma, Eddie Khaile, TW Thibedi and John Gomas, 
alongside white communists such as Sydney Bunting and Eddie Roux, appeared on ICU 
platforms throughout 1926 – and Kadalie recognised that these “two men” in particular, “did a 
lot for individual African leaders”.179 Consistently wary of revolutionary violence, however, 
Kadalie repeatedly asserted that the ICU had to “convince the white workers that our movement 
does NOT aim at a ‘Native Rising’”.180 It was “no time for sticks and guns, but for brains.”181 
 
Over the course of 1926, as the trade union faced increasing setbacks on the mines, docks and 
railways, communist officials within a broader “Ginger Group” of ICU radicals became 
increasingly frustrated by the trade union’s weak organisational structure and its lack of 
appetite for direct action. John Gomas and TW Thibedi, in particular, went out of their way to 
demand that ICU members had to elect their own shop stewards182 and, together with  La 
Guma, increasingly defined class solely in terms of revolutionary action. Regretting the fact 
that “unity of action against the exploiting class i.e., British Imperialism, irrespective of colour 
or creed, is a considered tactic by an almost insignificant minority of the black and white 
workers of this country”, Gomas proclaimed (in Marx-inspired language): “African 
proletarians unite, you have nothing to lose but slavery and a fruitful and wealthy Africa to 
win.”183 La Guma, likewise, came to believe that  
 

The solution of the coloured problem and the elimination of racial antagonism lay 
in the uprooting the present economic system, and substituting it by one which 
would ensure to every man his daily bread, and remove the necessity of black, white 
and brown being at each other’s throats to gain the spoils.184 
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Other prominent ‘Gingerists’ included Thomas Mbeki, John Mancoe and the fickle TW Keable 
‘Mote.185 In March 1926, La Guma (the leading communist within the ICU) produced a 
damning report - with Kadalie and his right-hand man AWG Champion, in particular, facing 
serious condemnation for their lavish expenditure and lax organisation. These tensions, 
between overlapping and contested ideas of effective worker organisation and class, came to 
the fore during the ICU’s annual conference between 5th and 11th April 1926. 
 
  

 
Figure 11 Alexander Mac Jabavu, from Evidence of the Industrial and Commercial Workers' Union of Africa at the 

Economic and Wages Commission (Johannesburg, 1925) 

 
Strike debates at the ICU’s annual conferences in Johannesburg and Durban 
 
In addition to the Ginger faction, a consolidated group of moderates had emerged within the 
ICU leadership by 1926. At the head of this substantial grouping, Alexander Mac Jabavu 
constituted the “leader of the opposition” during ICU debates, and worked alongside John 
Mzaza, Theo Lujiza and James Dippa from the ICU’s powerful East London and Port Elizabeth 
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branches.186 Notably, the moderate faction contained numerous men who had previously been 
involved with the ICWU, and like their former leader, Henry Selby Msimang, ICU moderates 
were set against strike action. Jabavu’s own paper Imvo publicly condemned “irrational” calls 
for militant action, asserting that it was “the arch enemy of the Natives who would advocate a 
disastrous policy of ‘down tools’” during this “hour of great economic upheaval”.187 These 
issues came to a head at the ICU’s 1926 annual conference between 5th and 11th April, described 
in detail by Tyamzashe (who was himself moderately-inclined):  
 

This conference unlike its predecessors contained three different ‘parties’ within its 
ranks. There was first of all the ‘Moderates’, whose policy was to face the facts, 
and to deliberate soberly and moderately on them. Then there were the ‘Die Hards’, 
whose policy was that ‘Nay was Nay and Yea was Yes’. Lastly came the ‘Ginger 
Group’, composed of all the young bloods; their policy was ‘Direct Action’. All the 
debates were run on strictly Parliamentary lines, with one official [in charge of] 
records in the person of the General Secretary, and one ‘Hansard’ writer 
[Tyamzashe]. The President [JG Gumbs] took up the role of ‘Mr Speaker’. The 
debates were conducted in a serious vein throughout, but at times such humour and 
twitting were indulged in that the ‘House’ roared with laughter, mostly at the 
expense of some unwary and inexperienced Ginger Grouper. In the end, however, 
the ‘Moderates’ had their way.188 

 
Kadalie was clear that the ICU’s “biggest gun was the black mine labourers, whom we can 
divide into sections and affiliate to the British Union.” Without winning the additional support 
of South Africa’s “narrow-minded” white labour movement, however, he predicted that “white 
workers would side with the Government” if the ICU were to call a strike.189 As far as Kadalie 
was concerned, the “[s]trike was the only weapon of the workers of modern times, but it should 
not be played with or grossly encouraged before the workers were properly organised.”190 
Kadalie was backed up by Mtshoaskae, a Rand-based Die Hard, who “had bitter experience of 
a passive resistance move in Johannesburg in 1919, when he and two others were sentenced to 
a term of five years’ imprisonment.” Theo Lujiza, the East London moderate, likewise urged 
“before we call for a strike let us first consider whether the time was right for such action.”191 
Even more conservatively, the ICU’s senior vice president Alex Jabavu insisted that a “[s]trike 
should be the last word, and should not be thought of until all other constitutional methods 
were exhausted”.192 Notably, the CPSA’s TW Thibedi “agreed with Comrade Jabavu that the 
strike weapon should only be used as a last resort”.193 While sympathetic towards the 
possibility of strike action in response to the government’s segregation legislation, a consensus 
emerged that the trade union was not in a position to call an effective general strike. 

 
186 Switzer, ‘Militant and Moderate Voices’. 
187 ‘Native Industrial Unions’, Imvo, 17/03/1925. 
188 H.D. Tyamzashe, ‘Fourth African Labour Congress’, Workers’ Herald, 28/04/1926 and 15/05/1926. 
189 Tyamzashe, ‘Fourth African Labour Congress’. 
190 Tyamzashe, ‘Fourth African Labour Congress’. 
191 Tyamzashe, ‘Fourth African Labour Congress’. 
192 Tyamzashe, ‘Fourth African Labour Congress’. 
193 Tyamzashe, ‘Fourth African Labour Congress’. 



 195 

 
After arriving in Johannesburg in April 1926, La Guma was soon working “stealthily with the 
Communists to have the Union transferred into a hot-bed of Communism.”194 Over the course 
of 1926, the CPSA explicitly went out of its way to recruit black members on the Rand.195 In 
May, the party formed an ‘Agrarian Department’ with three white members alongside La 
Guma, Gomas and Khaile. In the middle of 1926, a ‘No 2 Group’ of black communists was 
established in Ferreirastown, and in September J Phalane joined La Guma and Thibedi on the 
CPSA central executive.196 With CPSA-member Ben Mazingi as its chairman, the 
Johannesburg branch of the ICU was critical of how the Kadalie Defence Fund was centred on 
the case of a single leader and called for a mass campaign that focused on the ICU’s broader 
membership. It also attacked Tyamzashe for not processing complaints effectively.197 The 
increasing influence of the communists was resented in some quarters of the ICU: in August 
1926, Thibedi was dismissed from his position as an ICU shop steward because he had been 
forwarding his reports on to The South African Worker.198 In the same month, The Workers’ 
Herald lambasted Laurie Greene, a white communist who had joined the executive of the 
Pietermaritzburg branch (contravening the constitution of the ICU), for criticising the trade 
union’s leadership – telling the CPSA to keep its ‘Hands Off from Black Trade Unionism’.199 
In late October, Kadalie blocked the Johannesburg branch’s scheduled celebration of Russian 
Revolution (though Mazingi, Thibedi and La Guma went ahead with the planned festivities 
anyway).200 By November 1926, La Guma was facing increasing criticism from other officials 
for spending too much time in the office, and not rallying workers to the ICU cause. While the 
CPSA-owned Commercial Press printed The Workers’ Herald between February and October 
1926, in a dispute over payment the press’ manager had “flung all the ‘copy’ of the ICU into 
the street and insulted both editors of the paper”.201 From November 1926, the ICU newspaper 
was printed by Caslon Press Ltd. At a CPSA meeting on 29th October “differences between 
members of the ICU and the Communist Party were discussed at considerable length”, and at 
the start of December 1926, Kadalie attacked the pass laws, explicitly, “as a Trade Unionist 
and not as a Communist” during a meeting at the Johannesburg Workers’ Hall.202 
 
Broader tensions, in part, emanated from the global rupture between left and right in the 
international labour movement. As discussed in Chapter 5, Kadalie was forced to make a 
reluctant choice between the Moscow-led Red International of Labour Unions (RILU) and the 
‘moderate’ International Federation of Trade Unions (IFTU), commonly known as the 
Amsterdam International. In an article written under the pen-name ‘Musa’ in February 1926, 
Kadalie was “sorry to observe” the division between the Moscow and Amsterdam trade union 
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centres, and championed the fact that “Russia gave a new lead to the workers of the world” in 
1917. He criticised the fact that the “efforts of the British Labour movement to bring about 
international solidarity of the working class has been somewhat handicapped by the officials 
of the Amsterdam International”, and called on workers to “unite for the purpose of attacking 
capitalism throughout, and substitute the present system of society with a Socialistic 
Commonwealth on the Russian model”.203 While La Guma was in close touch with RILU and 
the newly-formed League Against Imperialism (LAI) in Brussels, Kadalie chose to affiliate the 
ICU with the IFTU in October 1926 – a move which The South African Worker condemned as 
being incompatible with “South Africa’s militant organisation of native workers”, and labelled 
the IFTU as being “reformist to the backbone” and “one of the greatest obstacles to the progress 
of international working-class unity”.204  
 
Having alienated a number of ICU leaders, the fateful vote was taken in December 1926, 
banning La Guma and other leaders from simultaneously being members of the CPSA and the 
ICU. Kadalie attacked the two coloured communists, La Guma and Gomas, for not being “full-
blooded Africans” and having dual loyalties between the ICU and the “European Communist 
Party”. Alexander Maduna and AWG Champion subsequently moved the motion that “no 
officer of the Union be permitted to become a member of the Communist Party”.205 Lingering 
scepticism of white revolutionaries undoubtedly played a key role, with the CPSA, once again, 
facing the accusation that its white-dominated leadership had “under its wing a Colour Bar 
even more deadly and [un]desirable than that contained in any Government measure.” 
Criticising the ‘dictatorial’ ambitions of white communists to control black workers (who had 
been unionised by the ICU), The Workers’ Herald called on “all the workers [to] give a decided 
reply to these foreign adventurers” who had “diabolicy endeavoured to reap the fruits planted 
by sons of the soil.”206  

AA Toba, a police spy and local Port Elizabeth ICU official, recorded that at an “exceptionally 
disorderly [and] divided” public meeting on the 19th December, two days after the executive 
vote, Gomas, La Guma and Khaile, told a gathering of 100 they were “going to expose Maduna 
and Champion.” Kadalie was blamed for having “introduced racialism, and warned the Natives 
not to be on the side of the Coloureds”, while Dippa and Maduna were labelled “thieves”. Just 
six yards away, Maduna and Champion told a rival gathering of 400 “to take no notice” of the 
communists.  
 

Before Mr Champion could make himself heard, Mr Khaile Ex -Financial Secretary 
was on his feet, [and] said on a point of privilege, [‘]we demand to be heard.[’] 
Commotion and uproar followed. Mrs Booi leading lady committee member 
shouted that, [‘]we are not to be led by uncircumcised Zulus, who dress nicely from 
monies they had stolen fro[m] us. You have got [to give] them an opportunity to 
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speak.[’] Mr Maduna resuming to speak said, [‘]we are not here to save people who 
are being prosecuted by their own sins. Messrs La Guma, Khaile, Gomas and Mbeki 
have been found wanting[’…] 

 
Champion told the crowd that he was “disgusted to see this engineered by people who formerly 
occupied responsible positions. That woman,” pointing to Mrs Booi, “said I was a boy because 
I was not circumcised. I am very sorry that woman is older than I am old. I would propose love 
to her and I am certain she would accept me.  Secondly she would suit me because she has no 
teeth.” Mrs Booi cursed in reply, and had to be taken home by her husband. Champion 
continued: “In Natal Zulus do not tolerate people [being] disorderly in their meetings, and allow 
women to lift their dresses over their heads”. The meeting ended in “great commotion, [with] 
rough and tumble, [and] women screaming at the top of their voices through fear.” 
 
In the aftermath of the meeting, The Workers’ Herald regretted that Gomas’ “youthful career” 
had “been ruined by these Communist sharks”. But it had few regrets about breaking with the 
broader “clique of political anarchists who now endeavour to enforce their pernicious and 
suicidal doctrines on an unwilling Native and Coloured population.”207 It alleged that for “the 
past 18 months”, the CPSA had been “prying deeper and deeper into the internal affairs of this 
Union”, advocating “for a general cessation of work as a protest against the Pass Laws and 
General Hertzog’s Bill, full knowing that they (the Communists) will again leave the workers 
in the lurch as they did during the 1919 dock strike at Cape Town”. La Guma, in particular, 
was singled out for being “inaccessible during his time he held office”.208 
 
Gomas felt that the expulsions were only “ostensibly” because of communists’ opinions, and 
had far more to do with the criticisms that James La Guma had levelled against Kadalie, AWG 
Champion and AP Maduna over the course of the previous year.209 Conflicting personalities 
counted for a lot, but conflicting politics and strategies also had a considerable part to play. 
Sylvia Neame has asserted that a handful of white socialists and liberals – most notably 
Winifred Holtby, Ethelreda Lewis and others on the Johannesburg Joint Council of Europeans 
and Natives (JJC) – were key to the expulsion of the communist ICU leaders, and considerable 
archival evidence of correspondence between these activists and Clements Kadalie certainly 
exists. Excessive emphasis on the role of a few white liberals and socialists, however, 
completely fails to account for the consistent and pervasive anti-communist sentiments within 
the ICU, particularly among Garveyites such as JS Thaele, MEA Johnson and JG Gumbs, ‘Die 
Hards’ such as AWG Champion, and moderates such as HD Tyamzashe, AM Jabavu, Doyle 
Modiakgotla and James Dippa. Kadalie himself (as shown in Chapter 3) had also been 
consistently sceptical about the arguments of the CPSA before 1925. Beyond the ICU, these 
sentiments were replicated across the broader black trade union movement – most notably in 
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the writings and speeches of Msimang and Ncwana, whose moderate ideas had considerable 
support, within and beyond the ICU.  
 
In addition, as noted by Neame, at the end of 1926, the CPSA still only had a tiny black 
membership totalling about 50 on the Rand and 100 across the whole of South Africa. Apart 
from Thibedi, the CPSA’s few black members had only supported the communists since mid-
1925,210 and most CPSA members within the ICU, including Thomas Mbeki, Ralph de 
Norman, Ben Mazingi, Stanley Silwana, Johannes Nkosi and Albert Nzula (at least initially) 
remained in the trade union’s ‘Ginger Group’, alongside other former communist-affiliated 
radicals such as AP Maduna and TW Keable ‘Mote, and did not leave the trade union for the 
CPSA.211 Gomas, in particular, was frustrated that these leaders did “not get tanned by the 
Party principles” and, instead, had become only “surface Socialists.”212 To the frustration of 
communists such as Roux and Gomas, the CPSA failed to convert sufficient numbers of ICU 
leaders and inculcate within them sufficient loyalty to the communist revolution. The continued 
loyalty of black radicals to the ICU, however, was also indicative of the fact that the trade union 
was a far larger, more popular, and better financed organisation with close 100,000 members. 
 
Debates about the ICU’s organisational weakness, and its ability to call effective strike action, 
were again at the forefront of the subsequent annual conference in Durban, between 15th and 
19th April 1927. Communists were highly critical of the fact that there was still no effective 
miners section within the ICU, and that it was “thought more important to hire out the hall for 
dances, etc, in order to raise funds”213 (these criticisms were not unfounded - within a year, 
Kadalie himself was also publicly recognising that there were “large numbers of native workers 
to whom the ICU is scarcely known” on the “Witwatersrand gold mines, the Natal coal mines 
and the railways”).214 With the impending threat of the Hertzog Bills, the ‘Ginger Group’ was, 
once again, in the ascendancy. Tyamzashe noted that “to their credit”, their arguments “were 
on a higher scale” than the previous year. Thomas Mbeki, “the hero of the conference”, 
proposed a motion calling for a general strike, asserting that although “the general strike 
weapon makes delegates tremble”, there “was no alternative if they wanted their freedom. At 
this juncture there is no alternative but to take drastic action. If we want to achieve freedom in 
South Africa we must go through flames of fire.” Maduna agreed, proclaiming that 
“[s]omething drastic had to be done.” Ethelbert Maliza, a Free State official, concurred, arguing 
that “the rank and file were prepared for a general strike. The gospel of the ICU had gone into 
their hearts and if word came from Head Office to launch a general strike, he would be ready 
to support Mbeki’s motion.” Simon Elias, likewise, proclaimed: “General Hertzog and his 135 
friends must be shown that the Africans have awakened. On the farms the Natives are 
shamefully ill-treated and exploited […] The blanket Native is ready to follow you. You fools, 
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you go and —” At which point James Gumbs interjected “Order, order; withdraw that 
language”. Elias apologized, but insisted that he was “strongly in favour of passive resistance. 
This is not a threat. I am ready for practical work. We have had enough of ignored resolutions 
now.”215 
 

 
Figure 4.12 The 1927 ICU Annual Conference. Clements Kadalie is sat front and centre. To the left of Kadalie are AWG 
Champion and AP Maduna (possibly accompanied by their wives). To the right of Kadalie are James Gulam Gumbs, an 

unknown ICU leader and Samuel Wilfred Dunn. Henry Daniel Tyamzashe is at the back right of the photo, a head above the 
rest, in a bow tie. Notable are the number of women delegates. From T.D.M. Skota, The African Yearly Register: Being an 

Illustrated National Biographical Dictionary (Who’s Who) of Black Folks in Africa (Johannesburg, 1930), p.432 

 
Wary of the ICU’s continued inability to call an effective strike, Kadalie, in contrast, “appealed 
to the Ginger Group to compromise”, rejecting immediate strike action and suggesting, instead, 
“they should observe a day of protest” against the government’s “inhuman and undemocratic 
action”. Several delegates angrily dismissed these suggestions for being “too mild”. Accusing 
the Gingers of “merely juggling with high sounding and empty phraseology”, Kadalie retorted:  
 

if you want to lead a bloody revolution I am going to follow you, but, mark you, if 
I do follow you I am going the whole hog […] Whether you decide on passive 
resistance, a strike, or a day of prayer, when the time arrives for God’s sake let 
every member of the organisation be ready for action.  
 

A chorus of moderate delegates, however, concurred with Kadalie. Henderson Binda asserted 
that although “it was very easy to stand up and say: ‘Let us have a general strike’”, the “very 
people who speak so loud now about a strike will creep under their grandmother’s bed when 
the thing comes to a head.” The Bloemfontein organiser and part-time comedian Dixie 
Mogaecho, similarly, “was doubtful whether the rank and file would respond to the proposition 
of Comrade Mbeki […and] thought a little more patience would bring them nearer to the goal 
of liberty.” Kadalie’s personal secretary, Abamael Phoofolo, in turn, alleged that “some 

 
215 ‘Seventh African Labour Conference’, Workers’ Herald, 17/05/1927. 



 200 

members of the Ginger Group must be imbued with a communistic spirit. He was inclined to 
think that Mbeki’s resolution was absolutely false. There were many ways of killing a cat, and 
I doubt whether Mbeki’s resolution will liberate the South African workers”. Joseph Jonas – 
likewise - was inclined to “agree with a general strike”, but was also wary that “hungry people 
would not be able to carry out a strike”, and for “that reason he would also strongly support the 
National Secretary’s motion.” Andrew Fredericks, in turn, agreed “the term ‘strike’ should be 
coupled with the term ‘finance’. He thought that a strike should be a last resort, so he would 
also strongly support the National Secretary’s motion.” 
 
Once votes were counted, only 17 delegates supported Thomas Mbeki’s motion, compared to 
the 50 who supported Kadalie’s counter-proposal.216  On reflection, the mood of the conference 
was not against strike action per se, but against action without adequate finances, sufficient 
preparation and mass rank-and-file support. Kadalie continued to believe that if “the battle” 
was “conducted scientifically, fearlessly and courageously, one cannot but visualise a bright 
future before the black ‘Noble Ones’”.217 But he was also incredibly wary that it was not until 
the trade union could “swell its membership to pass the million mark”, that the black worker 
could “impress the Government of this country and those of other countries”.218 Even by 
optimistic estimates, the ICU did not have a tenth of that organisational strength. Despite the 
calls of communists for the ICU to take up the call of revolution, most white workers were 
more sympathetic to the leadership’s position vis-à-vis strike action. Gitsham and Trembath 
recognised that for the black worker “to use ‘direct action’, to come out on strike against his 
low pay, his long hours of work, or his conditions of employment, means a speedy visit to the 
police court, with a stiff fine or period of imprisonment with hard labour to follow.”219 The 
white labour newspaper, Forward, similarly, empathized with Kadalie’s position, editorialising 
that in South Africa: 
 

the [SA]TUC fears the ICU and the ICU fears the CP of SA and from all of this 
confusion the capitalists draw power to rule. Let the ICU ‘down tools’ and the white 
worker will provide the human element to work the guns: let the whole white 
population revolt, and black troops can and will be used to suppress the rising. Reason 
won’t help Kadalie: he will only get what he is strong enough to take.220 

 
Despite their unprecedented successes and undoubted ambition, by all accounts, Kadalie and 
the ICU were simply not strong enough to call a general strike between 1926 and 1927. In this 
context, he began to look for salvation through other avenues. 
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General or industrial trade unionism? 
 
On 13th May 1927, Clements Kadalie set off on a planned 6-month tour of Europe, America 
and Russia. Developments taking place locally in South Africa, however, proved to be far more 
important. Growing dissatisfaction among black workers manifested itself in a number of 
strikes. On the Durban docks, workers struck in protest at the arrest of tax-defaulters on 16th 
June. At the end of the month, 2,000 to 4,500 workers struck on the Natal coal mines, 
demanding 8/- per day, plus food and accommodation. And on 7th July 1927, 400 railway 
workers at the Kazerne good shed went on strike demanding increased wages.221 In Kadalie’s 
absence, the remaining ICU leadership under the supervision of AWG Champion and HD 
Tyamzashe ineffectively tried to pause or suppress this rise in working class militancy. When 
Tyamzashe visited Kazerne, he simply urged the strikers to go back to work, dismissing 
industry-level strike action as futile when compared to the possible success of a future general 
strike. Ultimately, all 400 strikers lost their jobs (and were replaced by mine recruits) in a move 
that disillusioned many ICU members.222 Bonner has noted that the disastrous outcome of the 
Kazerne strike was not only reflective of the incompetence of ICU officials, but also indicative 
of the trade union’s scattered recruitment, poor organisation and limited ideas.223 Communists 
denounced the “despicable part played by the officials of the native trade union (ICU) in 
helping to kill the strike”.224 
 
The historiography on the Communist Party in South Africa has argued that the banned leaders 
immediately leapt to the fore, scrapping the ICU’s general all-in approach and instead 
organising workers ‘properly’ into sectional industrial unions.225 Most black communists, 
however, were caught on the hop by their unexpected expulsion, and believed that it was “only 
a matter of time before the native masses in the ICU replace Kadalie and other reactionary 
officials by fighting members of the Communist Party.”  Pinning their hopes on re-instatement 
within a revolutionary ICU - a development which never occurred - communists asserted that 
“Kadalie and Co must not be allowed to smash native industrial organisation”, and believed 
“the best way to safeguard against this is by refusing to be deluded into starting rival trade 
unions, but to work for making the ICU the real organisation of the struggling workers.” Most 
CPSA members within the ICU, including Thomas Mbeki, Ralph de Norman, Ben Mazingi, 
Stanley Silwana, Johannes Nkosi and Albert Nzula (at least initially) remained in the trade 
union’s ‘Ginger Group’, and did not leave the trade union for the CPSA.226 Gomas, in 
particular, was frustrated that these leaders did “not get tanned by the Party principles” and, 
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instead, had become only “surface Socialists.”227 In 1927, the CPSA blamed these failures on 
the fact that “the African people have not yet thrown up that degree of capable, fearless, class-
conscious, honest, self-sacrificing, steadfast and incorruptible leadership”. As late as October 
1928, James La Guma still believed that the ICU had to be “allowed to adjust itself 
constructively on proper Trade Union lines, with autonomy for its constituent sections UNDER 
REVOLUTIONARY LEADERSHIP.”228 And Comintern insisted that the CPSA’s efforts, 
“whatever the manoeuvres of the reactionary leaders, must be carried on under the flag of 
revival of the unity of the Industrial and Commercial Workers’ Union and the demand for the 
right of workers of all tendencies to express their views within the general trade union 
organisation.”229 
 
Divisions within the local CPSA, however, meant that some communists, most notably Ben 
Weinbren, TW Thibedi and Eddie Roux, were asserting by mid-1928 that the CPSA had to 
give up “its attempt persuade the ICU to reorganise itself on a trade union basis”. Comintern 
continued to insist that the “resolution of the 6th Congress makes quite clear that one of the 
objects of the Party is to strive for a united trade union of native workers”, but Roux believed 
that Comintern “should perhaps visualise the complete disbanding of the ICU”, viewing its 
“present state of decay and disintegration” as “favourable to the further growth of the 
Communist Party.”230 Roux, in particular, was 
 

in favour of disbanding the ICU as speedily as possible by appealing to all honest 
members to join the Communist Party, at the same time of course co-operating with 
it on any progressive policy it may still adopt. Moscow however thinks it possible 
to convert the sinner.231 

 
For most of 1927 and 1928, James La Guma consumed himself with Comintern-related work 
and contributed towards drafting the ‘Native Republic Thesis’ - travelling twice to Russia and 
back. The thesis’ author Nicholai Bukharin insisted that “at this stage of development we only 
ask one question, namely the question of our policy with regard to the black trade union [the 
ICU]. What are we supposed to do with this issue, if we do not succeed in the struggle against 
these expulsions?”232 And the thesis’ most biting assertion (echoing arguments made by 
Kadalie and the ICU throughout the early 1920s) was that white workers “soaked as they were 
with imperialist ideology were not of primary revolutionary importance in this country.”233 The 
thesis was initially rejected by the white-dominated CPSA for being anti-white, anti-
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internationalist and strikingly close to the ideas of Marcus Garvey.234 An exasperated La Guma 
complained that 
 

the Europeans members of our party do not consider it ‘practical politics’ as they 
call it, to launch even a National Revolutionary movement amongst the blacks until 
such time as our lords and masters, the white worker, bestows his blessing upon 
us.235 

 
Eddie Roux came to regard La Guma, the thesis’ chief advocate in South Africa, as “a bit of a 
racialist” because of the report.236 Comintern itself, however, backed La Guma and attacked 
the criticisms of Roux, Sidney Bunting and TW Thibedi, asserting they were based on “South 
African exceptionalism” and “white chauvinism”.237  
 

 
Figure 4.13 Figure 4.9 JT Gumede, third right, and James La Guma, first right, at the League Against Imperialism in 

Brussels, 1927. They are seated with (left to right) Henriette Roland-Holst, Blanbour, two unknown figures, Saint Jacques, 
and Lamine Senghor. 

 
After returning to South Africa, La Guma was parachuted in to become the general secretary 
of the new communist-sponsored Federation of Non-European Trade Unions (FNETU) in 
Johannesburg.238 Established by Thibedi and Weinbren in March 1928, by 1929 the federation 
was claiming over 3,500 members, concentrated in Johannesburg’s laundry works and 
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clothing, mattress and furniture factories.239 La Guma never showed much enthusiasm for the 
largely paper-based organisation, however, and as late as October 1928 still followed 
Comintern directives insisting that the ICU had to be “kept intact at all costs.”240 The majority 
of the local CPSA, however, rejected Comintern’s Native republic slogan and its emphasis on 
entryism within the ICU.  
 
Just like the ICU, FNETU’s new communist-organised black industrial unions soon faced 
difficulties. Black workers in Johannesburg’s expanding clothing industry were amongst the 
first organised by the CPSA into the South African Clothing Workers’ Union (SACWU) - an 
industrial union that was “parallel” to the white-only Garment Workers’ Union (GWU) - and 
petitioned for their recognition under the Wage Board.241  SACWU membership was women-
dominated and cosmopolitan, with local newspapers noting that “[n]o particular race is 
predominant, and Blantyres, Nyasaland boys, Zulus and Sesutos are included among them.”242  
In May 1928, SACWU workers struck in support of the GWU after the dismissal of three white 
workers. When SACWU itself struck a month later over the dismissal of its organiser, Alfred 
Sepobe, however, the GWU failed to even issue a message of sympathy. After hundreds of 
SACWU workers paraded through the centre of Johannesburg towards Fox Street, “marching 
in column-of-fours, carrying banners, and wearing red tabs on their sleeves”, Clements Kadalie 
addressed a strike meeting at the Communist Hall.243 Despite the effective mobilization, TW 
Thibedi and Gana Makabeni, the secretary and chairman of the new trade union (having both 
left the ICU) were soon arrested for intimidation, and 100 striking workers were charged for 
desertion and conducting an illegal procession. The action was defined at the time (and has 
been championed since) as “the first in South Africa of natives on points of trade union 
organisation.”244 Yet it was also saw a hundred workers lose part of their income with nothing 
to show for it. The strike was called off on 18th June, with the strikers allowed to return to work, 
but sentenced to 10 days imprisonment or a £1 fine.245  
 
For the next two years, FNETU continued with its pro-strike agenda.246 But as Tyamzashe 
noted, by November 1928 all the CPSA-led strikes on the Rand had “fizzled out at the expense 
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of the handful of misguided Natives who had placed their trust in men who obviously used 
them as dupes for propaganda purposes.”247 Comintern similarly reported in 1929 that 
 

Until recently, the Federation did not have even embryonic forms of organisation. 
Its finances were hopelessly neglected and there was the danger that another 
Kadali[e] affair would arise. New members were recruited without any plan or 
purpose. The organisation of the trade union apparatus in the locals and in the 
factories made no headway.248 
 

Effective strike action was, in part, crippled by the persistent hostility of white workers.249 In 
response to CPSA allegations that the ICU had been ineffective at mobilisation, Tyamzashe 
asserted that if communists like Roux spent “more of the valuable hours of his life in cementing 
the [white] working class so as to drive out that spirit of race animosity between white and 
black he will have attained the end towards which he is now blundering with a firebrand in the 
one hand and stupidity in the other.”250 Although a number of disillusioned former ICU 
secretaries joined the CPSA over the course of 1928 and 1929, La Guma himself never showed 
much enthusiasm for FNETU and in December 1928 he left the party’s Johannesburg base for 
Cape Town. By November 1928, Khaile and Thibedi had also “renounced their communistic 
ideas”, and in September 1929 La Guma also left the increasingly Stalinised CPSA.251  
 
Despite the repeated calls of communists for direct action, the ICU asserted that the CPSA 
would “again leave the workers in the lurch as they did during the 1919 dock strike at Cape 
Town, and during the 1922 strike when Hull, Lewis and Long [three white strikers hung by 
authorities] had to pay with their lives for the dirty work of these advocates of violence.” 
Damningly, The Workers’ Herald proclaimed: 
 

we refuse to betray the workers by leading them into an ambush well laid for them 
for years by the ‘boss’ class. We know well that the Communist Party has 
endeavoured to for their own selfish ends to create discord in the ranks of the 
workers [...]252 

 
Having introduced different forms of trade union organisation to black workers over the course 
of the 1920s - “general” and “industrial” - both the ICU and CPSA were struggling to challenge 
employers and the state at the end of the decade and win concessions for workers. In this 
context, the ability to recognise and conceptualise the gap between what ICU and CPSA 
officials wanted to do and what they reasonably could have done, has been a key difficulty in 
South African labour historiography. The ICU was at the forefront of a final spate of direct 
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action in October 1928, when members at the government agricultural laboratory in 
Onderstepoort called a “lightning strike” over poor working conditions.253 When “the glowing 
and handsome Kadalie” arrived to lead negotiations in the ICU Chrysler, “dressed most 
resplendently” in “a magnificent coat with […] an ‘astrakhan’ [fur] collar” and “a gold-topped 
cane and rings on his fingers”, the amassed “crowd surged apart and formed a pathway”.254 
After talks collapsed, and strikers were sacked, however, former ICU official-turned CPSA 
leader, Albert Nzula condemned how “timidity has been allowed to have a say in [ICU] 
methods of fighting against Capitalist oppression”, insisting that the “African worker does not 
want a begging Union, but a fighting Union”.255 
  
 
Conclusion 
 
By 1927, the ICU had already had to face setbacks in Port Elizabeth, Cape Town and 
Johannesburg. Rather than a simple “rise and fall” narrative, the trade union’s membership 
surged and then rescinded at different stages, and at different rates, in different spaces. 
Kadalie’s own autobiography, and numerous histories since, have charted the inexorable rise 
of the ICU up to 1928, followed by its rapid disintegration. The trade union, however, faced 
numerous schisms, setbacks and delayed successes throughout the 1920s. While Champion 
was rapidly recruiting members in Durban and Thomas Mbeki had huge success recruiting 
members across the broader Transvaal, the latter struggled for months to galvanise workers in 
Pretoria. After its heyday in the early 1920s, Port Elizabeth remained a persistently difficult 
branch to organise until the end of the decade. Nowhere, however, were these difficulties more 
apparent than Johannesburg. Of an estimated 200,000 black mine workers and 100,000 
domestic servants on the Rand, the ICU had organised 5,000 members by 1925, 8,000 by 
1926.256 According to its own figures, it had still only organised 5,000 mine workers in the city 
by mid-1927.257 On the railways and in the docks, the trade union faced numerous similar 
setbacks, and the ICU’s Cape Province membership collapsed (in Cape Town in particular) as 
the government’s civilised labour policy took its toll.258 By April 1927, the trade union had re-
orientated away from the Cape towards the other provinces. There were 19 branches in the 
Cape, 24 in Natal, 22 in the Orange Free State and 23 in the Transvaal. Most notably in 1927, 
only 3.6% of head office revenue came from Cape Province, compared to 9.1% from the Free 
State, 26.1% from the Transvaal and an astounding 61% from Natal.259 Although South Africa 
was slowly industrialising, industries generally remained relatively small and marginal to 
South Africa’s overall political economy.260 And what work there was in the urban economy 
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remained structured around labour migration. Instead, the mine compounds and the ‘native 
reserves’ where the NRC recruitment took place were the key sites of struggle for economic 
power. In a context where the ICU was expanding geographically, but did not have a 
consolidated membership in any one sector, it is worth asking (as ICU officials did), how could 
the ICU - or any other trade union - effectively challenge the South African employers and the 
state? Was it in any way feasible to call a general strike? 
 
As far as Kadalie’s right-hand-man Tyamzashe was concerned “the duties of a real trade union” 
was not to “‘look for’ or ‘manufacture’ strikes, but to endeavour to overcome circumstances 
that may lead to strikes”.261 Echoing Kadalie’s earlier criticisms of communists, Tyamzashe 
wrote in The Workers’ Herald that the 
 

term ‘Communism’ has a sweet meaning, but the way it is interpreted by the party 
of that ilk in South Africa brings to my vision nothing but fire, brimstone and hell! 
This is [a] phase through which no sensible African Native will allow himself to be 
dragged. I am at one with the aspirations of the Communist Party (if they are 
sincere) to strive for the emancipation of the Workers, but that issue is not going to 
be realised if the workers seek to enforce it with pick handles and guns.262 

 
Kadalie, likewise, asserted that while the ICU was “establishing Minimum Wages in various 
parts of the country; meeting Farmers’ Organisation[s]” and “fighting the Pass Laws”, the 
CPSA was doing “nothing in this direction, except making usual fruitless noise.” Damning 
Roux’s “hopeless and deceitful” methods, Kadalie later told the leading communist that he 
continued to “believe in Socialism and not Communism with its violence methods.”263 Much 
of what Kadalie and Tyamzashe were saying drew on broader lexicons of moderate, pro-
imperial, anti-communist rhetoric pushed by socialists, moderates and conservatives alike. But 
their assertions were also couched on important truths. The Pittsburgh Courier, for example, 
commended how the ICU had  
 

wisely concentrated on obtaining for its members higher wages, better working 
conditions and the right to arbitrate these questions. It has met with a considerable 
measure of success and has managed to in less than ten years to organize over 
100,000 black workers. It is what the Bolshevists call a ‘yellow’ or conservative 
union, but conservative methods are the only ones that can succeed in a country like 
South Africa, where, although there are five Negroes to every white person, the 
whites are organized into a fanatical solidarity by fear of a black uprising, [and] are 
armed to the teeth with the most deadly instruments of war[.]264 

 
Throughout the 1920s, the CPSA’s membership remained predominantly focused on white 
worker organisation, without challenging the deep-rooted racism in white South Africans, 
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calling for revolution and strikes where the groundwork for effective direct action had not been 
laid. It was only in January 1929 that La Guma’s ICU-inspired thesis was finally accepted by 
a Stalinised CPSA, largely through pressure from Comintern. And it was only as the ICU 
collapsed that disillusioned radical trade unionists - most notably Albert Nzula, Johannes 
Nkosi, Jameson Gilbert Coka and Stanley Silwana - joined the CPSA, imbuing the party with 
ICU-style rhetoric and mass organising methods. Despite the CPSA’s rejection of general trade 
union organising, communist organisers were soon frustrated about the limited possibilities for 
industrial organisation in towns. Sam Malkinson, the leading communist in the Free State, for 
example. complained to Douglas Wolton that “there were no workers in Bloemfontein”, and 
that only railway workers presented a possibility for organisation.265 
 
In contrast to urban, industrially-focused communist-led trade unions, the ICU increasingly 
organised in rural areas from 1927, as part of its all-in organising approach. And it was through 
its rural membership that the trade union became a truly mass member organisation, with 
hundreds of thousands of members. As documented in the work of Helen Bradford and Sylvia 
Neame, the ICU became a predominantly rural movement from mid-1927. But this was only 
after it had failed to organise urban workers, particularly on the mine compounds of 
Johannesburg - and the move to the countryside was, at least in part, part of the ICU’s broader 
strategy, as a mass industrial organisation, of organising migrant workers before they migrated 
to urban areas. While ICU leaders such as Thomas Mbeki and Sam Dunn began to make rapid 
gains in rural areas, however, Kadalie responded to the ICU’s difficulties organising in 
Johannesburg by looking abroad, towards the imperial metropole. Following La Guma abroad, 
Kadalie attempted to complement the ICU’s move to the country with external assistance from 
the world labour movement, appealing to, and attempting to transform, contemporary ideas of 
socialist internationalism. 
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Chapter 5 - Smashing the Colour Bar in Imperial Europe: The 

ICU, the IFTU and the limits of socialist internationalism, 1927 
 

 
Figure 5.1 The front cover of Lansbury’s Labour Weekly, 12th March 1927 
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Introduction: The ICU and the complexities of interwar internationalism 
 
In March 1926 Clements Kadalie championed how European workers had been “imbued with 
a new idea that an injury to one is an injury to all”: 
 

In 1919 the workers of Great Britain with a unanimous voice declared against [the] 
war on Russia […and a] new international spirit was evoked on the Russian model. 
Karl Marx truly said that it was in the British Isles where socialism would find its 
impetus. With this excellent complement as its guard, the British Labour movement 
[…] sought to bridge the gulf that exists still now, we are sorry to observe, between 
the Amsterdam International and Moscow […] Financial and moral support was 
accorded the Chinese workers by European, British and American Labour in their 
gallant fight against European capitalism [and] during the fall last year the British 
Labour movement came to the aid of Bombay workers who were out on strike. Thus 
we find a new step to link up the Colonial workers with International Labour […] 
[W[e should like to see the British Labour movement going the whole hog. Just as 
the Indian workers are recognised by them, a friendly gesture must be made to the 
South African Native workers by the British Labour movement. In fact, it is in 
South Africa where the International Labour movement must now focus its 
attention.1 

 
By 1927, European socialists and communists were beginning to engage with African as well 
as Asian workers. Kadalie’s portrait appeared on the front cover of Lansbury’s Labour Weekly, 
one of Britain’s most popular socialist journals and numerous articles on the ICU appeared in 
The International Labour Review, The Guardian, The Daily Herald, Labour Monthly and New 
Leader. The practical solidarity of Europeans towards their African and Asian counterparts, 
however, remained limited.  
 
This chapter makes two arguments. First, quite straight forwardly, it demonstrates the 
importance of internationalist organisations and internationalism, in various guises, during the 
1920s. As touched on in earlier chapters, this was nowhere more apparent than within the ICU. 
In this ‘internationalist moment’, Clements Kadalie was sure that: “Our oppressors are the 
oppressors of the workers the world over. They are organised both nationally and 
internationally, and unless the workers exert their strength internationally, they are doomed to 
defeat.”2 As recognised by Priyamvada Gopal, numerous European anti-colonial dissidents 
were heavily influenced by African and Asian leaders.3 Just as Kadalie became an inspiration 
to black socialists at the forefront of the New Negro movement in America, his inclusive 
conception of socialist internationalism had a considerable influence on the British-based 
Independent Labour Party (ILP) and the Amsterdam-based International Federation of Trade 
Unions (IFTU) towards the end of the decade - forcing both organisations to confront the issue 

 
1 Kadalie, ‘Real Trade Union Congress’, Workers’ Herald, 27/03/1926. 
2 Kadalie, My Life, p.127. 
3 P. Gopal, Insurgent Empire: Anticolonial Resistance and British Dissent (London, 2019). 
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of race. Less straightforwardly, the chapter’s second argument, is that what it meant to be an 
internationalist remained highly contested during this period. The idea of internationalism 
created new openings, linking the interests of workers across national boundaries, but divisions 
also existed between the worldviews of liberals, moderates, socialists and communists, as well 
as Pan-Asianists and Pan-Africanists, which often undermined effective organisation. This was 
especially the case towards the end of the decade, when the divisions between moderates, 
socialists and communists fragmented the leadership of previously pluralistic organisations 
like the ICU across Asia, America and Europe. Competing internationalisms often undermined 
each other, but the debates between them nevertheless also pushed an anti-racist agenda – a 
global agenda that Clements Kadalie was very much part of. The literature on internationalist 
solidarity and the important new anti-racist politics that emerged in the 1920s has typically 
remained in sectarian silos (discussing only communists, anarchists or socialists), with Satnam 
Virdee and David Featherstone for example, emphasizing the importance of the CPGB to anti-
racist organising in Britain, while Stephen Howe has argued for the greater importance of the 
ILP. Kadalie’s writings and public appeals, however, demand we bridge these divides.4 Kadalie 
was highly critical of communists in South Africa, but (along with many in Britain’s empire-
spanning labour movement) looked to bridge the gap between the IFTU and RILU at an 
international level.  
 
In a moment when the black internationalism and race-pride of Marcus Garvey’s UNIA 
competed against the revolutionary communism of the RILU and the constitutional socialism 
of the IFTU in Amsterdam – as well as liberal-informed imperialist internationalism that led 
to the foundation of the ILO and the League of Nations - internationalism was redefined, from 
something very much couched in Eurocentric pacifism to a far more expansive notion of 
solidarity that was both global and multi-racial in reach. Indian trade unions were first 
recognised in 1918, and many were soon federated under the All India Trade Union Congress 
(AITUC) in 1920. The AITUC had an internationalist outlook from its foundation, but leaders 
such as Narayan Malhar Joshi were aware of the limits of internationalist ideas. Joshi called 
on white workers to give up their prejudice if they wanted “the international spirit to grow 
amongst the working class all over the world”, warning that if not, “we shall have a coloured 
people international” and “fight you.” Black workers from the Caribbean first appeared at 
international labour conferences in the mid-1920s. John Howard Bishop of the Trinidad 
Workingmen’s Association visited London in 1921 to petition the Labour Party on “all matters 
relating to the working class of the island”, while AA Cipriani and Hubert Critchlow from 
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Communists in New York City, Mexico and the West Indies, (London, 2017); H. Weiss (ed.), International 
Communism and Transnational Solidarity: Radical Networks, Mass Movements and Global Politics, 1919-1939 
(Leiden, 2016); H. Weiss, Framing a Radical African Atlantic: African American Agency, West African 
Intellectuals and the International Trade Union Committee of Negro Workers, (Leiden, 2014); H. Adi, Pan-
Africanism and Communism: The Communist International, Africa and the Diaspora, 1919-1939 (Trenton, 
2013); H. Adi, West Africans in Britain, 1900-1960: Nationalism, Pan-Africanism and Communism, (London, 
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Trinidad and British Guiana attended British imperial and international labour conferences in 
Europe in 1925 alongside workers leaders from Canada, Australia, Ireland, India, Palestine 
and South Africa. Cipriani called for the advance of modern trade unionism “throughout the 
civilised world” and asserted that “no one, and no organisation will be able to stand against its 
wonderful advance”. In 1926, the British Labour politician Frederick Roberts was sent to the 
Caribbean to assist with the organisation of black workers, initiating a united pan-Caribbean 
labour movement alongside Critchlow.5 The previous year, the ‘Hands Off China’ movement 
had, similarly united the European left in condemnation of British imperialism.6 By 1927, the 
IFTU was investigating whether “selected persons from the colonies should be offered political 
and industrial training so that they might become organisers, and that technical and monetary 
assistance should be given to develop workers’ organisations.”7 Kadalie was key in pushing 
for the representation of workers from Jamaica and the Gold Coast (modern-day Ghana) within 
the British labour movement while in Europe, but he faced he faced strong push-back from the 
likes of Edward Poulton, the general secretary of the Shoe Operatives Union in Britain.8 Like 
his black and Asian counterparts, in Britain and beyond, Kadalie presented an important 
challenge to the British labour movement – in a decade when the British labour movement was 
not just based in the British isles but stretched across an empire.9 
 
Numerous historians, in particular, Helen Bradford and Sylvia Neame, have questioned the 
extent to which the ICU was internationalist.10 Considerable evidence exists, however, that the 
trade union consistently rejected “outworn nationalism” after the failures of WWI and pursued 
an international socialist agenda. From the first years of the ICU, its leadership pushed for 
international affiliation with the ILO and hoped to send a deputation to Europe.11 The Workers’ 
Herald consistently championed “the formation of an international, solid labour movement - 
the success of which will spell the death of capitalism”, and “having consolidated our forces 
locally and nationally” Kadalie conceptualised the trade union as “a wing of the World Labour 
Movement” in 1926, which had to work with the not only the British labour movement but also 
the American Negro Labor Congress (ANLC) and the AITUC.12 JS Scott cartoons in the 
newspaper encapsulated this broad vision of a united transnational working class. And the trade 
union put huge resources behind its internationalist endeavours, championing the formation of 
the ANLC, sending funds to support British workers during the 1926 general strike, spending 
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hundreds of pounds on Kadalie’s trip to Europe and sacrificing their national secretary for at 
least six months at a crucial moment of political flux. Black socialists in the US reciprocated 
these endeavours, offering to pay Kadalie $100 a month and cover the travel costs of an 
American tour.13 British socialists, in contrast, were considerably tighter with money.14 Kadalie 
“did not succeed in raising a large sum” in Britain, in large part because the coffers of British 
labour movement were “exhausted” after the 1926 general strike.15 Kadalie nevertheless 
amassed an impressive number of British contacts before he even left South Africa. These 
included some of the leading figures of the British left, such as Winifred Holtby, Fenner 
Brockway, Tom Mann, AJ Cook and George Lansbury. In January 1927, Lansbury, HN 
Brailsford, Lowes Dickinsons, Canon Donaldson, Jerome K Jerome, Norman Leys, Sydney 
Olivier and HG Wells all signed a letter supporting the ICU, criticising the Hertzog Bills, which 
were “contrary to elementary principles of right and justice and tend to provoke racial 
conflict.”16 Olivier followed up with an article in the ILP paper, New Leader, asserting that 
South Africa’s “the white community has never got rid of the mentality of the slave-based 
society”, damning the “sort of self-deceiving pseudo-Darwinian clap-trap is indicative of the 
kind of argument that is current in the South African white Labour Party”.17 Kadalie and the 
cause of black workers had a transformative impact on numerous British socialists, inspired 
black British leaders such as CLR James and George Padmore, and led to the creation of 
transnational connections that would be central to Britain’s anti-colonial movement in the 
1930s and 1940s. The focus of this chapter, Kadalie’s 1927 trip to Europe, has never been 
studied in detail before, but had a profound impact in Britain and America, as well as in South 
Africa. 

 
Figure 5.2 JS Scott, ‘Victory’, The Workers' Herald, 14th October 1926 
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Kadalie and global feminist networks 
 
On 13th May 1927, Kadalie left South Africa to “tell the world the truth”.18 In the short term, 
he hoped that European support would help him fight the four ‘Hertzog Bills’ going through 
South African parliament. But in the long term, he also hoped to establish a more rigorous 
constitutional framework for the ICU, and acquire a printing press and the expertise necessary 
to consolidate the ICU for years to come. He told readers of The Workers’ Herald, at “present 
we have two problems as Trade Unionists to solve, one is the appalling racial conflict [between 
white and black trade unions in South Africa] which is detrimental to the progress of the 
movement, and the other is the real economic issue before which we as workers ought to stand 
in one trench”.19 By the start of 1927, the ICU “had done everything possible to bring about 
closer relations between black and white workers” – but they “were treated with contempt by 
both the Government and the majority of organized white workers, so we had no alternative 
but to appeal direct to the International Labour Conference and ask for their co-operation so 
that justice might be done”.20 With white South African trade unions refusing to recognize and 
collaborate with the ICU, black workers looked to Britain for socialist solidarity. “Having 
established ourselves, both nationally and internationally,” Kadalie had “no doubt that we shall 
[…] carry on the great work of building a new earth, with Socialism as our torch-bearer.”21 
Many white South African trade unions thought Kadalie’s trip to Geneva was “the most 
outstanding event that has occurred in this country since Union”.22 Archie Crawford’s Monthly 
Herald noted that  
 

the most startling and significant aspect of Clements Kadalie’s first-class European 
tour is that it signals his determination to express and develop this division, not on 
a national and racial basis but on an international and economic basis. He is not 
prejudicing European sympathy and support in his attack on the white man’s 
predominance in this country by assuming a racial and coloured standpoint. On the 
contrary, he has adopted the converse attitude, he has taken an international 
standpoint and has thrown himself into alignment with the working-class movement 
[…]23 

 
Wary of the challenge that Kadalie posed to their integrity, agents of the South African 
government and the gold mines followed Kadalie to Europe. But  unlike in South Africa (where 
ICU speeches were carefully recorded by police spies) most of Kadalie’s European speeches 
only survive as snippets in various left-wing journals and the ICU’s own newspaper, The 
Workers’ Herald. The ILP’s newspaper, New Leader, fleetingly reported that in Glasgow 
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Kadalie “gave an interesting address on Socialism and Trade Unionism in South Africa, and 
said that the natives were natural Socialists who believed that people had no right to eat unless 
they worked.”24 In Barnsley, “some Communists let themselves in for an unexpected rebuff” 
when questioning Kadalie after “an interesting address on the progress made by [the] native 
Trade Union”.25 And in London, Kadalie ended his final major speech on 13th October 
exasperated, arguing bluntly “there are two alternatives. The native workers of South Africa 
must either be permitted to participate fully in white civilisation or the whites must leave them 
to develop their own civilisation.”26 He nevertheless also wrote a prolific number of essays for 
his own paper in South Africa, and published numerous letters in the British press.27 
Simultaneously, articles by Kadalie appeared in US-based The Messenger, at the same time as 
his European speeches were reported on by newspapers based in France, Germany and Austria. 
 
Like much travel writing, Kadalie’s first-hand accounts of his trip tells us as much about his 
initial idealisation of European society, as they do about his actual experience.28 In his first 
report for The Workers’ Herald, written on Madeira island, mid-way between South Africa and 
Britain, Kadalie “found nothing of the spirit of the colour bar prevalent. This was the beginning 
of the quite different feeling on this matter which I have discovered since everywhere I have 
been in Europe.” In hopeful anticipation that he had left racist prejudice behind in South Africa, 
Kadalie optimistically predicted that “White men in Europe, generally speaking, have little or 
no prejudice against the black man merely on account of his colour.” Certainly, on the train 
from Southampton docks to Waterloo station in London, “white South Africans seemed to have 
undergone still further change” and became “just ordinary people rather worried about their 
luggage, and not at all concerned about their inherent superiority as white men.”29 White 
women, in particular, proved crucial intermediaries, with a Scottish aristocrat, “Lady Aisler”, 
admiring “the way I behaved during the voyage, despite the bad manners of the white 
passengers from South Africa”. The feminist author and ILP activist Winifred Holtby met 
Kadalie at Waterloo.30 
 
Following this pattern, the first group Kadalie addressed in Europe was the International 
Women’s League.31 Speaking at a meeting the day he arrived on 30th May, Kadalie believed 
he made a “good impression.”32 Amongst his women supporters in Britain were Dorothy 
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Woodman, a feminist secretary for the Union of Democratic Control famed for her “boisterous, 
no-nonsense courage”.33 Woodman soon became sure that  
 

What is good for the white man is good for the Negro - namely, freedom, liberty 
and democracy. Such are the principles of Socialism, and the visit of Clements 
Kadalie to the country has shown us how we can put them into practice - ‘Now in 
our time’ - as far as the relations of the white and coloured races are concerned.34  

 
Winifred Stidolph, Kadalie’s secretary in London, showed similar enthusiasm for the ICU 
cause and hoped to follow Kadalie back to South Africa.35 Kadalie’s most active feminist 
supporter, Winifred Holtby, like Woodman, pushed the intersection between class, gender and 
race to challenge widely-held views on British “civilisation” and superiority. Levelling 
supposed differences between Britain and Southern Africa, Holtby described 5th century 
Aberdeen as “untamed” and “void of decency” - and quipped “there might be hope for savages 
yet”.36 She would go on to attack the British government’s differential pay, arguing that women 
“are still by custom or trade union regulation excluded from many ranks of better paid labour 
– as the black workers are segregated in South African industry by the operation of the Colour 
Bar”. Holtby insisted that as long as “half humanity, whether of ‘inferior’ sex or the ‘inferior’ 
race, is deprived of opportunity for development, it endangers the whole progress of 
civilisation; for it is the tragedy of the dispossesse[d], not only themselves to suffer, but also 
that they shall imperil the fortunate.”37 Although she was also influenced by the writings of 
WEB Du Bois, Holtby championed Kadalie’s work, in particular, as  
 

of vital importance, not only to South Africa, but to the civilised world. The 
problems of South Africa today will be the problems of the world tomorrow. By 
raising the standard of life for the workers in South Africa, he is taking the first step 
towards securing that unity of race and colour which is a condition of true 
civilisation.38 

 
Kadalie’s British supporters in The New Leader, similarly, predicted that “[r]acial questions - 
political and economic” would become “the master problem of the twentieth century”. In their 
eyes, the white South African labour movement had turned into an abomination, which “in 
theory South African Labour preaches crude Socialism”, but “in practice” functioned “mainly 
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as a White Labour Protection Society”.39 Profoundly shaped by the ideas and liberatory 
potential of the ICU, Kadalie’s associates would become key critics of empire in the metropole. 
Mandoa, Mandoa! (arguably one of Holtby’s most important works), in particular, provided a 
cutting satirical analysis of British colonialism. Challenging the foundations of white 
supremacist thought - “What is civilisation? What good do you bring us?” - the novel set out 
an important anti-imperial manifesto that would endure beyond Holtby’s untimely death in 
1935.40 
 
 
“The first African ambassador at Geneva”: Kadalie at the ILO conference 
 
A day after arriving in London, Kadalie travelled to Switzerland to attend the annual conference 
of the International Labour Organisation (ILO), a new post-war institution intended to 
reconcile the interests of governments, employers and workers at a global level.41 
 

Entering the Conference hall, I became the centre of attention. I was the only black 
man at the great Assembly. There were, of course, Indian, Japanese and Chinese 
delegates at the Conference, but these have been associated with Geneva ever since 
the inception of the League. Africa had been talked of in the past, but no African 
had ever been present at the Conferences. For the first time Africa had sent its own 
son to plead its cause. My presence was welcomed by nearly every delegate, with 
the exception of those from the South African Government, who were obviously 
disturbed and displeased at my presence. They had never expected me; they thought 
that the resolutions passed at the ICU Congress at Durban were merely bluff!42 

 
Although he was not an official delegate, Kadalie nevertheless had “no doubt that much work 
is being accomplished, for by lobbying and press work I have placed the position of the African 
Natives before the bar of International Labor.”43 He told readers of The Workers’ Herald, “the 
importance of my presence at the conference at Geneva cannot be exaggerated. It dramatized 
for the Conference the whole problem of the African Natives, and gave life to what had been 
in the past merely academic discussion of the subject.”44 In particular, he emphasized that 
addressing the Workers’ Group was “an extraordinary opportunity of winning the 
representatives of the workers of all countries over to our side”.45 
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Figure 5.3 “Workers’ Group at the International Labour Conference, Geneva. (Mr Kadalie is the fourth person in the 

second row)”, from The Workers’ Herald, 15th July 1927. 

 
Throughout the conference, however, Kadalie was dogged by rumours. The South African 
delegation “did not appreciate the welcome I received” and “carried on an underhand current 
of propaganda against me personally and the ICU generally.”46 Among them was the “foolish 
politician”, Henry William Sampson (the SALP’s newly appointed Minister of Posts and 
Telegraphs), who reiterated Hertzog’s assertion that “the ICU was not a trade union but a 
political movement”,47 and Henry Taberer (a member of the Johannesburg Joint Council) who 
was representing the Chamber of Mines’ Native Recruitment Corporation (NRC), and also sat 
on the League of Nations’ expert committee on forced labour.48 Sampson and Taberer asserted 
that the ICU had “only a membership of 6,000 through South Africa”, was “pursuing racial 
war and that our object is to drive the white man out of Africa”, and claimed that Kadalie 
personally “was not a British subject, having come from the Belgium Congo.”49  
 
Group photographs, in particular, captured the tensions between the South African attendees. 
As soon as he arrived at the conference, Kadalie “was asked to join in a photograph which was 
being taken of the Workers’ Group” (figure 5.3).50 But when the time came for the British 
empire photo, white South African government delegates insisted that Kadalie “should be cut 
out”, as he was not an official delegate. As there “were six other unofficial delegates in the 
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photograph”, it was “quite obvious that their reason for demanding my exclusion was on the 
grounds of race”. In stark contrast, Labour MPs Arthur Henderson and George Lansbury, “far 
from objecting to appearing in a photo with a black man, were photographed, at their request, 
with me at the House of Commons” (figure 5.4), in an image that was reproduced throughout 
Southern Africa, Europe and America.51 Kadalie believed that the South African lobbying “had 
very little effect on the Continental delegates.” And as the chair of the conference was Atul 
Chatterjee, the High Commissioner of India in London, Kadalie was hopeful the “South 
African attitude would not do at Geneva”.52  
 

 
Figure 5.4 “Smashing the Colour Bar”: Harry Snell, Secretary of the Labour Party Commonwealth Group, George 

Lansbury MP, Clements Kadalie, and Arthur Henderson, MP, General Secretary of the British Labour Party, from The 
Workers’ Herald, 15th August 1927. 

 
He was less sure, however, about the impact of South African government propaganda on 
British officials, fearing that to “some extent the propaganda affected the British delegates, 
who were of the older school.”53 Believing the British delegation was “under the ill influence 
of the South African Government”, Kadalie worriedly wrote to Arthur Creech Jones, a 
secretary of the Transport and General Workers’ Union (TGWU), “so far I have received no 
encouragement from the British delegation.”54 William Ballinger later asserted that “reliable 

 
51 Kadalie, My Life, p.110. 
52 Workers’ Herald, 15/09/1927; G. Rodgers, ‘India, the ILO and the Quest for Social Justice since 1919’, 
Economic and Political Weekly, 46:10 (2011). 
53 Workers’ Herald, 15/09/1927. 
54 HHC WHP C. Kadalie to A. Creech Jones, 06/06/1927. 



 220 

and sympathetic ILO officials” found Kadalie’s “appeal was halting”, “full of inaccuracies”, 
and “failed to impress a coldly calculating conference of men and women many of whom were 
trained to sift the chaff of mob appeal in order to find the wheat of real fact”, though he 
“undoubtedly appealed to many of the worker representatives (mainly continental Trade 
Unionists) who had been tried and tempered in the hard school of experience.”55 Ballinger also 
claimed later that “Kadalie made rather a mess of things in Geneva - he didn’t hold liquor very 
well and he was a bit highly sexed. He was very much stirred by the women who hung around 
Geneva. The reports from Geneva about Kadalie to those who had subscribed to his trip were 
not good.”56 Over the course of his trip to Europe, persistent indications of Kadalie’s increased 
alcohol consumption filter through numerous sources. 
 
 
Kadalie at the IFTU Congress in Paris 
 
Kadalie’s second major intervention was in Paris at the annual congress of the International 
Federation of Trade Unions (IFTU). Here, he brought to the fore the fact that unless unionized 
and shown solidarity, black workers were a threat not only to white workers in South Africa, 
but to white workers world-wide. Reminding delegates “that France, Belgium, Italy, and not 
least, Great Britain, had large possessions in Africa, in which millions of Coloured workers 
toiled at very low wages”, Kadalie asserted that there “was no doubt that the low wages paid 
to these Coloured workers would and did react on wages in Europe generally.” Just as he had 
warned white South African trade unions, Kadalie argued that white European workers had to 
recognise black workers, who would otherwise organise separately and undercut their wages. 
As such, it was the “duty of the IFTU” to “capture the colonial workers”, thereby “building up 
a real International Trade Union Movement, which would recognise neither frontiers, race, nor 
creed.”57 He later elaborated, that black South African workers were: 
 

not fighting the white man as a white race; we are fighting for elementary political 
and human rights for ourselves and our children. We want adequate wages for the 
work we do, social status, opportunities of education, and the ordinary privileges of 
humanity, which the white man takes as a matter of course […] At the moment our 
activities are confined to the industrial side of things […] But when the time comes 
for us to agitate for our political rights, we are not going to follow the narrow path 
of nationalism. We shall be guided by the spirit that permeated old Africa, of 
accepting every man as our brother. We are utterly opposed to nationalism. Our 
goal is international Socialism.58 

 
These arguments echoed the contentions of Indian trade unionists. The general secretary of the 
AITUC, NM Joshi, for example, similarly warned that Indian workers were “willing to enter 
your movement on terms of equality but if you claim superiority we are not willing to be 
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international” – asserting “we shall not enter into international relations with you if you claim 
superiority for your race”.59 
 
On a bus trip the day before the congress, Kadalie found “the spirit of real internationalism 
prevailed”, as he, Will Thorne, Ben Tillet of the Transport Workers’ Federation of Great 
Britain and George Hicks, president of the British TUC, sang workers songs to and from to the 
palace of Versailles.60 In the palace gardens, Kadalie was pictured with some of Britain’s 
leading radical trade unionists – most notably Herbert Smith, the president of the Mining 
Federation of Great Britain (MFGB) and AJ Cook, the MFGB’s communist general secretary 
who had been at the forefront of the general strike in Britain the previous year, and was later 
in touch with the ICU in South Africa in 1928.61  
 
The Paris Congress of the IFTU itself, however, was “a disaster to the Labour movement”, 
crippled by the growing divide between socialist and communist trade unionists. In 1926, the 
ILP’s resolution for the unification of the Internationals “aroused interest throughout the 
world.”  
 

‘In view of the urgent need of working-class solidarity against capitalist and 
imperialist reaction and the menace of Fascism in Europe’ […] it proposed that the 
Executive should suggest to the Executive of the Third International a join 
conference ‘with the object of exploring the possibilities of the formation of an all-
inclusive International’.62  

 
The ICU, likewise, asserted that, in order to “meet the internationalisation of capital, the 
menace of Reaction and Fascism, the political and economic exploitation of Imperialism, and 
the danger of war”, it was “imperative that the working class movement throughout the world 
should be united.” It was “the first duty of the working class to secure a united political 
International and a united industrial International.”63 While British TUC leaders, likewise, 
actively pushed for the IFTU to transcend its differences with Moscow and work with the 
RILU, staunchly anti-communist trade unionists from the European continent outright rejected 
any dealings with Soviet Russia. New Leader reported that rather than “a manifestation of 
solidarity to renew hope and inspire action”, delegates were faced with an “exhibition of 
personal intrigue and sectional antagonism.”64 Alf Purcell, the British president of the IFTU, 
had been adamant “we need the support of our Russian comrades; we need their freshness of 
outlook, their boldness, vigour and courage.”65  And the IFTU’s British general secretary, John 
W Brown, in support of Purcell’s agenda, reflected that although “lip service is paid to the 
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principle of Internationalism, the most embittered fratricidal warfare and devastating sectional 
strife is rampant.”66  
 

 
Figure 5.5 British trade unionists at Versailles: (left to right) Herbert Smith, Clements Kadalie, Ben Tillet, George Hicks, 
AB Swales, ex-President of the British TUC, AJ Cook, and Ben Turner, General Council, British TUC, from The Workers’ 

Herald, 15th September 1927. 

 
Importantly, many labour leaders, including Purcell, Brown, Cook, Fenner Brockway, a 
leading member of the ILP, and George Hicks, the president of the British TUC, also required 
the IFTU to rethink its approach to race - and Kadalie’s visit heavily influenced the ideas of 
many British socialists, particularly in relation to white trade unions in South Africa. While in 
“the past, European Economic Imperialism ruled the world”, Brown insisted that now “the 
tables are being turned, and European workers are finding their standards suffering as the 
capitalists exploit the cheap labour of the backward countries […] Obsession with purely 
European conditions and concentration on purely European problems […] will bring results 
[…] so dire that they will be positively catastrophic in their dimensions.”67 George Hicks, 
(pictured with Kadalie in figure 5.5), similarly decried how in South Africa “class-conscious 
workers have been divided against their fellow workers of another race”. For the TUC 
president, “unless our Socialist faith is founded upon a fundamental belief in the oneness of 
the working-class the world over […] the human race is destined to extinction, not by a process 
of murder but by suicide.”68 AJ Cook (also pictured in figure 5.5), similarly asserted that  
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there could be no hope of progress in the trade union movement in South Africa till 
blacks were allowed in the same privileges and freedom in trade unionism as white 
workers. If it was a fact that the white unions in South Africa objected to affiliation 
with the ICU, then all he could say was any trade union body that opposed unity in 
organisation between black and white workers was helping to maintain slavery […] 
Personally, he stood for equality of treatment of workers irrespective of colour or 
creed. There should be equal status and equal wages for the same work in the same 
trade whether the workmen were black or white. There could be no real progress in 
the South African trade union movement along any other lines.69  

 
Fenner Brockway, similarly, criticized “the breach between the South African white and 
coloured Unions”, which was “disastrous both in Africa and internationally”70 
 
Before the IFTU conference, Kadalie claimed to be “an optimist”, telling Swedish newspaper, 
Tidi: “They cannot keep us back any more […] In a year or two, co-operation between us and 
the white workers will be fully organised. They cannot resist us”.71 Kadalie was reported as 
coming back from Paris, however, “in a very minor key”. New Leader was “[s]ad to say the 
white workers of the world had not impressed him at all” as “most of the delegates had little or 
no interest in International or Colonial matters, and were almost wholly absorbed in Central 
Europe.”72 Kadalie in particular criticized how:  
 

The workers’ leaders are attacking one another […and] have not the international 
mind. They are still thinking in terms of outworn nationalism. And, besides all this, 
there are two Internationals in Europe. How in the name of heaven can the workers 
of the world be effective in their struggle against world capitalism while they are 
under dual leadership? [...] Let me make the position of my organisation clear. We 
joined the IFTU with the specific object of advocating within it one Trade Union 
International.  
 

Kadalie appears to have had a better time in mainland Europe – which he visited three times 
in total over the course of his trip. Despite their staunch opposition to co-operation with 
communists, the “continental socialists”, contrast to British activists, “knew how to make a 
stranger happy in their midst.”73 It was the Austrians who “were in full sympathy with our 
struggle for a better and higher life in human civilization”, the socialist mayor of Vienna who 
promised “assistance whenever some international channel presented itself”, and it was during 
an Austrian festival that Kadalie witnessed “European civilization at its best!”74 Likewise, it 
was in Germany that Kadalie, taken aback by the efficiency of its labour bureaucracy and the 
scale of their “huge and impressive” buildings, “saw trade union organization at its best.”75 In 
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part, the enthusiastic reception of Kadalie might have been driven by potential anti-British 
sentiment. After he addressed a crowd of 800 in Berlin, he was presented with a copy of 
Heinrich Scnee’s colonial-apologist German Colonization – Past and Future.76 During his 
travels in Europe, Kadalie “discovered everywhere in the rank and file the realisation of the 
urgent necessity for an all-inclusive International and a World Congress. The workers are 
ready for it; only leadership is wanted. Cannot the British Trade Union Movement - the oldest 
in the world - lead the way to a World Trade Union Congress? The new Africa is ready to 
follow courageous leadership, and to fall wholeheartedly with any movement that will 
mobilise the workers of the world to fight world capitalism.”77 Despite the widespread appetite 
for “all-inclusive” collaboration, Kadalie once again came up against the entrenched 
factionalism of the interwar left during his remaining time in Britain. 
 

 
Figure 5.6 “Comrade Kadalie in Berlin”: (front, left to right) Wendel, Vollerhaus; (back, left to right) Sabath, Grassmann, 
Kadalie, Leipart, Seth the “Indian Trade Union delegate to Europe”, Busse, Furtwangler, from The Workers’ Herald, 15th 

October 1927. 

 
Falling through schisms in the British labour movement: Opposition from communists 
and the right-wing “old school” 
 
Kadalie had a few key allies in Britain, most notably Winifred Holtby, Fenner Brockway and 
Arthur Creech Jones, and he was heavily involved in ILP activities, including a summer school, 
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local meetings and big rallies. Into the 1970s, Brockway remembered Kadalie as “the most 
magnetic African I have ever met”, “six feet tall and broad, handsome with dazzling eyes, a 
smile that was near laughter, and a personality that swept one over.” When Kadalie strode into 
Brockway’s Westminster office, Kadalie “seemed to be at the height of his power. He had 
created a movement of incalculable possibilities, which might have become a challenge not 
only to African industrial serfdom but to European political power.”78 Legal counsel about the 
Native Administration Bill before South African parliament was provided by Holford Knight, 
an eminent lawyer, who believed that the Act was “opposed to the principles of public policy 
and natural justice”, and recommended that its validity should “be tested in the highest court 
of the land and in the event of obtaining no redress in this country, that an appeal be lodged in 
the Privy Council”.79 A British ILO official, Harold Grimshaw, and Creech-Jones likewise put 
their “efficient brains” together, and helped Kadalie re-draft the ICU’s constitution, dropped 
the IWW-inspired preamble and introducing the sectionalisation of members, grouping them 
according to their occupation.80 
 
Kadalie faced considerable opposition from the CPGB, however. Like Kadalie and The New 
Leader, British Communists denounced the IFTU’s conference as an utter failure. And they 
also called on the British unions to “take the initiative in calling a world-conference to realise 
international unity.”81 The CPGB was undoubtedly important in fighting racism in the British 
labour movement. But like its South African equivalent, it was also highly sectarian. Although 
the Communist press recognized that Kadalie’s “presence in this country may serve to draw 
attention to the attacks being made on South African native rights”, it relentlessly attacked him 
for expelling communists from the ICU leadership and becoming an “extreme Right” and a 
“reformist and renegade” – “South Africa’s Havelock Wilson”.82 Having “built up his 
reputation as a an uncompromising ‘Left’”, Workers’ Life accused him of betraying black 
South African workers.83 After months of bad press, Labour Monthly (a journal edited by 
Rajani Palme Dutt, the secretary of the CPGB) felt able to “frankly state that British Workers 
have been unfavourably impressed” by Kadalie. Influenced by the CPSA’s Eddie Roux, the 
journal made it clear that it was “only a matter of time before the native masses in the ICU 
replace Kadalie and other reactionary officials by fighting members of the Communist Party” 
which remained “the only organisation in [South Africa…] which strives consistently to secure 
a united working-class front”. Clearly frustrated by these criticisms, Kadalie later told Roux, 
“I shall never join the Communist Party, either in this country or in Europe. I studie[d] 
International Politics last year during my so-journ in Europe. I found out the worth of your 
party in Europe”.84 Certainly from Kadalie’s perspective, the ILP were more important than 
the CPGB in fighting racism in Southern Africa. 
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The final episode in Kadalie’s 6-month long struggle for recognition played out in Edinburgh 
at the British TUC’s annual conference at the start of September. Here Kadalie, the British 
leadership of the IFTU, and their new expansive idea of internationalism confronted the power 
of the “old school” of the British labour movement, who remained in league with white South 
African trade unions. The ICU’s affiliation with the IFTU had come “as a bombshell in South 
Africa, particularly in the white Trade Union movement” - emboldening the ICU to call for 
white trade unionists in South Africa to work with them, and adopt the resolution: “the time 
has arrived when both white and black workers of South Africa join in one national Trade 
Union movement, with a view to presenting a united front against one common enemy - namely 
the arbitrary and unlimited power of capitalism”. Despite having had the support of the 
president George Hicks, Brockway later recalled that overall “[t]here was no TUC support for 
the ICU” as the “TUC was backing white unions in South Africa and many of the SA unions 
were part of British unions”. Following pressure from white South Africa, the British TUC 
accepted a petition from the SALP “not to interfere with or express uninformed opinions upon 
the burning question of colour in South Africa”. Following the South African government’s 
“civilised labour” policy, differentiating between African and coloured workers, the SALP was 
adamant that while they had accepted “the Coloured Man on terms of equality with whites (that 
is, equal work, equal pay)”, the “Native, however, who is still in a state of semi-savagery, has 
not yet been so accepted, and any outside interference will be, we are sure, a great hinderance 
to any forward march.”85 
 
Wary of doing “things through sheer sentiment which will in the long run antagonize or upset 
other sections of the trade union movement with whom they are in association”, Labour MP 
Margaret Bondfield told Brockway that there was “serious difficulty” in “giving [Kadalie] the 
position of fraternal delegate”.86 With his final chance for wider recognition denied, Kadalie 
left Edinburgh exasperated at the “reactionary-set up of the officialdom in the British Trades 
Union Congress”, and the fact that “majority of the members of the British Trades Union 
Congress belonged to the old school.”87 While European trade unionists had excited Kadalie, 
he found his experience in Britain deeply disappointing. Attacked by both the left- and right-
wings of the British labour movement, Kadalie failed to attain backing from the Parliamentary 
Labour Party or the British TUC against the ‘Hertzog Bills’, or crucial financial support 
towards a printing press. Although the 1920s, in many ways, marked a high point of 
internationalism, as noted by Hicks – this internationalism remained very Eurocentric and 
white. Jonathan Hyslop has documented how the imperial labour movement “made itself 
white” during the first decades of the 20th century, and this exclusionary internationalism 
appears to have remained strong into the late 1920s.88 Kadalie soon found that his utopian 
rhetoric collided with the real politick of the European labour movement and its existing ties 
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and prejudices. Officials at the IFTU issued a statement condemning the passing of the 1927 
Native Administration Act, but did little else.89 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
Despite his high hopes on arrival, many aspects of Kadalie’s trip were profoundly alienating. 
Winifred Holtby had considerable “difficulties in finding accommodation”, which would have  
 

defeated anyone less persistent; for almost a day she tramped vainly from one small 
hotel to another in the Euston Road and similar neighbourhoods […] the experience 
opened the eyes of us both to the notions of hospitality entertained by the capital of 
a great empire towards the native populations within its control.90  

 
Brockway later noted that, despite the “ILP plea for increased assistance to the workers in the 
Colonial countries”, in the long run “months passed and little was done.”91 In contrast to his 
auspicious arrival in Europe when the “colour bar” had dissolved, when he left, “Winifred and 
Creech Jones saw Kadalie off at Waterloo. He had a reserved seat in a compartment with white 
people returning to South Africa, but before the train left the station the compartment was 
his.”92 
 
By the end of his trip, Kadalie was clearly despondent, “addicted to whisky and unreliable”.93 
It is in Britain that the first signs appear of the alcoholism that dogged Kadalie’s life in the late 
1920s and 1930s. Fenner Brockway later recalled that he “drank far too heavily towards the 
later part of his visit, failed to keep engagements and caused a great deal of disillusionment”. 
Brockway remembered “seeing him in a London cafe and telling him […] his drinking habits 
caused his hands to shake […] At the later stage he couldn’t give good meetings.” Winifred 
Holtby’s closest friend, Vera Brittain, believed that Kadalie’s  
 

reception as a friend and equal by the Independent Labour Party and others over-
elated him, and he was still too inexperienced to realise that the leader of a 
revolutionary movement must deny himself luxuries. Afterwards Norman Leys 
pointed out to Winifred how difficult it was for European standards of conduct to 
be accepted as elementary by a people with minds so starved as those of the 
Africans.94  

 
In part, British socialists were impeded by their paternalism. William Ballinger later recorded 
that both Holtby and George Aitken (a former missionary in Africa, the secretary of the Union 
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for Democratic Control in Scotland, and editor of Foreign Affairs) believed that “what Africa 
wanted was persons versed in the economics of industry as 20th century missionaries for uplift 
of the backward African races”.95 The limited successes of white organisers indicated 
otherwise. 
 
Kadalie ended his trip to Europe, writing in New Leader: “With a new world to be made, it is 
imperative that the workers of every race, colour and creed shall stand together and fight side 
by side for ‘Socialism in Our Time’.”96 In doing so, he built on his earlier assertions and 
foregrounded the fact that white workers had grapple with the implications of race, and could 
not subordinate it to class. In part, Kadalie’s trip was undermined by the crippling blow already 
dealt to the British labour movement with the failure of the 1926 general strike. Comparing the 
leaders of the ICU to the leaders of the Haitian Revolution, the Trotskyist and Pan-Africanist 
CLR James believed that Kadalie was let down by the ineffective organising of white workers. 
James believed there was 
 

the same instinctive capacity for organisation, the same throwing-up of gifted 
leaders from among the masses. But whereas there was a French Revolution in 1794 
rooting out the old order in France, needing the black revolution, and sending out 
encouragement, organisers and arms, there was nothing like that in [mid-1920s] 
Britain. Seen in that historical perspective, the Kadalie movement can be 
understood for the profoundly important thing it was.97 

 
After the crippling limitations of the Edinburgh conference, The New Leader resigned itself to 
the fact that “[b]oth industrially and politically, the Labour movement has settled down to a 
period of waiting”.98 
 
Kadalie did, nevertheless, did bring together network of British activists who were central to 
the decolonisation of the British world in the 1940s and 1950s. The ILP Publications 
Department issued several pamphlets on British imperialism in Africa, including Charles 
Roden Buxton’s ‘The Black Man’s Rights’ and CA Smith’s ‘The Crime of Empire’, and 
promoted books such as Sydney Olivier’s Anatomy of African Misery and White Capital and 
Coloured Labour which all touched on Kadalie and the ICU.99 And the ILO’s International 
Labour Review included a number of articles on the ICU’s South African campaigns, extending 
its activities to a truly global audience.100 The Friends of Africa, established by Holtby, 
Ballinger and Creech Jones, in turn, would provide lasting support, financial and educational, 
to the black trade union movement in South Africa, sustaining support and covering the costs 
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of a number of secretary’s salaries during the difficult 1930s.101 Creech Jones, in particular, 
would go on to be central to British Labour Party’s policies on trade unionism in Africa – 
demanding that government officials address strikes as “labour disputes” rather than 
“disorders” – but no scholar has addressed the implications of his previous close interactions 
with Kadalie.102  
 
Back in South Africa, Kadalie’s bold vision of socialist internationalism was soon attacked not 
only by the CPSA, but also by moderates within the ICU and the ANC. Kadalie alleged that 
he returned “revolutionised” and “full of vigour”, but, according to the liberal writer Ethelreda 
Lewis, he was “immensely improved” and “chastened”.103 To many in the ICU he came back 
a moderate sell-out. At the ICU’s special conference in Kimberley between 16th and 20th 
December 1927, organised to adopt the new constitution he drafted with Grimshaw and Creech 
Jones, Kadalie was particularly keen to employ Winifred Stidolph – a white British typist - as 
a personal secretary, asserting “he was an internationalist and if necessary in the interest of the 
people he would appoint a European”.104 As far as Kadalie was concerned, the ICU was now 
“an organization which does not stand only for black and coloured, but has become 
international”.105 He was heckled by women leaders, Mrs Pierce and Mrs Busakwe from Cape 
Town and Benoni, who challenged him: “Kadalie, you went out black. Have you returned 
white?”106 Every other ICU leader, refused to employ a white official. As Ilanga astutely 
reported, the “elimination of the anti-white propaganda” in Kadalie’s programme caused 
“widespread disappointment to the rank and file of the ICU who have been fed on that stuff”, 
and had been repeatedly told that Kadalie was “bringing back with him an army of American 
and German soldiers to drive the white people out of the country.” Kadalie had a “big task on 
his hands to take out the roots of anti-whitism amongst his subordinate officials and the rank 
and file of his followers”.107  
 
Another white official Kadalie looked to hire was the Scot, William Ballinger. Many ICU 
leaders came to believe that in recruiting Ballinger to the role of trade union advisor, Kadalie 
“made the mistake of his life”.108 Tyamzashe later regretted that  
 

The ICU in sending Kadalie to Europe misread his inherent arrogance, 
extravagance and obstinacy. Signs of these faults were already apparent when he 
left these shores, but nobody had the courage to anticipate them and expose the 
danger […] He hailed from Nyasaland a place where large-scale civilisation was 
not yet in evidence amongst the Natives, therefore the brilliance of the Overseas 
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situation could easily have upset his equilibrium. In fact he spent some time in 
places like Berlin and Vienna – the hotbeds of dictatorship – therefore he returned 
a full-fledged and unsteady Dictator. The people of this country – both Europeans 
and non-Europeans – will not tolerate a dictator, therefore Kadalie’s Overseas vices 
fell on barren soil, culminating in his undoing […]109   

 
Asserting that IFTU “was rather a premature contingency - an event which will finally cost 
him his position”, Ncwana likewise claimed – perhaps not unfairly – that the “International 
entanglement, in so far as the native workers of this country are concerned, will not minimise 
our difficulties in any shape or form”.110 Kadalie’s internationalist ambitions soon became a 
joke for many. Raucous laughter greeted Ncwana’s jibe, at a meeting of the Cape Native 
Voters’ Association in late 1928, that “[w]hat we want is money, we can do nothing without 
it, with money we can even send a delegate to Geneva to make noise as Mr Clements Kadalie 
did.”111 Kadalie himself admitted that on his return, “the majority of the ICU membership and 
the public generally did not realize that the mission to Geneva had been of value, and was not 
merely a waste of money on a pleasurable adventure.”112 As far as Ncwana was concerned, the 
“Native people of South Africa must look no more to England for the solution of their 
problems, for, by the Act of Union England has agreed to ‘cut the painter’”.113 
 

 
Figure 5.7 Kadalie's advertised American tour, on the front page of The Messenger, 9:9 (September 1927) 
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The internationalism of the ICU was one of the most ambitious elements of the trade union’s 
“gospel”. It provided connections and resources, and gave Kadalie (in particular) considerable 
prestige. The ICU’s internationalist organising nevertheless also required considerable 
amounts of money, with only a fleeting promise of reward. The kind of mobility required 
remained elusive ever for black leaders in the 1920s, and to a considerable extent, the ability 
to be an internationalist socialist remained heavily racialised. Having dropped plans to head to 
America with his uncle Isaac Muwamba in 1924, Kadalie’s second attempted trip across the 
Atlantic in 1925 to attend the inaugural conference of the ANLC was abandoned because the 
ICU executive did not believe they could afford it. His final planned trip to the US, in 1927, 
also fell through primarily because he was refused entry by the US government, but also 
because of the increasingly dire financial state of the ICU. After being invited by NM Joshi to 
attend the annual conference of the AITUC in Madras at the end of 1927, Kadalie documented 
his “deepest regret for missing such opportunities offered in 1927 to visit three important 
countries, namely, the United States of America, the Soviet Union of Russia, and British 
India”.114 The ICU itself noted in 1928 that while “both the industrial and political movements 
of the working class are disastrously divided”, the IFTU and the Labour and Socialist 
International remained “almost exclusively European bodies”.115 Although invited to the 1928 
Commonwealth Labour Conference in Britain, Kadalie was unable to attend. He told the black 
philosopher Alain Locke, he “had expected to revisit Europe this year, but the affairs of my 
Organisation in this country were in such a hopeless confusion that it was impossible to fulfil 
my plans.”116 Similarly, when Kadalie applied to go and study law in London in 1930, he was 
refused a passport by the South African government. White socialists, communists and trade 
unionists, in comparison, were far more mobile – Winifred Holtby, Tom Mann, Arthur Cook, 
Eddie Roux and William Ballinger could all move between Britain and South Africa with 
relative ease (despite the best attempts of the South African government). With little to show 
for his six months in Europe, apart from the imminent arrival of William Ballinger and a new 
constitution (the third in as many years), Kadalie returned to South Africa to find the ICU on 
the back foot on numerous fronts.  
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Part III: “The ICU on the precipice”: The fragmentation and 

legacies of interwar black trade unionism 
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Chapter 6 - Free speech, British justice and police spies in the 

persecution of the ICU, 1927-1928 
 
 
Introduction 
 
On 22nd May 1928, the police transcript of an “exaggerated and offensive” speech, was read 
out in full to the Pretoria magistrate’s court.117 Amongst other incriminatory statements, 
Clements Kadalie was alleged to have told a mass meeting in Marabastad exactly a month 
before:  
 

We are going to tell them that they came here as Christians, as civilised people, and 
they are blessed hypocrites because our rulers today know nothing. They think us 
barbarians, but [if] there is a God in Heaven[,] if there is Heaven at all, [and] if there 
is a Hell[,] I say the whole of this people go to Hell. Men and women of this race 
are going to gaol every day. The prisons are full of native people. Why? Why is it? 
Because the natives are savages[?] When the forefathers came in this country there 
was no prison, no police force. These people brought with them Christianity and 
Civilisation. These we defy them, they are the most sinful people that God has ever 
made. 

 
Speeches at ICU mass meetings were the bread and butter of the trade union’s organisational 
work, and Clements Kadalie, in particular, was famed as an inspirational orator whose rhetoric 
captivated audiences of thousands. By the 1920s, ICU speeches were playing out in numerous 
mediums. As noted by ICU secretary Jameson Coka, who joined the trade union in July 1927, 
before any large ICU rally, leaflets were printed and widely distributed, while posters with the 
words “Watch the ICU” splashed “in huge headlines” were put up across the local area. After 
meetings, ICU speeches were widely discussed by workers across South Africa, newspapers 
“devoted columns to its affairs”, and rumours spread that the “had an annual income of 
£15,000”.118 As police began to track and record ICU meetings, close discussions of individual 
speeches also began to play out in court. Having returned from Europe in November, Kadalie 
started a speaking tour throughout South Africa, addressing meetings in Johannesburg, 
Kimberley, Pietermaritzburg, Durban, Reitz, Bethlehem, Durban, Ermelo, Dundee and 
Bloemfontein– which were all meticulously recorded by police.119 After his April 1928 
Marabastad speech, he was accused of having contravened section 29(1) of the new 1927 
Native Administration Act – condemning “[a]ny person who utters words or who does an act, 
or anything whatsoever, with intent to promote hostility between Europeans and Natives”.120  
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Kadalie clarified in his court room cross-examination that he had gone out of his way on 22nd 
April not to encourage violence. When he had referred to “these people” he claimed he had 
been pointing at the Union Buildings, the centre of government, which were visible from 
Marabastad, and not referred to white South Africans in general. He was adamant that if he had 
“criticised Europeans it was only as to their acts, chiefly as employers of labour.”121 At the 
conclusion of the trial, the magistrate, S. McCormick found Kadalie not guilty - citing his 
verdict as “an example of the white man’s justice”. But McCormick nevertheless condemned 
Kadalie for contravening the limits of colonial respectability – and he was not alone in 
believing that Kadalie regularly used inappropriate “violent and offensive language”, 
threatening any potential “reforms” for black workers. Many “gradualist” moderates - black 
and white alike - condemned the “loud and foolish talking” of Kadalie and his comrades over 
the course of the 1920s, and demanded the state convict black radicals who were “stir[ring] up 
feeling against Europeans through pernicious propaganda and insulting references to our 
Statesmen”.122 On more than one occasion government officials were told that: “freedom of 
speech in this instance has passed all bounds”, and between 1926 and 1927, numerous anti-
sedition bills came before the South African parliament.123 
 
This chapter explores how and why the South African state adapted British anti-sedition 
legislation to its local context in response to mass meetings led by ‘agitators’ like Kadalie, and 
how these changes both confirmed and challenged black intellectuals’ notions of ‘sane 
leadership’, ‘national development’ and so-called ‘British’ justice. The pre-apartheid South 
African state, already in the 1920s, was drawing up long lists of black ‘agitators’, infiltrating 
black organisations with spies and introducing repressive legislation to clamp down on so-
called sedition. Thousands of police reports attempted to report verbatim on ICU meetings and 
convict ICU leaders under section 29(1). This repression played a key role in the collapse of 
the ICU and was condemned by many black South Africans, but it was also supported by 
others. Kate Xanti, a leader of the Bantu Women’s League in Queenstown was adamant that 
“[h]alf hearted opposition to the ICU cannot be tolerated, and a bold programme is required 
for getting Natal rid of a dangerous foe”.124 John L Dube, in particular, was bitterly opposed to 
the ICU’s “international socialistic inclinations”, telling JS Marwick that “the doctrines so 
assiduously preached by Kadalie and his lieutenants in the ICU are directly contrary to the 
spirit and traditions of the Bantu race”.125  Bernard Huss, the founder of the Catholic African 
Union, saw the ICU as a “deadly threat to the peace of this country” (an attitude encapsulated 
by the Roman Catholic Church of South Africa and Rhodesia’s pronouncement that all 
Catholics who were members of the ICU should be refused sacraments, an injunction 
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confirmed by the Pope himself).126 Although opposed to the 1927 Native Administration Act, 
RV Selope Thema nevertheless believed in the “right kind” of “sober and constructive 
agitation” using “decent language”, and condemned the “false” agitation which created “an 
unnatural pessimism and irritat[ed] the white people to no purpose.”127 In contextualising the 
demands of black radicals within the ICU for free speech, this chapter also rehabilitates the 
arguments of black moderates who favoured the shift away from legal liberalism towards 
segregation and the suppression of black socialists and communists. 
 
A number of historians have already scrutinised how the state and broader South African 
society reacted to (and recorded) the mass meetings of the ICU. Locally-focused studies by 
Breckenridge, Beinart and Bundy have all pointed to the power of the spoken word at ICU 
meetings and the importance of local issues and crises - whether the wages paid on 
Johannesburg’s gold mines, or the ability of women to brew beer and host lodgers in East 
London locations. Bonner, in particular, has argued that, with “a motley array of reporters, 
detectives and informers” at meetings, “ICU leaders not only tolerated but welcomed the 
presence of police” – seeing police reports as a means of getting the message through to the 
likes of Hertzog and Roos. It is important to remember, however, that these reports were not 
created to facilitate communication, and this chapter takes a more critical view towards the 
police documentation of ICU meetings. As the white policeman Johannes Lamprecht explicitly 
told the court during Kadalie’s 1928 trial: “I was there to make a note of the speeches to see if 
there was any infringement of the Act under which accused is charged”. And Kadalie, certainly, 
was more than aware of the fact that: “Parliament is out to make legislations to thwart our 
onward march.”128  
 
The ICU’s 1927 annual conference resolved that the Native Administration Bill before 
parliament was “anti-British and an unjust interference with free speech and the liberty of the 
subject.”129 In a moment when the idea of imperial citizenship was being rewritten in South 
Africa, the ‘anti-British’ aspects of the failed Prevention of Disorders Bill and the subsequent 
Native Administration Bill, alongside the contemporary debates over whether to abandon the 
Union Jack and curtail trans-imperial free movement, amounted to more than just symbolism 
or ‘false consciousness’ – and had far wider consequences. The ICU’s 1928 annual conference 
similarly denounced the Act’s encroachment on liberty, and vehemently criticised:   
 

those provisions in the Native Administration Act which place restrictions on the 
right of free speech. Ostensibly these provisions are designed to prevent the stirring-
up of hostility between the white and black races. Actually they are intended to limit 
the opportunities for trade union propaganda and organisation among the native 
workers […] the ICU is not an anti-European organisation, and that where it has 
occasion to criticise Europeans it is on the grounds of their actions (usually as 
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employers of labour) towards the natives and not on account of the colour of their 
skins.130 

 
Black trade unionists contended that their speeches were “nothing less and nothing more than 
truth”, with Stanley Silwana arguing “that my phraseology was revolutionary, but a 
revolutionary address is not necessarily foolish talk.” The “spirit of the age” demanded that “a 
spade must be called a spade fearless of friend or foe.”131 And they were supported by some 
white trade unionists on the grounds of protecting free speech. Morris Kentridge (the Labour 
MP for Troyeville), for example, feared that: “[d]riving ideas underground, instead of having 
them ventilated publicly” was “not only bad, but is likely to have a detrimental effect generally 
on the future development of this country […] history has shown that you cannot usefully and 
permanently suppress any agitation which may grow up, under displeasure and dissatisfaction 
[…]”132 Tracing how debates over free speech and sedition developed over the course of the 
1920s, this chapter first explores how white pressure groups, the black press and the South 
African police all called for heightened anti-sedition legislation, while black organisations such 
as Inkatha and the Catholic African Union (CAU) directly challenged the ICU. It subsequently 
looks through the trials of four ICU leaders: Simon Elias in May 1926, followed by TW Keable 
‘Mote, Robert Dumah and Clements Kadalie in May 1928. Although all four won their cases, 
avoiding hefty sentences (and, in the case of Kadalie, deportation), but amid wider pressure on 
the trade union these well-publicised victories ultimately proved fleeting. 
 
 
Anti-ICU pressure groups and the politics of free speech 
 
John Sydney Marwick, “a British and Imperialist South African of a type indigenous to Natal”, 
was one of the first MPs to criticise the Pact government’s response to Clements Kadalie in the 
House of Assembly – asserting that the trade union leader was “to all intents and purposes a 
foreigner without right to a permanent domicile in the country”, and his speeches were 
“pestilential nonsense”, full of “noisome stuff”.133 Closely connected with Natal’s sugar-
owning elite, contemporary white commentators noted that Marwick was “not an attractive 
speaker as far as style goes”, but the “quantity of information he accumulates on any case he 
takes up, is wonderful.”134 More succinctly, Imvo believed that of “all members of the South 
African Party, the Natives have no greater enemy in Parliament than Mr JS Marwick”, 
characterising him as a man who “urges people to fight the ICU tooth and nail”.135 Believing 
he could not “too much emphasize the seriousness of the logical outcome of what Kadalie’s 
actions portend”, Marwick warned parliament on 6th May 1925 that Kadalie’s speeches were 
“very offensive to a large section of the people of South Africa”. In July 1925, Labour MP, 
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George Reyburn, similarly enquired whether a deportation order could be placed against 
Kadalie, alleging that he was “actively engaged with certain European agitators spreading 
pernicious doctrines amongst the coloured persons in the Cape Province”.136  
 
In doing so, Reyburn touched a nerve, as the SAP’s fudged cancellation of Kadalie’s 
deportation order in 1920 (to shore up the support of black voters in the impending general 
election) meant that no further order could be issued against him unless he was convicted of 
committing a crime. Keen to close down this line of attack, the SAP’s Patrick Duncan 
responded that it was “undesirable that confidential police reports […] should be laid on the 
Table of the House unless there are very urgent reasons”. By February 1926, Heidelberg MP 
SD De Wet was again asking the Minister of Justice “whether he intends to take steps to put a 
stop to speeches of that description which cause disaffection among the natives?”137 The ICU 
rebuked those labelling Kadalie an ‘alien’, asserting that the “National Secretary’s birthplace 
is a few miles away from the Chamber of Mines building as in comparison with a distance of 
thousands of miles between South Africa and the home of these foreign adventurers who are 
sucking the blood of the people of this continent.”138 Kadalie clearly revelled in the fact that 
although the “representatives of Big Finance were ordered to press upon the Pact Government 
to suppress my free movements, or that I should be sent out of the country”, there “was no legal 
ground to perform either of the foregoing suggestions”.139 
 
On 26th March 1926, the government published the Prevention of Disorders Bill – which 
explicitly targeted ICU organisers.140 Tielman Roos, in particular, insisted that “the section that 
he would be able to use most was that providing punishment and exile for people using 
language calculated to stir up one section of the population against the other. Under this section 
Clements Kadalie, for instance, could be sent back to Nyasaland.”141 When the bill was 
debated, however, many SALP MPs were wary about its anti-labour potential and argued that 
the 1914 Riotous Assemblies Act's anti-incitement sections already provided the powers Roos 
sought in his bill. The Labour MP, Arthur Barlow, opposed the bill on the grounds that:  
 

As soon as the native worker agitates in favour of trade unions it is sedition, but if 
he agitates politically, as Dr Abdurahman and other South African [P]arty men 
agitate, it is good politics and a good South African Party stunt […] If you harness 
the native to the industrial machine, as my friends on the right have done, for the 
purpose of increased production and cheap production, you must expect him to 
imbibe the various aspects of trade unionism […] There is going to be a need for 
organisers among unskilled workers. That need is going to throw up Clements 
Kadalies. You are going to have hundreds of them; you cannot stop it.142 
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At the Select Committee stage on 16th April 1926, police were not worried about the threat of 
industrial action. But they were seriously concerned about the danger of the ICU becoming an 
explicitly ‘anti-white’ political movement. Harry Trew, Deputy Commissioner of Police told 
the committee that the threat of a general strike was “only a side issue”. He was nevertheless 
seriously concerned that Kadalie was “dangerous to the State, not because he is preaching trade 
unionism”, but because he could talk about “driving the white man out of South Africa”. Alfred 
Trigger, the long-standing head of the Rand CID, similarly, believed that on the “economic or 
industrial side we have never had occasion to complain” – but was seriously concerned about 
“hysterical assertions attempting to explain how the land came into the possession of the 
natives and how it is necessary for the white man to clear out.” John Herbst, of the Native 
Affairs Department, likewise, thought that the ICU were “only able to work up the natives and 
to get them to subscribe to the association by preaching anti-white doctrines, suggesting that 
the white man should be driven out of the country”. Herbst worried that it was “extra-ordinary” 
to “see a black man making speeches against the Government, and white men, and not being 
stopped. It gives the natives the impression that the Government is afraid of them”.143 Most 
NAD officials, it appears, were increasingly disenchanted with the “safety valve” theory that 
“free speech” dissipated political tensions.144 
 
The South African Police proved to be one of the most important constituency pushing for a 
change in the law. From at least the early 1920s, they were lobbying for strengthened anti-
sedition legislation. The Minister of Justice, Tielman Roos told parliament in March 1926 that 
the “first thing the police raised with when we came into office” was that Kadalie should be 
deported.145 In May 1927, the deputy commissioner of police in the OFS was again 
complaining that “owing to lack of legislation to deal with such agitators it has not been 
possible to bring them to book”, and demanding that “this question should receive the very 
earnest and serious consideration of the Government.”146 Police were also frustrated that “there 
does not appear to be any legal power to restrict [TW Keable] ‘Mote’s movements merely on 
account of his public utterances, which as present are no more extreme than those of European 
Trade Union agitators.”147 Forwarding a letter about ‘Mote to the Native Affairs Department, 
the Commissioner remarked the only solution was “that legislative measures against these 
seditious speeches by native agitators be introduced as early as possible.” Fearing the 
consequences of allowing ICU leaders “to roam about the Native Territories and along the Reef 
sowing seeds of dissension”, the Chamber of Mines were also pushing for a change of 
legislation, arguing that “the protection of an uncivilized mass of people calls for more drastic 
measures”. When John Martin, the new chairman of Rand Mines, had his first interview with 
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Hertzog in September 1926, Hertzog made it clear that he too was “concerned about the 
subversive influences at work among the natives causing agitation and unrest”.148  
 
Considerable political pressure also came from white-led vigilante groups who, consistently, 
threatened to replicate the violence of the 1920 Port Elizabeth shootings, the 1922 Rand Revolt 
and the 1925 Bloemfontein riots. “Responsible farmers” in the Northern Free State 
“approached the Mayor with a request that Commandoes be organised and brought in to break 
up the ICU meetings - which are daily”,  and one police officer felt that whilst they “might 
manage to control the natives alone, I am quite confident we could not control European 
commandoes if they came into contact with the former.”149 Police in the Free State, in 
particular, were experiencing difficulties “preventing counter demonstrations and organized 
breaking up of these native meetings by Europeans”, and officials argued strongly that they 
needed to be given a lead “by the Government and thus enable me to take action to either quash 
the worry or bring it to a head before it becomes too well organised and of such a size as to be 
beyond Police handling.”  With widespread reactionary violence by Europeans became a real 
possibility, with the Attorney-General warned:  
 

I cannot too strongly warn Europeans against any idea of private individuals taking 
the law into their own hands. I do not anticipate any violence unless Europeans start 
it and if Europeans make martyrs of the natives the ICU cause will be greatly 
advanced.150  

 
After a series of ‘disturbing’ speeches by the Garveyite ex-ICU leader James Thaele in March 
1926, the Secretary of the Farmers’ Club Mid-Illovo wrote to the Minister of Justice to  
“respectfully point out that although legally, the utterances may not actually be treasonable, 
they tend in the direction and undoubtedly have the effect of unsettling a very large number of 
our law-abiding natives in the Union”, emphasizing “the desirability of introducing further 
legislation with a view to making speeches of the nature a general offence”. The Weenen 
Farmers’ Association, similarly, wrote to the Ministry of Defence claiming that, “in the event 
of any local native disturbances, we have no means available for protecting our families. We 
are in the midst of a turbulent native population continually waging faction fights which might 
at any time develop into something bigger”. Writers in the Natal Witness noted that, “a new 
organisation called the European Protection and Welfare Society was formed in Maritzburg 
[...] to protect European interests […and] protest against natives being permitted to deliver 
seditious speeches and create trouble in the city.” AC Mitchell, Secretary of the Natal 
Agricultural Union, similarly, “hoped that action will be taken to prevent a recurrence of such 
seditious utterances” by Thaele.151  
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Black newspapers, throughout the 1920s, were divided over the organisational methods of the 
ICU – but most (supported with finances and resources by mines, missionaries and plantation 
owners) were highly critical. Alleging that the “latter-day Native orator runs largely to froth, 
and his case is usually damaged by his misguided advocacy and by his habit of virulent 
invective”, Umteteli wa Bantu condemned the ICU leaders for “their violent impatience of 
restraint and their zealous attempt to run before they have mastered the first halting steps 
towards national advancement.”152 Wary of denunciation, the moderate newspaper critic, RV 
Selope Thema complained that  “[t]hose of us who think that moderation in speech is the path 
along which our race shall achieve economic and political freedom are being abused at every 
meeting and conference and are stigmatised as ‘good boys’ of the white man” – and he was 
adamant that although “it is maintained that those men who do not think as such men as Messrs 
Kadalie and Thaele are traitors to their race; they are not”.153 Although “some of the ICU office 
bearers” were “men of high character” capable of “dignity and restraint”, moderate black 
writers for Umteteli wa Bantu asserted that most were “irresponsible” leaders, “unable to resist 
the temptation to play to the gallery” with speeches wracked with “virulence” and 
“malevolence”.154 The paper consistently argued that the “nation suffers for the immoderation 
and insanity of individuals who profess to be its representatives”.155  
 
John L Dube’s newspaper, Ilanga lase Natal, similarly attacked ICU orators throughout the 
1920s. Into 1927, as anti-sedition legislation passed through parliament, the paper still 
maintained that “most moderate-minded Native leaders” denounced the ICU’s “wild and 
irresponsible” speeches and “strange and unrestrained language”, and warned that “certain 
leaders of the ICU have made up their minds to take very dangerous short-cuts”, making 
“sweeping statements and exhibit a regrettable indiscretion”.156 Calling for ‘sane leadership’, 
Ilanga pursued a consistently hostile line, telling readers that  “Irresponsible leadership will 
never succeed. They may make impressions for a time by empty promises, but it is the only 
moderate element that will finally give us a sound foundation for building our future”157 
Marginalised from the leadership of the ANC, Dube increasingly worked through Inkatha, an 
organisation that tried to consolidate a narrow Zulu ethnic nationalism “on the basis of Zulu 
ethnic identity and an innovative reading of Zulu history and culture” and supported the Pact 
government’s segregationist policies as part of constitutional, pro-tribal, pro-capitalist 
stance.158 At Inkatha meetings, Chief Solomon wished “that the old days were back again and 
the ICU could be dealt with by the Chiefs themselves”, while Inkatha leaders, Dube and 
William Bhulose, organised an “anti-ICU festival” on the Campbell Sugar Estates in Mount 
Edgecombe alongside William Campbell.159 Dube’s Ilanga eagerly reported the 
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denouncements of Solomon, who regarded “the activities of the leaders of the [ICU] movement 
as very dangerous and self-defeating and likely to bring about bloodshed unless it is 
checked”.160 Warning about the threat posed by the “foul gang of cosmopolitan adventurers of 
Moscow”, Bennet Ncwana similarly wrote in Ilanga that: “We cannot, if we desire to save the 
position of our backward people, accept the Communist ethics, remembering that all rights and 
privileges which the toiling masses have, had been won under a system of private ownership 
and under the stable system of government”.161  
 
Even Imvo Zabantsundu, edited by the ICU’s own moderate vice-president, Alexander Mac 
Jabavu, initially questioned why “intemperate” “paid native agitators from the Cape should be 
allowed to come [to Bloemfontein] and disturb the minds of the local native population” with 
“inflammatory propaganda”.162 Even in April 1926, after Jabavu had become senior vice-
president, the paper editorialised that while Kadalie’s speeches had “been strong, brave and 
outspoken”, it did “not by any means admire the style of speech Kadalie delights in”.163 Faced 
with the Sedition Bill, black moderates writing in Imvo, such as RH Godlo, feared that 
“Transvaalism and the spirit of the Voortrekkers whose motto is: ‘Keep the nigger in his place’ 
is gaining the upper hand, and all that was once known as ‘British justice and fair play’ is being 
superseded by the Boer methods of treating the ‘kafir’ to the sjambok system”. Godlo 
concluded that “General Hertzog is inexorably implicated in the process of manufacturing the 
so-called ‘native agitators’” – but was, nevertheless, also wary of the emergence of those 
radical voices.164 Supporters of the trade union alleged that most black newspapers were being 
“used as an offensive weapon for those political muddlers, who are the avowed enemies of the 
ICU.”165  
 
 
‘Abject unprincipled good boys’: Black police spies and ICU critics in the moderate 
black press 
 
White policemen were almost always used, in pairs, as witnesses in anti-sedition trials but 
black policemen were key to the widespread surveillance of the ICU. Indeed, most of the time 
the reliance on white witnesses reflected how imperative it was for the state to keep the 
identities of its black informers secret. When looking to prosecute an East London ICU leader, 
Harry Schultz, in December 1926, police were clear they could not use their key informer AA 
Toba “for this purpose as he is too valuable to risk the exposure of his identity at this stage”.166 
At a 1937 commission into policing, one retired deputy commissioner claimed that black 
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constables “did about 80% of the police work”, while a CID detective believed that he obtained 
his “best evidence” from “qualified native detectives”.167  
 
Covert black detectives were already employed at the start of the 20th century “for the 
collection of evidence regarding his own folk”, most commonly as “trap-boys” in combatting 
the illicit liquor trade. Blackburn and Caddell recalled in their 1911 book, Secret Service in 
South Africa that 
 

As a rule the native detective was more loyal and reliable than his white master, for 
the reason that he frequently had an old grievance to adjust. The trap-boy literally 
carried his life in his hands. If detected, or even suspected, he would be brutally 
assaulted by the canteen keeper, and was fortunate if he escaped being half-killed 
by his fellows, who regarded the police with as much detestation as the canteen 
keeper did.168  

 
The denunciation of black police as traitors continued into the interwar years. RV Selope 
Thema reported in 1926 that: “Natives rightly or wrongly regard the police not as guardians of 
law and order but as persecutors; not as friends and protectors but as enemies and disturbers”.169 
ICU leader JG Coka reserved particular contempt for the “abject unprincipled good boys” who 
became “CID informers while holding responsible positions in African organisations”:  
 

Some collaborate with unscrupulous whites for purposes of robbing their own 
people in order that they may share of the crumbs. Others import information about 
African individuals and organisations. They have not the guts to strive for an honest 
livelihood and so descend to any and every shady undertaking, usually at the 
expense of their own people. Their opinions vary from seeming radicalism to 
downright reformism. Hypocrites and charlatans, they mislead hundreds of fellows 
into their gambling schemes or other swindles.170 

 
In his studies of black policemen in South Africa, Keith Shear notes that most were illiterate, 
“uneducated, uncivilized […and] unchristian” Zulu migrants – who were particularly resented 
by black elites.171 But from at least 1917, the South Africa police also employed a small elite 
of literate black detectives who compiled reports on the ANC, IWA, ICU and ICWU. Police 
preferred to employ multiple spies “unknown to each other” on the same job - “not merely to 
guard against the consequences of one black detective or informer's exposure”, but also to 
ensure “the quality and reliability of the information they were receiving.”172 By the end of 
World War I, the Native Affairs Department had “set up a small ‘Native Intelligence Bureau’ 
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to monitor African political sentiment, which continued to aspire to a policing function”.173 
Wilfred Jali, who was entrusted with the ISL’s minute books, provided police with crucial 
information on the work of the IWA and the ISL alongside fellow detectives Moorosi, Arthur, 
Mtembu, Simon, Ngwenya, Sibiti and Philemon. Jali was still in the employment of the 
Johannesburg CID, alongside “native informants” Ngidi and Masondu in January 1929. Similar 
developments played out across urban South Africa. From at least 1917, East London police 
were employing John Tyobeka as a detective.174 And by 1922, he was joined by James 
Futshane, a temporary detective, and William Mekeni, “the senior headman at the East Bank 
Location and in that capacity a special Constable”, alongside a number of other “special 
constables”. In Port Elizabeth, Jim Bata and Ngoza reported on ICU meetings in 1920, while 
in the second half of the 1920s “a singularly efficient police spy”, AA Toba, recreated quasi-
ethnographic accounts of ICU meetings.175 A regular isiXhosa interpreter at ICU meetings, 
Toba was in correspondence with Tyamzashe, interviewed Kadalie and was dubbed a “beloved 
friend” of the Port Elizabeth ICU branch.176 As noted by Shear, the “SAP’s queasiness about 
white linguists only emphasised the indispensability of black intermediaries.”177 By late 1925, 
the police were employing as many as 275 black detectives, and as the ICU rapidly expanded 
numbers of black police grew once again, peaking at 4,046 in 1928.178 In his 1927 annual 
report, the Commissioner of Police claimed:  
 

the movements of all the known agitators, of both races, is very well marked, and 
no gatherings of any magnitude can be attended by them without the police being 
present to take action should any treasonable utterance be made […] The agitators 
are carefully watched, their movements marked, and the tenor of their speeches 
noted.179 

 
Some ICU leaders themselves also acted as ‘agents’ and ‘informers’ for the police. As noted 
above, TW Keable ‘Mote was employed by police as an informer in 1926 (“the only educated 
and reliable native” officials “could get”).180 Numerous other ICU officials were employed by 
the police at various stages, including Thomas Mbeki, AWG Champion, Eddie Khaile, Alfred 
Solwazi, Gethsemene Mhlongo and Ben Mazingi - but within a complicated and changing 
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matrix of political agendas and personal situations this should not be simply seen as straight 
forward collaboration. Police themselves noted that “informants themselves may, to a certain 
extent, not be reliable as they themselves agree with the views of the agitators on whom they 
report” – and Phil Bonner has argued that in a context where oppression was systematic it is 
difficult to see them “as fully fledged, cold blooded traitors”.181 Spies and informers were, 
nevertheless, crucial to the prosecution of ICU officials for sedition, a process which started in 
1926 and accelerated from 1928. 
 
 
May 1926: Simon Elias and the ICU’s first anti-sedition trial 
 
Early attempts by the state to prosecute ICU ‘sedition’ proved a failure, and highlighted its 
limited ability to prosecute black trade unionists under existing ‘liberal’ South African laws. 
The trial of Simon Elias – a 38 year old Basuto ICU organiser - on 6th May 1926 set the most 
important legal precedent. Elias had only just been re-instated within the ICU (after being 
dismissed for misappropriating funds) when he was arrested on 15th March 1926, and accused 
under the 1917 Natives Act of inciting “public violence”. The prosecution alleged that Elias 
told the meeting on 14th February:  
 

There are many ways of killing a cat, and I know how to kill Mr White Man. I know 
how to play that trick, you know. Let General Hertzog and Co try their Segregation 
Bill. We will fix him […] When Hertzog gets through with his Bill, we will crush 
the white people out of the country. It does not matter whether they go backwards 
or otherwise, but they will have to go across the seas. They say it is impossible to 
do this, but I say it is not impossible.  

 
Elias was acquitted after his lawyers argued that individual incriminating sentences had been 
taken out of their context by the prosecution.182 The Native Affairs Department quickly realised 
it was now “absolutely essential to have a full time qualified shorthand writer”, and the Elias 
trial clearly became a harrowing institutional memory.183 Officials in 1928 still referred to the 
fact that the defence had won their case by proving “that the Detective who took the notes of 
what Elias said in his speech, was not a shorthand writer and reported only sentences which 
the Defence argued was divorced from their context.”  
 

 
181 Bonner, ‘Home Truths’. 
182 NTS 7606 31/328 ‘Simon Elias at Lucas Twala. Native Agitators’ (1926-1927); FSA HG 4/1/2/1/240 
124/1926 ‘Supreme Court: Criminal Records: Criminal Cases: King vs Simon Elias’ (1926). 
183 SANA JUS 917 1/18/26 ‘Native Agitators – Public Asking for Protection against anticipated Native Unrest 
as a result of speeches of prosecution of members of ICU for making inflammatory speeches’ (1972-1929), E.A. 
Evans to Divisional CI Officer, 22/05/1926. 



 245 

 
Figure 6.1 Clements Kadalie with his eldest son, Alexander, a hat and gold-capped cane, and ICU leader Simon Elias, 

probably around the time of his trial. From the Alexander Kadalie Papers, UWC. 

 
In the immediate aftermath of Elias’ trial, police reports of ICU meetings became far longer 
and more detailed, attempting to come close to word-for-word accounts of what happened. 
Heightening the state’s reliance on educated black policemen, and white linguists like the head 
of the Durban CID, Reginald  H Arnold (commonly known as “Shaka” in among Zulu workers 
in Durban), it became “imperative” that detectives could “thoroughly understand any Native 
Language which may be spoken, and are able to record the speeches at the time.”184 ICU 
meetings, in turn, reported with relish “how a member of the ICU Elias had been arrested by a 
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‘fool detective’ for speaking at an ICU meeting, but Elias had got off at the High Court.”185 
Into the 1930s, black agitators continued to act in the knowledge that “police cannot charge 
any speaker [if] they haven’t taken a full statement”.186 
 
As a result of Elias’ trial, police began compiling these lengthy contextualised statements into 
a series of files on ‘native agitators’. Initiating a list that historian Jim Campbell has dubbed a 
“reverse honour roll” of interwar South African history, form “SAP 99a” logged the 
biographical details of “agitators”, listing “tribal name”, last address, aliases and height, 
amongst other characteristics and assigned agitators individual numbers. “SAP 99a” then 
become the basis for individual police files - which are often referred to, but are no longer in 
the South African National Archives. Over the course of 1927 these files became 
compartmentalised into three separate strands: an “A” list of important “native agitators”, a 
“B” list of second-tier “native agitators” and a further ‘0-indexed’ list of “political agitators” 
made up entirely of communists (both white and black). From early 1927, agitators’ names in 
reports would be followed by the number assigned to them, while those without a number were 
noted in reports as ‘not indexed’ - often with a note at the bottom of the report that their 99a 
from was being processed.187 As such, Clements Kadalie was labelled “native agitator no. 7a” 
and Hamilton Msomi indexed as “85b”, whilst CPSA member Sidney Bunting appeared in 
reports alongside the label “06”. By 1931 there were at least 624 ‘native agitator’ biographies 
logged, alongside 97 ‘political agitators’ - with all black communists appearing under both 
categories. As such, John Gomas was indexed as both “native agitator no. 185a” and “political 
agitator no. 056”, while Albert Nzula was ‘native agitator no. 448a” and “political agitator no. 
061a”.188  
 
 
Lobbyists behind the 1927 Native Administration Bill 
 
On 28th April 1927, the Native Administration Bill was introduced to the House of Assembly 
by General Hertzog, in order to “put a stop to the intentional raising of bitterness between 
Europeans and natives.” As noted by Shear, the new bill’s sedition clause drew on the 
abandoned Public Disorders bill, but did not overtly mention sedition. All references to the 
incitement of “persons” were changed to “natives”.189 National Party MP Nicolaas van der 
Merwe was determined that: “a law must be made to control the agitators, because if it is not 
done we shall soon have bloodshed in the country”,190 while a young DF Malan demanded that 

 
185 SANA JUS 915 1/18/26 ‘The African World: Police Reports RE Activities of Native Weekly Newspaper RE 
Meeting of Natives (1925-6) Part 2 - 13/04/1926 to 09/06/1926’, report on ICU meeting in Pretoria 16/05/1926. 
186 SANA JUS 582 3107/31 ‘Charlie January: Native Agitator’. 
187 SANA JUS 921 1/18/26 ‘Native Agitation Reports On (1928) Part 20 1/10/1928 - 13/10/1928’, notes at the 
bottom of report 27/08/1928, for example “PS forms SAP 99a in respect of Aaron Khuati, David Tihakuli, 
Timothy Tlali, Zindela, Stephen Twana and Rev Zephania Mahabane are being completed and will be submitted 
in due course”. 
188 The only two surviving examples of police form “SAP 99a” are for Alfred Mnika and Joel Magade, ‘native 
agitators’ 158 and 159 respectively, SANA JUS 924 1/18/26 ‘Native Agitation: Reports On’ (1929-1930) Part 
29 from 04/12/1930 to December 1930’. 
189 Shear, Constituting a State in South Africa, pp.117-118. 
190 N.J. van der Merwe on 29/04/1927 in in Debates of the House of Assembly. 



 247 

Kadalie’s speeches “cannot continue”. Johannesburg MP Geldenhuys cheered on proceedings, 
shouting: “Arrest all the agitators”! 
  
The most critical intervention in the debate, however, came from the notorious information 
hoarder JS Marwick, who had been closely working with a number of disillusioned black 
moderates and Garveyites. The most important of these was SM Bennet Ncwana. From 1926, 
Ncwana (now general secretary of both the Vigilance Flag Committee and the Cape Native 
Voters’ Convention) and Impey Ben Nyombolo (now private secretary to the Paramount Chief 
of the Xhosa) had been touring South Africa on behalf of the Natives’ General Vigilance 
Executive - arguing the SAP’s case for keeping the British Union Jack and combatting 
communism amongst black South Africans. In mass meetings, Nyombolo publicly warned 
audiences that, “the first menace he had seen here was the activities of Bolshevists, and he 
could not understand how people like the Zulus could support movements which aimed at 
affiliating with the white Bolshevists of Amsterdam and undermining the authority of their 
own Paramount Chief, Solomon ka Dinzulu.” Ncwana, in turn, echoed the assertion that “Natal 
had capable leaders in Mr Gumede and the Rev John L Dube, and there was no need for the 
Natives to import leaders from elsewhere who were now selling them to Amsterdam 
Bolsheviks.”191 Ncwana believed that “Natives here were too prone to support any soap box 
orator who came to mislead them” and that the “duty of the Zulus was to follow their own 
recognised leaders of the Congress”.192  
 
Through Ncwana, Marwick acquired the 1920 letter in which Kadalie stated that his “essential 
object is to be a great African Marcus Garvey”, and through one of Kadalie’s “so-called 
European friends”, Marwick also acquired a copy of the 1921 letter from Hertzog to Kadalie, 
endorsing him as a “fellow Africander”.193 Other black elites including John L Dube, Kate 
Xanti and the Garveyite Professor James Thaele, similarly, corresponded with Marwick and 
fed him with the necessary information to attack Kadalie and the ICU.194 Thaele never publicly 
denounced the ICU, but he personally told Marwick that he had left the trade union entirely by 
September 1926 and happily forwarded information about the trade union on to the MP. After 
Thaele and Nyombolo founded a branch of the Bantu Women’s League in Queenstown, the 
branch secretary Kate Xanti told a friend of Marwick’s that her branch of the Bantu Women’s 
League  was “laying out big plans for a decisive campaign which will, through its tactics, 

 
191 ‘Fighting Bolshevism: The Moderate Party’, Umteteli, 20/11/1926. 
192 ‘Fighting Bolshevism: The Moderate Party’, Umteteli, 20/11/1926. 
193 Kadalie, My Life, pp.59; 62. 
194 KCM Marwick Papers File 73, J.H. Tandy to J.S. Marwick, 13/04/1927; J.S. Marwick to Carlisle, 
16/04/1927, “[…] Professor James Thaele (of 115 Waterkant St (Cape Town)) who broke from the ICU in Aug. 
or Sept. 1926 tells me that a balance sheet is prepared for every annual conference, and that it is audited by 
European auditors - but this balance sheet is not widely distributed and is not published in the Press. Thaele says 
the books, originally kept at Cape Town, will show that Kadalie had to refund certain shortages by monthly 
instalments…Bennet Ncwana a former prominent member of the ICU says he knows of no member who has 
had a copy of the Annual balance sheet”; J.S. Marwick to Carlisle, 17/04/1927, “Bennet Ncwana may be able to 
hear of members of the ICU (or of persons who were members in Sept. 1926) who can support the allegation 
that they had no information as to how the funds were utilised. Ncwana is to see me again tomorrow.” 
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finally bring the ICU to its knees.”195 By February 1927, the ICU itself was certainly aware 
that an “anti-Kadalie movement ha[d] begun” whose object was to “combat the teachings of 
Kadalie” and “Bolshevistic propaganda.”196 
 
As a result of these networks, JS Marwick could confidently tell parliament that the “well-born 
Zulu would despise the man who makes use of [the] language” employed by Kadalie, and that 
from “within the association itself […] we have testimony that Kadalie’s communistic 
tendencies were the reason why the Government put a ban on his movements in the Transvaal.” 
In a set-piece parliamentary speech on 2nd May 1927, Ncwana’s evidence, in particular, helped 
Marwick assert that Kadalie was a dangerous “anti-white” disciple of Garvey – and, most 
explosively, a Garveyite who was in personal correspondence with Hertzog. Marwick spoke at 
length on Kadalie’s global links with the New Negro movement in Harlem and the Russian 
revolution, and closed by asserting that Kadalie’s “example[s] of Russia and China 
communicated to the native mind means only one thing, the overthrowing of white authority 
in this country.”197 Into July 1927, the Attorney General felt that the prosecution of ICU 
officials (post Elias trial) remained unadvisable. Considering the prosecution of TW Keable 
‘Mote in December 1927, he remained concerned that “the Magistrate might quite easily 
convict and discharge with a caution as a technical offence, with the result that this will greatly 
strengthen Mote’s position.”198 Instead, he assured police that as “soon as the new Act is in 
force, it may be possible to then deal with Mote and other for more serious offences.” Officials 
in the Native Affairs Department, similarly, hoped that “with the passing of the Native 
Administration Act […] action under the pass law will no longer be necessary.”199 After being 
successfully voted through parliament, the Native Administration Act became active law from 
1st September 1927. Kadalie denounced the Pact and its new legislation as being “opposed the 
Union Jack, the flag of free speech & liberty.”200 
 
 
November 1927–April 1928: Early prosecutions under the Native Administration Act 
 
On 1st September 1927, various projects - legislative and investigatory - came together to allow 
the prosecution of key ICU leaders through the sedition clause, section 29(1), of the Native 
Administration Act. As noted by Kadalie “general prosecution under the Act became the order 
of this period”.201 In February 1928, The Workers’ Herald reported that TW Keable ‘Mote was 
the first person to be arrested under the 1927 Native Administration Act. At least 8 members 
of both the UNIA and CPSA, however, had already been prosecuted under the legislation. The 

 
195 KCM MP 73, K. Xanti to G.S. Smith, 11/01/1928; in Umteteli wa Bantu, 03/09/1927 an advert is posted by 
Xanti of ‘Queenstown & District Native Women’s League’. 
196 ‘Anti-Kadalie Movement’, Workers’ Herald, 15/02/1927. 
197 John Marwick on 02/05/1927, in Debates of the House of Assembly. 
198 SANA NTS 7606 27/328 ‘TW Keable ‘Mote’ (1926-1930), Deputy Commissioner to Commissioner SA 
Police, 12/07/1927. 
199 SANA NTS 7606 27/328 ‘TW Keable ‘Mote’ (1926-1930), Secretary of Native Affairs to Commissioner of 
SA Police 18/08/1927  
200 SANA JUS 919 1/18/26 ‘Native Agitation: Reports On’ (1928), report on ICU meeting in Pietermaritzburg 
on 09/12/1927. 
201 Kadalie, My Life, p.146. 
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first men charged under the act that I’ve found evidence of were UNIA leaders Joel Bulana and 
Edward Maqolo in November 1927.202 They were soon followed by fellow-Garveyites Rev. 
Joseph Mdze (who also appeared on ICU platforms) and Gqushuza Nlapapi in January 1928, 
the former were accused of having told a meeting in Ngqeleni, Umtata that “when the 
Americans arrived they would chase the Europeans back where they came from”.203 Having 
left the ICU to work as the assistant secretary of the ANC in Cape Town, Stanley Silwana 
appeared in court on 23rd February 1928, and he was soon followed by fellow communists 
Bransby Ndobe and John Gomas, who were sentenced to three months imprisonment on 6th 
March.204 From prison, Gomas indignantly wrote that their “‘crime’ (of protesting against the 
conditions under which our people live)” was “an act to be proud of, and our feeling of 
achievement at being members of the advance guard in South Africa, of the International Class 
War”.205 An “Arabian” ICU leader Abdul Mahomed was also found guilty of contravening 
section 29(1) on 26th April.206 
 
TW Keable ‘Mote was the first ICU leader of national prominence to be prosecuted under the 
Act. Three days after a meeting on 15th January led by ‘Mote and Robert Dumah (the ICU 
secretary for Vrede) the Deputy Commissioner of the Free State interviewed the Attorney-
General and wired the Memel police, “instructing them to obtain warrants for arrest of the two 
native agitators for contravention of Section 29 s.s. 1 of Act 38 of 1927.” ‘Mote’s arrest appears 
to have cause tension in the ICU leadership. Kadalie stripped ‘Mote of his job as provincial 
secretary and initially told the press that “Mr ‘Mote’s actions were taken without the authority 
or approval of the National Council of the ICU”.207 At the start of February, with ICU farm 
workers and urban renters being evicted across the Free State, Umteteli were “told by Mr 
Clements Kadalie that it is Mr Keable ‘Mote, and not himself nor the National Council of the 
ICU”, who had allegedly advocated revolt.208 Nevertheless, two weeks later, on 8th February, 
‘Mote appeared as a martyr on the front cover of The Workers’ Herald (figure 6.3). Both ‘Mote 
and Dumah faced trial on 19th May 1928, soon followed by Kadalie’s trial on 22nd. Having 
also been charged under section 29(1), fellow ICU leader AP Maduna got away with being 
discharged the previous Wednesday, 16th May 1928.209 
 

 
202 SANA JUS Part 12’, letter Deputy Commissioner of Police, Transkei to the Commissioner of Police, 
Pretoria, 10/11/1927; ‘’Dr Wellington’ Disciple Gaoled’, Umteteli, 17/12/1927. 
203 SANA JUS 915 1/18/26 ‘The African World: Police Reports RE Activities of Native Weekly Newspaper RE 
Meeting of Natives (1925-6) Part 2 - 13/04/1926 to 09/06/1926’, Police Commander Ngqeleni to District 
Commandant, Umtata, 10/12/1927; Sergt SA Police, Nqgeleni to District Commandant, Umtata, 27/12/1927. 
204 SANA JUS 915 1/18/26 ‘The African World: Police Reports RE Activities of Native Weekly Newspaper RE 
Meeting of Natives (1925-6) Part 2 - 13/04/1926 to 09/06/1926’, report of ANC meeting on 25/12/1927 in Paarl. 
205 ‘From the Prison Cell: Message from Imprisoned Comrade to Workers’, South African Worker, 22/06/1928. 
206 SANA NTS 7645 48/331 ‘Native Administration Act 38/1927 Native Agitators: Return of Cases Instituted 
Against’ (1928-1955). 
207 ‘Kroonstad’, Umteteli, 28/01/1928; Neame, Congress Movement, vol. 2, p.506. 
208 ‘The Kroonstad Trouble’, Umteteli, 04/02/1928. 
209 ‘Stop Press: ICU Official Discharged’, Workers’ Herald, 17/05/1928. 
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Figure 6.2 “Mote on bail”: (front, left to right) JG Gumbs, TW Keable ‘Mote and Clements Kadalie; (back, left to right) EJ 

Mposi, SM Crutse, WG Kali, HK Binda, DA Maphike and Simon Elias, from The Workers’ Herald, 18th February 1928 

 
In court, ‘Mote was first accused, individually, of having declared:  
 

If the Municipality or Government are not going to give us more land or wages, we 
are going to revolt against this so-called Christianity and Hypocrisy […] The ICU 
have been preaching too long, this is the time we want to accomplish things, and 
not preaching. I was a fool that I did not let my people rebel against the Government. 
The day is coming when I am going to march my forces against the Government in 
revolt.210 

 
The prosecution’s case hinged on the evidence of two white policemen, Sebastian Rothman 
and Scalk Lessing. Rothman admitted that he “may have missed sentences here and there” and 
“could not take down everything accused said.” But he was adamant that “What I wrote own 
is what accused actually said; it was taken down as the time. I have not compared these notes 
with those of anybody else.” 

 
210 FSA HG 4/1/2/1/263 103/1928 ‘Supreme Court: Criminal Records: Criminal Cases: King vs Wilfred Keable 
Mote’ (1928). 
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‘Mote was less than convinced. Asserting that “[m]any men have known Gen Smuts and 
Hertzog to contradict what reporters had made them say”, ‘Mote claimed he “could not 
possibl[y] have said what the two policemen Lessing and Rothman make me say; it is 
misrepresentation. It is quite possible that they should have compared notes. I think it is a 
deliberate misrepresentation, a malicious misrepresentation.” Drawing on the legal precedent 
set by Elias, that ‘Mote foregrounded how qualifications were crucial to the interpretation of 
his speech. He told the court that “in every case these phrases have been divorced from their 
context by the two policemen.”  
 

There were words which I used in explanation of these words and which they did 
not report, words which took the sting out of these words i.e. words before and after 
these words, but the policemen only caught these few words and put them down by 
themselves. 

 
Adamant that he could “remember what I spoke, in the first place because I had given this 
speech in almost every town in the OFS in 1927”, ‘Mote was determined that he  
 

did not say: ‘I was a fool not to let my people rebel against the Government etc.’ 
What I did say was: ‘I would have been a fool to have let my people rebel against 
the Government, whereas we can mobilise our forces together with those of the 
churches and the European sympathisers and we could invoke the sympathy of 
international and British labour parties to bring pressure on the Government to 
mitigate this repressive law.[’] 

 
The magistrate, CL Botha, recognized that “the law is strict in its language”, and was “prepared 
to give [the] accused the benefit of the doubt”, because most of the notes taken by the two 
white policemen did “not quite agree”. The policemen’s particular statements about rebellion, 
however, did “agree verbatim”, and Botha believed that it  “would be extraordinary if two 
people put down exactly the same words of a speech under circumstances such as in this case 
[…]”Aware that this was “the first time that a case of this nature comes before the Court of 
contravention of this section”, CL Botha judged that the “Courts have to administer the laws 
as they find them and if you want them altered, you must set about it in another way than 
breaking it. If you break you must expect to be punished under it.” He explicitly did not  
“impose a severe sentence” – fining ‘Mote £15 or two months imprisonment - and hoped “that 
you will take warning and be more guarded in your words when addressing your people.”211  
 
‘Mote appeared later before the same court and the same magistrate for a second time the same 
day - but this time alongside another ICU official, Robert Dumah.212 Botha judged that ‘Mote’s 
subsequent claim that “Natives in the location had been flogged by employees of the 

 
211 FSA HG 4/1/2/1/263 103/1928 ‘Supreme Court: Criminal Records: Criminal Cases: King vs Wilfred Keable 
Mote’ (1928). 
212 FSA HG 4/1/2/1/264 121/1928 Supreme Court: Criminal Records: Criminal Cases: King vs Robert Ayliff 
Moses Dumah and Wilfred Keable Mote (1928). 
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Municipality” was “not a charge against Europeans generally”. Having already found him 
guilty once that day, Botha decided that although Mote’s “language is intemperate”, he could 
“find nothing in his speech which can be said to be a contravention of the act”. Dumah likewise 
was found not guilty. Just as the Attorney General had feared in December 1927, ‘Mote only 
faced a technical sentence with the added prestige of having faced down the government in 
court. 
 
 
May 1928: Clements Kadalie’s own anti-sedition trial 
 
After a series of ICU, ANC, CPSA and UNIA prosecutions, Clements Kadalie’s trial on 22nd 
May was the culmination of years of police work. With ICU finances on the ropes, his defence 
was paid for by Ethelreda Lewis.213 Since 1919, he had been closely monitored by the South 
African police, with an elaborate network of constables, detectives and informers gathering 
evidence. Having petitioned heavily for the anti-sedition clause of the 1927 Native 
Administration Act, police telegraphed each other excitedly after the incriminating report had 
been finally been filed, enthusiastically noting that this “speech of Kadalie is a particularly 
violent one”.214 The day before Kadalie’s Marabastad speech, Umteteli had been hopeful that 
the “ICU except for a few spectacular outbursts seems to have come to its senses and to have 
made constructive and, for it, moderate proposals for improving the economic condition of the 
Natives.”215 They were mistaken.  
 
Like the prosecution of Elias and ‘Mote, Kadalie’s trial centred around the key piece of 
evidence - the police report of his 22nd April speech - and, again, the issue of context. Kadalie 
recalled how the Public Prosecutor, “was determined to get a conviction against me”, and 
focused on a passage in which he  

 
dramatically declared ‘I do not give a damn about your Robert Heights.’ The Public 
Prosecutor insisted that I should submit to the court that I incited to direct action, 
consequently committing the offence of public violence. To the astonishment of 
both learned counsel and attorney, I replied that what I meant to convey to my 
audience when I spoke about the aeroplanes and Robert Heights (the Union 
Government military headquarters) was that it was possible that the Government 
would refuse to suspend the pass laws, and if the natives came out on strike by 
refusing to carry passes as decided by the [ANC] Bloemfontein conference, the 
Government might use force. I was trying to convey that a Government that used 
force or relied on force could never last, but would go the way of the German 
Empire after World War of 1914-1919.216 

 

 
213 Wickins, Industrial and Commercial Workers’ Union [1973], p.516. 
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Dissecting the police report in detail, Kadalie accepted that the first two pages were “a fair 
report of my speech, but asserted that the “last four pages are a hopeless misinterpretation of 
what I said.”217  
 
In his defence, Kadalie told the court his speech focused on “three questions, wages for natives, 
the division of the land and the Pass Laws”, telling his audience that “the Colour bar Act, the 
Natives land Act of 1913, and many other acts which I regard as oppressive Acts” were “a 
disgrace to Christianity and civilisation”. Like Elias and ‘Mote before him, Kadalie claimed 
that a “great deal of what I said was left out”: “As a socialist” Kadalie was “opposed to the 
division of land [… and] spoke half an hour on this subject”, asserting that “the report does not 
convey in its short form, a correct version of what I said.” Similarly, he “spoke on the wage 
question for about ten minutes.” Echoing Botha’s ruling in the ‘Mote trial, Kadalie asserted 
that he referred to particular people rather than white South Africans in general, alleging: 
“When I said the whole of this people I referred to our rulers, the Government. I kept pointing 
to the Union Buildings. When I say ‘those are the most sinful people God ever made’ [I] 
referred to the Cabinet Ministers.”  
 
Much of the case revolved around the providence of various sources - triangulating police 
reports with newspaper coverage and witness statements. Although able to write 100 words a 
minute, Johannes Lamprecht admitted that Kadalie “said a good deal more than I put down”, 
but was “sure I have put down correctly what he said about the people going to hell”. The 
magistrate was “prepared to accept the report taken by the police constable as being 
substantially what the accused said at the meeting.”218 Kadalie and his lawyers, however, 
successfully explained away the incriminatory statements highlighted by the prosecution. 
McCormick found that there was “no evidence that advocating the abolition of the Pass Laws 
is calculated to promote a feeling of hostility between natives and Europeans”, and there was 
“nothing unusual for the Police to become unpopular with a section of the Community”  and 
“a verbal attack on them for enforcing the Pass Laws can hardly be said to be calculated to 
promote hostile feeling between natives and Europeans generally”. McCormick also noted that 
there was “one phrase, according to the Police report, which might bring him within the section 
with which he is charged, where he says ‘I say the whole of this people can go to hell’.” But 
with The Volkstem reporting that Kadalie said: “Let all the people in the Union Buildings go to 
hell”, and numerous witnesses testifying that the “accused frequently pointed to the Union 
Buildings in the course of his speech”, unlike the ‘Mote trial there was no ‘verbatim 
agreement’.  
 
Questioning colonial respectability, Kadalie claimed in court to be more ‘Christian’ and 
‘civilised’ than white South Africans - at the same time as publicly cursing and swearing. 
Challenging notions of ‘British justice’ and ‘free speech’, he justified his actions on the basis 
that throughout the world, “Labour leaders often use strong expressions to drive their points 
home.” Importantly, the case hinged on Kadalie’s calls for the redistribution of land. Exposing 
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the legal constraints already imposed on black ideas of freedom, it was Kadalie’s points on 
land redistribution which came closest to contravening the law – demonstrating that the 
demands of Garveyite and Communist radicals, for a ‘Native Republic’ and an ‘Africa for the 
Africans’, had effectively been criminalised by the act. Kadalie argued that he approached the 
key question in black politics “from a Socialist point of view”, and the magistrate, McCormick, 
believed that because “the Section under which the accused is charged limits the rights of free 
speech”, it “must be strictly interpreted” - but he, nevertheless, believed that Kadalie came 
“very near the border line” in his reflections on the land question.  
 
Having heard the case for the prosecution and defence, McCormick judged that on the whole 
Kadalie “was merely using hyperbolical language”, and he did “not think an attack on the 
Government comes within the mischief aimed at by the Section of the Statute under which 
accused is charged.” The fact that Kadalie “spoke in exaggerated and offensive terms would 
not of itself create a contravention of the statute”, and McCormick judged that it “probably 
makes for safety in the long run if they are allowed to give free expression to their opinions”. 
He therefore found Kadalie not guilty.219 Kadalie asserted that with “my acquittal in the 
Pretoria Magistrate’s Court and other acquittals which followed my own, the Government 
realised the ineffectiveness of the Native Administration Act. It consequently brought into 
Parliament another Bill which was also passed and designated the Riotous Assemblies 
Amendment Act”.220  
 
 
Conclusion 
 
Many black leaders saw the Native Administration Act as a crisis of colonial justice. RV Selope 
Thema believed that because of it, “the majority of Natives look upon the courts, particularly 
the police courts, as instruments of injustice and oppression, and upon those convicted in them 
as martyrs and victims of the tyranny of the white man’s rule”.221  ‘Mote remained certain that 
Section 29(1) of the Act, in particular, “was a diabolical clause, inimical to the interests of the 
people of South Africa as laid down in the South Africa Act of 1909”, “directly” violating the 
act because of the fact that it did “not give the subject liberty of speech”. Prosecution under the 
Act represented another political victory for Kadalie, in particular, having had the threat of 
deportation hanging over him should he be convicted of a crime. Although it “congratulat[ed] 
Mr Kadalie on his good fortune”, Umteteli once again condemned his “explosive language” 
and asserted that “other Native intellectuals who strive for the betterment of their race should 
realise the danger of being led by those whose unbalanced natures are liable to put more 
obstacles in the way of Native progress than those they are out to remove”.222 In December 
1928, the ICU’s new Scottish adviser, WG Ballinger reported that the Native Administration 
Act “had already played havoc with many unwary officials who allowed their zeal to outpace 
their discretion, with the result that hundreds of pounds had to be paid in fines, bails and other 
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matters.” As part of his own campaign within the ICU to limit ‘outspoken’ speeches, Ballinger 
believed that the Act brought “into question the intelligence - if not sincerity - of those high 
officials who allowed themselves to be enmeshed in such a simple matter as the Native 
Administration Act”.223  
 
In response to the ICU, the state considerably expanded the number of black detectives and 
constables it employed directly, and the informers it financed indirectly. Notably, the number 
of black policemen peaked at the same time as ICU membership peaked and as noted by Shear, 
while the South African state initially tried to “channel its policing capabilities through the 
courts”, by the end of the 1920s “an initial era of official commitment to legal liberalism” gave 
way to the “regulatory tasks of the colonial state”.224 This culminated in 1930 Riotous 
Assemblies Act, which “removed the courts, with their more exacting standards of 
corroboration, from suppression of political agitation”, and allowed the Minister of Justice “to 
exclude from any district any person who was working up hostility between black and 
white”.225 After the 1930 Riotous Assemblies Act allowed the Governor-General to anticipate 
and prohibit the dissemination of that “engender[ed] feelings of hostility” between black and 
white, black police were dismissed in their thousands as part of “the state’s departure from a 
court-centred approach to political policing and significantly stalled the post-Union trend of 
employing more African police.”226 The South African state had an effective means of 
repressing black trade unionism, without recourse to the courts. 
 
At the same time as the South African state abandoned a liberal imperial migration regime and 
its previously liberal economic policies, it also rejected a liberal approach to free speech. 
Limited, but important, freedoms were happily sacrificed by the Pact government in the 
creation of a consolidated “White South Africa”. Heightened anti-sedition legislation also 
marked a dramatic shift in the way that the ICU functioned. With increasing criticism of “loud 
and foolish talkers” and the “Native irresponsibles who revel in the gift of oratory”, moderates 
writing for Umteteli and Ilanga, and increasing numbers within the ICU leadership itself, began 
arguing that “the most callous of Native exploiters” was the leader who “wilfully misleads his 
people and battens on their ignorance and credulity, the type bred and developed by the anti-
white attitude and encouraged by the disreputable practice of certain accredited agents of the 
ICU”. Instead a ‘New ICU’ was emerging, with William Ballinger at the helm, which believed 
that 
 

if its negotiations with the Government on other grave issues are conducted with 
the decorum that stamps the excellence of this first of its undertakings, and is as 
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strongly marked with the evidence of deep thought and good intention, its official 
recognition cannot be withheld and its power is assured.227  

 
The Native Administration Act exposed differences within the ICU leadership, between 
moderates who wanted to remain within the law and radicals who saw the law itself as 
unconstitutional, and wanted to pursue a “fighting policy”. Kadalie’s 1928 court victory was 
an important legal milestone, a momentary victory for free speech, and an important moment 
in South Africa’s shift away from legal liberalism. Kadalie briefly stalled the state repression 
of the ICU, but this success was quickly made irrelevant by the secession of numerous ICU 
branches from the “mother body” of the trade union, starting with the Durban branch the very 
next day, on 23rd May 1928.

 
227 ‘The New ICU’, Umteteli, 25/08/1928. 
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Chapter 7 - Moderate critics versus immoderate czars: Intrigue, 

strategy and tactics in the collapse of the ICU, 1928-1930  
 
 
Introduction 
 
On 27th July 1928, a month after Kadalie’s trial, the Ilanga lase Natal journalist and sometime 
ICU supporter Rolfes Dhlomo reported that the ICU faced an “impending crisis”:  
 

Today the ICU is on the precipice - its leaders or leading lights are up in arms 
against Mr Kadalie’s alleged autocratic rule. In Natal the people - members of the 
ICU have appointed Mr Champion their General Secretary - their slogan being - 
according to reports - ‘Away with Kadalie’. In the Rand papers we read of a 
manifesto drawn by some of these ‘lights’ condemning Kadalie’s rule, and his 
alleged disastrous handling of affairs […] Dear ICU people - ICU yase Natal 
included - Avoid the coming tragedy of the ICU even at the expense of your soft 
feelings, salaries and deprivations; because it is through your self-sacrifices that the 
ICU will owe its life.1  

 
After AWG Champion was suspended for financial irregularities in April 1928, the Durban 
branch seceded on 23rd May 1928. Ill in bed, and in correspondence with Kadalie, Champion 
himself tried to exploit the schism, before dramatically throwing his lot in with the secession 
on 21st June. Over the course of 1928, Kadalie went through protracted negotiations with 
Champion, but by November 1928, the breakaway had been cemented, in part due to intractable 
money problems. As Kadalie was accused of being a dictator and ICU officials across Southern 
Africa were accused of “stealing” people’s money, the trade union’s income collapsed, 
secretaries went unpaid and widespread disillusionment set in. Alongside the ICU yase Natal, 
numerous other sections had splintered off by the end of the year, with further schisms – 
successful and botched - in the Transkei, Orange Free State, Lydenburg, Belville and Cape 
Town. By the beginning of 1929, the crippled ‘mother body’ had abandoned its “fighting 
policy” for a “moderate” one, and Kadalie himself had resigned in protest.  
 
The rapid disintegration of the ICU, from its peak membership in mid-1927 to its foundering 
in early 1928, has received considerable historiographical attention, with numerous chapters 
and articles highlighting a myriad of reasons for the trade union’s collapse.2 For Wickins and 
Roux, it was “inescapable that the ICU was not done to death by the assassins of capitalism, 
but died of its own fatal flaws” – with money poured into  “costly litigation, unwise business 
ventures, needless use of cars, telephones and telegrams, expensive premises, ostentatious 

 
1 R.R.R. Dhlomo, ‘Impending Tragedy’, Ilanga, 27/07/1928. 
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Communist, 123 (1990); S. Neame, The Congress Movement, vol 2, pp.392-537. 
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conferences, and a newspaper that never paid”.3 Bradford has invoked the argument of 
moderate Eastern Cape ICU leader Theo Lujiza – that the “failure to procure land for people 
was the principle factor that led to the downfall of the organisation”.4 Neame’s Congress 
Movement, simply argues that the ICU’s “disintegration was an historical inevitability”.5 
Collis-Buthelezi has repeated the arguments of contemporary Garveyites, that the “ICU failed 
because it shed its racial focus and took on too many white liberals.”6 Bonner, in what remains 
the most critical analysis of the ICU’s fragmentation, argued that it was only at “a superficial 
level” that the disintegration of the ICU could “be traced to financial instability, personal 
conflicts, weakness of central organisation and so on.” This did “not explain a great deal”, he 
rightly asserts, because if these flaws had been serious “then the ICU would never have got 
underway in the first place” 
 

Considerably more important were underlying weaknesses of analysis and strategy 
[…] Industrial organisation was neglected; sectionalisation by industry ignored; and 
scarcely any effort towards union recognition was attempted. Instead Kadalie 
pinned his hopes on implausible political solutions.7  

 
Beinart and Bundy have similarly argued that ICU leaders “made the programme of the 
movement more fragile by adopting an immediatist popular perspective that virtually invited 
its own defeat”. Ulrich and van der Walt concur that the ICU “lacked the key ingredients of a 
successful syndicalist union: democratic structures, worker education and self-activity, direct 
action, class politics and a clear strategy”.8 In short, the ICU “was insufficiently syndicalist”.9 
.  
Notably, all these arguments echo criticisms made at the time of the ICU’s collapse. “Race 
conscious”  Garveyite leaders were incredibly wary of the increasing influence of white 
socialists within the trade union. The ICU’s ‘Ginger’ faction and the CPSA were highly critical 
about the ICU’s lack of direct action and the influence of “white liberals”. And communists 
and moderates alike believed that the ICU should have focused more on sectional organisation, 
industry by industry. Retrospective arguments contend that a more Garveyite, more communist 
or more syndicalist-informed approach could have built on the ICU’s successes. But these 
arguments cannot be separated from the fact that similar arguments were made at the time by 
contemporaries within the trade union. Notably, Garveyite, communist and syndicalist ideas 
were marginalised and defeated within these debates - with Kadalie replaced by moderate 
‘good boy’ trade unionists when he resigned from the head of the ICU. Rather than being 
“superficial” (as Bonner asserts), the outcomes of conflicts within the leadership of the ICU 

 
3 Wickins, Industrial and Commercial Workers’ Union [1978], pp.208-209; E. Roux, Time Longer Than Rope. 
4 Bradford, Taste of Freedom, p.270. 
5 “At the same time, as shall be seen, the ICU constituted an historical signpost for those who in the 1940s 
sought to transform the ANC into an organisation, geared to the mobilisation of mass actions of an African 
nationalist kind.” S Neame, Congress Movement, vol 2, pp.533-535. 
6 Collis, Anxious Records, p.34 
7 Bonner, ‘The Decline and Fall of the ICU - A Case of Self Destruction?’ 
8 Beinart & Bundy, ‘Ideology and Tactics of the Independent ICU’, p.52; van der Walt, Anarchism and 
Syndicalism, pp.560-561. 
9 van der Walt, Anarchism and Syndicalism, pp.560-561. 
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mattered, and they shaped the course of black trade unionism for decades to come. Ethnic 
identities were seized upon, Christian principles were questioned and political affiliations 
proved key. Kadalie later reminisced that with “the rapid rise of the ICU, which attracted people 
of various backgrounds, the question of rivalries was bound to come.”10 And he believed that 
the ICU would have survived “had it not been for the disintegrating forces caused by rivalries 
amongst its higher officials, which to a great extent were engineered by the European elements, 
backed of course by the powers that be”.11 “For a time”, Kadalie and James Gulam Gumbs, the 
ICU president, 
 

were able to keep together the various elements that were antagonistic to each other, 
but as time went on, I was in turn marked out for attack, owing to my being born 
outside the Union of South Africa. When Champion broke away, the fact of my 
birth was used by him to rally the Zulu workers around his leadership. Following 
my resignation, the ICU leaders were more or less aligned tribally.12 

 
Numerous accounts, including Kadalie’s own autobiography, blame the shift of the ICU 
towards ‘moderation’ on a few key white socialists and liberals, most notably William 
Ballinger. Building on the ideas of black moderates already explored in chapters 3, 4 and 6, 
this chapter however situates the secession of the ICU yase Natal within broader 
disillusionment at the ICU leadership, in both print media and popular sentiment, and takes the 
less savoury politics of black moderates and ethnic nationalism (or “tribalism” as Kadalie 
called it) seriously, demonstrating their strong influence within and beyond the ICU in the late 
1920s.13 Situating the ICU’s collapse within the black politics of the time, the rise of Inkatha 
and Zulu ethnic nationalism, as well as a narrow, exclusionary vision of black South African 
nationalism, this chapter demonstrates that the existing historiography has not taken into 
account the considerable force of black moderate opinion and its associated anti-immigrant 
politics – most notably the numerous moderate newspaper platforms, emerging moderate 
organisations such as the Cape Native Voter’s Association and Inkatha, as well as the 
considerable wealth of white MPs, businesses and printing presses backing the “anti-
communist” propaganda of moderate collaborators. Just as the politics of migration were key 
to the ICU’s organisational strategy across Southern Africa, so was rising anti-immigrant 
sentiment key to the ICU’s overall decline, and the personal decline of Kadalie, in particular. 
 
This chapter first addresses the collapse of the ICU’s reputation and the connected rise of 
moderate black politics. It second looks at how these political ideas affected the fragmentation 
of the ICU leadership over the course of 1928, not only in Natal, but also in the Eastern and 
Western Cape, Free State and Transvaal, which led to Kadalie himself abandoning the ICU at 
the start of 1929 and continuing his trademark “fighting policy” in the Independent ICU. It 

 
10 Kadalie, My Life, p.222. 
11 Kadalie, My Life, p.223. 
12 Kadalie, My Life, p.222. 
13 P. Bonner, ‘South African Society and Culture, 1910–1948’, in R. Ross, A.K. Mager & B. Nasson (eds.), 
Cambridge History of South Africa: Vol 2 (Cambridge, 2011); Cabrita, People’s Zion. 



 260 

concludes by examining the Independent ICU’s 1930 East London general strike, before 
reflecting on the lasting influences of ICU radicals and moderates over the course of the 1930s. 
 
 
Hostile press and the collapse of the ICU’s reputation, 1927-1928 
 
By 1927, the aura of the ICU’s transgressive “well-dressed” wealth and success were nowhere 
more evident than in Durban, the centre of its operations in Natal. Here, AWG Champion, Sam 
Dunn and Isaiah London were unionising workers with “superhuman” energy in the tens of 
thousands, leading huge meetings on the Cartwrights Flats and winning numerous legal cases 
against local government.14 Like the Workers Hall in Johannesburg, Champion’s African 
Workers Club hosted regular concerts and “modern” dance nights, while its co-operative 
factory employed a number of tailors, producing iconic red ICU garments. Companies of 
uniformed members led by H Leoni, JH London and Thompson Tembe regularly paraded 
through the streets of Durban -  bedecked in “red twill tunics braided with black braid” from 
the co-operative – followed by a women’s section of a hundred, and a “red rosette brigade”.15 
With The Workers Herald produced out of Johannesburg, Champion also established his own 
local ICU newspaper, Udibi lwase Afrika, documenting ICU events in Natal, alongside 
numerous pamphlets. By September 1927, Champion had built up a roster of almost 60 paid 
secretaries – only one of whom was a woman - representing by far the largest provincial 
secretariat of the ICU. Critics worried that the Durban ICU had “become a Trade Union whose 
policy is ‘Jobs for friends or pals’.”16 
 

 
Figure 7.1 AWG Champion “surrounded with 58 secretaries, Organisers and Clerks who are preaching the Gospel of the 

ICU and the emancipation of the African Worker in all parts of Natal”, Udibi lwase Afrika (September 1927). 

 
14 Coka, ‘The story of Gilbert Coka’, p.295. 
15 SANA JUS 917 1/18/26, R.H. Arnold report dated 08/05/1928. 
16 Lenono, The ICU Funds. 
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Damaging public revelations about corruption within the ICU, however, emerged over the 
course of 1927, centring on Natal – with the most damning accusations coming from George 
Lenono and Samuel Dunn, both former officials of the Durban branch. By the end of the year, 
the ICU there “both externally and internally, was facing crisis”.17 George Lenono, a Basotho 
‘general dealer’, had been a vice-chair on the executive of the Durban ICU branch along with 
his wife, Mary Jane Lenono, before both were expelled for raising the charges of corruption 
against Champion in late 1926.18 Publicising his allegations in a damning pamphlet in February 
1927, Allison Champion, Provincial Secretary ICU and the ICU Funds, Lenono systematically 
demonstrated “the unsound methods of dealing with the funds of the organization” – claiming 
“that the greatest fight which the ICU has to put up is against the squandering of ICU funds by 
its Messiahs.”19 Critical of “officials of the organisation, who are imbued with motives of 
exploiting their less intelligent members of their race for their own personal interests”, Lenono 
alleged that on arrival in Durban in August 1925, Champion had announced it “was his desire” 
to  
 

have nothing to do with the funds of the branch, and the leave everything in the 
hands of the committee, for he did not want them to accuse him of using their 
monies for his personal interest, as has been the case with their ex-Provincial 
Secretary, Mr Alex Maduna.20 
 

Having started in Natal with “absolutely nothing except his monthly salary”, Champion 
acquired a considerable property portfolio and registered numerous businesses under his name 
with dubious speed.21 An “in and out ICU supporter” with notably moderate politics, Lenono 
was adamant that the ICU “must eradicate itself of any tendency towards Communistic ideas” 
and believed that the ICU would “play an important part in the development of native races”, 
but only “if run on sound European lines” while fighting “for recognition and mutual co-
operation with the employers of labour”. Ilanga lase Natal agreed that “it seems to outsiders 
someone needs a curbing and mature guidance.”22 Outraged by Lenono’s assertion that the 
“type of leaders of Mr Champion’s calibre must be kept in the background”, the ICU’s 
provincial secretary laid down charges of defamation against the former vice-chair in March 
1927. 
 

 
17 Kadalie, My Life, p.158. 
18 ‘The News and Doings of the ICU’, Workers’ Herald, 20/07/1925; Lenono, The ICU Funds. 
19 ‘Dissension in the ICU’, Ilanga, 25/02/1927; Lenono, The ICU Funds. 
20 Lenono, The ICU Funds; Ilanga lase Natal, 09/12/1927. 
21 Lenono, The ICU Funds. These included: “two properties in the Borough of Durban; he is the sole partner of 
a limited liability company (Vuka Afrika Company, Limited); he is the sole partner of a refreshment 
establishment situated at 113 Queen Street, Durban; he is the sole partner of a boot repairing and tailoring 
establishment; he is the sole partner of a newspaper, ‘U Dibi lwase Afrika’; and he is the sole partner of the 
African Workers Club”. 
22 ‘Dissension in the ICU’, Ilanga, 25/02/1927; see also ‘ICU in the Melting Pot’, Ilanga, 23/12/1927. 
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Figure 7.2 George and Mary Jane Lenono, from Ilanga lase Natal, 9th December 1927, and page 1 of G. Lenono, The ICU 

Funds: Mr Allison Champion, Provincial Secretary, ICU (Natal), and the ICU Funds, (Durban, 1927)  

 
With Lenono’s allegations in the public domain, Champion tried to deflect the accusations on 
to Sam Dun, who was made Acting Provincial Secretary for Natal during Kadalie’s absence 
abroad and business secretary of The Workers Herald. On 2nd August 1927, Champion 
suspended Dunn, alleging that he had “violated  the rules of the organization” by calling in the 
police to arrest corrupt ICU members” and stolen ICU money.23 A bitter Dunn told police 
detective RGH Arnold that “matters came to a head” in mid-August when a “certain faction 
[of] ‘hooligans’ in the ICU fanned by some of the Executive members” threatened him. 
Asserting that both Champion and Kadalie had “squandered large sums of the ICU money”, 
Dunn relayed to the policeman that “[a]ll cases or matters arising between members of the ICU 
are tried by the ICU, and not allowed to reach the Courts” because “if such a thing took place 
it would mean a smash up of the ICU, as no books are kept and no audits allowed”.24 
Condemning “[i]rresponsible leadership”, Ilanga lase Natal regretted: “The ICU movement is 
not old, but the leaders are already quarrelling”. The paper once again asserted that it was “only 
[the] moderate element that will finally give us a sound foundation for building our future.”25 
During his trial on 26th November 1927, (two weeks after Kadalie returned from Europe) Dunn 
distanced himself from both Champion and the Nyasa trade union leader, telling Durban 
magistrates 
 

 
23 Wickins, Industrial and Commercial Workers’ Union [1973], p.450. 
24 SANA JUS 917 1/18/26 ‘Theft by officials of ICU’ (1928-1929), R.H. Arnold to Sub-Inspector Thomas, 
29/08/1927, referring to conversation with Dunn on 26/08/1927. 
25’Sane Leadership Wanted’, Ilanga, 19/08/1927. 
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that the whole financial administration of the ICU is a humbug, in that the 
constitution has been violated by the chief men themselves most miserably. 
Champion and Kadalie are the two autocrats of the organisation and always 
combine to do just what they like, bluffing, of course, all the time, to most of the 
members of the National Council.26 

 
At the same time as facing damaging accusations from the on-going trial of Dunn, Champion 
lost his case against Lenono when it came to court in early December 1927.27 Kadalie claimed 
that the judge’s verdict in the Lenono case “clearly emphasise[d] the necessity for the 
introduction of a scheme of reorganisation which I outlined on my return from Europe” - but 
rivals, increasingly sceptical of Kadalie himself, thought differently.28  
 
In many ways, however, the accusations had already taken their toll. The amount of money 
coming into the ICU’s Natal branch peaked in May 1927, after which enrolment fees and 
subscriptions fell off markedly, and by the end of the year, the ICU was facing financial ruin.29 
Ilanga lase Natal also publicised the on-going wranglings of the “ICU versus Mr JL Dube”, 
who asserted that “the spirit of the majority was against Congress being under the thumb of the 
young leaders of the ICU”, and was determined that ANC events would not be turned “into an 
ICU meeting”.30 After Champion lost another court case at the start of 1928 for defaming Dube, 
he was forced to grovelingly write “that although the views of the Reverend John L Dube and 
myself have sometimes, differed, I believe him to be actuated by nothing except the highest 
motives.”31 Legal battles formed the basis of Champion’s successes when he first arrived in 
Durban, but they also proved to be part of his undoing. 
 
 
Bennet Ncwana, anti-immigrant politics and the resurgence of moderate ‘good boys’ 
 
Throughout the mid-1920s, police reports of ICU meetings repeatedly noted that moderate 
speeches were met “with scarcely any applause while insulting remarks re Europeans are 
heartily cheered”.32 Kadalie argued that “moderation had led to the wholesale exploitation of 
non-European workers in South Africa.”33 There were, nevertheless, many ICU leaders who 
believed that moderation was crucial to the ‘racial progress’ of black South Africans. As noted 
in previous chapters, moderate trade unionists were prominent at the forefront of both the 
ICWU and ICU’s annual conferences throughout the 1920s. Alexander Mac Jabavu (alongside 
moderates such as Theo Lujiza, James Dippa and John Mzaza) “countered with an energetic 

 
26 Neame, Congress Movement, vol 2, p.466. 
27 Neame, Congress Movement, vol 2, p.490. Dunn’s trial started on 14/12/1927. 
28 ‘Misuse of ICU Funds’, Umteteli, 10/12/1927. 
29 Wickins, Industrial and Commercial Workers’ Union [1973], p.445. 
30 ‘ICU vs TUC: Blacks claim Right to Dominate’, Ilanga, 13/01/1928. 
31 ‘Apology’, Ilanga, 17/02/1928; Wickins, Industrial and Commercial Workers’ Union [1973], p.469. 
32 SANA JUS 916 1/18/26 ‘The African World: Police Reports RE Activities of Native Weekly Newspaper RE 
Meeting of Natives (1926-1927) Part 7 – 15/03/1927 to 26/04/1927’, R.S. Mitchell, ‘Report RE Sedition Bill, 
12/03/1927. 
33 Kadalie, My Life, p.158. 
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denial” the “propriety” of “ginger” faction motions, and “vigorously objected to the association 
of the ICU with Communist propaganda.”34 Despite his position as senior vice-president of the 
ICU, Jabavu’s newspaper Imvo Zabantsdundu remained a moderate title throughout the 
decade, which promoted the ideas of Bennet Ncwana, IB Nyombolo and Dippa, and only 
occasionally directly championed the ICU.  These trade unionists inside and outside the ICU 
were backed up by numerous liberal and moderate journalists beyond the trade union, who 
wrote for newspapers such as Ilanga lase Natal, Umteteli wa Bantu, Izindaba Zabantu and 
Imvo, and worked in organisations such as the Bantu Men’s Social Centre (BMSC), Inkatha, 
the ANC and CNVA. Ilanga lase Natal was similarly that its writers “may be accused of being 
enemies of the ICU, but intelligent Natives who have followed our criticisms will bear us out 
that we have tried to advise the leaders to do the right thing.”35 The white liberal American 
missionary, Rev Ray Phillips, who ran the Chamber of Mines-sponsored BMSC in 
Johannesburg, similarly lamented that the “Black men of long vision are scoffingly dubbed 
‘Good Boys’ by the impatient ones who want immediate results”.36 
 
These arguments tied into the broader anxieties of moderates and liberals (who had a narrow, 
temperate, notably Christian understanding of black South African nationalism), about 
propriety, black masculinity, and material change. They were affronted by the level of 
expenditure that was necessary for the ICU to function as a transnational organisation – 
acquiring cars on hire purchase, regularly sending relatively costly telegrams, printing heavily 
subsidised newspapers, and running culturally vibrant workers’ halls. ICU leaders and 
members with newly-imported American motor cars were some of the first black drivers in 
South Africa, and were swept up in the country’s wider motorisation and associated moral 
panics about “reckless” black road users.37 In September 1927, black drivers on the Rand were 
banned from chauffeuring white passengers – a ban which was successfully contested by the 
newly formed Transvaal Native Motor Drivers Association, led by Robert M’Belle, and 
declared ultra vires in January 1928.38 As noted by Kadalie and John Mzaza, however, motor 
cars were crucial for rural organising (reaching areas that were inaccessible by boat or train), 
worked as impressive speaking platforms during ICU speeches, and were key to avoiding the 
prying eyes of South African police. Just as motor cars allowed government officials and 
missionaries to drastically heighten their mobility and organising ability, they increased the 

 
34 ‘ICU Congress’, Umteteli, 17/04/1926. 
35 ‘ICU vs TUC: Blacks claim Right to Dominate’, Ilanga, 13/01/1928. 
36 R. Phillips, Bantu in the City: A Study of Cultural Adjustment on the Witwatersrand, (Lovedale, 1930). 
37 ‘Motor Car Imports’, South African Worker, 27/05/1927; ‘Reckless Native Motorist’, Umteteli, 11/02/1928. It 
appears that Champion was one of the first ICU officials to acquire a car, followed by the other provincial 
secretaries – Umteteli, 28/05/1927. By 1928, Gumbs was also travelling round by motor car – 11/03/1928. 
James Dweni, an ICU member in East London, for example, owned “one of the first cars driven by an African 
owner”, Kadalie, My Life, p.187. The police underwent “motorisation” earlier after WWI, and by 1920 had 53 
cars, Brewer, Black and Blue: Policing in South Africa. 
38 ‘Native Motor Drivers’, Umteteli, 01/10/1927; ‘Ultra Vires: Ban Removed from Native Chauffeurs’, 
Umteteli, 28/01/1928; ‘Native Motor Drivers’, Umteteli, 04/02/1928; ‘Native Drivers Union’, South African 
Worker, 17/02/1928; SANA ARB 1596 1054/316 Transvaal Native Motor Drivers Union (1927-198); ‘Native 
Motor Drivers’ Union’, Workers’ Herald, 15/06/1929. It appears that the Transvaal Native Drivers Union 
affiliated with FNETU in April 1928, ‘Transvaal Native Motor Drivers Union’, South African Worker, 
27/04/1928. 
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ability of the ICU to effectively organise across vast distances, and avoid prying officials.39 
Black journalist Rolfes Dhlomo also noted that motor cars were popular with black travellers 
who were regularly harassed on trains, while Mzaza championed how with a motor car, 
“detectives in Johannesburg do not now know when Kadalie leaves.”40  
 
As “modern” self-identified “bad boys”, ICU leaders such as Clements Kadalie and Keable 
‘Mote and Esau Nhlapo also drank excessive quantities of alcohol, and called on Jesus to “come 
down from heaven with a sjambock and thrash [… the] fat fuckers out of Parliament”, at the 
same time as  Umteteli readers of Umteteli were being told that “[e]xcess in drink as excess in 
other things is an evil”, and that “Moderate Native opinion will support the prohibition of the 
manufacture or use of Skokiaan, and other concoctions of a similar nature”.41 The ICU certainly 
employed “new”, “modern”, “foreign” organising methods, typical of global changes during 
the 1920s, and Kadalie and Gumbs in particular were repeatedly mistaken for being foreign 
“American Negroes”. But these methods were nevertheless practical, as well as audacious.  
 
Bitter at their marginalisation from the black trade union movement, moderates HS Msimang 
and SMB Ncwana over the course of the mid-1920s consistently collaborated with the South 
African state and white employers in order to fight “communistic” influences within the ICU. 
With a reputation as “an unstable moderate and a compromiser”, ex-ICWU president Selby 
Msimang wrote a vast number of articles on black trade unionism, which explicitly critiqued 
his “friend, and, at one time, my co-worker” Clements Kadalie. Critical of black immigrant 
workers, in particular, Msimang invoked his Zulu-ness as part of a broader exclusionary South 
African nationalist identity to question:  
 

Why should the Zulu condescend to encourage what to him means economic 
slavery; and indeed why should other Union Natives do it? He feels too that 
politically he is being disabled on the ground that the much feared increasing Bantu 
population is deliberately exaggerated as a consequence of the unrestricted 
immigration of foreigners whom the census treat as Natives of the Union […] this 
foreign menace is a challenge to the Union Native.42 

 
Bennet Ncwana, likewise, drew on anti-immigrant and anti-internationalist sentiments to attack 
Kadalie's alignment with white trade unionists in Europe. In a four month long anti-Kadalie 
expose published in Izindaba Zabantu entitled ‘Kadalie’s ‘Political Renegade’: Or How I Left 
the ICU’, Ncwana attacked “the infallible Idol of the ICU” as a vain manipulator who acted 
under “a strong current of sinister influence”. In reference to Kadalie’s alignment with the 
IFTU, Ncwana argued that “there was no need for the Natives to import leaders from elsewhere 

 
39 J.B. Gewald, ‘Missionaries, Hereroes and Motorcars: Mobility and the Impact of Motor Vehicles in Namibia 
before 1940’, International Journal of African Historical Studies, 35:2/3 (2002), pp.261-263. 
40 R.R.R. Dhlomo, ‘Railways versus Motor Cars’, Ilanga, 19/06/1925; Coka, ‘The story of Gilbert Coka’, p.296; 
WCA 1/ELN C3 ‘Native Unrest’ (1920-1929), report of ICU meeting in East London on 11/03/1928. 
41 ‘Native and Liquor’, Umteteli, 25/02/1928. 
42 H.S. Msimang, ‘South African Slave Economy’, Umteteli, 31/03/1928. 
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who were now selling them to Amsterdam Bolsheviks.”43  As “a student of international 
politics”, Ncwana “never did believe the International policy of Clements Kadalie” and 
asserted it was “high time Clements Kadalie directed his attention to his oppressed people in 
Central Africa”. Instead, Ncwana contended in September 1927 that the temperate “Mr Alison 
Champion, that veracious leader for Natal, should prepare himself for the great responsibility 
which will soon fall on him to carry on the work of the ICU where Kadalie fell off. The great 
army of workers of South Africa are looking to him more than to Clements Kadalie to ‘put it 
over’.”44 A pamphlet by Ncwana, The Activities of the ICU: An Exhaustive Enquiry into the 
Affairs and Policy of the Industrial and Commercial Workers’ Union of Africa, in turn, 
criticised the mis-management of funds and called for the wholesale reorganisation of the ICU 
along sectional lines, asserting:  
 

Mr Clements Kadalie has more than once told the public that the ICU was being 
run on ‘scientific lines’ and if that is so, I would like to know from him why the 
balance sheet of the ICU has never been published in the Bantu press for the 
information of its thousands of members in the same way as other well constituted 
bodies such as the banks, etc? 

 
As far as Ncwana was concerned, the ICU was “not in a practical sense constituted for the 
benefit of its members but that of its leaders”. The “average Bantu worker of today has either 
no knowledge or very little knowledge of science. One question the Bantu worker does 
understand is this: ‘Ipi imali yam’ (Where is my money).” The pamphlet closed with the 
assertion that: “The only solution of the problem as far as I am concern[ed] is the deportation 
of the Nyasaland leader as the Union leaders are quite capable of solving the problem 
confronting the workers of the Union.” Sensing a fatal wound, Henry Selby Msimang claimed 
in a preface to Ncwana’s Exhaustive Enquiry that if the ICU failed to address corruption, “as 
it did in the case of Champion vs Lenono, it would be forging a weapon which would [be] 
destined for its destruction.”45 Chief Solomon likewise told his Zulu followers, “you must keep 
away from the ICU for these people (ICU) have aroused antagonism between the whites and 
Natives […] We do not know their grandfather”,46 while Umteteli denounced Kadalie as “the 
worst type of alien, an abomination of the true Bantu patriot and a destroyer of Bantu hope”, 
whose “only real achievement is the accentuation of European hostility and the consequent 
prolongation of Native disability.”47 These ideas were distributed in newspaper and pamphlets 
paid for by mine owners and missionaries (and kept for posterity in this form). But they were 
paralleled with mass meetings led by Ncwana, Msimang, and Dube in Durban, 
Pietermaritzburg and Johannesburg which pushed the “Moderate Party” agenda. 
 

 
43 ‘Fighting Bolshevism: The Moderate Party’, Umteteli, 20/11/1926. For more on Ncwana, see H. Dee, 
‘‘Enemy of the African Workers’: General Agent SM Bennet Ncwana’, The Journalist, 93 (2017). 
44 S.M.B. Ncwana, ‘The Umteteli Recrudescence’, Umteteli, 24/09/1927. 
45 Msimang, ‘Preface’ in Ncwana, Exhaustive Enquiry. 
46 ‘Keep Away from the ICU: Chief Solomon Warns The Zulus: Direct and Clever Questions’, Ilanga, 
28/10/1927. 
47 ‘A Fallen Star’, Umteteli, 03/11/1928. 
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In many ways Ncwana’s Exhaustive Enquiry was right - the ICU, now by far the biggest black 
organisation in South African history, was riddled with corruption, with a number of cases 
centring directly on allegations made against Kadalie. La Guma’s 1926 report documented that 
£600 had been lost the preceding year because of “inefficiency, dishonesty and 
unconstitutionalism on the part of branch and other officials”, and Kadalie’s position as general 
secretary was already described as a dictatorship “in embryo”.48 Under the stewardship of the 
former communist Frank Glass (who took the ICU finances over from Eddie Khaile), the ICU 
executive noted “with pleasure the improvement made in the financial position” in November 
1927, but the trade union’s finances rapidly deteriorated over the following months. Ilanga had 
already identified Kadalie as being part of the “guilty party”, implicated with “the unsound 
methods of dealing with the funds of the organization” in February 1927, while Izindaba 
Zabantu had repeatedly alluded to his “evaporations and debauchery”.49 As recognised by 
Kadalie, with the “exposure of the ICU’s financial chaos in Durban, the confidence of the 
general public in the organisation became shaky”.50 By January 1928, the ICU’s income was 
collapsing as heightening disillusionment meant fewer and fewer members contributed funds, 
while considerable outlays remained in place. At a meeting of the ICU executive on 6th January 
1928, it was revealed that the trade union only had £172 left in its account. 
 

Councillors one after the other crept from the room slowly until there was no 
quorum, and the president had to ring the bell to recall them. Shortly afterwards the 
session was brought to an end with these dramatic words from the president: 
‘Comrades, I expect you all to rise to the occasion.’ Some of them evidently did not 
‘rise to the occasion’ because the very next day the ‘financial collapse’ of the ICU 
was the street topic in the city - amongst both natives and Europeans. The income 
in membership fees dropped to almost zero, and the news spread like wild fire form 
the Cape to the Zambesi. Legal demands, summonses and write poured into the 
office.51 

 
During the meeting, Kadalie attacked Champion in particular for spending thousands on legal 
cases “entirely without justification.”52 Circulating a document setting out the ‘Proposals for 
Curtailing Expenditure at Head Office’, he questioned “whether the actual benefits to the Union 
are in proportion to the great expenditure on legal charges”, and instigated the auditing of the 
Durban books which had been voted for at the Kimberley conference in November.53 
Numerous decisions, however, didn’t go Kadalie’s way. In view of the ICU’s precarious 
financial situation, his salary was reduced and the salary for a proposed private secretary set at 
£8 a month (far lower than he wanted). The executive also agreed to cover the legal costs of 
both the Lenono and Dube cases, purchase land in Natal, and deputed Kadalie (against his 
wishes) to go on a fund-raising tour. 

 
48 La Guma’s report, dated 06/03/1926, is discussed, Neame, Congress Movemement, vol 1, pp. 538-539, 571-
578; vol 2, pp.137, 224. 
49 ‘Dissension in the ICU’, Ilanga, 25/02/1927. 
50 Kadalie, My Life, p.160. 
51 Tyamzashe, Summarised History. 
52 Neame, Congress Movement, vol 2, p.491. 
53 Neame, Congress Movement, vol 2, p.492. 
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As the ICU’s financial difficulties became the talk of South Africa, they were compounded by 
the rise of a South African nationalism defined by anti-immigrant sentiment. On Christmas 
Day 1927, a huge riot had erupted in Western Native Township, Johannesburg. Abantu-Batho 
and the Transvaal African Congress (TAC) later alleged that “without provocation the Blantyre 
Natives secretly plotted an attack”, and that “heavy casualties were sustained amounting to 
between 50 and 100.”54 The following day Basotho men retaliated, attacking Nyasas living in 
Newclare, killing 6 and injuring 25. Umteteli wa Bantu reported that the  
 

general feeling is that the time has come when Central Africans should be cleared 
out of the country [...] they are taking bread out of the mouths of the people who 
pay heavy taxes [...and having] introduced the knife for fighting purposes [...] they 
are chiefly responsible for the recent epidemic of stabbing affrays[.]55  

 

In the aftermath of the riots, the CPSA’s Eddie Khaile (who was now general secretary of the 
ANC) went “to the Western Native Township (Johannesburg) and presided over (and induced) 
a handful of ignorant Native workers to pass a hand-over-fist resolution asking for the 
repatriation (or deportation) of all Blantyre Natives.” Demanding the mass deportation of 
Nyasas, the TAC asserted that Central Africans’ “continuous stay in the Union will only 
perpetuate the recurrence of faction fights and bloodshed”.56 The Workers’ Herald had already 
challenged Ncwana’s anti-immigrant rhetoric the previous year and questioned whether he was 
“so blind and thoughtless that he cannot see that it is not only the Union of South Africa that 
must unite in a brotherhood spirit, but the whole of the African Continent.”57  
 
Despite the fact that links between the ANC and ICU are often emphasized, debates over the 
place of immigrants put a notable strain on relations between the two organisations. JT 
Gumede, the radical CPSA-aligned president of the ANC told an audience in February 1928 
 

the ‘Workers’ Herald’ says [Kadalie] will have nothing to do with us. He says 
Congress passed a resolution against the Blantyres. The Transvaal African 
Congress did pass such a resolution, but the ANC never had it before them. Kadalie 
is now friends with the SAP, Nationalists and SALP, but the ANC will not alter its 
plan to please Kadalie and will pursue its course of uniting the SA natives to help 
themselves.58  

 
Although Gumede appealed for “unity”, notably, he limited this to the unity of black South 
Africans at the very moment when the place of black immigrants was being questioned. 
Significantly, Henry Selby Msimang and Thomas Mapikela were looking to establish a rival 
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black trade union federation through the ANC, at the same time.59 Msimang had been 
advocating that Johannesburg workers “form a Trade Union under the Congress” since at least 
September 1927, when he insisted that he did not want workers to strike, but to fight for their 
rights with money, and alleged that “all foreigners coming to South Africa quickly made the 
black man their slaves”.60 
 
As anti-immigrant violence erupted in Johannesburg, and the TAC called for the deportation 
of all Nyasas, Kadalie saw growing criticism of his leadership as part of “a sinister campaign” 
among “higher officials of the ICU” and other black leaders who believed that, as a Nyasa, he 
“had no right to lead the South African Native Workers.” Many ICU officials, such as Joel 
Magade in East London, continued to argue that 
 

Kadalie has been sent amongst us to organise and build us into a strong nation. 
Kadalie is the cause of us being registered as a Union with the other Unions from 
all over the world. The ICU has been brought into what it is by Kadalie, and the 
present day ICU is here to stay for all times.61 

 
Tyamzashe, in particular, condemned “that tribal spirit that has been the downfall of so many 
Native organisations”, warning that “very soon there will emerge a Native Problem within a 
Native Problem”, as South Africans became divided from Central Africans and divided along 
ethnic lines themselves.62 Some black moderates such as RV Selope Thema supported the 
ICU’s internationalist stance, asserting that the TAC had only lurched towards anti-immigrant 
populism, and “fortified themselves behind the barbed wires of racialism and provincialism”, 
because it had “lost the sway which it once held over the people”.63 Sol Plaatje, likewise, 
“refuse[d] to support the suggestion by either word or deed”.64 Wary of rumours and plots 
threatening his position at the head of the ICU, Kadalie himself alleged that a “list of new 
leaders was made secretly and it included some who dance to the tune that MONEY POWER 
PLAYS.” Clearly - however - some ICU leaders were listening to the ideas of Msimang, 
Ncwana and Khaile. This included one man in particular, who already had an ambiguous role 
in South African liberation history – TW Keable ‘Mote. 

 
 
Keable ‘Mote, the Kroonstad rent strike and the fragmentation of the ICU leadership 
 
Disillusionment at the failings of the ICU leadership at the start of 1928 were most pronounced 
in Msimang’s former base of the Orange Free State. Over the course of the previous year, 
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women leaders of the ICU in Kroonstad – including Emily Shago (“the ICU chairlady of the 
ICU women’s committee in Kroonstad”), Eva Kubedi (a “dauntless platform speaker”) and 
Magdalene Mashalane (“Lady Organiser and Executive member”) – had been heavily involved 
in a rent strike.65 In response, on 28th May 1927, Kroonstad Council “served notice on a number 
of Location stand holders who had refused to ‘render unto Caesar,’ requiring them to choose 
within 24 hours between the alternatives of payment or quitting the premises”.66 The ICU 
women were encouraged by the ICU provincial secretary TW Keable ‘Mote, with flamboyant 
posters put up across town, declaring: 
 

Now is the time to consolidate and strengthen the LABOUR MOVEMENT in 
preparation for the next SOCIALIST COMMONWEALTH. WORKERS OF THE 
WORLD UNITE, YOU HAVE NOTHING TO LOSE BUT YOUR CHAINS!67 

 
‘Mote started the action with a relatively minor stature - Umteteli presumed that he must have 
been “in the confidence of Mr Clements Kadalie” given that he “customarily adheres to the 
principle of self-preservation”.68 Over the course of the rent strike, however, ‘Mote rose to 
national prominence. By September, when the ICU’s ex-local leader Johannes Morogosi lost 
his court appeal, Kroonstad tenants had wracked up over £4,000 in arrears.69 And by mid-
October 1927, the strike appears to have collapsed in failure, with Umteteli reporting that most 
resident had “recovered from the dope given to them by spurious leaders, and have either paid 
their rates in full or are paying off their arrears by instalments.”70 ‘Mote himself, nevertheless, 
had the confidence to declare a fortnight later: “There is only one chief of the Natives in the 
Free State, and that is myself.”71 Others saw him a lesser light. As noted by Tsehpo Moloi, 
‘Mote’s actions were resented by local black elites. Local school teacher at Bantu United, and 
member of the Native Advisory Board, MM Tladi, accused ‘Mote “of being deceptive because 
he had encouraged the residents to continue with the protest and promised he would settle the 
deficit owed to the council. He concluded his letter by asking ‘Mote: ‘Where is the £4,000 
promised to wipe out the deficit?’”72 Having received numerous complaints about ‘Mote – 
most notably, that he had purchased a car against explicit instruction - Champion denounced 
him as “very irresponsible” at the November 1927 meeting of the ICU National Council, noting 
that he had “on many occasions overstated facts and cited as example the statement made by 
him that Headquarters were forwarding £4000 in connection with the Kroonstad affair.”73  
 
When Kadalie visited Kroonstad on 20th January 1928, local black elites were echoing the 
nativist, Christian-inspired assertions of Ncwana and Msimang, and publicly questioning: 
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How in the name of all that is sensible could civilised people, and Christians at that, 
allow such pagans and barbarians as Mote and Kadalie to lead them? I admit they 
have a smattering of English, but does that constitute education and qualification 
for leadership? How could one expect Mote, from the wilds of Basutoland, or 
Kadalie, from Nyasaland, to know the conditions of town life and to guide 
townspeople with regard to rates, sanitation, and the like?74 

 
‘Mote had already been arrested for a speech he gave on 15th January 1928 - key example of 
the fractures that the Native Administration Act opened up within the ICU leadership 
(discussed in chapter 6) - and stripped of his position as provincial secretary of the Free State 
by Kadalie.75 By the start of  February 1928 - as farm workers were being evicted from around 
the town – Kadalie was telling papers “it is Mr Keable ‘Mote, and not himself nor the National 
Council of the ICU, who is responsible for the whole trouble at Kroonstad.”76 To ICU critic, 
SM Bennet Ncwana, the “Kroonstad Natives had a genuine grievance”, but “their case required 
tact and vision”, and ‘Mote had only acted in “folly”.77 Kadalie’s public denunciations of 
‘Mote, however, appear to have misjudged the popular mood and backfired. By May 1928, 
after ‘Mote’s successful self-defence in court, Ralph de Norman was reporting that Kadalie 
“could not go to the Orange Free State, where he was hated”, with dissident officials “severely 
criticis[ing] Mr Kadalie’s attitude” towards “the Kroonstad trouble over Location rents”.78 
Visiting Johannesburg in March, an indignant ‘Mote had told the Workers’ Hall “the 
Johannesburg officials of the ICU wanted ‘shaking up’, [as] they proceeded too slowly”.79 
 
Faced with collapsing revenue and mounting dissent, Kadalie continued to assert that “a house 
divided amongst itself could not stand.”80 But he was increasingly wary of critics, most notably 
Selby Msimang, IB Nyombolo and SM Bennet Ncwana who were producing numerous critical 
articles and touring the country attacking his position. With the ICU’s annual conference 
looming, at the start of April 1928, Kadalie told the Workers Hall that he was more than aware 
of “members of the ICU who were trying to rob him, Kadalie, of his position”, with police 
reporting that he announced that 
 

he had it on authority that one Bennet Ncwana was attempting to publish a paper 
dealing with the affairs of the ICU and that this Bennet Ncwana was actually being 
financed by the Chamber of Mines; and that there were officials of the ICU 
interested in the publication of this paper. Kadalie then alleged that there were men 
within the ranks of the ICU who had introduced tribal differences and had stated 
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that because he, Kadalie, came from Nyasaland he should not be given the 
opportunity to lead South African Natives […]81 

 
As ICU officials across the South Africa faced increasing repression from the Native 
Administration Act, and dwindling contributions at meetings, the slogan “Kadalie Must Go!” 
began to gain momentum among the trade union’s leadership.  
 
 
AWG Champion, the 1928 Bloemfontein conference and secessions in the Transkei and 
Natal 
 
By the start of 1928, sections of the Port Elizabeth had already broken off under Masabalala in 
1925, the Cape Town branch of the ICU had already threatened to secede at least once in 1926 
and the Vereeniging branch of the ICU had been disowned for its continued loyalty to the 
CPSA in February 1927. Black communist ex-ICU secretaries were busy organising separate 
industrial trade unions as part of FNETU from March 1928.82 Despite the clear unrest in the 
Western Cape, Free State and the Transvaal, however, the first notable split in 1928 within the 
remaining ICU was led by trade union officials  in the Transkei. As noted in chapter 4, the 
Transkei had been targeted by the ICU from at least 1923, in order to organise black mine 
workers “in their homes and through their chiefs”.83 Disillusioned and suppressed, LZ Faro, 
Elias Mabodla and John Mafoyongo formed the separate Transkei ICU after being arrested 
under the Native Administration Act in mid-March - notably over the issue of pay. They 
subsequently notified government officials on 26th March 1928 that 
 

Our object in having instituted this Union is that we do not fall in with the aims of 
the Industrial and Commercial Workers Union of Africa known as the ICU 
transferring the monies of this Province into one place and yet the province are not 
informed of how the monies have been expended.84 

 
Bigger rumblings over the issue of money, however, were taking place in Natal. As the ICU’s 
strained finances became publicly known, Caleb Mtyali was telling ICU mass meetings on the 
Cartwright’s Flats that he did “not put any reliance on our Transvaal or Free State 
organisations, [as] they are not in the same numerical strength and position as we are.”85  
 
At a large meeting on Cartwright’s Flats led by Kadalie, Alf Koza, Abel Ngcobo, Caleb Mtyali 
and James Gumbs on 16th February, the ICU president heralded a “new phase of the ICU” and 
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“spoke on re-organisation of the ICU, counselling all members to hold together. He asked 
members to pay up and keep their contributions up to date.” Kadalie, in turn,  
 

warned all present that the happenings in the past in Natal and other provinces, 
wherein irresponsible persons were allowed to get on platforms and preach sedition 
and unrest between blacks and whites, this was to stop at once. That no one in the 
future was going to speak unless he had been tested. That the organisation was 
purely labour and in no way antagonistic to the white race. They had to live and 
work together.86 

 
By this point, however, there are clear signs that Natal officials, like their Transkei equivalents, 
were plotting how to leave the main ICU. In private correspondence with his superiors in 
Johannesburg, detective Arnold wrote in a confidential report - dated the 13th of February 1928 
- that Kadalie had been “told pointedly, that he had a swollen head and was led to understand 
that he would have come to heel”, and AWG Champion had “been preparing his forces with a 
view to fighting his rightful place in the ICU” for “some time”, making simultaneous 
preparations to “sever from the ICU and make Natal a separate Union” if decisions were not to 
go his way at the 1928 annual conference in Bloemfontein. 
 
Believing that a “breach has further occurred between Kadalie and his old Master and 
companion AF Batty”, Arnold relayed (with relish) the fact that Kadalie’s former mentor had 
sided with Champion and “dug himself in”, enticed by “the very fat pickings in Natal”.87 By 
October 1927, Batty had established an “ICU Educational League” in Durban, with “Lecture 
Series, Reading & Study Circles, Classes, Correspondence’, and the motto “When a man stops 
learning he stops growing”.88 In constant contact with Natal provincial secretary, Arnold 
informed his superiors on 17th February 1928 that “AWG Champion told me yesterday, that he 
was letting Kadalie have as much rope as possible and would hang him at the National 
Conference at Bloemfontein.”89 When Kadalie visited Durban again at the start of March, 
Arnold confirmed that there was “every evidence of a breach between Clements Kadalie and 
AWG Champion.” 
 

Kadalie was bombarded from the commencement to the end with a multitude of 
questioners, dealing mostly on the change of the constitution, transference of all 
monies to Head Office, Johannesburg, and a great deal of disaffection prevailed, 
and it was quite evident of the drift that was taking place […] 
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Again, Arnold relayed the prescient belief that Champion was “preparing for the National 
Congress at Bloemfontein, when, I am told, he will either override Clements Kadalie, or 
otherwise sever the Natal Section from the General Union.” 90 
 
Like all previous annual conferences, the ICU’s annual gathering in Bloemfontein between 9th 
and 15th April was heralded as “an epoch-making event”, marking the launch of the ICU’s 
Political and Economic Programme for 1928.91 Despite the clear friction between ICU and 
ANC leaders at the start of the year, the Bloemfontein conference also promised heightened 
co-operation between the two organisations. Declaring, “we have no intention of copying the 
stupid and futile ‘non-political’ attitude of our white contemporaries”, the signature Kadalie-
authored programme demanded a minimum wage (of £5 per month, plus food and housing, 
across South Africa), an 8-hour day and the guarantee of free speech.92  It additionally contested 
illegal employee practices, the disenfranchisement of black voters in the Cape, the pass laws 
and the “notoriously inadequate” availability of land, and called for heightened propaganda, 
mass recruitment to the trade union and ICU-backed candidates in Cape Provincial Council 
elections.93 The conference also identified one farm to purchase in Harding district, Natal, but 
required £800 deposit and a total expenditure of more than £2,000 - at the same time as mass 
evictions were blighting ICU members in the Free State and Natal.94 
 
The most important discussions of the conference, however, were held in camera, addressing 
the heightening difficulties over money – and whether the ICU or Champion himself was 
personally liable to pay the considerable fees owed to lawyers after the Lenono, Dunn and 
Dube cases. Outside auditors, having examined the Durban books, recommended a commission 
of inquiry into all the ICU finances and on a motion proposed by Maduna and seconded by 
Modiakgotla, Champion was suspended (pending the report of the commission).95 Notably, 
Natal members themselves were divided. Northern Natal were “over-whelmingly anti-
Champion, while Durban and Pietermaritzburg were for ‘our leader right or wrong’.”96 
Champion did not receive any support from other prominent Natal leaders, William Smith and 
Abel Ngcobo. The suspension left the ICU in disarray, but it was also part of wider 
disintegration of the leadership. Numerous leading figures were no longer on the ICU executive 
after the annual conference, including Champion, ‘Mote, Modiakgotla, De Norman and Lujiza 
– as well as Thomas Mbeki. JB Sesing was made provincial secretary of the Free State, while 
Maduna was made organising secretary.97 The Workers’ Herald, one of the main means of 
communication between branches, published reports of the conference in May, but suspended 
publication for four months between June and September. Kadalie, Tyamzashe and Gumbs 
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battled to hold the trade union together and organising work reached a “standstill”.98 Arriving 
in Johannesburg two months later, ICU secretary JG Coka was told 
 

[‘]the whole thing is finished. We have received no pay over three months; lawyers 
confiscate our furniture, the Workers’ Herald has ceased publication…’ ‘And the 
rank and file?’ I ventured to ask when I recovered from the bitter shock at hearing 
of the downfall of our mighty organisation, which I had devoutly hoped would bring 
about the emancipation of Africa. ‘There one is at the moment uncertain what 
developments will take place.’99 

 
Champion’s suspension was met with outrage in Durban. A hastily convened meeting of the 
Durban branch on 19th April recorded its “entire confidence” in the Zulu leader, praising “his 
unfailing honesty, integrity and unselfish work”, and resolved that Head Office’s own books 
should be examined.100 Four days later, detective Arnold excitedly told his superiors “a 
complete split has taken place between Clements Kadalie, the General Secretary on the one 
hand, and AWG Champion”. With Champion clearly whispering in his ear, Arnold described 
Kadalie’s struggle for “complete control and power in the Organisation”, and his “jealousy 
over AWG Champion’s ability to organise, his complete strength in membership in Natal 
overriding all other Provinces, and lastly the great wealth of the Natal membership.”101 When 
Ralph de Norman and William Smith arrived in Natal, as part of the commission of inquiry, 
they were banned from meetings.102 Batty believed that Kadalie was “driven by the fear that 
the Government may call for an audit of all the Books at Head Office” and therefore, at all 
costs, tried to “confine the trouble to Natal.”103  
 
Having been arrested for the post-conference speech he gave in Pretoria on 22nd April and 
released on bail (as discussed in chapter 6), Kadalie quickly hurried down to Durban to address 
a meeting scheduled for 26th April. When passing through Pietermaritzburg, however, he was 
warned that his personal safety would be in danger if he proceeded to Durban. When Kadalie 
failed to appear, a delegation of J Ngcobo, JH London, J Duiker and A Mkize (the Durban 
ICU’s chauffeur) drove to Pietermaritzburg. Kadalie characterized them as a “well-organised, 
quasi-military mob”.104 They found Kadalie asleep. Arnold, who accompanied the delegation, 
reported that “both he and Maduna appeared to be frightened. I advised Kadalie to carry out 
his promise and attend the meeting”. The detective later wrote that 
 

The ‘greeting’ Kadalie received was a very savage and threatening one. No time 
was given him. He was immediately asked to give the explanation asked for. 
Kadalie spoke for some thirty minutes through a general bombardment of angry 
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epitaphs and questions. He was greatly disturbed and frightened. At one time 
matters appeared to be rather critical, when I was forced to stand up and ask for 
order […] AF Batty was present through the whole proceedings. He has guided the 
whole affair since AWG Champion’s suspension. All resolutions framed are the 
work of AF Batty - he is working to break Clements Kadalie.105 

 
Having already broken with Kadalie in 1920, over his split with Msimang and the ICWU, Batty 
was clearly, once again, in an opposing camp to Kadalie. 
 
For Champion, “Kadalie’s tongue tied speech” in the early hours of the 27th April in Durban 
contributed a major portion towards his secession.106 Failing to convince a vehemently hostile 
crowd, Kadalie left for Carolina the next morning to meet with Swazi chiefs before heading 
back to Johannesburg. His trial started on 4th May.107 Throughout the succession, the bed-
bound Champion remained in the background and continued to espouse a “non-tribal” politics 
(along the same lines as Kadalie) – but his Durban lieutenants, most notably JH London and 
AF Batty, in line with the anti-immigrant violence in Johannesburg that took place over 
Christmas, adopted a notably pro-Zulu and anti-Nyasa stance.108 At heated ICU meetings, Zulu 
leaders refused to “be treated like boys by a Nyasalander like you”, while JH London told a 
meeting in late April 1928: “We are angry, terribly angry but let us show Kadalie we Zulus are 
gentlemen, and will not be interfered with by a man from Nyasa”.109 A subsequent meeting on 
2nd May 1928 demanded that the ICU executive meet, reinstate Champion and scrap the 
commission of inquiry, while a parade on 6th May saluted Champion “as the great Leader of 
the Zulus.”110 Kadalie later noted that when “Champion broke away the fact of my birth was 
used by him to rally the Zulu workers around his leadership.”111 The Natal secession was 
nevertheless also part of a broader rise of Zulu ethnic nationalism at the start of 1928, often 
framed explicitly against Nyasa-led internationalist projects. Notably, at the same time as the 
Durban branch of the ICU broke away from the main trade union, the churches of JG Phillips’ 
Zionist contemporaries - Elias Mahlangu’s Zion Apostolic and Paulos Mabilesta’s Christian 
Apostolic Church in Zion – came under considerable pressured to secede from the CCACZ 
from their Zulu congregants.112 And all the while, mass meetings led by Inkatha and the likes 
of William Campbell pushed the notion of Zulu independence. 
 
Led by JJ Macebo and JH London (a leader of the Durban ICU’s uniformed marchers), a mass 
meeting in Durban on 17th May 1928 resolved that the “Natal ICU” must “take over all Assets 
and Liabilities of the ICU in Natal” and secede from the main trade union. Members were 
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particularly opposed to “the whole object of centralizing the Funds in the Head Office in 
Johannesburg” and the fact that “out of the thousands of pounds that have been contributed by 
Members of the ICU during the past years, there are practically no assets, except in Natal”.113 
As the secession unfolded, police reported public displays of Zulu military prowess with the 
“daily drilling” of the “ICU Red Jacket Brigade”.114 On 21st May, a meeting of 3,000 on the 
Cartwright’s Flats was addressed by Caleb Mtyali, JC Zulu and Alfred Batty. Taking place the 
day before Kadalie’s trial under the Native Administration Act, Mtyali clearly relished the 
prospect of Kadalie getting “the shock of his life”. With a still under-the-weather Champion 
receiving “a long and rousing greeting”, Mtyali asserted that “it was the intention of the new 
Natal ICU to work with the Government” and that “all their money affairs would be in the 
hands of the members”. Notably, Mtyali also declared that ‘Mote “the late Provincial Secretary 
of the Orange Free State had resigned (over the old thing money matters)”, with Batty 
confirming that 
 

the Free State were going to follow the Durban example. It was the best thing 
possible. Each province to stand alone and control its own affairs and monies. Let 
Clements Kadalie go to hell. They here had no time for the man. He was all talk.115  

 
Although Kadalie was successful in court, police believed that the “financial strain” on the 
trade union was “becoming acute and dissatisfaction is expressed all around by local 
Secretaries whose salaries are overdue. A crisis appears imminent.”116 
 
Despite the fraught nature of the schism and the lack of surviving correspondence, police 
reports indicate that this was a co-ordinated crisis - linked with ‘Mote in the Free State, de 
Norman in Cape Town, William Smith (the ICU’s financial secretary) in Johannesburg, and 
pushed by Batty in Durban. Eddie Roux recalled that the secession of Natal “was soon 
followed, moreover by an epidemic of splits and breakaways throughout the country.”117 Both 
de Norman and Smith (as members of the commission of inquiry) were clearly also speaking 
to Arnold about the removal of Kadalie before the Natal schism: De Norman, in particular, had 
come to believe that Kadalie was “a rogue and utter rotter”, and told Arnold that “he, as an 
Auditor and Accountant had been going through the Johannesburg Branch Books.” Having 
“fallen foul of Kadalie through his refusing to have any cheques signed or monies paid out”, 
Smith reported that “[t]hings were very bad, and he was perfectly sure that Clements Kadalie 
would be kicked out.” Kadalie, in turn, was clearly aware that something was awry, and told a 
meeting at the Workers Hall on 30th May that he “knew there were some ICU official who 
would be glad if he was deported. There were enemies in the ranks of the ICU, but were he 
deported he would go to England and America and agitate there on behalf of the natives of 
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Africa.”118 Despite undertaking extensive correspondence with Champion and other ICU 
officials, Kadalie was increasingly isolated and despondent. Turning to drink, Kadalie “was 
not sober” when he addressed an ICU the following day on 31st May, and only “the timely 
assistance of his interpreter prevented him from falling off the platform several times”. In an 
erratic speech, he declared 
 

The only flag he could respect was the Red Flag. He did not care a Hell for the 
Dutch flag […] The Pass Laws must go to Hell, and the Pass Offices officials could 
follow them. Dr Malan, General Hertzog and Tielman Roos - rebels all - had passed 
the Colour Bar Act, and rebels had no right to pass laws for a civilised man like 
him.119 

 
On 1st June 1928, Kadalie (along with Joe Kokozela and de Norman) again left for Durban in 
an attempt to talk to Champion.120 Kadalie first went to Peter’s Cafe in Grey Street where he 
met with Arnold. The detective judged that if “Clements Kadalie put in an appearance, he 
would have been severely man-handled. In fact, his life would have been at stake.” Arnold, 
however, had been inadvertently followed to the cafe by Hamilton Msomi (a Durban-based 
Champion stalwart) who “immediately made a rush at Clements Kadalie with an uplifted heavy 
stick and was in the act of striking Kadalie, when I overpowered him and ejected him the 
building.” Conscious of the danger they were in, the three ICU officials “immediately left by 
motor car” for Pietermaritzburg. Kadalie supporters remaining in Durban were soon roughed 
up – Arnold reported that a “native clerk named Kunene, who was found giving Clements 
Kadalie information by telephone, was today roughly handled, assaulted and kicked out of the 
ICU building”.121 From Pietermaritzburg, Kadalie wrote to Champion on 5th June: 
 

I have been more than hurt to find that you [...] who worked for some years for the 
consolidation of the African races, into one gigantic Movement, have remained so 
quiet in not condemning the attitude of the Durban Executive and members to 
secede from the greater ICU. Days and night[s], I thought over this secession in 
Durban I shed tears, when I am compelled to think the labours of yours and I and 
many others of some nine and half years are about to be brought to disrepute [...] 
Today Durban is talking about the great Zulus to stand alone and have nothing to 
do with greater South Africa. Are we going to allow this, and if you do not allow it, 
can you come out as that great Officer to condemn this foolish action in Durban and 
not to allow ourselves to play in the hands of our exploiters? [...] For my part I have 
accomplished something wonderful during the nine and half years in wielding 
together the African races on the Sub-Continent. I had linked up the Zulus with 
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other tribes in the Sub-Continent [...] And you, who, took an important factor in 
that accomplishment, I ask you that you should get up as a man and advise the 
comrades in Durban not to leave the great ICU which is the only means of bringing 
the economic and political emancipation of our people [...] 122 

 
At a meeting that evening, Kadalie broke down in tears, more than conscious of his increasing 
alienation: “At my home I was king like Solomon, but I threw that over to help you, yet today 
natives come along and want to kill my life’s work.” Local officials “intimated that they would 
like to get hold of Champion and kill him.”123 
 
In the next few days, a ‘Formula of Agreement’ was drawn up between Kadalie and Champion, 
reinstating the Zulu leader and allowing the Durban branch to manage its own financial affairs 
on the condition that it rescinded its secession notice, contributed a third of its income to head 
office, and the commission of inquiry continued.124 Champion’s hand was further strengthened 
through the successful conviction of Sam Dunn on 4th June. In “one of Champion’s 
characteristic tactical masterstrokes”, he telegrammed Kadalie two weeks later on 20th June, 
threatening to resign from the ICU unless he was reinstated. Without consulting the rest of the 
executive, Kadalie promptly responded the following day: “Majority council accept formula 
you are therefore reinstated. I appeal to you save situation, advise.” Immediately capitalising 
on the situation, Champion wrote in The Natal Advertiser on 21st June: “I am pleased that at 
last my position has been cleared beyond doubt, and I, therefore, think there is no necessity to 
spend any more money on the commission of inquiry.” Having cleared his name, Champion 
officially resigned and threw his lot in with the ICU yase Natal.125 Having not consulted the 
National Council and completely lost control of the Durban branch, Kadalie’s leadership soon 
faced yet another challenge, this time in Johannesburg.  
 
 
The Clean Administration group  
 
Kadalie, Kokozela and de Norman returned from Pietermaritzburg to Johannesburg on 7th June. 
Pierce Sijadu, the local chairman, heralded Kadalie as “a Moses born to lead a nation” in a 
meeting at the Workers Hall, but there was considerable dissent within the ICU leadership.126 
On 9th June, William Smith wrote to Champion confirming the ICU’s dramatically 
deteriorating state. Head Office had “gone to the dogs”, and Smith saw “no possible hope of 
saving the situation financially […] Creditors are pressing on all sides & the credit in Bank is 
nil.” Instead, he urged that the “only hope of assisting our people now is to strengthen the new 
movement” to restructure the ICU, indicating that ‘Mote was “organising a strong secession in 
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OFS in co-operation with Elias, Modiakgotla etc.” Smith was adamant that the “present 
officials have failed, all that is wanted is a new organisation with new officials and leaders, and 
success is sure.”127 
 
The vanguard of this “new movement” finally emerged in the form of the ‘Clean 
Administration Group’ with a manifesto published in The Cape Times on 23rd June. 
Condemning the “delegation of the authority to the Durban Branch to control and administer 
Branch funds without the sanction of the National Council”. The manifesto above all criticised 
“the machinations and intriguing” of Clements Kadalie, who they labelled “an opportunist”. 
 

A thorough reorganisation and a clean administration is the clarion cry of those who 
deplore the present state of affairs. This can be achieved if the government of the 
affairs of the organisation were as was intended to be vested in the Congress. Mr 
Kadalie has proved himself autocratic Czarlike and despotic which render him unfit 
to lead the Organisation, any longer.128 

 
Caught off guard, some ICU officials, including the Johannesburg chairman, Sijadu were 
“surprised that a certain section of the Union should wish to throw Kadalie out.”129 Tyamzashe 
later recorded that the manifesto had been launched unexpectedly by Modiakgotla, ‘Mote and 
Maduna while Kadalie was out of Johannesburg. Dissident officials “without authority and 
knowledge of the National Council, issued a circular to all branches of the Free State and 
Transvaal asking them to call upon Kadalie to adopt and enforce a ‘Clean Administration’ 
policy”, denouncing the “very ‘loose’” discipline and control of funds.130 
 
Neame has argued that the ‘Clean Administration Group’ was dominated by “radical 
nationalists” – most notably Alex Maduna and Keable ‘Mote – who were in favour of increased 
centralisation and the heightened sovereignty of the ICU’s annual conference and national 
council. The group’s proposals, however, were also notably ‘moderate’, and numerous sources 
indicate that the manifesto itself had been drafted by Bennet Ncwana.131 Building on 
heightening demands for moderation from numerous sources, ‘Mote complained that “that the 
Head Office administration in regard to discipline and control of funds was very ‘loose’.” And 
once again demonstrating a dubious proximity to the South African state, ‘Mote wrote to the 
Minister of Justice in June 1928 that “it would be in the best interest of Justice would institute 
an immediate inquiry into the Trust Funds of this Organisation”, claiming it “would appear that 
there is much fraud in the whole scheme of Centralisation of Funds as for two years we have 
had no Financial Report” and intervention was needed “to protect the public.” Addressing a 
meeting at the Workers Hall on 8th July, Kadalie certainly felt that the disintegration of the ICU 
was due to the machinations of Msimang and Ncwana. He asserted that the manifesto  
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was drafted with the object of wrecking the ICU and he knew who was responsible 
for it. He referred to Selby Msimang (79) who he described as an old reactionary 
industrial leader, who had attempted much but had achieved nothing […] He 
warned his hearers to be careful of men who came to them in sheep’s clothing.132 

 
Frustrated at ICU leaders who favoured “moderation”, the centralisation of funds and baulked 
at the prospect of provincial secessions, Champion himself was also critical of the Clean 
Administration Group. Coka likewise saw the Clean Administration Manifesto as a “scurrilous 
attack, personal, abusive, in many parts unfounded and calculated to shake the people’s 
confidence in Kadalie.”133 As far as Champion was concerned, the manifesto had  
 

done more harm than all the enemies of the ICU put together. When the so-called 
pioneer[s] of the Clean Administration agitated for my suspension in Bloemfontein 
they knew the short-comings of our General Secretary but they were not men 
enough to charge us together. It is very difficult to make any suggestion other than 
that they wanted to divide and kill […] The fact that Comrade Maduna has been a 
Member of the National Council since 1924, and that he has in turn been responsible 
for gross violation of the Constitution, shews clearly what his Company is after, is 
not Clean Administration, but the killing of the ICU[.]  
 

In contrast to the Clean Administration Group, Champion wanted the ICU restructured into  
provincial trade unions, “with an ultimate object of forming a Federal Council for the 
International Connection with the outside world, was the only means of preserving the Unity 
of the African Workers, for their economical emancipation”. His “duty” was   
 

now to advise, even persuade the members of the other Provinces to form 
themselves into Provincial Bodies for their self-protection with the ultimate object 
of forming one big Union under the name of the ICU […] those who enjoy the 
confidence of their people will readily subscribe to this scheme and shall hasten the 
day when we shall again form one big Union under sound principles[.]134 

 
Champion nevertheless also had little time for Kadalie, accusing the Nyasa trade unionist of 
abandoning him “to save his own skin”.135 Despite calls for unity under a new structure, police 
reports by Arnold indicate that across Southern Africa, the ICU’s leadership were splintering. 
In Johannesburg, the National Council was divided between Kadalie’s followers and Maduna’s 
Clean Administration Group. In Durban, the ICU was split between Champion, the “Kadalie 
Boys” (led by Lenono) and the followers of Abel Ngcobo. It is not clear what happened to 
‘Mote’s abortive breakaway in the Free State. 
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The crisis forced Kadalie to offer one final outline of his theoretical standpoint. Publishing a 
manifesto on 9th July, he countered arguments for provincial restructuring, reiterating that the 
“interest[s] of the Natives are quite identical throughout South Africa”. He continued to assert 
that black workers would only “gain their economic and political freedom by Mass Industrial 
Organisation” and a united organisation. Desperate not to follow the way of his divided 
forefathers, who “fought and killed each other at the ins[is]t[e]nce of our imperial rulers”, 
Kadalie insisted that “the Natives and their coloured brethren have one common purpose, 
politically, economically, socially and religiously.”136 Kadalie’s manifesto was publicly 
mocked by Umteteli wa Bantu for being “syndicalist”, and indicative of the wider theoretical 
failings that dogged syndicalism globally.137 In some ways, perhaps, they were right. By the 
end of the 1920s, syndicalism was coming under increasing criticism, and even the communist 
press admitted that the “collapse of the great General Strike in Britain is proof that even in that 
advanced country the workers have yet to learn”.138 
 
 
The arrival of William Ballinger and the New ICU 
 
William Ballinger arrived in South Africa in the midst of these disputes on 1st June 1928, while 
Kadalie was in Natal. For weeks, the general secretary of the ICU had been telling meetings 
that he was “expecting a whiteman” from Scotland who could “teach them how to speak &c.” 
On his arrival, Ballinger was refused entry, but after the intervention of the ICU in Cape Town 
was initially only given a temporary permit. Ballinger initially found Kadalie “a very likeable 
chap and a fund of good common-sense”. The Scotsman found that at the Cape Town branch 
itself the finances were “appalling” and “routine slipshod” (the branch seceded three months 
later in protest at the status of Ballinger within the ICU). At his next stop in De Aar, Ballinger 
found the ICU officials indifferent to “the elementary rules of book-keeping”. Arriving in 
Johannesburg on 18th July 1928, he told the Workers Hall that the black worker “had done in 
50 years what it had taken the white man 500 years to accomplish”, but he also found writs 
demanding £451 and only £100 left in the bank (in part because the deposit receipt had been 
lost).139 The National Council pledged to reorganise along the lines of the TGWU, with 
members sectionalized by occupation, claiming that “[m]istakes have been made in the past, 
but they have not been wilful, they have been largely due to our inexperience.”140  
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Figure 7.3 William Ballinger. From P.L. Wickins, The Industrial and Commercial Workers' Union of Africa (Oxford, 1978) 

 
From August 1928, radical leaders within a ‘New ICU’ became increasingly constrained by 
moderates who wanted to pursue a more conciliatory line. ‘Loud and foolish talking’ faced the 
usual criticism from the moderate press - but also increasing criticism from within the ICU 
itself as ever more officials faced costly prosecutions under the 1927 Native Administration 
Act, and Ballinger attempted to transform the ICU from the “unwieldy mass organisation” into 
a “united industry group organisation”.141 The August edition of the relaunched Workers’ 
Herald editorialised that  
 

If the ICU is to be legally recognised, and ultimately share, through duly and 
democratically elected representatives, in the control of local and governmental 
institutions, its Officers and members must realise that the exciting of Mob passions 
has a way of reacting on those who incite. This does not mean that in the future, the 
ICU is going to be a meek and mild organisation, or that its members are to be 
‘Good Boys’, but it does mean that all avenues of peaceful settlement and 
negotiation, must be exhausted before extreme measures are sanctioned.142 

 
Kadalie promised that “the intemperance of language often complained of in the past would 
not be repeated, and that the ICU would be developed as a genuine trade union organisation 
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with no accompaniments of political or anti-religious agitation.”143 The brief period of co-
operation between Kadalie and Ballinger, however, soon ended. 
 
At the end of October 1928 Kadalie spectacularly broke this embargo at Lichtenburg. In an 
“outburst” rife with “rude sensationalism”, he attacked JBM Hertzog the prime minister and 
Tielman Roos, the minister of justice. The “old Kadalie” returned, denouncing the dangers of 
a white South Africa and preaching, instead, “the doctrine of a greater South Africa – not a 
doctrine of superiority of one race over the other, but for a South Africa where Kadalie’s 
children and General Hertzog’s children were equal”. The ICU “had made General Herzog 
tremble, it had made the mine magnets tremble, and the farmers tremble”. It was “an 
organisation which was going to bring freedom”, and was the means by which black workers 
“would realise their power”. Umteteli was outraged at the speech, condemning Kadalie as “the 
worst type of alien, an abomination of the true Bantu patriot and a destroyer of Bantu hope”, 
undoing “years of work”.144 Edgar Brookes wrote to Kadalie telling him that he could not 
imagine a “more intemperate, discourteous and unwise public utterance”, throwing away “a 
great body of moderate support, which might have made all the difference”. Ilanga lase Natal, 
similarly, regretted that  
 

at a time when WG Ballinger is engaged in the delicate task of reconciling the hostility 
of European farmers, and after Gen Hertzog has so generously treated him as against 
the majority of his people in allowing him to stay indefinitely in this country for the 
good of the Natives, that uncalled for and passionate speech is particularly to be 
deplored.145  

 
Within days, William Ballinger had forced Kadalie to make a grovelling apology, for 
“references to the Prime Minister [that] were uncalled for and unduly passionate”. 146 As the 
ICU struggled to recover, and careered between moderation and radicalism, Kadalie was 
clearly under considerable stress. Ballinger confided to Arthur Creech Jones, 
 

Kadalie is very peculiar these days. He resents being out of the limelight. He has 
lost much of his popularity. Many regard him as being a wasteful and unreliable 
official. It is a tragedy to see him going down the path of debauchery.147 

 
Alongside allegations of financial mismanagement, it was also becoming publicly known that 
Kadalie had had numerous relationships with different women and had become an alcoholic. 
In December 1927, police were already reporting that he was already “drinking very heavily 
and there is not an hour that he is not under the influence of liquor”.148 The white journalist, 
Bernard Sachs, later recalled that on his return from Europe, 
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the heady wine of power soon upset Kadali[e]’s balance. He began to live like an 
eastern potentate, surrounding himself with black belles who bestowed on him not 
only their favours but also their syphilis. Both Kadali[e] and his movement went 
into rapid decline.149 
 

By 1929 the ICU’s adviser, William Ballinger was telling fellow British trade unionist, Arthur 
Creech Jones, that Kadalie was “one of the worst scoundrels I have met”, leaving “a trail of 
debaucheries” across South Africa, regularly “appropriating a Bantu maid to serve him for the 
night”.150 Faced with allegations of corruption and poor leadership, Kadalie became 
increasingly side-lined within the ICU leadership by Ballinger, who blamed the trade union’s 
eventual disintegration on “motors, women and brandy”.151 Charlotte Maxeke deeply regretted 
that “Kadalie, the best activist you could want” was “drinking away his dedication and his 
ICU”.152 
 
Perhaps most importantly, Clements’ marriage to Molly was also breaking down at the same 
time. According to the Drum journalist Arthur Maimane, he had already met Eva Moorhead, 
his second wife, “a pretty coloured schoolgirl”, in Greytown, Natal during 1926.153 Born in 
1908, Eva was the illegitimate daughter of a coloured woman and a white Scottish merchant 
who had “five different wives in five different places”.154 She was brought up in Greytown – a 
stronghold of the ICU in the late 1920s - by a Zulu woman named Lizzie Zondi (another of the 
merchant’s partners).155 Though Eva never met her Scottish father, he did send his children 
monthly allowances which meant, relatively, they were well-educated, well-off and 
entrepreneurial, running the Umvoti Bottle Store in the centre of town.156 When Robert Kadalie 
first met Clements’ “new wife Eva” in 1930, he was surprised “to see that she is not a Coloured 
woman, but really European”.157  As the ICU crisis deepened, they “ran off” together on a 
prolonged holiday to Lourenco Marques – hoping to stay with Clements’ Mozambican contact, 
the editor of Brado Africano, Brown Dulela.158 They were turned back at the border, however, 
having been proclaimed prohibited immigrants. 
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Figure 7.4 Eva Kadalie and her mother Lizzie Zondi 

 
By the end of the year, Ballinger and Kadalie’s differing methods were becoming increasingly 
irreconcilable. In December 1928, Ballinger studiously laid out his envisioned difference 
between “the old ICU and what is going to be a new ICU or trade unionism among the 
natives”.159 Asserting that a trade union had to be “a group of people coming together who are 
engaged in a particular trade or industry”, Ballinger believed that only if “sectionalised into 
various trades and crafts”, would ICU members “find that there are many white people who 
are vitally sympathetic to your efforts”. He warned that “if any rash action is taken then it is 
going to throw back the whole of your cause for many years”, and if 
 

you take rash action you are the people who will suffer. No, it is better to go about 
your reorganisation quietly, bring your organisation on the white trade union lines, 
and from time to time approach the various groups of employers through your officials 
for better wages and conditions. If you want the old ICU in which you get what we 
are told, speeches from some leader who will get you to cheer and clap your hands 
and you find that if you go away from the meeting, nothing is done, they you will go 
on for years, but if you go on the lines I have suggested you will follow the same lines 
of developing as the Europeans […]160 
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Ballinger’s plans built on proposals that Kadalie himself had sketched out in Britain. And they 
enjoyed the support of a number of ICU officials – including Bennet Gwabini, Joe Kokozela, 
Geddes Tholutshungu, and most importantly Theo Lujiza and Alexander Mac Jabavu. With 
more “effective” organisation in mind, Ballinger believed that for “the rural native very little 
can be done from a trade union point of view. Even in the European countries it is very difficult 
to get improvement for rural peoples and for the rural natives of South Africa.”161 The likes of 
‘Mote, however, publicly refuted this approach, asserting that: “The ICU is a trade organisation 
but politics cannot be banned, even if Ballinger becomes the tool of the government to install 
moderation, we shall go on. If the farmers take our possessions we cannot be moderate”. ‘Mote 
made it publicly known that while Kadalie had “apologised to Gen Hertzog at Lichtenburg”, 
he would “never apologise to anyone for whatever I have done or said.”162 When the National 
Council of the ICU met in Bloemfontein at the start of January 1929, ‘Mote asserted 
“moderation does not help I do not care what anybody says. I want a Black Republic in South 
Africa. I have nothing to do with the imperialism”. Spurred on by his radical counterpart, 
Kadalie similarly insisted that “Moderation does not help”.163  
 
The next day, on 5th January, Kadalie applied for a year’s leave from the National Council. 
Ballinger, Gwabini, Kokozela and Tholutshungu asserted that Kadalie “made a long confession 
in the midst of which he broke down in a gush of tears”, asking for leave because “he 
anticipated trouble and legal proceedings against him by his wife”.164 Kadalie, however, also 
claimed that he had been “thinking a long time” about taking leave, “on account of the new 
policy which is being pursued by those in control of headquarters”.165 He continued to believe, 
adamantly, that what the ICU had “always wanted, and now more than ever, is a fighting 
policy.”166 Marginalised within the leadership of the ICU, on 25th January, he went one step 
further and published his resignation from the ICU in The Star, without approaching the 
National Council. For a time, he contemplated organising East and Central Africans in 
Johannesburg, who were being threatened with forced repatriation. 
 
According to William Ballinger, Kadalie resigned as general secretary of the ICU on 29th 
January 1929 because “it was his desire that when [legal] matters came up before the public 
eye, he should not be officially connected with the Organisation”.167 Abandoning Molly, 
Clements moved into a new residence with Eva, who gave birth to a son, Victor Frank Kadalie, 
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on 12th June 1929. In August 1929, Molly took Clements to court, “charged with failing to 
support his wife and four children”.168 Molly told the magistrate  

Kadalie deserted her without giving any reason. She was ejected from the house 
where he left her for non-payment of rent. For five months after, neither she nor the 
children received any payment from him, although she had approached him several 
times. Each time he told her he had no money. She had supported herself and the 
children by doing washing.169 

In September, the magistrate judged in Molly’s favour, sentencing Clements to a month’s 
imprisonment or a £25 fine, suspending the punishment on condition that he paid her £5 a 
month. He did not see his children again until 1940. 
 
 
Kadalie’s resignation and the formation of the Independent ICU 
 
Kadalie soon back-tracked on his resignation, launching a campaign to regain control of the 
ICU and reintroduce a “fighting policy”. Outside the Workers’ Hall on 7th February, he 
declared: “I rule two thirds of the South African Natives, and it would take ten years for them 
to forget my name. I will not be ruled by Mr Ballinger nor by Jesus Christ himself.”170 On the 
10th February, Kadalie led another mass meeting outside the Workers’ Hall, speaking for three 
hours  
 

during which time he gave Ballinger, Gwabini, Nolutshungu and Kokozela some 
hell. Not one of these political mugwumps had the pluck to attend - they would 
have been assaulted […] The people want to know why Smith, de Norman, Maduna, 
Kadalie, Mbeki, Tyamzashe and 'Mote were out of the ICU[.]171  

 
On 11th February Kadalie announced that his resignation was rescinded, a subsequent meeting 
led by AP Maduna on the 24th February, resolved to install Kadalie as head of the Transvaal 
Provincial office and not centralise funds to the ICU central office (along the lines of 
Champion’s 1928 demands). When Kadalie and Tyamzashe entered the Workers’ Hall the next 
day, however, Bennet Gwabini had them arrested for trespassing. After Kadalie was arrested 
again on 27th (this time for abusive language at a train station), a meeting of the ICU National 
Council on 28th February, with a deputation led by Kadalie, Tyamzashe and Pearce Sijadu, 
accepted a final resubmission of Kadalie’s resignation.172 Kadalie found that Jabavu was his 
“enemy”. Lujiza told him to “go away.”173 Having presumed that Lujiza would “follow him 
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through holus-bolus”, Kadalie was “terribly affected and galled” by the decision of “his closest 
friend”.174 
 
Ballinger soon brought Kadalie’s old “reactionary” rival Henry Selby Msimang back into the 
ICU fold. Believing “nothing can be achieved without solid organisation conducted along lines 
less revolutionary but steadily leading up to efficiency and good order”, Msimang worked with 
Ballinger, Lujiza and Jabavu as “national propagandist” of the “ICU of Africa” until at least 
mid-1930.175 With the “pioneers” replaced by “weaklings”, Kadalie was adamant that the new 
moderate leadership of the ICU wanted “to destroy Trade Unionism amongst the African 
Workers”, turning “this once great movement” into “a Good-Boy organization”.176 Certainly 
in the month after Kadalie’s departure, the ICU of Africa’s income dropped markedly.177 
 
Having failed to recapture the ICU, Kadalie and Tyamzashe immediately established the 
Independent ICU. According to Tyamzashe, this new trade union had “a meteoric and 
spectacular growth”, with a national newspaper and thousands of members, most of whom had 
left the ICU of Ballinger, Msimang and Lujiza, which was now commonly known as the ICU 
of Africa.178 As a first step, Kadalie and Tyamzashe set up a paper, The New Africa, which was 
initially run out of Jack Barnard’s Johannesburg offices on Commissioner Street. Unlike The 
Workers’ Herald, Tyamzashe was now “the sole Editor” and, with a new motto (echoing the 
British socialist Robert Blatchford), the newspaper promised to “fight the cause of the bottom 
dog”.179 With cartoons by JS Scott (shown below), and articles by Kadalie, Maduna and 
Magade, The New Africa, (like the other journalistic efforts of Kadalie and Tyamzashe) was 
defined by high-quality input and production, with even Ilanga reporting that the “wise and 
infallible organ of the Independent ICU” was “very well gotten up and clearly printed”.180 
 

The magazine will be strictly independent of party politics and will carry the latest 
news of the day in matters political, social, religious, sport, general information and 
advice […] This Magazine will have no connection with any association or union, 
but will merely advocate and protect the case of the ‘Bottom Dog’. The Magazine 
will be the first of its kind ever attempted in Africa by Africans and will be run 
strictly after the American up-to-date style and tone of moderation carrying fearless 
facts before sentiments […] We can assure of a real, live Magazine, brightly written 
without fear or prejudice. ‘Oh Africa, Awaken! The Morning is At Hand!!181 
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The Workers’ Herald under Ballinger, in contrast, was reduced to a “pitiful” state. Tyamzashe 
alleged that in “style, literature, make-up and all, it looks as if it had been handled by a baboon 
suffering from St Vitus’ dance”, with ‘Journalistic Ballinger’ producing “full-aimed 
plagiarism, a barrage of frigid nonsense, a mountain begetting a mouse, a sprinkling of the 
bairn’s wee mind - all rolled into one.”182 A depleted and hostile Workers’ Herald, in turn, 
dismissed New Africa’s content as “unadulterated vituperative abuse and innuendo”. 183 By the 
middle of March 1929, Native Affairs Department officials were reporting that Kadalie had 
“opened a miserable office” at 34 Becker Street which had “printed on the door in large letters 
‘Independent ICU’”, with “a somewhat disreputable native sitting in the office”.184  

 
Figure 7.5 JS Scott, 'Nationalist Victory as seen through African Proletarian Political Eyes', New Africa, 29th June 1929 

Surviving evidence from newspapers and the state archives, indicate that the competition 
between the Kadalie and Ballinger ICUs was fierce. After hostile questioning from the ICU of 
Africa’s Gardiner Jamela at a meeting of 500 at East London on 14th April, “practically all 
those present put up their hands and shouted we agree to be members of the Independent 
ICU.”185 Despite its anti-government language, the Independent ICU in East London even 
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succeeded in winning over local moderates such as Walter Rubusana, who “encourage[d] you 
members of the Independent ICU to carry on with the good work and do not rely too much 
upon the Union Government, your deliverance chiefly lays in your own hands, you have to 
uplift yourselves into a nation.” In the Transvaal, the Independent ICU’s Peter Mkwambi was 
soon reporting that “workers all round here have unreservedly accepted our leadership with the 
full knowledge that the Independent ICU is a genuine movement for Natives by Natives”, and 
had “gloriously rallied round our banner” while the ICU of Africa’s “good-boy secretaries have 
been forced to vacate the Waterburg district, bag and baggage.” In Parys, the ICU of Africa’s 
“national propagandist” Samuel Mbulawa told a rowdy and antagonistic audience that the trade 
union’s bankruptcy came about after “Kadalie had authorised numerous amounts to be spent”. 
Nyasas “would have nothing to do with him saying that you have failed to assist others, how 
can you assist us[?]”186 The Workers’ Herald, likewise, singled out Kadalie for having “failed 
to carry out his promises” and being “A TOTAL FAILURE.” In September, The Workers’ 
Herald was claiming that “sanity and sound judgement”, was ensuring that “[m]any branches 
which were affected are returning to the mother organisation with a determination more marked 
than ever to benefit by the able leadership and advice of its European adviser.” 187 But police 
reports indicate that in numerous centres, the Independent ICU rapidly gained ground and 
actively creating new allegiances at a cost to Ballinger’s trade union. New Africa, in turn, 
attacked Ballinger (nicknamed “Hubert”) for being “the divider and slayer of African 
workers.”188 
 
Rapidly acquiring an office and a large staff, it is nevertheless likely that Ballinger was right 
to assert that the Independent ICU was heavily financed by a Jewish Johannesburg-based 
lawyer, Philip Morris, with a view to selling 5,000 acres of land. Subject to anti-Semitic smears 
in The Worker’s Herald, Morris had worked on ICU cases at the start of 1929, and probably 
also envisaged hefty litigation fees working on future Independent ICU cases.189 By June, New 
Africa was reporting that a “systematic” Complaints and Research Department was in “full 
swing at the National Central Office.”190 And an “African Native Land Scheme Settlement 
Corporation Ltd” was also quickly launched with a nominal capital of £100,000. By August, 
Kadalie was claiming that the scheme had spent £1,000 on land purchases.191 Old ICU slogans 
were repurposed to new ends, with New Africa asserting: “An army without ammunition and 
shelter is useless. Our ammunition and shelter are money and land.”192 ANC leaders close to 
Seme, at the same time, were also developing a land scheme with a view to developing “our 
people and the native reserves to the very best extent of which they may be capable, 
commercially and industrially, to inspire into our people the spirit of co-operation and self-
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help”.193 Ballinger’s ICU of Africa, meanwhile, was intent on informing South Africans that 
land schemes were “both foolish and extravagant, and many will share the fate of Daggakraal 
Natives who have had to buy their land twice.”194 According to The Workers’ Herald, “no one 
knows better than the leaders of the Independent ICU the fallacy of the land scheme they 
preach, and our people will be wise to take our advice to examine it carefully before they invest 
their hard-earned money in it.”195 
 
Apart from rhetoric, the CPSA alleged that there was very little to choose between the ICU of 
Africa and Kadalie’s new Independent ICU.196 And The Workers’ Herald, likewise, asserted 
that the “Land Scheme eliminated from consideration, the ICU of Africa and the IND ICU 
stand exactly on the same grounds and champion the same cause”.197 To Kadalie, Tyamzashe, 
Maduna, Mbeki and ‘Mote, however, there were considerable differences. By the middle of 
1929, it was clear that the policy of the Independent ICU and New Africa was once again “based 
on a militant career once eschewed by Mr Kadalie”.198 Bringing together a number of radical 
anti-Ballinger dissidents, the Independent ICU continued to follow the ‘old’ ICU format of 
militant rhetoric, mass meetings across Southern Africa, campaigns for minimum wages, and 
strategically engage agricultural as well as urban workers. Calling on “all workers in the towns 
and on the farms to become members of the Independent ICU”, New Africa continued to follow 
internationalist, all-in organisation methods, and asserted that: 
 

Selfish and narrow backveldt Nationalism must be met by an army of organised 
African Labour. No power on earth can prevent the rise of a people. We are the 
proletariat of South Africa. Politically speaking, the life of this great country is in 
our hands. Where will our Mines be without our labour? The Railway and Harbour 
system; our agricultural operations, as well as our industrial and commercial 
operations are manned by us. Suppose we hold off our labour tomorrow, can we not 
paralyse the whole machinery of the country?199 

 
The Independent ICU was a lot more radical, however, in the connections it was making. 
Kadalie himself was soon in touch with the League Against Imperialism, the Socialist Party of 
America and La Ligue Universelle de Defense de la Race Negro, as well as the CPSA.200 
Access to money was central to these connections. With Eddie Roux returning from Europe, 
Ballinger was worried that the ICU of Africa would be subject to a “communist offensive”, 
with officials “already tempted” by the offer of “regular salaries” from the CPSA. He warned 
Creech Jones that the “alternative is already before the Africans”, and feared that the “mirage 
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of communism” would lead to “spasmodic outbreak, culminating in a rising with the odds all 
against the natives.”201 
 
Police reported that at East London on 20th September 1929, Kadalie was still telling meetings 
“of some hundreds of natives, male and female” that they “must organise and form one big 
union”. It “was now time the native began to assert themselves”. If “they, the natives held out 
for this wage they would soon bugger up their European employers, and that he was prepared 
to lead them in any action which they choose to take.”202 Building on previous organisational 
models (as noted by Beinart and Bundy) the Independent ICU’s “attempted urban/rural alliance 
not only involved recruiting migrant workers and peasants” but also “meant accepting rural 
chiefs as an appropriate focus for mobilisation.”203 Independent ICU organiser Simon Elias 
told audiences in Bethulie that the “ICU I am introducing amongst you today you must 
thoroughly understand is no different from the old ICU”, while Ballinger, at the head of the 
ICU of Africa, was “a hypocritical, parasitical wolf in a sheep’s skin”.204 On 16th December 
1929, at the head of a combined Independent ICU-ANC-CPSA anti-Hertzog protest on 
Dingaan’s Day, Clements Kadalie strode through the streets of Johannesburg backed by a 
4,000-strong rally and a jazz band jamming to the tune of the workers’ anthem, the Red Flag. 
The Rand Daily Mail reported that 
 

Crowds of dirty urchins crowded out of the backyards and ran after the band 
screaming and whistling. It seemed as if every tumbledown wood and iron shanty 
was inhabited by a crowd of every colour and nationality […] when the 
demonstration approached End Street a large number of natives who are usually to 
be seen loitering in the neighbourhood, joined the procession out of sheer 
curiosity.205 

 
 
The 1930 East London General Strike 
 
With branches emerging across South Africa, the 1930 annual conference of the Independent 
ICU took place in East London with delegates “from the Transvaal, Orange Free State and the 
Cape Province, including the Transkeian Territory.”206 At the start of 1928, East London had 
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been one of the most popular branches of the ICU, regularly attracting hundreds of members 
to weekly meetings – with as many as 600 in attendance when Kadalie spoke or important 
reports were given. Like elsewhere across South Africa, however, between April 1928 and 
April 1929, the branch had fallen into a steep decline as rumours about misplaced funds and 
internal feuds crushed the trade union’s reputation.207 The town’s local ICU leadership were 
subsequently divided between a number of notable moderates, Theo Lujiza, Alexander Mac 
Jabavu, Gardiner Jamela and John Mzaza, who stayed with the ICU of Africa, and radicals 
such as Alfred Mnika, Joel Magade and Sidney Mahuli, who broke off to lead the Independent 
ICU. Magade and Mnika were soon attracting audiences of 400-600 at meetings (once again), 
while Clements Kadalie’s elder brother Robert was recruited as organising secretary of the 
Independent ICU’s Port Elizabeth branch, nearby - installed in the role because Joel Magade 
believed “if the people of PE hear that Kadalie[’s] brother is here they will come by number to 
join the ICU”.  
 
Heightening tensions between black trade unionists were particularly fraught in East London. 
When Ballinger came to address the East London-based ICU of Africa in September 1929, he 
had to be escorted away by police. Seizing on the anti-Nyasa politics pushed by Msimang and 
Ncwana, Ballinger-loyalist John Mzaza was soon asserting that Kadalie was “a drunkard”, “not 
fit to be a leader of the ICU”, who “should [be] told to go back to Nyasaland to where he 
belongs”. Another ICU of Africa leader Gardiner Jamela, likewise, claimed that Kadalie aimed 
“to deceive the Amaxosa, because he cannot deceive his own people in Nyasaland”.208 
Explicitly invoking his Xhosa identity, Mzaza claimed that the fact  
 

his own people will not have anything to do with him, that should be sufficient for 
every Xosa, it shows that he is not a man to trust when his own people will not trust 
him. He is only here to cause trouble between the white and the black people, it is 
time he retired to his own country Nyassaland, but he cannot mislead his own 
people like he can the Amaxosa.209  

 
ICU of Africa meetings were attended on average by between 15 and 20 people.  
 
Joel Magade of the Independent ICU, in contrast, told meetings of hundreds that although there 
were “some fools who are still saying Kadalie belongs to Nyasaland”, black workers in East 
London had to unite.210 Kadalie himself dismissed anti-immigrant ICU of Africa moderates, 
telling 600 workers in East London on 18th September: 
 

Lujiza and Mzaza are traitors and are selling you to the Europeans but they will not 
defeat me. General Smuts during his Government tried to fight me, but I totally 
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defeated him. General Hertzog has tried to do the same and he can at any time 
attempt to drive me back to Nyasaland, but I shall not go back to Nyasaland any 
more than he will retire to Holland, and therefore what hope have these three silly 
fools Lujiza, Mzaza and Jabavu of defeating me.211 

 
Kadalie interviewed the Railway Authorities the next day, demanding a minimum wage of 6/6 
per day for all black workers - and was promised that the matter would be brought before the 
Wage Board in Pretoria. At a meeting of 300 at Market Square afterwards he boasted “I must 
say Hertzog did one good thing when his Government made the Wage Act, he did not mention 
anything about the Colour bar, I have outwitted him there.” Rekindling the oratory that 
propelled him to fame, he asserted: 
 

I am now doing for you natives what Hertzog did for the bloody Boers. I am telling 
you the same thing will happen here soon, what happened in China and India […] 
If Hertzog does not stop this slavery with natives there is going to be trouble. We 
are not afraid of Machine guns, aeroplanes or all the angels in heaven. Hertzog 
hate[s] me and I hate him like hell the bugger, I am a bad native and I will remain 
a bad native till the time comes when I and Hertzog can be brothers, the Europeans 
will be glad to shoot me, they call me an agitator and I will remain an agitator. Last 
week I made a noise in Port Elizabeth this week I am making a noise in East London 
and on Sunday I will make a hell of a big noise in Hertzog’s own damn Country the 
Free State. I am here to preach the gospel to natives and ask you to roll up in 
thousands and we will show the Hertzog & Company we are men and women.212 

 
Three months later, the Independent ICU convened its first annual conference in East London 
at the St Philips Hall between 6th and 11th January 1930. The issue of railway worker pay was 
once again the headline issue. Clements Kadalie dismissed the new Riotous Assemblies Bill as 
a “damnable thing” and warned if “Pirow passes this Bill, we are going to give them a hell of 
a hiding”. Robert Kadalie insisted “we are fighting for you not by sword but by a sword of faith 
[…] provided that we make ourselves into one body and join the Independent ICU so that our 
wages should be increased.”213 According to Tyamzashe, the railway issue “dated as far back 
as 1923, when – under the auspices of the Old ICU – Kadalie applied to the Railway authorities 
to improve the rate of pay and conditions of labour of its Native employees.” Immediately after 
the conference, on 12th January, Kadalie once again petitioned the management of the railways, 
this time threatening to call a strike if their demands were not met.214 Kadalie demanded “a 
concise assurance from the Railway Administration and not vague generalities”.215 After 
authorities responded that African workers did not come under the regulations, Kadalie told a 
meeting of 2,000-3,000 that “no native workers working on the Railways and Harbours will go 
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to work, you will all have a little holiday”. Invoking the spirit of the 1919 Cape Town dock 
strike, he read out the “strike rules” and warned the authorities that workers were “prepared to 
put up a bloody good fight.”216 On Thursday 16th January, following considerable pressure 
from below, the Independent ICU downed tools, and for “a week the railway and harbours’ 
strike was a complete success. Ships were lying idle in the harbour”.217 875 strikers registered 
at the trade union’s offices on the first day, and 3,000 attended the Independent ICU’s 
meeting.218 Kadalie to a meeting of 3,000 that 1,275 were out on the second day.219 Independent 
ICU railway and dock workers were reinforced by women members, in particular, “attired in 
male garb”, who began “to visit the harbour to pull out local scabs.”220 A mass meeting of 
3,000 on Saturday 18th January, decided to call a general strike for everyone apart from those 
employed in hospital, water works and locations.221 Kadalie insisted on the importance of 
community solidarity: 
 

We are prepared to win the strike, we cannot do it unless we are backed by our 
women folk, we are not going to picket, we want the women to be the pickets in 
their own homes, they must stop their husbands and sweethearts from going to 
work, should he be a coward and go to work you must refuse to cook food for him 
when he come back from work, that is to be our picketing.222 

 
Dora Bala, Mrs Tobine, Rola River, Mrs Dumani and Maude Dungwa supported Kadalie’s 
calls, and rumours spread amongst black residents that anyone not on strike on Monday would 
be killed.223 By the second week, workers from industries across East London were being called 
out in a sympathetic general strike - “Business was at a stand-still, the Goods Sheds and 
Harbour were hopelessly congested, and the town had the appearance of a Sunday.”224 
Complaining about the presence of police, Kadalie insisted that “if I was in Nyassaland I would 
have murdered some of these white buggars […] in every house in Nyassaland we have guns, 
we don’t play there”.225 The local ‘good boy’ minister, Reverend J Makaluza, was “pained” by 
the strike, and denounced the deception of “ill-informed” workers by “pseudo-leaders” from 
“outside the Union”, insisting that “salvation” came from local workers’ hands, “not from an 
outsider”.226 ‘2s 6d a day’ warned in The East London Daily Dispatch that Makaluza’s life 
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would be “in danger of being blooded out for that article”.227 Local Chief James Mana, in 
contrast, told an Independent ICU meeting of 3,000 on 23rd January that although the Kadalie 
brothers were there “as strangers”, they were “fighting for our cause”, and pointed towards a 
time of freedom, when workers would no longer be slaves.228 On 24th Kadalie was drilling 400 
strikers in “military formation”.229 
 

 
Figure 7.6 ‘The East London General Strike Committee of Non-European Workers’: (front, left to right) Joel Magade, 

Alexander Maduna, Clements Kadalie, Henry Tyamzashe and Alfred Mnika; (back) FC Fetsha, DDT Mqayi, Peter 
Mkwambi and Robert Kadalie. From Leslie Nazombe Papers. 

 
The East London Daily Dispatch consistently reported that both the dock strike and the larger 
general strike were ineffective – but Kadalie and the Independent ICU vehemently contested 
these claims, renaming it the “the East London Daily Disgrace”.230 The trade union insisted 
that the strike was “absolutely satisfactory” with 93% of workers out on strike. Kadalie wrote 
that  
 

The camouflage of the ‘Daily Dispatch’ that the general strike is a failure, cannot 
be a surprise in any way [...] Like all capitalist papers, it has to keep the public 
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illusioned and deluded […] our battle is not ‘black versus white’ but that of 
requesting from the employers a living wage to maintain ourselves in Christian 
decency, civilised comfort and social amenity. 

 
6,000 strikers were allegedly out in the location, with the strikers well looked after and fed with 
a specially-slaughtered ox.231 The East London Daily Dispatch admitted on 27th January that 
although “only a fraction” of the town’s workers were out, “the numbers who have been out 
have been sufficiently large to cause considerable inconveniences”.232 
 
The momentum of the strike was stalled, however, when the Independent ICU were all arrested 
at 11am on 26th January. Allegedly in an attempt to resolve the deadlock, the local police 
district commandant invited the strike committee to a meeting at the Fleet Street Charge Office. 
On arrival, the Kadalie brothers, Maduna, Tyamzashe, Fetsha, Mqayi, Magade, Mnika and 
Mkwambi were offered cigarettes and implored to “smoke the pipe of peace”. Kadalie at the 
time was a “vicious smoker”. After “lighting our cigarettes”, however, the committee  
 

stared right into the business end of a mighty service revolver held by Captain 
Lister. ‘Hands up, Kadalie, and everyone of you,’ commanded Captain Lister. In a 
trice the room was filled with soldiers and police, armed to the teeth with fixed 
bayonets.233  

 
Arrested and handcuffed, the committee were charged under the 1927 Native Administration 
Act and whisked to prison, singing the Red Flag (the Solicitor-General later withdrew these 
charges and pressed charges under section 8a of the 1914 Riotous Assemblies Act).234 
Returning to the location, police looked to “break the general strike” and seized Kadalie’s 
personal papers and passport. It was Kadalie’s “darkest hour” – and he considered the district 
commandant’s actions “unBritish and mean in the extreme”.235 A brief letter signed by Kadalie 
on 27th January advised “that the strike is declared off from today and that all workers must 
return to their work forthwith”. It was “not favourably received by many of the crowd”, at a 
meeting of over 3,000, however, with many “hot heads” advocating continued strike action.236 
Others blamed Kadalie’s arrest on Reverend Makaluza and set fire to his church.237 
 
The strikers themselves, however, “refused to disperse and continued the strike without 
leaders”, keeping up the strike until May. Local leaders, such as James Dweni 
 

 
231 ‘Strike Committee’s Statement’, East London Daily Dispatch, 22/01/1930; ‘Strike Committee’s Statement’, 
East London Daily Dispatch, 24/01/1930. 
232 ‘The Strike’, East London Daily Dispatch, 27/01/1930. 
233 Tyamzashe, Summarised History, pp.32-33, see also Kadalie, My Life, pp.186-188. 
234 ‘Kadalie and His Colleagues Convicted: Charged on Eleven Counts’, East London Daily Dispatch, 
27/02/1930; ‘Kadalie’s Case: All the Accused Give Evidence’, East London Daily Dispatch, 20/05/1930. 
235 Kadalie, My Life, pp.188, 200. 
236 ‘Situation Well in Hand: Kadalie’s ‘As You Were’ Has Mixed Reception’, East London Daily Dispatch, 
28/03/1930. 
237 Kadalie, My Life, p.190. 



 299 

we are going to succeed with the strike, Kadalie is coming back to us and will 
continue his work. Kadalie[’s] arrest does not mean that we shall not get increased 
wages, we must continue our strike until Kadalie is released. The European 
Employers of East London must pay better wages. Have hope that Kadalie is 
coming back and will conquer the white people.238 

 
As Beinart and Bundy have shown, the East London strike continued long after the arrest of 
the strike leaders.  
 
After spending two months in prison in East London and Grahamstown, the strike committee 
were granted bail. Kadalie and Tyamzashe left for Johannesburg - still the headquarters of the 
Independent ICU – where they gave reports of the strike and their arrest, with Thomas Mbeki 
acting as translator.239 Issues of New Africa were “full and overflowing with wrath” – and 
Kadalie and Tyamzashe were once again condemned for “labelling Ballinger as a traitor” and 
lacking common sense.240 Robert Kadalie was left languishing in Grahamstown jail for a 
further month.241 
 
Just as the ICU had done throughout the mid-1920s (with spectacular success), Kadalie used 
the strike, his arrest and impending trial to launch a national campaign of protest across South 
Africa. Simultaneously, Kadalie and Tyamzashe were busy writing a history of the East 
London strike: The Truth About the First General Strike at East London: Exposition to the 
World.242 Even before he was acquitted, Kadalie telegrammed Jack Barnard: “Case results 
appear favourable - unhesitatingly determined tour Union thereafter”. On 23rd May, Kadalie 
was acquitted of all but one of his charges at the Supreme Court in Grahamstown, and the next 
day, addressed a mass meeting in East London.243 By the 1st June, he was back in the Transvaal, 
addressing meetings outside the Workers’ Hall.244  Despite a throat infection he picked up in 
prison and the newly-passed 1930 Riotous Assemblies Act, he told a “huge crowd” in Pretoria 
on 11th June 
 

We are going to carry on in spite of this bill of Pirow’s […] The movement might find 
it necessary to adopt underground methods. Lenin had started the Russian revolution 
not in Moscow but in London. It was futile to attempt to stop them. Before the 
Government could stop them the whole lot would have to be killed. The Riotous 
Assemblies Act of 1930 was a return to slavery.245  
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Tyamzashe did not “know what was the matter with Kadalie that day! He swore, fumed and 
foamed at the mouth. ‘To hell with Hertzog, Pirow and the whole damned lot of capitalist 
exploiters,’ he said. He went on in that strain of unprintable invectives until dusk, when the 
meeting was closed […] Barely half an hour afterwards we were at the Pretoria station where 
we met an officer of the CID who handed Kadalie a document signed by O. Pirow”, the recently 
appointed minister of justice.246 Under the new powers of the Riotous Assemblies Act, Kadalie 
was banned “from attending during a period of three months from this date, any public 
gathering” on the Rand.247 Abantu-Batho denounced the government as a “Mussolinic 
Serpent”, and questioned: “Is this not pure incitement to race animosity, if not to public 
violence in the superlative degree?”248 A joint meeting of the Independent ICU and CPSA on 
15th June saw the ban as a deliberate attempt to stop “the organisation of African Slaves to gain 
their liberty”, and resolved to undertake “resistance more strenuous than ever before to the 
dastardly design, by strike action, destruction of passes, refusal of taxes or otherwise on a union 
wide scale.”249 
 
Police, at the same time, believed that Kadalie and Tyamzashe were communicating and 
meeting secretly with the CPSA leadership. CID officers reported that on 23rd June, a ‘Joint 
Committee of Action’ – bringing together the Independent ICU and CPSA - met in Kadalie’s 
house at 5 Error Street, Doornfontein, and by 25th police believed that Kadalie, Tyamzashe, SP 
Bunting and JT Gumede, together with Brown Dulela (Kadalie’s Mozambican contact and 
editor of the newspaper, Brado Africano), had formed a company called ‘ISO Ltd’ with the 
view of taking over Abantu-Batho newspaper, and running it “on revolutionary lines.”250  
 
Over July and August, Kadalie was addressing meetings in East London almost daily, raising 
capitation fees “of between £15 and £20” a month.251 Using these funds to purchase a car - 
christened Ntshabaziwile (“the enemies have fallen”) - Kadalie extended these meetings to 
King Williams Town and Berlin during September.252 On the Rand, Independent ICU officials 
were raising issues with the employees of diamond diggers “with regard to wages, with the 
District Commandant at Lichtenburg as regards the ill-treatment of natives by members of his 
force, and with the Director of Native Labour with regards to the collection of Poll tax for the 
current year.”253 Tyamzashe, Gumede and Maduna led meetings in Springs, Benoni, Boksburg 
and Pretoria over the course of September and October.254 On 8th September, the Independent 
ICU-CPSA Joint Committee of Action met again at Error Street with SP Bunting, Rebecca 
Bunting, Moses Kotane, David Tusi, Isaac Montoeli and Alexander Mochena present. Hoping 
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to replicate the successes of the 1929 march, the meeting resolved that “as the arrival of 
Clements Kadalie is closely approaching and that Dingaan’s Day is near, drastic action be 
henceforth taken in setting up revolutionary secret committees in preparation for Dingaan’s 
Day”.255 
 
The fragmentation of the Independent ICU 
 
The successes of the joint Independent ICU-CPSA Dingaan’s Day celebrations of 1929, 
however, were not to be repeated, as leaders of both the Independent ICU leaders and the CPSA 
became pre-occupied by internal and external disputes. Partly, this appears to have been due to 
the increasing popularity of the CPSA amongst radical members of the Independent ICU and 
ICU of Africa in the Cape and Natal, who began defecting to the communists en-masse. In 
Pietermaritzburg, Jameson Gilbert Coka left the ICU in early 1929 - having “read Communistic 
literature” and “studied industrialism, economics and revolutionary tactics with avidity”, he 
learnt of the “fallacies in the ‘redemption of Africa’ methods”, and later began writing instead 
for Umsebenzi.256 In February 1929, he was “walking about with Communist Literature” in 
Pietermaritzburg as the CPSA’s “National Propagandist”.257 Isaiah ‘Ntele, an ICU leader in 
Bloemfontein, similarly, left the trade union to assist the CPSA. On 23rd November 1929 Sam 
Malkinson, a Jewish Lithuanian immigrant and “the most active Communist in the Free State”, 
addressed a meeting of 400-500 on behalf of the CPSA– vehemently attacking the Independent 
ICU, aided by ‘Ntele.258 Over the course of 1930, the “remnants of Kadalie’s union in the 
Cape” grouped in the Industrial and Commercial Workers’ Federation under the black 
communist (and former ICU leader) James Shuba and joined Robert Stuart’s Cape Federation 
of Labour Unions (CFLU). Shuba - “the communist secretary of the Cape laundry workers’ 
union” – “lodged a protest on behalf of the Federation of Non-European Trade Union” 
alongside John Gomas (the former ICU provincial secretary) at the Cape Federation’s June 
1930 conference, and “attributed [FNETU’s] exclusion to the ‘chauvinist and reformist outlook 
of the white trade union’”.259 Shuba and two coloured delegates were later elected to the newly 
established South African Trades and Labour Council of “all bona fide trades and labour 
unions”.260 Subsequently in November 1930, approximately 6,000 members of the ‘Kadalie 
movement’ in Clairwood, Durban led by Abraham Nduweni went over to the CPSA.261 Similar 
splits, nevertheless, also appear to have wracked the CPSA. Ballinger alleged that FNETU was 
“almost defunct” in February 1930, while Weinbren and Thebedi were expelled from FNETU 
in mid-1930 (for allegedly appropriating funds).262 They were re-instated in September 1930 
after Albert Nzula and Moses Kotane led a meeting calling for Thibedi’s return, asserting that 
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the “workers could not see that Thibedi was a thief”. Divisions also existed within the 
Independent ICU’s own leadership. A meeting in Newtown Market Square Johannesburg on 
30th July had seen Maduna accuse Mbeki of drunkenness, which “was the chief factor 
responsible for the downfall of the ICU”.263  
 
Arriving in Johannesburg on Dingaan’s Day, 16th December 1930, Kadalie found that the 
CPSA, annoyed at the fact that he had opposed the pass burning campaign the previous month 
in Bloemfontein,  
 

had organized a public demonstration, came to our house in Doornfontein, after 
which they destroyed some documents in the ICU office, which was situated near 
the house. The Communist hooligans (as I am unable to find any other term to 
describe people who employ such violent methods) threatened my wife with 
violence when they found that I was absent[...]264 
 

By the end of the year, the Johannesburg, membership of the Independent ICU had dwindled 
so much that Tyamzashe could not maintain the rent of it office, and had to convert his own 
dining room into the trade union’s headquarters. Allegedly, Kadalie “came back, packed up 
his furniture, and left for East London, without telling the Johannesburg members anything.”265 
Into the 1940s, “the Johannesburg people who were once members of the Independent ICU 
look[ed] upon Kadalie as a deserter because of the unceremonious manner in which he crept 
away from Johannesburg.”266 Maduna, in turn, resigned from the trade union after quarrelling 
with Kadalie over the unequal distribution of funds.267 
 
It appears that Robert Kadalie – “a very poor organiser and indiscreet administrator” - was 
partly responsible for the subsequent splintering of the Independent ICU. Kadalie and Bennet 
Ncwana briefly re-united in 1931, and Ncwana’s Izwe Lama Afrika briefly became the 
Independent ICU’s newspaper (replacing the defunct New Africa). By September 1931, Robert 
Kadalie was secretary of the King Williamstown branch and in charge of the restructuring of 
local finances.268 Encouraging country branches to open their own bank accounts, Robert 
Kadalie’s plan threatened the financial stability of the main urban branch and disgruntled local 
officials. After raising £5 at an ICU social, Robert Kadalie wired the money to his Cape Town 
family – and when Clements found out, a huge row erupted between the two brothers. Robert 
attacked Clements for asking him to join “his accursed ICU” 
 

I was hot, and [vowed] if you talk too much you will know what will result […] I 
said to him the same blood of Akafunda which [spilt] that day, of Magade[’s], it 
[will] again start unless you shut your mouth […] I spoke [of so] many things, that 
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I think I start from the day he was two years of age to that day. [I] told him what 
kind [of] a man he is. ‘Even Satan in hell is better. Sometimes he has pity on his 
brother angel[s] (THE SATAN), if they have gone to God’s side,’ etc. That very 
day I demand[ed] from him ten pounds so that I can go back to CT. He couldn’t 
give [it to me], so I left him.269 

 
When Magade and Tyamzashe arrived in King Williamstown they found that “Robert Kadalie 
had already laid such a network of fabricated stories about misused funds that our mission met 
with scant success.” Clements Kadalie defended his brother, at which point Magade convened 
a provincial conference at King Williamstown. Clements Kadalie travelled to King 
Williamstown but refused to attend Magade’s event, addressing a public meeting attacking 
Magade and the other provincial officials instead.270 The leadership of the Independent ICU 
subsequently dismissed Clements and Robert Kadalie. After a subsequent special conference 
in East London, the local branch officials locked Tyamzashe and Clements Kadalie out of the 
East London Head Office and “placed a strong guard of anti-Kadalie men and women”. 
Clements Kadalie and Tyamzashe held separate meetings, and “[m]ore than 90% of the 
members followed Kadalie”.271 Kadalie and Tyamzashe would remain in East London for the 
rest of their lives, periodically re-emerging at political conferences.272 Despite numerous 
subsequent attempts to re-unify the fragmented ICU schisms, however, the trade union’s 
former leadership was irredeemably split. Dwindling membership fees, and widespread 
disillusionment appear to have underwritten the fragmentation. 
 
 
Conclusion  
 
When the ICU was on the rise in the mid-1920s, it was widely acknowledged that black 
moderates were losing the argument. The year 1926, in particular, marked a crisis of black 
moderation, with Umteteli complaining that “the Native hot-head is exalted and the Native 
moderate debased by reason of his ineffectiveness”.273 When ICU entered its own set of crises 
from late 1927, however, Kadalie quickly began to be outmanoeuvred by black moderates, 
such as Henry Msimang, Bennet Ncwana, IB Nyombolo and John Dube. As the trade union 
entered a period of terminal crisis, moderate arguments played a crucial role, alongside 
widespread disillusionment, in the break-up of the ICU. Arguably, they proved far more 
seductive to Kadalie’s critics in the ICU leadership than more left-wing alternatives pushed by 
the CPSA, which only attracted a mass following in a few spaces – most notably Vereeniging, 
Potchefstroom and Durban. 
 
The ICU transformed South African trade unionism for good. As recognised by the ICU of 
Africa in 1929, for all the “personal aggrandisement or vindictive spleen”,  
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Ten years ago our up-to-date demands were spoken of contemptuously as ‘idle 
dreams’, or ‘the nightmares of visionaries’. We have arrived at the point where 
neither ridicule, misrepresentation, nor doubts, can be effectively hurled against us, 
as to our ability, principles or policies.274 

 
Into late 1929, leaders of the ICU of Africa believed that debates remained “of the One Big 
Union versus industrial unionism, of federation versus centralisation, of buttressing the alliance 
with the white trade unions [versus black-only organisation]” - and it is only possible to 
understand these debates by looking across the capitalist and socialist press, and into the close-
to quasi-ethnographic police reports, which languish in the South African National Archives. 
Kadalie defended the type of general, all-in organisation that he had pioneered, and many of 
these ideas still had traction with many former ICU officials, including Champion into the 
1930s and 1940s. By 1928, the aura of trade unionism as a new type of organisation was 
shattered, but Kadalie and the ICU also left important legacies.   
 
The disintegration of the ICU took place within the broader fragmentation of black politics and 
society at the end of the 1920s. Members of the Congress divided into the ANC and the 
Independent ANC, as well as the NNC and Inkatha. Communists were split between Stalinists 
and Trotskyists. As noted by the former president of the ANC, ZR Mahabane, by the end of 
1929 there was a “multiplicity of counsel” about “what is variously considered the best and the 
safest way out of the impasse”. 
 

There are some who hold up the African National Congress as the only medium 
whereby the race could be saved; others see in the ICU the only possible road to 
salvation; while others again aver that the principles of Communism as preached 
and practised in Soviet Russia constitute the only panacea for the economic and 
political ills of Black South Africa. Some there are who proclaim Marcus Garvey 
as the God-sent Moses of the African race, and these are ardently praying and await 
the coming of the day when the armies of the great ‘leader’ will come in a fleet of 
aeroplanes, sweep over the sub-continent and thrust the white intruder, bag and 
baggage, into the Atlantic Ocean […] This plethora of voices must necessarily 
cause serious confusion in the minds of the uninitiated and unsophisticated, who 
will thus, like a flying swarm of locusts, be tossed about, to and fro, by every wind 
of new doctrine. Thus are we witnessing in Black South Africa a state of ‘Confusion 
worse confounded’.275 

 
By the end of the 1920s, the ICU no longer commanded a dominant role in South African 
politics. As noted by Jameson Coka, 
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Many members ceased to pay their monthly dues. The wild promises about buying 
farms had given them eager expectations, and now that they were being ejected in 
hundreds from their farms under circumstances of revolting cruelty, they looked to 
their ‘Saviours’ for a lead. Instead they found hopeless division.”276 

 
By the end of 1928, the ICU’s head office was characterized by “anarchism and laxity” and 
“wallowed in darkness”277 
 
The impact of ICU ideas, however, did not simply end with the disintegration of the trade union 
in early 1929. Its leaders, and remaining fragments of the trade union, continued on in various 
forms into the 1930s – with important continuities and discontinuities. When the post-1929 
global depression was “at its worst”, Coka documented how many of the “African 
intelligentsia” became “wedded to the billiard tables” and “vied with one another for the 
favours of the authorities” - “none cared to do anything for the masses.”278 But the Independent 
ICU continued to try and organise rural as well as urban workers (at the same time as the CPSA 
set out that it was “resolutely rejecting the organisation of unions which incorporate non-
proletarian elements”).279 George Daniels was still “actively engaged in enrolling members of 
the ICU” in Pretoria in May 1938, and “favoured the formation of a Non-European united 
front”, in the belief that “the hour was approaching when the natives will become united and 
overthrow the oppressors.”280 
 
Issues raised by the ICU also remained alive into the 1930s and 1940s. Divisions between 
communists and non-communists evolved, drawing on important precedents set within ICU 
debates. By the end of the 1930s, black trade unionists were split between the Max Gordon-led 
Joint committee of African Trade Unions (backed by liberals and Trotskyists) and the Gana 
Makabeni-led Co-Ordinating Committee of African Trade Unions (backed by the CPSA).281 
Echoing the issues over Ballinger’s appointment, unity talks broke down over the influence of 
white officials in 1938, and Daniel Koza led the outspoken rejection of white paternalism and 
stewardship in 1940.282 At the first annual conference of CNETU in February 1943, officials 
of the General Workers Union called for minimum wage of £2 a week, a new wage board with 
an African member sitting on it, a national Non-European trade union movement and 
“disciplinary action” against “Trade Unions that continue to have European advisers”.283 
Moderate ideas also continued to maintain their purchase in certain spaces. Under the influence 
of Ballinger, Creech Jones and Holtby, the Friends of Africa played a crucial moderate role in 
supporting the black trade union movement in the 1930s.284 Moderate trade unionists in the 
African Domestic Servants League promised to end “the cheeky, skokiaan brewing, insolent, 
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impertinent and thieving servants”.285 And Ethel Binyon, a member of the Friends of Africa, 
formed the Federated Association of African Trade Unions (FAATU) in 1943 explicitly so that 
she could “eliminate” the communists who fermenting strikes,.286 
 
Rather than simply a moment of ‘collapse’, the events of the end of the 1920s had political 
ramifications for decades to come. The disintegration of the ICU and its leadership into 
numerous smaller organisations set important precedents about how black trade unions in 
South Africa would be organised – along ‘sectional’, ‘federal’, ‘national’ and often ‘moderate’ 
lines as industrial trade unions, rather than on the basis of organising all workers (migrant and 
local) into one radical, transnational mass-member general trade union. It also marked the 
emergence of a recognisable moderate black South African nationalism or nativism (as noted 
by Ndhlovu), coalescing around newspapers such as Ilanga lase Natal, Izindaba Zabantu and 
Umteteli wa Bantu and organisations such as Inkatha, as well as the moderate wing of the ANC. 
Moderate nationalists demanded that organisations had to be fronted by black South African-
born leaders who acted with temperance, decorum and in collaboration with white missionaries 
and politicians – at the same time as championing anti-immigrant, anti-socialist and anti-
internationalist policies, antagonistic to “foreign-born” black workers as well as Indian and 
coloured South Africans. Kadalie often remarked on the “cosmopolitan” nature of ICU 
meetings. This was far less the case after the disintegration of the ICU.287 
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Chapter 8 – Conclusion 
 
 
 

Where are the Sogas, Dubes, Jabavus, Plaatjes or Gumedes? 
 
Over the course of the 1920s, ICU leaders such as Thomas Mbeki enthusiastically chronicled 
how the “spirit of conservatism” was “rapidly waning”, and a new “spirit of class 
consciousness” was “taking root in the African proletariat”.1 For black moderates, in contrast, 
the 1920s were “the most perplexing and chaotic period in Native politics” – a decade defined 
by a crisis of leadership.2 After numerous failed delegations to the British metropole, many of 
the founders of the ANC slipped into self-imposed retirement. Sol Plaatje, “a leader without a 
people”, focused on translation work and writing for the moderate Umteteli wa Bantu.3 Others, 
such as John Dube, retreated from an expansive “anti-tribal” African nationalism into a narrow 
ethnic nationalism.4 In this context of political change, Henry Daniel Tyamzashe insisted in 
1928: 
 

The ICU is not perfect - no one is perfect - but its aims and objects are based on an 
honest attempt to lead the people along the paths of the just, and its leaders will 
succeed providing they do not breathe that tribal spirit that has been the downfall 
of so many Native organisations. Where are the Pelems, the Rubusanas, Sogas, 
Dubes, Jabavus, Plaatjes or Gumedes? They are all at loggerheads because of tribal 
jealousy! They are creating the same chaos as the white voortrekkers did, and very 
soon there will emerge a Native Problem within a Native Problem.5 

 
In this political vacuum, Clements Kadalie represented something new, a black trade union 
organiser rather than a politician. As he argued in 1927, before his rise to fame, “[t]here were 
native ‘agitators’, but no avowed trade union agitators.”6 Conscious of his position as a 
“missionary in reverse”, Kadalie was a pioneer who went against the Eurocentric tides of 
modernity and globalisation, taking new ideas about dignity and solidarity from Central Africa 
to South Africa, and from South Africa to the world.7  Through Kadalie’s personal experiences 
– his clashes with white missionaries, his work on Southern Rhodesia’s mines, and the constant 
racist and anti-immigrant rhetoric that he challenged throughout Central and Southern Africa 

 
1 T. Mbeki, ‘The Awakening of a People’, Workers’ Herald, 15/05/1926. 
2 Resurgam [A.K. Soga], ‘The Cult of Race Leadership’, Umteteli, 04/04/1925. 
3 B. Willan, Sol Plaatje: A Life of Solomon Tshekisho Plaatje, 1876-1932 (Johannesburg, 2018). 
4 H. Hughes, The First President: A Life of John L Dube, Founding President of the ANC, (Johannesburg, 
2011). 
5 H.D. Tyamzashe, ‘Past and Present’, Workers’ Herald, 18/02/1928. Tyamzashe similarly asked in an early 
article for Umteteli wa Bantu: “Where are the Rubusana’s, Soga’s, Pelem’s, Jabavu’s, Makgatho’s, Dube’s, 
Mahabane’s, Msimang’s, Montsioa’s, Thema’s, Ngojo’s, etc? Are they assembled at one common round table, 
working hand in hand to solve the political intrigues inflicted on us by fate? No!” in H.D. Tyamzashe, ‘Bantu 
Politics: Letters to the Editor’, Umteteli, 08/04/1922. 
6 C. Kadalie, ‘African Trade Unionism’, Lansbury’s Labour Weekly, 12/03/1927. 
7 Kadalie, My Life, p.104. 
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– Central African perspectives shaped South African politics, and a South African-based form 
of trade unionism challenged workers in America, Europe and Asia. As numerous historians 
have shown, the ICU adopted many ideas from across the globe - but its own ideas also had a 
global impact. As the leader of the largest black trade union in the world at the end of the 1920s, 
Kadalie inspired black workers in America, demonstrating the importance of unity and mass 
worker organisation, and forced white workers in Europe to reconsider who they worked with 
and what they meant by socialist internationalism. His mobilisation of Africans in their 
hundreds of thousands and his critique of racism as “illogical” (and contrary to the class 
interests of white workers) was new and globally significant.8 
 
As a new kind of black leader, a trade union organiser born outside the country, Kadalie became 
the outspoken critic of white minority governance in the 1920s, galvanising black workers 
across ethnic divisions, advocating “race consciousness” and “mass industrial organisation”. 
By the mid-1920s, he was the “most talked about Native” in South Africa.9 Regularly 
addressing mass meetings of thousands, he became a famed rabble rouser and organiser – 
someone who rejected the now-dated petition politics of educated elites such as Meshach 
Pelem, Walter Rubusana, Alan K Soga, Don DT Jabavu, Dube and Plaatje. A “great patriot 
and organizer”, Clements Kadalie believed that workers trusted the ICU because its “leaders 
were not afraid to suffer for their people”, and there “were no BAs or lawyers amongst them”.10 
Throughout the 1920s, ICU leaders took huge risks, repeatedly faced imprisonment for their 
activities, and made considerable personal sacrifices. By the end of the decade, Kadalie’s 
personal life and finances were in ruin. Moving between East London, Johannesburg and 
Bloemfontein, destitute, “addicted to liquor” and increasingly disillusioned by the collapse of 
the ICU, he was unable to financially support his family.11 Like many black trade unionists, 
with “the feverish excitements of the ICU days, now fast setting”, he “turned towards churches, 
sports and beer”.12 Although ICU leaders enjoyed access to relative wealth at the height of the 
trade union’s popularity, as Kadalie himself argued, for the most part, the job of a trade union 
organiser was a “patriotic” commitment and not  a lucrative occupation.13 When the heyday of 
the trade union was over, ICU leaders fell on hard times. 
 
 
Race and General Trade Union Organisation 
 
Kadalie’s popular infamy lay in his unmatched organising ability: his frequent tours and 
meetings throughout South Africa, his provocative speeches, his vast correspondence across 
the globe, his innumerable newspaper articles, his deliberate contraventions of repressive laws, 
and his famous court victories against the South African government. ICU members such as 
Jameson Gilbert Coka vividly remembered Kadalie’s “splendid platform presence”, his 

 
8 I’m grateful to Leslie James for emphasizing this point. 
9 ‘Correspondence’, East London Daily Dispatch, 08/04/1926. 
10 SANA NTS 7670 86/332(1) ‘Native Unrest: Police Reports: OFS’, report of ICU meeting in Heilbron on 
01/11/1936. 
11 Dee, ‘I am a Bad Native’. 
12 Coka, ‘Story of Gilbert Coka’, p.317. 
13 ‘The Kadalie Trial’, East London Daily Dispatch, 17/05/1930. 
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“demagogic style of address”, his “superhuman” energy and his “gospel of economic and 
political upliftment”.14 As part of his propagandistic organising efforts, Kadalie was a prolific 
writer (and a full time editor of the ICU’s newspaper, The Workers’ Herald). His essays and 
speeches were often polemical - focused on the “hypocrisies” of white settlers, and the 
immediate needs of the ICU. And he was not theoretically consistent (flexibly switching 
between different contemporary concepts of race, nation and citizenship). But he was 
consistent on the need for mass organisation, and his belief in the emancipatory potential of 
uniting all workers in trade unions. At Kadalie’s funeral, DDT Jabavu eulogised: “Today we 
know Black people can be organised and united. Kadalie pointed the way.” ZK Matthews, 
likewise, insisted:  
 

His ability as an African from Nyasaland to unite Africans from other parts of 
showed us the oneness of Africa. One day the people of Africa will come together 
and achieve their salvation through the sons of Africa. The whole of Kadalie’s life 
was a political education for everybody.15 

 
As a Central African “outsider”, who transcended the ethnic differences of South African-born 
leaders, Kadalie made workers conscious of their race, and their ability to be organised – not 
in churches, local associations, ethnic groups or even national congresses, but in one continent-
spanning, industrial organisation. Breaking down divisions between workers through new 
ideas of race, Kadalie explicitly organised “all non-European labour” - “Africans, Coloureds, 
Indians”, “Zulus, Ama-Xosa, Basuto” - together as workers. And by 1926, in Kadalie’s own 
words, they had “been taught to know themselves as the working class of South Africa” and 
“know each other as ‘Comrades in arms’.”16  
 
Once unified, Kadalie demanded “practical” organisation from ICU members, and consistently 
emphasized “deeds, and not words”.17 Reflecting on the Southern Africa’s transnational 
political economy, Kadalie told ICU members that “organisation” was the “spirit of the age”: 
 

[…] no matter where one went all nations and races were organising themselves. 
Organisation was the best possible protection for oppressed peoples, and the ICU 
were now organising for the purpose of protecting the natives against two mighty 
enemies, namely (1) the Chamber of Mines, and (2) the present Government. In 
order to fight these enemies they would have to have a very strong organisation. 
The mines must be attacked with vigour, and it would be necessary for all mine 
workers to be brought into the ICU.18 

 

 
14 Coka, ‘Story of Gilbert Coka’, pp. 294; 300. 
15 ‘Way to Black Unity Shown By Kadalie’, Cape Times, 04/12/1951. 
16 ‘The Struggle Has Begun’, Workers’ Herald, 28/07/1926. 
17 Dee, ‘Nyasa Leaders’. 
18 SANA JUS 916 1/18/26 ‘The African World: Police Reports: Part 6’, extended CID report, 24/02/1927. 
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The “failure” of the ANC, in contrast, was “due to too much prayer and no direct action.”19 
Previous historians have characterised the ICU as a bottom-up, spontaneous revolt, and (as a 
result) diminished the role of leaders. But ICU officials had to actively seek out workers to 
organise, travel throughout Southern and Central Africa, clandestinely disseminate ICU 
newspapers and pamphlets throughout the region, rally thousands to their cause with speeches 
and promises alone, and adapt new methods of motorised transport to reach unorganised 
workers. 
 
As the foremost leader of the ICU, Kadalie challenged the racist culture that structured 
Southern Africa at an everyday, practical level. When he broke the pass laws, he spoke for the 
hundreds of thousands of black migrant workers, who often worked hundreds of miles from 
home. He could draw on personal experience working in Southern Rhodesia’s railway sector 
when appealing to transport workers, stood up for domestic workers who were “paid at the rate 
of not more than 20/- per month”, and defended farm labourers who faced mass evictions and 
repression for carrying ICU membership cards.20 He spoke for women workers when they were 
repeatedly threatened with pass restrictions, questioning “[w]hy should a civilised Christian 
Government deliberately provoke its peaceful citizens into disobedience?”21 He spoke to the 
everyday indignities that defined peoples’ lives: labouring in poor working conditions for 
cripplingly low wages, having to walk in the streets rather than on pavements, carrying passes 
between town and country. As noted by one former member, Charles Kumalo, in contrast to 
the ANC: 
 

The ICU fought for freedom. Those of Congress also fought for freedom but didn’t 
talk about money. The ICU was concerned with wages [,…helping the evicted] back 
onto farms […] and claimed that in freedom people would be liberated and not be 
stopped for passes.22 

 
In calling for economic as well as political freedom, Kadalie denounced the indignities that 
affected Africans and coloureds, Zulus and Sothos, rural peasants and urban industrial workers 
alike, and transformed the lives of innumerable ICU members. FJ Smith believed that Kadalie’s 
“exceptional capabilities” and “spartanlike” masculinity meant that “African workers may look 
with pride at their self-supporting, and invaluable protection Union.”23 The “much-loved, 
much-hated, capable, founder and fearless leader of the ICU”, for NMB Manaka,  “opened the 
way” to “freedom and liberty”.24 HD Tyamzashe “candidly” and “without bias” recalled that, 
although Kadalie was hampered “by his uncouth and seditious-like uttering” and his autocratic 
tendencies, he was “one of the most - if not the most - brilliant platform speakers in this country 
[…] Whatever may be said of Kadalie […] his qualities as an organiser have opened the eyes 

 
19 ‘Government’s Native and Coloured Bills’, Workers’ Herald, 17/05/1927. 
20 C. Kadalie, ‘My Impressions of the Free State Capital’, Workers’ Herald, 22/10/1923. 
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22 Bradford, Taste of Freedom, p.81. 
23 F.J. Smith, ‘Champion Trounced’, Workers’ Herald, 29/09/1928. 
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of the Natives throughout Africa.”25 The CPSA’s Eddie Roux similarly recalled a man “[f]ull 
of restless energy, a born orator, a capable organiser” who in 1927 “failed to understand that 
the time had already come when he must act or lose all” - squandering an opportunity “unique 
in the history of the black man’s struggle for freedom”.26 
 
Rejecting conciliatory, gradualist methods, Kadalie was described as “fiery”, “over-patriotic” 
and “extremist” by his critics.27 Black moderates denounced how  
 

Kadalie never forgets the gallery, that majority of simpletons which delights in his 
spumy discharges and religiously applauds them; nor has he during his wildest 
outbursts of speech ever been inspired by any higher motive than the glorification 
of Kadalie, the messiah of South African Natives, heaven sent - from Nyasaland.28 

 
Yet, by 1927, even his fiercest critics acknowledged the fact that Kadalie “by sheer force of 
valour and tenacity” could “claim to lead the strongest African organisation under most 
difficult conditions”.29 Despite their differences, Umteteli acknowledged that “Kadalie enjoyed 
dominance of the ICU not because he was the most intelligent or the strongest character among 
its members, but because he dared greatly and was vehemently truculent when more temperate 
and experienced leaders were testing the value of conciliation and joint counsel.”30 Working, 
writing and recruiting at a prodigious rate, by 1929, he was the man who had “thrown away 
more chances for the uplift of the Bantu than any half-dozen leaders in South Africa”.31 The 
ICU collapsed before achieving its audacious goals. But many looked to build on what the ICU 
had started, seeing the work of organising the black working class as an unfinished, on-going 
project. Clements Kadalie’s son, Alexander, later told Sylvia Neame that his father 
 

[…] did not really feel that he achieved all that he ought to have achieved, in that 
way I think he was not as happy as he could have been. There were many things 
left undone, many things not even touched […]32 

 
Undoubtedly, Kadalie’s appeals for general trade unionism and his unifying conception of race 
consciousness faced considerable setbacks. At a wider regional level, the ICU was unsuccessful 
in its organisation of immigrant workers. Theo Lujiza later recalled that there were “very few 
members from Nyasaland and Mozambique though there were very many from both territories 
on the mines - the opposition used to ask why this was the case as Kadalie was from Nyasaland 
- surely he was not sincere if he could not organise his own people”.33 Ballinger’s newspaper 
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similarly noted in 1929 that “the Central African Natives which [Kadalie] proposed to cater 
for, have never joined the ICU even before any secession was in evidence.”34 In Natal, Zulu 
workers rejected the leadership of black “foreigners” – and with the rise of ethnic nationalism, 
in Tyamzashe’s words, there emerged “a Native Problem within a Native Problem”. Likewise 
in the ICU’s former Cape Province strongholds, dock workers segregated themselves into the 
coloured-dominated Cape Town Stevedores and Dock Workers Union (CTSDWU) and the 
African-dominated Alfred Docks Waterside Workers Union (ADWWU), while many of the 
ICU’s former coloured leaders retreated into coloured organising. Joe Paulse, the ICU’s first 
chairperson, worked with the coloured-only APO in the 1930s, and along with James La Guma 
led the “predominantly Coloured” Cape Town-based National Liberation League (NLL) from 
1934.35 When the newly-formed Trotskyist NEUM called for the unity of African and 
coloureds in Cape Town during the early 1940s, this was seen as something remarkably new – 
although leaders did acknowledge their debt to the ICU.36 The NEUM’s Ben Kies noted that 
“while the old Coloured leaders were still having academic discussions as to whether 
Coloureds should unite with Africans”, the ICU’s coloured leaders 
 

had long ago taken matters into their own hands and were fighting side by side with 
the African workers. They did not lose their identity and they did not lose their 
personality. But they DID lose some of their economic chains!37 

 
In subsequent decades, Kadalie’s new ideas about race, and his enduring emphasis on all-in 
general unionism, were often interpreted as embodying a political and, in particular, a proto-
nationalist approach. Umsebenzi, for example, claimed in 1931 that  
 

The ICU organised by Kadalie was not a trade union in the real sense of the word. 
It incorporated a vast number of non-proletarian elements, who flocked to it because 
in its programme it stood for the struggle of the political rights of the natives. 
Kadalie’s Union was, therefore, a petty-bourgeois nationalist party - very much like 
the League of African Rights.38 

 
Helen Bradford and Sylvia Neame have, similarly, asserted that “Kadalie’s prominent public 
role and his charismatic qualities were closely linked to his function specifically as a 
nationalist-cum-populist leader”.39 Neame’s Congress Movement, in particular, insists on 
Kadalie’s “black nationalist proclivities” without defining what this specifically means.40 
Kadalie was undoubtedly a self-defined “race man”, and his Workers’ Herald promoted itself 

 
34 ‘Kadalie Resignation’, Workers’ Herald, 05/05/1929. 
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a “race journal”, but he had an ambiguous relationship with black South African nationalists, 
especially of the moderate kind. 
 
In retrospect, many have interpreted the importance of the ICU’s ideas and mass meetings in 
terms of nationalism, rather than trade unionism. But Kadalie wrote his autobiography to 
explain the “difficulties with which the pioneers of African trade unionism had to contend”, 
and believed, above all, that “[i]n spite of its shortcomings, the ICU demonstrated to the world 
the power of African workers once they were properly organised.”41 Importantly, the ICU’s 
emphasis on organising all workers, regardless of employment status, skill, sex, ethnicity or 
nationality into One Big Union, represented a distinct, practical form of trade unionism (rather 
than a ‘nationalist’ mode of organising). ICU meetings attracted a wide range of different 
workers with different employers – but this was an effective strategy in Cape Town, Port 
Elizabeth, East London, Durban, Kroonstad and Bloemfontein, where considerable proportions 
of the population were unionised. With labour migration underwriting the region’s 
transnational political economy, trade unions had to organise all black workers, as a race, 
across colonial boundaries in order to address the threat of imported unskilled ‘scab’ labour.  
In attempting to organise all black workers, the ICU inevitably drew on common repertoires of 
unity, emancipation and race. But the ICU explicitly emphasized worker organisation, and 
solidarity on the basis of race, as the focus of its activity. Many did recognise the ICU as a 
general union. The CPSA’s John Gomas and Sidney Bunting both referred to the ICU as a 
“General Workers’ Union”, and Comintern minutes described the ICU as a “general trade 
union organisation”.42 The ILO, likewise, defined the ICU as “a general union catering for men 
and women of all trades and all degree of skill”.43 And, significantly, Kadalie himself remained 
wedded to the idea of “general” trade union organisation into the 1940s. In one of his final 
public appearances, he told the 1949 Industrial Legislation Commission that the ICU’s 
constitution was modelled on the Transport and General Workers’ Union (TGWU) in Britain, 
with members sectionalised according to trade, and he continued to reject the idea that there 
should be one union for each industry “because after all the general conditions of natives in 
industry are identical”.44  
 
 
The Ambiguities of Nationalism 
 
What, then, were Kadalie’s connections with nationalism? In a post-war world transitioning 
from empires to nation-states, and increasingly defined by the ideas of Woodrow Wilson and 
Vladimir Lenin, national self-determination was pushed by conservative, liberal, socialist and 
communist politicians alike. Anti-colonial nationalist organisations across the world called for 
the dismantlement of empires – and this included white Irish and Afrikaner nationalists in 
Southern Africa. Kadalie clearly saw WWI as a turning point for the African worker: 
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The orations of Lloyd George, Clemenceau and Woodrow Wilson had disturbed his 
more or less philosophic acceptance of the inevitability of an economic oppression 
which was, in its way, worse than the chattel slavery of previous years. He had 
reached the cross-roads, where decision was forced upon him.45 

 
But although “armistice relieved humanity of the task of slaughtering itself”, Kadalie, like 
many, questioned “was it really the dawn of a world safe for democracy?”46 Particularly in a 
South African context, nationalism was most explicitly associated with the Afrikaner-led 
National Party (NP) of James Hertzog. In 1924, the ICU  
 

pitched our high faith on the slogan of the Nationalist Party, ‘South Africa First’, 
because we believed and we still believe that someday our great country must 
produce an Abraham Lincoln who would say with that great liberator: ‘When we 
give freedom to the slave, we assure freedom to the free.’47 

 
But with the threat of Hertzog’s bills looming over them from 1925, the ICU came to insist 
that the “[s]elfish and narrow backveldt Nationalism must be met by an army of organised 
African Labour.”48  
 
Importantly, at a local level, the “very recent creation” of South Africa was a changing entity 
– increasingly detached from the imperial metropole, and still developing in terms of its 
geographical boundaries and conceptions of citizenship. The expansionist ambitions of Jan 
Smuts, in particular, saw the Union of South Africa gain control of German South West Africa 
(as a mandated protectorate) and attempt amalgamation with Southern Rhodesia (through the 
failed 1923 referendum).49 Within white politics, an explicitly ‘South African’ nationalism 
emerged in the wake of WWI, bridging entrenched differences between Afrikaners and Britons 
– centring on the slogan of “A White South Africa”. Important components of an emerging 
white welfare state – guaranteeing jobs and minimum wages for white workers, education for 
white children, and votes for white women – complemented segregationist “solutions” to the 
so-called “native problem”, and increased restrictions on African and Asian immigration. In 
doing so, white supremacy buttressed “citizens” from the threat of “black peril” in numerous 
forms.  
 
Nevertheless, as shown in Chapter 7, many black moderates, such as HS Msimang and John 
Dube, supported the emergence of a distinct South African nationalist identity, and endorsed 
many of these developments and restrictions. As noted by Theo Lujiza, Kadalie’s outsider 
status “didn’t matter except [to] the enlightened class [who] used it as an excuse”.50 Many 
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white nationalists, such as JS Marwick and G Heaton Nichols, in turn, supported the 
retrenchment of chiefs and moderate black nationalisms, actively backing organisations such 
as Inkatha and the Catholic African Union (CAU), as well as newspapers such as Umteteli wa 
Bantu, Ilanga lase Natal and Izindaba Zabantu – operating, as noted by Cope, “not only as 
opponents of the ICU but also as advocates of ‘tribalism’, Zulu nationalism, and Zulu ‘self-
government’”.51 Amid the emergence of exclusionary South African nationalisms (in plural) – 
defined by external borders and internal segregation - where did Clements Kadalie, the ICU 
leadership and their specific ideas about “nationhood” fit in? After black soldiers fought for 
the British empire “in Flanders, Palestine and East Africa”, Kadalie was clear that it “was not 
simply a white democracy that they expected.”52 As he noted: “We, too, were told about homes 
fit for heroes.”53 Just like Marcus Garvey and the UNIA, however, he ambiguously straddled 
ideas of black nationalism and black internationalism.54  
 
The ICU was not removed from the development of African nationalism in South Africa. ICU 
meetings typically opened with Nkosi Sikilel’ iAfrika, the African national anthem (often with 
a few additional ICU-specific verses). Kadalie, the ICU’s top official, was known as the 
“national secretary” of the trade union between 1925 and 1927. And from 1925, the ICU’s top 
body was referred to as the “national council”.55 As noted by one-time ICU secretary Albert 
Nzula, at the same time as “proclaiming the class struggle”, the  
 

ICU also had a national appeal. Its slogan ‘Vuka Africa’ was often translated to 
mean ‘Africa for the Africans’, while the ‘Workers Herald’ official organ of the 
ICU called for a ‘Violent Struggle’ for industrial emancipation and national 
liberation.56  

 
The ICU certainly had multiple connections with the ANC. ZR Mahabane worked closely with 
the ICU during the 1919 Cape Town dock strike, Kadalie was named as the ANC’s secretary 
of labour and railways in 1924, and innumerable leaders were members of both organisations 
– including James Thaele, James La Guma, Alexander Maduna, Johnny Gomas, Eddie Khaile, 
Stanley Silwana and AWG Champion.57 ANC leader Josiah Gumede offered crucial assistance 
during the foundation of the ICU in Durban in 1924, and Khaile defined the ICU as a “a real 
African National Workers Union” in 1925.58 In response to the 1926 Hertzog Bills, The 
Workers’ Herald announced “our answer should be greater activities and agitation everywhere 
under one political organisation, preferably the African National Congress, and one industrial 
organisation” - the ICU.59 And the ICU declared that its joint annual conference with the ANC 
in 1928 signified the “Birth of a New Nation”, calling on all black organisations – the Bantu 
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Union, APO, Afrikaner Bond and Basutoland Progressive Association – “to work together in 
the future for ‘Bantu National Purpose’.”60 FM Letsie encapsulated the sentiments of many 
ICU members when he wrote that “[b]y joining the ICU my eyes became opened to the 
outstanding fact that, someday, the Africans will become a Nation.”61 After his expulsion, 
James La Guma, likewise, insisted that the “ICU had been built on a basis of nationalism.”62  
 
Kadalie himself, however, was a consistent advocate of internationalism, and there are 
numerous instances where he explicitly denounced those “still thinking in terms of outworn 
nationalism”.63 In 1927, he told audiences, “I have no time for a movement [of] ‘Africa for the 
Africans’,” insisting that only “if we are pressed or denied a voice in the destiny of our 
country,” would he “ be driven to nationalism.”64 Most explicitly, his article, ‘The Old and the 
New Africa’, printed both in Britain and South Africa, insisted that: 
 

At the moment our activities are confined to the industrial side of things, but it is 
certain that in these days of world-wide democracy, we cannot confine our 
movement very long merely to industrial issues. But when the time comes for us to 
agitate for our political rights, we are not going to follow the narrow path of 
nationalism. We shall be guided by the spirit that permeated old Africa, of accepting 
every man as our brother. We are utterly opposed to nationalism. Our goal is 
international Socialism.65 

 
Despite the prominence of the ANC in the immediate post-war years, the organisation had a 
relatively small membership and was dismissed by many contemporaries – including Kadalie 
- as a failed “non-entity” during the 1920s.66 In his speech at the opening of the 1928 joint ICU-
ANC conference, Kadalie insisted that he “desired to see a real congress of all workers in South 
Africa, irrespective of colour or nationality.”67 Emphasizing the fact that capitalism 
“recognises no colour, no race or nationality”, the Kadalie-edited Workers’ Herald, likewise, 
was “determined to fight for one common goal, namely, the liberation of all workers, 
irrespective of colour, race, or nationality”.68 Sidney Bunting (who was generally sceptical of 
nationalist projects) contended that the “ICU was never based primarily on National appeal”.69 
As set out above, Kadalie put far greater emphasis on contemporary ideas of race - and 
invocations of the ‘nation’ (at least in part) were made in reference to the state-defined space 
that the ICU had to organise within. When it agreed to work with the ANC in 1928, for 
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example, the ICU did so on “matters of national policy, namely the Government’s Native Bills 
and the Pass Laws.”70 And as the ICU expanded, Kadalie emphasized that capitalism “was 
organised not only nationally, but internationally”, stressing at ICU meetings: “We started our 
Organisation locally in Cape Town, nationally in South Africa, and, ultimately [aimed to 
organise] internationally. We are now recognised by the workers of the world.”71  
 
Many historians have emphasized the connections between the ICU and the South African-
based ANC, but these connections were often overshadowed by important differences between 
the two organisations. In the early years of the ICU, the trade union organised in South West 
Africa as well as South Africa, and had numerous spats with the Cape African Congress’ Simon 
Jordan. The ANC, in turn, initially backed the ICU’s arch-rival, the ICWU, whose president, 
Henry Selby Msimang (an ANC founder and leading moderate) remained a thorn in Kadalie’s 
side throughout the 1920s. During the 1924 general election, Kadalie, Ncwana and Masabalala 
used their All-African Convention (AAC), not the ANC, as a basis for uniting black voters 
politically. When the ICU arrived in Johannesburg in 1925, ANC leader Sefako Makgatho 
declared the trade union was not welcome on the Rand. In 1927 numerous ANC leaders called 
for the deportation of all Central Africans (a decree which would have inevitably included 
Kadalie). And in 1928, the ANC set up a rival African Labour Federation, explicitly in 
competition with the ICU. In March 1928, the ICU rejected claims that it was “working hand-
in-glove” with the ANC, defending black immigrants against the “diabolical” resolution 
“asking for the repatriation of all Blantyre Natives”, and denouncing the fact that “expelled 
non-European Communists” held “important positions” in the Congress.72  Having taken over 
the ANC leadership in 1927, communists saw the African Labour Federation as a useful 
challenge to the ICU, and the CPSA’s James Shields’ optimistically reported that the “ANC 
expected to register thousands of individual members, including those who leave the ICU, until 
eventually the ICU would co-operate.”73 At the head of a far larger transnational organisation, 
Kadalie rejected working with both gradualist ANC moderates and revolutionary ANC 
communists at various points. In 1927 he noted that although the ANC had launched numerous 
campaigns, “it had no backbone to translate words into action.”74 And he explicitly called for 
a “National Assembly in place of the present African National Congress” when challenging 
the Hertzog Bills in 1928.75 In turn, the ICU was the only organisation explicitly criticised in 
the ANC general secretary’s 1930 African Yearly Register.76  
 
Seeing the ICU and ANC as distinct organisations, AWG Champion later insisted that “[t]here 
was no relationship, except that officers of the ICU as well as any other members were allowed 
to join the ANC in their own areas.” While “the ANC were in the good books of the 
government” and “believed implicitly in the constitutional achievements of their aims and 
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objectives”, the ICU “were never in the good books of any Government”, “believed in taking 
the employers and the Government to court”, and worked towards the “objective of striking 
and putting the whole of industry to a standstill, although we never achieved our object.”77 
Explicitly organising across and beyond the ‘imagined communities’ of nascent South African 
(and Nyasa) nationalists, as noted by Sylvia Neame, Kadalie never joined the ANC.78 In 
subsequent decades African nationalists in the ANC Youth League, the Southern Rhodesian 
African National Congress and the Nyasaland African Congress all drew inspiration from the 
ICU.79 But black Trotskyists in the NEUM saw the ICU as “a clean break, in deeds as well as 
words with the sectarian and petty reformist leadership of the past”, highlighting how the ICU:  
 

stirred the imagination of the people and inspired tremendous enthusiasm and 
devotion […] encroaching on what the African National Congress had hitherto 
regarded as its special field. A violent competition set in between the two 
organisations. The ICU claiming to attend both to the immediate daily problems of 
industrial dispute and at the same time to the wider political issues, eclipsed the 
older organisation. Moreover, it was young and virile; it embarked on strikes, many 
of which were successful. 

 
Writing at a time when they were themselves challenging the ANC’s dominancy, NEUM 
activists believed that the ICU, already in the 1920s, demonstrated “that the ANC had ceased 
to play a progressive role and was blocking the way to further development”.80 
 
Retrospectively, the ICU laid important groundwork for nationalist mass movements across 
Southern and Central Africa. But importantly the trade union looked, prospectively, to unionise 
“a million members”, to go beyond the failed ambitions of ANC leaders, spread throughout 
Africa and organise a transformative general strike. Many of Kadalie’s ideas overlapped with 
contemporary black nationalists. But he was also of his time, organising in the “heyday of 
internationalism”, and only later commented favourably on the emergence of mass-member 
anti-colonial nationalist movements in West and Central Africa.81 Criticising “leaders who 
back division by means of tribalism”, he praised Hastings Banda, for example, for hosting 
“African students from East Africa, including Nyasaland, Rhodesia and the Union of South 
Africa” at his home in Britain in 1947.82 Though constantly critical of “tribalism”, Kadalie’s 
emphasis was nevertheless always on the improvement of workers’ lives - emphasizing 
consciousness rather than identity, wages and working conditions rather than government 
petitions, trade unionism rather than nationalism. And from 1925 he was the leading critic of 
the kind of nation-state that was emerging in South Africa. 
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Citizenship and Economic Freedom in Southern Africa 
 
Numerous previous histories have recognised Kadalie’s ability, as a black immigrant, to 
transcend contemporary “tribal” identities. No other studies, however, have demonstrated how 
his life and career were structured and curtailed by his categorisation as a black “foreigner”, at 
the forefront of changing citizenship laws, consolidating colonial state borders and 
exclusionary nationalisms. Alongside debates about the rise of the ICU, the deportation of 
Central Africans was at the forefront of South African politics over the course of the 1920s – 
called for by both white and black politicians - and actively implemented by the South African 
state from 1931.83 From the 1930s, this meant that black trade unions and associations focused 
solely on organising locally within South Africa itself, abandoning organisational work 
amongst transnational immigrants. In part, this was because many black immigrants voluntarily 
left, were forcibly repatriated, or were restricted to work in certain sections of the economy, 
segregated from black South African workers. As noted by Robert Vinson, innumerable black 
immigrants from American and the Caribbean had left Cape Town by the 1940s.84 When 
returning to Cape Town in 1949, Kadalie himself noted that although James King (the former 
ICU president) remained in town, otherwise “all the West Indies men are now gone”.85 Central 
African immigrants were likewise marginalised within urban South Africa, with the forced 
removals of Nyasas predating the forced evictions of the apartheid era.86 In addition to Kadalie, 
the ICU’s former Nyasa assistant secrtary, Peter Nyambo, remained prominent in Cape Town 
as president of both the local ANC and UNIA, while Nelson Banda allegedly led a successful 
srike of black mineworkers in mid-1930s Johannesburg.87 Nyasas, however, were “in no way 
concerned” with the 1946 African mine workers’ strike in Johannesburg, and many were 
injured crossing picket lines.88 Similarly, in 1940, Bantu World reader WK Mkasibe, regretted 
that “Africans from beyond the border of the Union of South Africa”, would “not attend our 
mass-meetings”, and stood “to lose more by their non-committal attitude than by active 
participation.”89  
 
In numerous ways, an exclusionary ‘modern’ South Africa emerged in response to the ICU. As 
the biographical work of Charles van Onselen has shown, the formation of the South African 
state was critically shaped by legislation passed in response to numerous “dangerous” 
immigrants, such as Jack McLoughlin and Joseph Silver, during the late 19th and early 20th 
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centuries.90 In a similar manner, the South African state introduced a raft of new legislation in 
response to the ICU’s very existence. This was not necessarily because Clements Kadalie, or 
other immigrant leaders of the ICU, posed a direct threat to the South African state. As discuss 
in Chapter 6, police and civil servants were not particularly worried about the threat of an ICU-
organised general strike. But they were explicitly concerned that the ICU’s continued mass 
meetings could lead to violent reprisals by armed white vigilantes, and the start of an open 
conflict between white and black. By the 1930s, the South African state was monitoring a 
comprehensive lists of over 600 “agitators” through a network of police and informants, whose 
reports directly contributed to the prosecutions of Kadalie and other ICU leaders. Kadalie noted 
that the ICU had “police informers in our ranks who reported every movement of ours.”91 The 
1927 Native Administration Act, enacted in direct response to the ICU, severely restricted free 
speech and targeted the organisation of rural labourers, who were particularly concerned with 
the issue of land. But it also bolstered the power of traditional chiefs (key recruiters for the 
Chamber of Mines, and enduring figures of authority for many South Africans) as a bulwark 
against the organisational efforts and ideas of black trade unionists. The 1930 Riotous 
Assemblies Act, likewise, was pushed through parliament to ease the prosecution of ICU 
officials, reducing the burden of proof required by prosecutors and allowing individual black 
leaders to be exiled from certain areas. As noted by Keith Shear, this marked an explicit move 
away from legal liberalism. The simultaneous curtailing of free movement was subsequently 
extended from particular individuals to whole sections of the black working class through the 
forced repatriation of “tropical” immigrants. As a result, many aspects of South Africa’s shift 
from a “liberal” imperial state towards apartheid were in place by the early 1930s. 
 
Having successfully avoided deportation in 1920, Kadalie became a legal citizen of South 
Africa in 1927, but for the rest of his life he continued to face barriers because of his place of 
birth. Within black politics, his identity as a “foreigner” was constantly used against him. In 
June 1932, Kadalie was attacked by other leaders of the Independent ICU who decided that 
they “did not wish to be led by a foreigner anymore”. Kadalie responded, “I am the only 
foreigner in the Union. You are nothing but heathens, lies and hypocrites.”92 Disgruntled at the 
fact that Kadalie had “not explained the money he stole”, Independent ICU members similarly 
questioned in November 1934, “why does Kadalie not go and organise his own country, and 
leave ours alone”.93 Subsequently, despite his official status as a “Union Native”, Kadalie was 
excluded from standing in newly created elections. While many of his ICU contemporaries, 
most notably Alex Mac Jabavu and AWG Champion, became elected members of the Native 
Representative Council (NRC), Kadalie was excluded from standing in both 1943 and 1947, 
with officials drawing “attention to the birth clause which states that a candidate must be born 
with the Union of South Africa.”94 Kadalie denounced the clause as representing the “old dirty 
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game of my enemies”.95 Due to the stringencies of both government institutions and popular 
politics, it was not possible for a black immigrant to be a prominent political leader from the 
1930s, or for an organisation such as the ICU to exist in the way it previously had. Kadalie and 
other black immigrants increasingly did not fit within the nationalist politics that coalesced 
around colonial state borders in Southern Africa. 
 
From the 1930s, Kadalie’s ambivalence about nationalism, and his emphasis on imperial 
citizenship and economic freedom, seemed anachronistic. Like Narayan Malhar Joshi, the 
general secretary of the All-India Trade Union Congress (AITUC) and Asa Philip Randolph of 
the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters (BSCP), Kadalie and AWG Champion were 
denounced by communists as “extreme Right Wing Nationalist politician[s]”, the “hench-men” 
or “protégés” of the bourgeoisie.96 Most trade unionists, focused on industrial unionism within 
urban South Africa, held Kadalie in low esteem. He was remembered by many as “a non-
entity”, a “thief”, and “a discredited and disappointed man”.97 Lumping Kadalie together with 
other failed leaders, the CPSA’s JB Marks recorded in 1935 that the “thousands of workers 
who once comprised the ranks of the ICU and ANC still suffer painful recollection[s] of the 
exploitation and misdirected energy under the false leadership of Maghatho, Dr Seme, Kadalie, 
Champion and other reformists of their clique.”98 Kadalie’s son Fenner “detested” him and, at 
the start of the 1940s, only a few scattered branches of the ICU survived.99 Michael Harmel 
later stressed that My Life and the ICU needed “to be studied by African trade unionists not so 
much as an example but also as a warning”.100 The 1970s workers education programmes of 
Phil Bonner were, likewise, “very blunt”, holding the ICU up as an example of how not to 
organise.101 The Federation of South African Trade Unions (FOSATU) argued that “the ICU 
failed to consolidate organisation amongst African workers in the towns”, and “rejected 
militant trade unionism”, declaring “strikes are wicked, useless and obsolete.”102 At the launch 
of the Congress of South African Trade Unions (COSATU) in 1985, workers sang of the 
“freedom train” being “capsized by Champion” and “derailed by Kadalie”.103 And the 
insurgent Economic Freedom Fighters (EFF) have entirely ignored the life of Clements Kadalie 
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(although, as Noor Nieftagodien notes, this is probably due to the fact they have limited links 
with trade unions).104 

Kadalie’s ideas about migration, minimum wages and the unionisation of all workers, 
nevertheless, have important implications today – not least of all because of the difficulties that 
the ICU faced. Eddie Webster, Thembi Luckett and Naadira Munshi have noted that the “most 
difficult challenge” for black trade unionists in contemporary South Africa is the “shift from 
industrial unions to general unions.”105 Closely replicating debates about craft unions, 
industrial unions and general unions from the 1920s, Webster has contended that the increasing 
informalisation of the Southern African labour market is not a final nail in the labour 
movement’s coffin - but does demonstrate a need to break with “the old organising straight 
jacket” of industrial unionism that has dominated the labour movement since the 1930s. Once 
again, the trade union movement in Southern Africa today needs to ask itself how to organise 
immigrant workers and the low paid – questions which the ICU were already trying to answer 
in the 1920s. Addressing the increasingly precarious nature of work, and the fact that more 
than three-quarters of South Africa’s working class do not belong to a trade union, the newly-
formed South African Federation of Trade Unions (SAFTU) has ambitiously aimed at 
becoming a “home for all workers”, including workers who are “unemployed, in factories, in 
government offices, in schools, hospitals and clinics, as policemen and women, on farms, 
slaving on the streets in our towns and cities in informal trades, slaving in homes as domestic 
workers”.106 Just as the ICU attempted to dramatically change ideas about who was working 
class and who needed to be organised, SAFTU has explicitly looked to recruit amongst 
informal and immigrant workers. As noted by Luckett and Munshi, “[u]nlike COSATU’s 
slogan ‘One Industry, One Union’, SAFTU consists of many general unions, which organize 
along value chains and in the same sectors.”107  

Although he could not hold the ICU together at the end of the 1920s, and was attacked for his 
inadequate strategies, as well as his autocracy, lavish spending habits and “foreign” 
background, Kadalie’s career as a trade unionist remains an important example of how previous 
generations of trade unionists attempted to organise general workers unions, and the profound 
difficulties they faced, logistically and politically. Rejecting “outworn” nationalist approaches, 
Kadalie looked beyond the nation state in order to attain economic and political freedom, 
working closely with immigrants and overseas workers. Many contemporaries, and historians 
since, have dismissed Kadalie’s ideas as representing a “dead-end”, or simply a “path worth 
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trying”.108 From the perspective of the early 2020s, however, much of the “ICU gospel” still 
remains critically pertinent, 100 years after the trade union’s foundation. 
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Appendices 
 
Appendix A: ‘Central African immigrants, imperial citizenship and the politics 
of free movement’ (published in Journal of Southern African Studies, 45:6 (2019)) 
 
 
Abstract 
 

Between the 1910s and 1930s, male migrants from colonial Nyasaland (modern-day 
Malawi) contested South Africa’s internal and external barriers to free movement by 
asserting their rights as British subjects. On the principle that ‘fair play’ and ‘justice’ 
extended throughout the British empire, these men claimed an entitlement to migrate, 
work and live ‘unmolested’ across South Africa. This article foregrounds the early 
political agendas of these men, demanding a ‘liberal’ empire that sanctioned the intra-
imperial migration of its black subjects. Examining a number of crises, it demonstrates 
how ‘loyalty’ to ‘Britishness’ was differentiated and particularist, publicly being 
deployed when the ostensibly ‘British’ principle of ‘free labour’ was undermined by 
the process of South African state formation. While radical Nyasa internationalists 
used British-informed lexicons of freedom to demand a more universal approach to 
free movement, early Nyasa nationalists invoked British colonial borders to justify a 
particular, restricted vision of intra-imperial migration that excluded non-British black 
immigrants. By exploring these differences, the article questions what we mean by 
‘free movement’, and shows that ideas of imperial citizenship were not only reclaimed 
‘from the bottom up’ by Nyasas, but also deconstructed and instrumentalised. 
 

 
Introduction 
 
On 14th January 1920, AP Chiskoza, John Longwe and George Way Kamanga stood in front 
of the Native Pass Laws Commission in Johannesburg. They represented the newly-formed 
Nyasaland Native National Congress (NNNC), whose members were used to travelling “freely 
and unmolested”, “without any let or hindrance” as “long as one conforms to the laws of the 
country”. Viewing “the pass requirements of the Province of the Transvaal” with “great dismay 
and alarm”, they decried the “humility and indignity we have to suffer within this Province by 
having to carry on our persons by night and by day these badges of serfdom and slavery”. 
Labelling the pass an “indelible mark of inferiority” that was “quite incomprehensible to your 
representatives in the light of fair play and justice”, they noted that as “natives of Nyasaland” 
they were “directly under the administration of the British Government”, and that as black 
Britons they found it “exceedingly difficult” to “understand why in one part of His Majesty’s 
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Dominions we should be treated in one way and in another part of the same King’s [territory] 
we should be dealt with in the opposite way.”1 
 
From the 1910s to the 1930s, male migrants from colonial Nyasaland (modern-day Malawi) 
contested South Africa’s internal and external barriers to free movement by asserting their 
rights as British subjects. On the principle that ‘fair play’, ‘justice’ and ‘free labour’ extended 
throughout the British empire, these men claimed an entitlement to migrate, work and live 
“unmolested” across South Africa. Within Malawian historiography there is a consensus that 
migrants’ personal, dehumanising experiences of South African law led (somewhat inevitably) 
to the rise of Nyasa nationalism.2 And within Southern African historiography, the clandestine 
border crossing of Nyasa migrants has been narrowly understood within a paradigm of ‘silent 
resistance’ to capitalist exploitation and state-making.3 This has marginalised the early political 
agendas of Nyasas abroad - recorded in letters, petitions, newspaper articles and government 
files - for a ‘liberal’ British Africa that sanctioned the intra-imperial migration of its black 
subjects. Today, these ideas cannot escape their considerable colonial baggage. But in the 
interwar period these idealisations of empire represented an important nostalgia for the 
abandoned promises of past abolition campaigns and what Clements Kadalie called “the good 
days of the Victorian era”.4 On the basis that it was “an accepted doctrine of British Rule and 
Administration that the subject should by degrees add to his rights and privileges” and “not be 
permitted to lower his status in the…changing or transferring his domicile from one region into 
another”, the Nyasaland Native National Congress denounced the Transvaal pass laws as “a 
standing monument of the effort on the part of the British Legislature to reduce the rights and 
privileges of the [black] British Subject.”5 Like black subjects across the empire - from England 
and the Caribbean to West, East and Southern Africa - Nyasas lay claim to ‘Britishness’ “in 
both colony and metropole in pursuit of racial justice, political representation and social 
equality”, insisting that this identity could constitute “a rich, complex, internationally open and 
distinctively modern cultural mix”.6  
 
Asserting their rights as black British subjects, Nyasa immigrants invoked and contested the 
idea of imperial citizenship in ways that have not been explored in the existing literature. 
‘British’ principles were not only reclaimed ‘from the bottom up’ by Nyasas, but also 

 
1 South African National Archives, Pretoria (SANA) K357 Native Pass Laws Commission, ‘Statement of Case 
by Representatives of the Nyasaland Native National Association’. The Nyasaland Native National Congress 
also went by the name of the Nyasaland Native National Association and the Nyasaland Native Congress. I’m 
indebted to Diana Jeater, Emma Hunter, John McCracken, Ashley Dee and two anonymous reviewers for 
invaluable help with early drafts of this paper. 
2 This was first theorised by G. Shepperson, 'External Factors in the Development of African Nationalism, with 
Particular Reference to British Central Africa', Phylon, 22:3, (1961). 
3 C. van Onselen, Chibaro: African Mine Labour in Southern Rhodesia: 1900-1933, (London, 1976); H. 
Bradford, ‘Getting Away with Murder: ‘Mealie Kings’, the State and Foreigners in the Eastern Transvaal, 
c.1918-1950’ in P. Bonner, P. Delius & D. Posel (eds.), Apartheid’s Genisis: 1935-1962 (Johannesburg, 1993); 
A. MacDonald, Colonial Trespassers in the Making of South Africa’s International Borders, (Cambridge Uni. 
PhD thesis, 2012). 
4 Kadalie, My Life, p.208. 
5 K357 ‘Statement of the Nyasaland Native National Association’. 
6 W. James, ‘A race outcast from an outcast class: Claude McKay’s experience and analysis of Britain’, in B. 
Schwarz (ed.), West Indian Intellectuals in Britain, (Manchester, 2010). 
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deconstructed and instrumentalised - with ‘justice’ distinguished from ‘rights’, and black 
immigrants in South Africa ordered into British and non-British subjects.7 While early Nyasa 
nationalists invoked British colonial borders to justify a particular, restricted vision of intra-
imperial migration, radical Nyasa internationalists used British-informed lexicons of freedom 
to demand a more universal approach to free movement. Focusing on the marginalised ideas 
of mission-educated Nyasa men, this article demonstrates how ‘loyalty’ to ‘Britishness’ was 
“differentiated and particularist”, and publicly deployed in specific moments of crisis when the 
ostensibly ‘British’ principle of ‘free labour’ was undermined by the process of South African 
state formation.8 Internationalist radicals such as Clements Kadalie (a Nyasa who became the 
“most talked about Native” in 1920s South Africa and led the country’s first major black trade 
union) took up the mantra of citizenship and claimed that “to deny the aboriginals the right to 
share in the management of its industries or to obtain a decent livelihood, is considered by the 
new black man to be a gross injustice”.9 But early Nyasa nationalists, openly wary of the 
“difficult and dangerous paths, perhaps unconsciously followed by various native organisations 
within the Union for the attainment of what they are pleased to term their ‘undoubted rights’”, 
looked to follow “the path of willing co-operation with the government” in “reconciling 
conflicting interests necessarily consequent on the cosmopolitan nature of the South African 
nation”. As pro-imperial black Britons they “preferred to inscribe on their banner the words 
‘peace and justice’ than the word ‘rights’.”10 In a specifically South African context, these 
conflicting arguments over imperial citizenship and free movement not only challenged the 
consolidation of the South African nation-state, but also split black South Africans and the 
founding fathers of the African National Congress (ANC). 

Within the well-developed historiography of ‘Malawians abroad’ (and Southern African 
migration more broadly) the agency of black migrants has been written about at length, but 
their politics have typically been marginalised.11 Van Onselen amongst others notes: “Most 

 
Chapter 2 7 For contrasting approaches to D. Gorman, Imperial Citizenship: Empire and the Question of 
Belonging, (Manchester, 2006), see S. Banerjee, Becoming Imperial Citizens: Indians in the Late Victorian 
Empire, (Durham, 2010) and E. Hunter (ed.), Citizenship, Belonging, and Political Community in Africa: 
Dialogues between Past and Present, (Athens, 2016). For South Africa, see P. Limb, ‘‘No People Can Be 
Expected to Be Loyal Under Such Difficulties’: Ambiguities and Identities of Early African National Congress 
Leaders in South Africa’, Social Dynamics, 29:1 (2003). 
8 S. Howe, ‘CLR James: Visions of History, Visions of Britain’, in Schwarz (ed.), West Indian Intellectuals, 
p.161. 
9 ‘Correspondence’, East London Dispatch, 08/04/1926; C. Kadalie, ‘The Aristocracy of White Labor in 
Africa’, The Messenger (August 1924). 
10 SANA GNLB 293 222/18 ‘The Nyassaland Native Council and the Nyassaland Native National Congress’, 
Chimbaza, Ankhoma, Chirwa & Banda to Minister of Native Affairs, 16/04/1923. 
11 Van Onselen, Chibaro; Pachai, Malawi Diaspora; R. Boeder, Malawians Abroad: The History of Labour 
Emigration from Malawi to its Neighbours, 1890 to the Present, (Michigan State University PhD thesis, 1974); 
E.P. Makambe, The African Immigrant Factor in Southern Rhodesia, 1890-1930, (York Uni. PhD thesis, 1979); 
J. McCracken, A History of Malawi, 1859-1966, (Woodbridge, 2012); F. Musoni, With an Apron in the 
Caboose: Illegal Migration across the Zimbabwe-South Africa Border, (Emory Uni. PhD thesis, 2012); Z. 
Groves, Malawians in Colonial Salisbury: A Social History of Migration in Central Africa, c.1920s-1960s, 
(Keele Uni. PhD thesis, 2011); A. Daimon, ‘Mabhurandaya’: The Malawian Diaspora in Zimbabwe, 1895-
2008, (Uni. Free State PhD thesis, 2015); Daimon, ‘Ringleaders and Troublemakers’; A. Daimon, ‘Settling in 
Motion: Nyasa Clandestine Migration through Southern Rhodesia into the Union of South Africa: 1920s-
1950s’, WIDER Working Paper 41 (2018); H. Dee, ‘Nyasa Leaders, Christianity and African Internationalism 
in 1920s Johannesburg’, South African Historical Journal, 70:2 (2018). 
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African reactions to exploitation, then, were silent, evasive and passively defiant.”12 In their 
calls for ‘free labour’ and ‘British justice’, Nyasa migrants in urban South Africa, however, 
mimicked - publicly - the conflicting ideologies of white parliamentary politics. Quoting 19th 
century abolitionist literature, Kadalie’s Industrial and Commercial Workers’ Union (ICU) 
transformed the ideals of Victorian liberalism into a radical agenda - asserting that it would 
“strive by every constitutional means to fight aggressive capitalism or white labour, while 
doing so we shall educate the African workers ‘to supply free labour in a free market’.”13 At 
the same time, more pro-imperial Nyasa nationalists stressed the “manufacturing, industrial, 
commercial, and agricultural” importance of having Nyasa “workers at hand, ready to obey the 
white man’s call those who are not of the kind ‘here today and gone tomorrow’, but who give 
their whole lives to the pursuit of their calling, and who therefore attain a state of efficiency.”14 
 
In turn, literature on the history of black ‘foreigners’ in South Africa has largely focused on 
the ‘subversive’ nature of border-crossing; the wrangling of officials in the Native Affairs 
Department and Commission of Immigration and Asiatic Affairs in Pretoria; and the violence 
of recruiting agents acting on behalf of labour-hungry ‘Mealie Kings’ in the eastern Transvaal 
and ‘Rand Lords’ on the gold reefs of Johannesburg.15 Despite the formal union of South Africa 
in 1910, however, contestations over what it meant to be republican and ‘Boer’, imperialist and 
‘British’, or simply ‘foreign’ continued over the next decades amidst the rise of white 
welfarism, Afrikaner nationalism, racial segregation and state-centric identification. In this 
context, appeals to ‘Britishness’ were multi-faceted and multivalent. As noted by Saul Dubow, 
“the problem with Britishness was not its absence or its weakness so much as the fissile 
multiplicity of forms that it took.”16 While Alfred Milner promoted the immigration of Chinese 
and Nyasa workers on the basis of British business interests, at the same time, numerous pro-
British South African Party MPs and the ‘imperial white working class’ led by the likes of 
Frederic Creswell vehemently protested against the importation of ‘foreign’ labour. Studies of 
Chinese, Indian, Irish, Jewish, Afro-Caribbean and Mozambican migrants have demonstrated 
that numerous diasporas had a profound impact on South African politics, and that the politics 
of migration and labour in South Africa must be viewed from a global perspective.17 No studies, 
however, have explored how black intellectuals, trade unionists, peasants and migrant workers 
themselves debated the often-fraught subjects of intra-imperial migration and imperial 
citizenship.  

 
12 Van Onselen, Chibaro, p.242. 
13 ’ICU Manifesto’, Ilanga lase Natal, 12/10/1923. 
14 SANA NTS 2076 166/280 ‘Influx of Nyasaland Natives into the Union’, Longwe, Sileam, Phillips & Corner 
to Secretary for Native Affairs, 16/01/1929. 
15 MacDonald, Colonial Trespassers; J. Klaaren, From Prohibited Immigrants to Citizens: The Origins of 
Citizenship and Nationality in South Africa, (Cape Town, 2017); Bradford, ‘Getting Away With Murder’. 
16 S. Dubow, ‘How British was the British World?’, The Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History, 37:1 
(2009), p.14 
17 MacDonald, Colonial Trespassers; P. Harries, Work, Culture and Identity: Migrant Labourers in 
Mozambique and South Africa, c1860-1910, (London, 1994); R.T. Vinson, ‘‘Sea Kaffirs’: ‘American Negroes’ 
and the gospel of Garveyism in Early Twentieth-century Cape Town’, Journal of African History, 47:2 (2006); 
R.K. Bright, Chinese Labour in South Africa, 1902–10: Race, Violence, and Global Spectacle (Basingstoke, 
2013). More broadly, see P. Bonner, J. Hyslop and L. van der Walt, ‘Rethinking Worlds of Labour: Southern 
African labour History in International Context’, African Affairs, 66:2-3, (2007). 



 328 

 
Unravelling these debates, this article focuses on a number of flash-points. Nyasas first raised 
a number of contentions over the Transvaal pass laws after the First World War. Second, during 
the mid-1920s, numerous calls were made for the deportation of certain Nyasas leading 
prominent black organisations. Third, from 1928 the South African state revised its laissez-
faire approach to immigration and tried to create a single national policy on “clandestine extra-
Union Natives”, amidst a number of anti-immigrant riots. Finally, in 1931 a fully-formed 
“employer-funded civil repatriation policy” emerged resulting in the forced deportation of 
thousands of Nyasas. In exploring these events, this article talks in terms of ‘Nyasas’ or 
‘Blantyres’, and not Malawians, not to reify colonial categories but because these men had to 
navigate the complexities of these particular identities in interwar South Africa. Nyasa men at 
the time also identified as black internationalists and ‘British Central Africans’ – and although 
the formation of the Central African Federation in 1953 led to the emergence of an increasingly 
militant, anti-colonial ‘Nyasa’ nationalism, earlier imaginings of a broader ‘Central Africa’ 
dominated the activism of urban-based Nyasas in interwar South Africa. Indeed, the future 
father of the Malawi nation, Hastings Kamuzu Banda, himself - having worked in 
Johannesburg for seven years - wrote from the Edinburgh Students Union in 1938:  
 

the British, the French and the Germans were once tribes just as we are now in Africa. 
Many tribes united or combined to make one, strong British, French or German nation. 
In other words, we have to begin to think in terms of Nyasaland, and even Central 
Africa as a whole, rather than of Kasungu. We have to look upon all the tribes in Central 
Africa, whether in Nyasaland or in Rhodesia, as our brothers…18  

This article ends before the emergence of more familiar ‘Malawian’, ‘Zimbabwean’ and ‘South 
African’ nationalisms – that explicitly abandoned earlier hopes of ‘just’ and ‘fair’ imperial 
citizenship - having explored the limits of earlier identities and affinities. 
 
 
Nyasas in early 20th century South Africa 
 
In 1941, Charles Matinga - the future President General of the Nyasaland African Congress - 
arrived in Johannesburg “on holiday”. He appreciated that,  
 

Yes gold has played its part in making Johannesburg as it is. But one thing did not slip my mind and that 
was that Nyasaland labour has played its part in quarrying the stones making these buildings and thus 
helped to make Johannesburg what it is.19  

 
For the previous four decades, a vast amount of “Nyasaland labour” had gone into making 
“Johannesburg what it is”. From 1903, the Witwatersrand Native Labour Association (WNLA) 

 
18 H.K. Banda to E.C. Matako, 08/10/1938, in S. Morrow & J. McCracken, ‘Two Previously Unknown Letters 
from Hastings Kamuzu Banda written from Edinburgh, 1938, Archived at the University of Cape Town’, 
History in Africa, 39 (2012).  
19 Malawi National Archives (MNA) S43/3/2/1 ‘Memo by Charles Matinga on Visit to South Africa’. 
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recruited workers in what was (until 1907) the British Central African Protectorate, offering 
wages almost eight times the local rate.20 An atrocious underground working environment, 
however, led to hundreds of Central African miners dying of pneumonia each year. A white 
miner at Robinson Deep later recalled: 
 

Coming down on the first shift…they only had on blue dangaree jackets and an 
ordinary cotton shirt with dungaree trousers. I was comfortably clad with a good 
woollen shirt and a waistcoat and a working jacket, and I was cold.21 

 
These conditions were contested. The first cohort of 300 miners to arrive at Robinson Deep 
downed tools and refused to go underground. Apparently “lacking in respect for white men”, 
displaying “little discipline” and “imperfectly realis[ing] that trifling would not be tolerated”, 
the next day they all downed tools again. Prosecuted that day, a recruit called Rorke told a 
Johannesburg court, “When I was engaged in Central Africa I was engaged to work on the 
surface not to work in the mine, we therefore refused to work.”22 Coerced back into working 
underground, 32 Central Africans died in their first month of employment at Robinson Deep.23 
Nyasaland recruits were restricted to only working underground after three months of 
acclimatisation in 1907 and, in 1913, they were officially banned from underground work 
completely. Nevertheless, considerable independent migration continued across Southern 
Africa, and there were still a substantial number of Nyasas working on South Africa’s mines 
in the 1920s.24 
 
The increasing number of Nyasa men working permanently abroad quickly became known as 
machona (lost ones), and the autobiography of one early Nyasa migrant, Robert Kadalie, 
indicates that there was already an established Nyasa diaspora in Johannesburg in 1909 when 
he arrived as a WNLA recruit. On the Rand, Robert had a “cousin in Nancefield Location”, 
knew “plenty [of my] countrymen somewhere in a town known as Maraisburg” and found there 
“were three Nyasaland chaps in the compound” when he worked at Modder B mine. Tamali 
Kalala a “kinsmen was both head clerk and head man combine[d]” at a Rand coal mine; at 
Witbank Station Robert met “one Matthew, also from home, [was] working with [the] 
Inspector of [the] Railways”; James Love Banda worked in Nourse Mine; and at Bultfontein 
Mine in Kimberley he “met one of my father[’s] cousin[s] Ezekiel Chiguza”.25 His brother, 
Clements Kadalie, similarly stayed for a month with another cousin Don Bright Mwasi in 

 
20 McCracken, A History of Malawi, pp.85-86. In 1907, the British Central African Protectorate was renamed 
Nyasaland. 
21 J. Hyslop, The Notorious Syndicalist: J.T. Bain, A Scottish Rebel in Colonial South Africa, (Johannesburg, 
2004), pp.63-64. 
22 SANA SNA 144 NA1573/03 ‘Mr Cooke - Forwarding Report on the Strike of the British Central African 
Natives at the Robinson Deep Mine’. 
23 Hyslop, Notorious Syndicalist, pp.63-64. 
24 McCracken, History of Malawi, pp.86-87; E.P. Makambe, ‘The Nyasaland African Labour ‘Ulendos’ to 
Southern Rhodesia and the Problem of African ‘Highwaymen’, 1903-1923’, African Affairs, 79:317 (1980); 
F.E. Sanderson, ‘The Development of Labour Migration from Nyasaland, 1891-1914’, Journal of African 
History, 2:2 (1961). For numerous 1920s testimonials of Nyasa miners see SANA GNLB 416-417 81/21 
‘Employment of Tropical Natives on Mines: Individual Applications’. 
25 R.V. Kadalie, Autobiography (unpublished), copy in possession of author. 
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Kimberley, before travelling to Cape Town – according to Robert - “to work so that we can go 
home together”.26 In 1918, lawyers described the Nyasa diaspora as “rather superior [in] 
education and include among their number carpenters, builders, shoemakers, clerks and such 
like callings. There are some of them working on the mines below as well as at the surface.”27 
 
Over the next three decades increasing numbers of Nyasas made their way – often clandestinely 
- to South African towns. Newspapers claimed in 1928 that there were 16,000 Nyasas in South 
Africa, with the Native Affairs Department estimating that there were at least 11,401 Nyasas 
just in the Transvaal.28 In 1927, the Chamber of Mines-owned newspaper Umteteli wa Bantu 
complained that it was “well-known that that Central African man has in some degree ousted 
the South African from domestic service. His services seem to be preferred by European 
householders.”29 And by 1936 it was estimated that there were 7,000 Nyasa domestic servants 
in Johannesburg alone.30 In 1951, the South African census data recorded a total of 63,655 
Nyasas in South Africa, of whom 30,442 lived in ‘urban areas’. At the time, only 8,549 were 
employed by WNLA – pointing to a considerable Nyasa community working in towns outside 
the mines.31 In the same year, prominent black academic and ANC leader ZK Matthews wrote 
that Nyasas “generally work as waiters and cooks in hotels and other catering establishments 
and in private households. They make very reliable and trustworthy servants. Union Africans 
tend to look down upon, more particularly because they take on jobs which are regarded as 
women’s work - cooks, waiters, domestic servants, houseboys, etc.”32 
 
The transgression of South African gender norms, hinted at by ZK Matthews, was perhaps the 
most fraught source of conflict surrounding Nyasa immigrants. By the end of the 1920s, Nyasas 
had become “a source of annoyance and irritation to local Natives whose women are molested 
and enticed away. They attract women from Swaziland and Basutoland, and generally, though 
on the whole good labourers, are most undesirable from a social, moral, and political points of 
view.”33 South African officials later reported that “[s]ince foreign Bantu, especially those from 
Nyasaland, come from matriarchal communities, the men cause considerable disruption on 
making contact with women from patriarchal communities such as Pedi and Zulu. In these two 
ethnic communities the Nyasalander is referred to with considerable resentment as a polecat.”34 
At the very least, Nyasas had a reputation as ‘clean men’ and often dressed in “a £4 or £5 three-
piece suit, fine shirt, shoes, hosiery, ties, starched collars, jaunty and expensive headgear, and 

 
26 R. Kadalie, Autobiography; Kadalie, My Life, p.36. Robert Kadalie later wrote to Drum magazine, “His 
coming to Cape Town was because of me, and if you want more information about him you can send Mr 
DRUM to me.” ‘Mr Kadalie Criticises’, Drum (August 1952). 
27 SANA GNLB 294 222/18 ‘Application of Pass Laws: Nyassaland Natives’, LW Ritch to Minister of Interior, 
26/07/1918. 
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Africa, Nyasaland Etc Etc: Influx of’. 
29 ‘Trouble at Western Native Township’, Umteteli wa Bantu, 31/12/1927. 
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31 Interdepartmental Committee of Inquiry in Foreign Bantu (Froneman Commission), (Pretoria, 1962); Annual 
Report of the Labour Department for the Year ending 31st December 1951, (Zomba, 1952). 
32 Matthews, ‘The ICU’. 
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PhD thesis, 2004), p.219. 
34 Froneman Commission, pp.15-16. 
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coloured-bordered handkerchiefs which is the recognised - and always attained garb.”35 One 
white ex-Nyasaland settler, Mrs FE Rogers, despaired that in Durban even “the best educated 
Nyasaland men…freely admit that ‘wine, women and song’ weigh as much if not more than 
the so-desired money”, and felt that in particular “Atonga, Ahenga, and mixture of Awembe” 
were “the trouble-makers, the fight-starters, the beer-drinkers, the stabbing-experts, the 
profligates and the liars.”36 
 
Nyasa immigrants, then, clearly excited the anxieties of white settlers and black South Africans 
alike. As noted by one Nyasaland government official commenting on “the number of 
Nyasaland natives employed in the hospitals, and as policemen, cooks etc”, immigrant Nyasas 
were “selected for this type of employment to such an extent as to excite the envy of other 
natives and make them suspicious of their potentialities.”37 These anxieties and stereotypes, 
however, cannot escape the broader context of contemporary migration politics. Amidst 
theoretical and political debates over how to improve wages, unemployment and living 
conditions, some Nyasas championed the rights of all black subjects in South Africa. Others, 
conversely, were quite happy to work ‘efficiently’, take lower wages and demand privileges 
on the basis of their birth in ‘British’ Central Africa. In the process they became scapegoats for 
South Africa’s wider economic and political woes. 
 
 
Challenging the pass laws 
 
Contentions over the mobility of Nyasas first arose in the aftermath of the First World War, 
and were inextricably caught up in references to Nyasa soldiers who fought and died in defence 
of the British empire. As noted by the British anthropologist Margaret Read (who worked for 
the Nyasaland government in the 1930s and 1940s), Nyasa “men who joined up expect to be 
fairly treated after demobilisation”, and there “was deep resentment after 1918 when it was felt 
that promises made at recruitment were not fulfilled”.38 In South Africa, complaints were made 
as early as May 1918, when Cameron Mpande contended that Nyasas were “British Askari not 
in this war only but we fight many wars including Somali War when we die like flys”. Mpande 
could not understand why Nyasas who came “to [a] British Colony [e]special[ly] this Union of 
South Africa” should “carry this monthly passes and why Somaliland Natives and those [who] 
come from Zanzibar when they come here you take them as British subjects”. Despite having 
fought against the British, “when the wars finish [Somalis and Zanzibaris] they are going to 
walk free in a British colony”. Invoking the deaths of Nyasa soldiers, Mpande reminded 
officials that “King George knows that [we] are the one who helps him we will die with British 
and why you go to South Africa you don’t care about us…we are British subjects, special we 
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come from Bandawe, Blantyre, Fort Johnston, we die and fight together with HM troops we 
never complain since we are in Transvaal”.39 
 
These intertwined issues – of post-war imperial obligations and inhibited mobility - appear to 
have led to the foundation of a nascent Nyasa nationalism in Johannesburg. The executive of 
the Nyasaland Native National Congress (NNNC) in the Transvaal professed in 1923 that it 
was “primarily established for the purpose of preserving and perpetuating the identity of our 
people within this Province and thence to follow aims and objectives conducive to the social 
and moral well-being of all our people separated from home”, having “no political or public 
objects to serve”.40 Notably, however, both of the congress’ founders – Anderson Chimbaza 
and John Longwe - had long-established “records of convictions for minor offences such as 
desertion and contravention of the Pass Laws”, and the first evidence of the organisation comes 
from a 1918 complaint, when lawyers wrote to the Native Affairs Department claiming that 
Nyasas “would appear to suffer special inconvenience by reason of the Native Pass Laws”. The 
letter asked that Nyasas should “be placed in a category apart from the Abantu Community and 
should be furnished with some documents analogous to a Registration Certificate so that 
greater freedom of movement than is possible at present should be possible”.41 When it was 
ignored, Anderson Chimbaza told officials directly that “when we came to the Union we came 
as British subjects and we knew we were under British law and rule”. John Longwe, in turn, 
asserted:  
 

We do not refuse to carry passes but what our prayer was that we should be given a sort 
of registration certificate…We are quite aware, Sir, that natives in the Nyasaland 
Protectorate are the people who are dying for the King since the period of Queen 
Victoria…and that during the present War they took part in active service. There are 
about 500 Nyasaland natives in the Transvaal and all these are praying that they should 
be exempted from the Transvaal Pass Law.42  

 
Caught amidst these tensions of empire, the following month, the NNNC passed resolutions, 
that: “(a) Certain Natives who came from Nyasaland to the Transvaal and who are compelled 
by law to carry passes, such passes to be done away with. (b) They desire free movement in 
the Transvaal but would, of course, observe the law of this country.”43 
 

 
39SANA GNLB 294 222/18 ‘Application of Pass Laws: Nyassaland Natives’, Mpande to Secretary of Native 
Affairs, 01/05/1918. 
40 SANA GNLB 293 222/18 ‘The Nyassaland Native Council and the Nyassaland Native National Congress’, 
Chimbaza to Director of Native Labour, 03/04/1923; Chimbaza, Ankhoma, Chirwa and Banda to the Minister of 
Native Affairs, 16/04/1923. 
41 SANA GNLB 293 222/18 ‘The Nyassaland Native Council and the Nyassaland Native National Congress’, 
Director of Native Labour to Secretary for Native Affairs, 10/01/1921; GNLB 294 222/18 ‘Application of Pass 
Laws: Nyassaland Natives’, LW Ritch to Minister of Interior, 26/07/1918. 
42 SANA GNLB 294 222/18 ‘Application of Pass Laws: Nyassaland Natives’, Interview of deputation from the 
NNNC by Mr EK Whitehead at Winchester House, Loveday Street, Johannesburg, 19/06/1919. 
43 SANA GNLB 294 222/18 ‘Application of Pass Laws: Nyassaland Natives’, NNNC to the Director of Native 
Labour 29/07/1919. 
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The lexicon of post-war imperial citizenship was also employed by Nyasas who would go on 
to offer radical critiques of empire. A reverend going by the name of both George Wellington 
Kampara and GC Kalinda – who later founded the first branch of Marcus Garvey’s Universal 
Negro Improvement Association in Johannesburg - complained in June 1918 that “we 
Nyasaland Natives we have no rights at all while we help too much our majesty the King 
George V”.44 And Clements Kadalie on arrival in Cape Town appears to have, similarly, 
appealed to pro-British, Central-East African militarism. He similarly contended that “the Pass 
Law interfered with the liberty of the subject, and that the Constitution of the British Empire 
laid it down that if a law interfered with the liberty of the subject it must be abolished or 
amended.”45 He would later write:  

When the world war came, the black man took his part in the fight for democracy which 
was to ensure the freedom of weaker nations and of the workers. When the war was over 
he expected to reap the fruits of his heroic sacrifices on the battlefields of Europe, 
Palestine and East Africa; but these were denied him, and he remained the hewer of wood 
and the drawer of water for others.46  

 
Deportation threats before 1927 
 
ZK Matthews believed that Clements Kadalie “started out with almost everything against him 
- he was a foreigner, a despised Nyasa who could not speak to his hearers in their home 
language. He overcame all those disadvantages because he had a wonderfully magnetic 
personality, he was a great orator and he was a fearless leader.”47 To a certain extent, however, 
Nyasa leaders like Kadalie became successful because they were foreigners. As millenarian 
searches for liberation swept 1920s South Africa, other Nyasa men (including JG Phillips, JRA 
Ankhoma, GC Kalinda and Peter Nyambo) became similarly prominent, at least in part because 
they were seen as external liberators.48 With numerous myths sweeping the country, the ICU’s 
Scottish adviser believed that Kadalie was “inspired to think that he was the black man from 
the  North whom it was ordained should save the black people of the South from their harsh 
white oppressors”, an “inspiration strengthened at a later date by his reading of a somewhat 
‘fifth-rate’ novel entitled ‘Bayette’”, about a northern immigrant, Nelson, who released “the 
black race of the South from the bondage of their white oppressors.”49 
 
After successfully bargaining for improved wages at the Cape Town docks in August 1920, a 
deportation order was issued against Clements Kadalie in November 1920. Police believed that 
he should be “deported without delay to Nyassaland so that his effort to organise the coloured 
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people and lead them to ruin may be checked”. Kadalie’s lawyer (and South African Party 
MP), James Stuart, however, contested the order on the basis that Kadalie “is domiciled and 
that he is a British subject. He comes from Nyassaland.”50  With a general election looming, 
the South African Party feared losing the black vote in Cape Town and successfully lobbied 
for Kadalie’s deportation to be cancelled. Other Nyasas were less fortunate, with WWI veteran 
William Johnston and missionary Jordan Msumba both deported that year.51 
 
Because Kadalie’s deportation was cancelled, the government could not place another order 
against him until he was convicted of a crime. Nevertheless, throughout the 1920s, numerous 
South Africans - black and white - repeatedly called for his repatriation to Nyasaland. In 
Parliament, South African Party MP JS Marwick railed that Kadalie’s speeches were 
“pestilential nonsense”, full of “noisome stuff”, and asserted that he was “to all intents and 
purposes a foreigner without right to a permanent domicile in the country”.52 Labour MP 
George Reyburn agreed, “seeing that he is now actively engaged with certain European 
agitators spreading pernicious doctrines amongst the coloured persons in the Cape Province”.53 
And National Party MP Nicholas van der Merwe called for his deportation “in view of the 
inciting and inflammatory actions of the said person among the natives in the Free State”.54 
Alongside close police surveillance, Kadalie was also “being carefully watched with a view of 
deportation” by the Chamber of Mines.55 The ICU rebuked those labelling Kadalie an ‘alien’, 
contesting that the “National Secretary’s birthplace is a few miles away from the Chamber of 
Mines building as in comparison with a distance of thousands of miles between South Africa 
and the home of these foreign adventurers who are sucking the blood of the people of this 
continent.”56 Kadalie clearly revelled in the fact that the “representatives of Big Finance were 
ordered to press upon the Pact Government to suppress my free movements, or that I should 
be sent out of the country. But there was no legal ground to perform either of the foregoing 
suggestions”.57 
 
Despite these threats, in August 1926 Kadalie challenged South Africa’s internal barriers to 
black mobility by publicly “breaking the ban” placed on him entering Natal province, travelling 
into “the enemy’s camp” in order “to champion the cause of Democracy”.58 Denouncing 
Natal’s pass laws as a restriction on “my free movements as a British citizen of the South 
African Dominion of the British Commonwealth of Nations”, Kadalie rallied thousands to 
mass meetings on Durban’s Cartwright’s Flats over the next ten days.59 Without being arrested, 
Kadalie returned to Johannesburg, before travelling to Durban again in late September when 
he was finally summoned to court. Despite their political differences, pro-British black liberal 
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RW Msimang denounced Kadalie’s arrest with “the Union Jack floating above his head”, 
because he was a “British Black subject travelling within British Dominions in which he is 
supposed to be a citizen, on a British errand of unity amongst his black people.”60 Winning his 
case on appeal, “Natal now rallied to the ICU on an unprecedented scale”.61 
 
At the same time, Kadalie’s ICU more broadly looked to challenge South Africa’s external 
borders, and organise beyond them, challenging the “economic and political slavery now 
existing in all the British possessions in Africa”.62 Understanding South Africa’s low wages as 
part of a far broader colonial system of expropriation and exploitation stretching throughout 
British Africa, the ICU had branches throughout the region, rejecting both ‘tribal’ and nascent 
‘national’ divisions. Although the “Government was asked to suppress the movement or else 
deport the writer”, Kadalie retold in 1927 how with “extraordinary courage and zeal, I went 
from one place to another preaching INDUSTRIAL UNIONISM and [the] sinking of TRIBAL 
DIFFERENCES amongst the African workers. The people, to a man, responded magnificently 
all over the country. There was to be no longer Xosa, Basutos, Zulus, Coloured, etc.”63 Kadalie 
went on to attack those “still thinking in terms of outworn nationalism”, asserting that: “We 
are utterly opposed to nationalism. Our goal is international Socialism.”64  

Recognising “that the recruiting system is the means of keeping a regular supply of native 
mine-workers”, the ICU felt that “if recruiting, therefore, was only concerned with that object, 
we would have very little quarrel with it; but from what we would have seen and heard of the 
working of the recruiting system, it is nothing but highway robbery”. The ICU instead wanted 
“free labour within the Union of South Africa and elsewhere in the Continent…this criminal 
recruiting system must go at once.”65 In promoting ‘free labour’, the ICU understood that 
wages were undercut by “bosses”, not migrants, and insisted on the creation of minimum 
wages. When WNLA officials toured South Africa in 1927, from “East London to Kokstad 
workers clamored for an increase in the minimum wages paid”.66 Meetings “singled out the 
glaring disparity between the highest wages of skilled African workers and the minimum wage 
of ‘an unskilled and incompetent European who is put to supervise them’”, and in districts “in 
which the ICU propaganda has spread they are now asking for a specific minimum rate of 4/- 
to 5/- per diem.”67 

Another Nyasa, Robert Sambo, led the ICU’s expansion from the Transvaal into Bulawayo, 
and when he was deported first from Southern Rhodesia in 1927, and subsequently from South 
Africa in 1928, black leaders again protested in ‘British’ terms. Eddie Khaile (on behalf of the 
ANC’s Free Speech Defence Committee) contested: “Our rights, the rights of all peoples, of 
free speech and association are being grossly violated”, while Kadalie portrayed Sambo’s 
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deportation as “singularly arbitrary and unfair, as, in accordance with the foremost traditions 
of British justice, every citizen is entitled to know the nature of any charges preferred against 
him and to a trial before conviction and punishment”.68 Having left Southern Rhodesia in June 
1927, and “altered course at Beira for the Union [of South Africa] where I could have the 
freedom of protesting against the Rhodesian Government, which I did through our [Trade] 
Union”, Sambo wrote from the ICU offices in Durban, that “the matter that is regarded by we 
Natives as one of grave injustice inflicted by the Government against the King’s Loyal 
subjects”. He went on to denounce the passing of “Laws and Bye Laws all to the Slavery of a 
Native, both Aboriginals and Foreign, Workers and non-Workers”.69 
 
Some black South Africans however, approved of these threatened deportations and the 
government’s introduction of new laws. Bennet Ncwana called for “the deportation of the 
Nyasaland leader [of the ICU] as the Union leaders are quite capable of solving the problem 
confronting the workers of the Union.”70 And for the ANC’s ‘Minister of Mines and 
Industries’, Henry Selby Msimang, immigration had increased “to such an extent that our 
labour market has become a dumping ground for unskilled workers of the African continent”. 
Msimang thought it “perfectly reasonable if the Union Natives want to claim their own that 
they should endeavour to clear redundant labour by imposing restrictions against non-Union 
Natives”.71 With the state already restricting the immigration and mobility of Indians, as “a 
means of self-preservation for the European trade”, Msimang believed “more should be done 
to lend ear to the petition of Union Natives for their measure of self-preservation.”72  In part, 
Msimang’s ideas codified who ‘South Africans’ were, and who they were not. He opened one 
essay with the assertion that the “South African Native is fast gaining race consciousness”, and 
concluded by qualifying “most emphatically that we have nothing in common with Blantyre 
Natives”.73 But his arguments also tied into a broader theory of an ‘authentic African’ 
labourism that aimed to control the ‘labour supply’ to urban areas at a national level. By 
establishing trade union-funded rural co-operatives which would keep “redundant labourers 
busy at their homes”, Msimang hoped to “remove the temptation to flood the labour markets 
in industrial centres – thus making it possible for our urban Natives to compete freely with any 
section of the community”.74  
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When supporting Afrikaner nationalists in the 1924 general election Clements Kadalie had 
mocked ‘Britishness’. On the election of the Hertzog government, he championed the new 
administration who “brought a new spirit into the country. In the Cape, the Natives were now 
all Nationalists and had no time for British ideals and traditions. The talk about British ideals 
was pure hypocrisy.”75 By the mid-1920s, however, he had moved from being a pro-Boer critic 
of prime minister Smuts to being a pro-British critic of prime minister Hertzog. Kadalie and 
Sambo satirically instrumentalised white politics, levering its supposed values to their own 
ends – and, in doing so, they leapt to the fore of black South African politics. I’ve found no 
archival evidence that the later mass deportations were enacted because of their political 
activity - though The Friend sceptically ended a 1928 report on the “the gradual repatriation of 
Nyasaland Natives” by noting that “Clements Kadalie, General Secretary of the ICU, it might 
be mentioned, is a Nyasaland-born Native.”76 Regardless, by end of 1920s, the Nyasa 
community in South Africa as a whole was seen as a social and political problem by a 
government intent on codifying what it meant to be South African. 
 
 
Mass repatriation threats 1928-1930 
 
On Christmas Day 1927 a huge riot erupted in Western Native Township, Johannesburg. The 
Transvaal African Congress (TAC) later alleged that “without provocation the Blantyre 
Natives secretly plotted an attack”, and that “heavy casualties were sustained amounting to 
between 50 and 100.”77 The following day Basotho men retaliated, attacking Nyasas living in 
Newclare, killing 6 and injuring 25. The Chamber of Mines-owned newspaper Umteteli wa 
Bantu reported that the “general feeling is that the time has come when Central Africans should 
be cleared out of the country...they are taking bread out of the mouths of the people who pay 
heavy taxes...[and having] introduced the knife for fighting purposes...they are chiefly 
responsible for the recent epidemic of stabbing affrays”.78 Demanding the mass deportation of 
Nyasas, the TAC asserted that Central Africans’ “continuous stay in the Union will only 
perpetuate the recurrence of faction fights and bloodshed”.79  

The government’s first national conference of Principal Immigration Officers had already 
debated the issue of Central Africans in South Africa the previous June. The conference had 
mainly focused on the 1927 Indian Agreement, but importantly it also yielded a formal policy 
on the position of Rhodesian and Nyasaland immigrants for the first time ever, resolving “to 
continue the laissez-faire policy of not removing extra-Union natives unless they had criminal 
convictions”.80 Six months after the Christmas Day riots, however, in June 1928, the Native 
Affairs Department issued its own decree establishing a scheme of self-funded repatriations 
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and labour bureaus, directing ‘foreign labour’ to farms.81 In February 1929, the government 
assured Nyasas “that cases of long residence coupled with established ties where real hardship 
might attend repatriation, will be considered sympathetically”, and conceded “that the excellent 
qualities of Nyasaland Natives are freely recognised”. However, it also asserted that 
 

in its care of national interests the Government is not prepared to allow the ceaseless 
infiltration and permanent settlement of alien natives, who have shown by action on the 
Lichtenburg Diggings, in the Waterberg District, and in the Johannesburg Urban 
Locations, that they demonstrate an element discordant with the Native population of the 
Union.82  

 
A broader system of government-sponsored recruiting deports was formalised in June 1929, 
when senior civil servants resolved “to bend rather than to break and thus to channel rather 
than attempt to stop the migration flow”.83  
 
Historians such as Peter Limb have already noted that ANC intellectuals were divided over the 
issue of ‘loyalty’ to the British empire, but at the end of the 1920s these broader contentions 
became entangled in the specific issue of black intra-imperial migration. Notably, while more 
narrowly ‘South African’ black nationalists such as HS Msimang, Bennet Ncwana and the 
leaders of the TAC openly criticised Central African immigration, more ‘liberal’ and 
‘progressive’ African nationalists - who were staunchly pro-British - came out in support of 
Nyasa immigrants. Having “received four letters, each asking me to support a movement under 
the auspices of the African National Congress” for “the expulsion from the Union of all 
Blantyre Natives”, Sol Plaatje “refuse[d] to support the suggestion by either word or deed”, 
noting that it was already “the intention of certain people in this Union to rid South Africa of 
the Native population. How do we benefit the Natives if – wittingly or unwittingly – we play 
into the hands of such selfish people?” Mockingly recalling how “the Union Government, for 
its own purposes tried to deport only one Blantyre Native but could not succeed”, he questioned 
how “a Government which tried and failed in the case of one, will deport a thousand Blantyre 
men to please the Natives?”84 The black lawyer, Richard Msimang, similarly wrote to Umteteli 
wa Bantu “not to defend the Blantyres or Central African Natives, who no doubt can speak for 
themselves”, but “to protest against the petition of the Transvaal Congress”, thinking it was 
“strange to find Native leaders of an African Congress strengthening the hands of the 
Government in its bad policy of replacing Natives by Europeans.”85 RV Selope Thema, in turn, 
asserted that the TAC had only lurched towards anti-immigrant populism, and “fortified 
themselves behind the barbed wires of racialism and provincialism”, because it had “lost the 
sway which it once held over the people”.86 

 
 

81 Bradford, ‘Getting Away with Murder’, p.103. 
82 SANA NTS 2076 166/280 Influx of Nyasaland Natives into the Union, letter to Secretary for Native Affairs, 
07/02/1929. 
83 Klaaren, Migrating to Citizenship, p.220. 
84 S. Plaatje, ‘Should the Nyandjas be Deported’, Umteteli wa Bantu, 03/03/1928. 
85 R.W. Msimang, ‘Congress Supports Deportation’, Umteteli wa Bantu, 11/02/1928. 
86 V. Selope Thema, ‘The Responsibility of Bantu Leadership’, Umteteli wa Bantu, 21/01/1928.   



 339 

Nyasas could of course speak for themselves, and the threatened self-funded repatriation meant 
that a hard-core of pro-imperialist Nyasas publicly raised their voices. In letters foregrounding 
the spirit of imperial brotherhood, the good name of King George and the entitlement of all 
British subjects “to earn their living in any country within the British Empire”, Nyasa 
nationalists defended their place in South Africa on economic, political and moral grounds.87 
With the well-known Zionist Rev JG Phillips as chairman, an expanded NNNC executive led 
the newly-formed Nyasaland, Rhodesia and East Africa Native Congress (NREANC) and 
petitioned the government, asserting that: 
 

There are thousands of natives within the Union not brought here under contract, who 
are subjects of Governments other than British, subjects of Portugal, of France, and of 
Belgium, but Act 1913 is not at present directed against them, but against us who are 
subjects of the Same King, as are the inhabitants of the Union, White and Black!...The 
natives of Nyasaland, and neighbouring British Territories we claim, are a valuable 
asset to the Union, the country of their adoption. Were the Government to submit this 
question to a Committee of Business Men, of large Employers of labour, to Leaders of 
big Industries, we have no doubt that this ‘Edict’ for our Repatriation would be met by 
a very decided negative…No word was ever spoken to us, that we were ‘Prohibited 
Immigrants’. No, this is a later development, which threatens to break our homes, to 
divide families, and to bring moral, Social, and Religious blight upon thousands of 
inoffensive, God-fearing Native people.88 

 
At a NREANC meeting of 300 on 25th November 1928, Andrew F Chinzewe questioned ‘Why 
this conspiracy against us to prohibit, what appears to me to be our inalienable right to earn our 
daily bread within the Union, or in any other country, within the Commonwealth of 
Nations[?]’, while John Longwe queried ‘Does not this country need more, and still more 
natives? Are not the Gold Mines, the Coal Mines, and the Agricultural Districts calling out for 
more Black Labour?’89 With no mass repatriations until 1931, the NREANC appears to have 
been only momentarily successful in its attempt to halt deportation. 
 
Kadalie and Sambo were far from the only militant Nyasas in South Africa, but by the end of 
the decade they found themselves increasingly marginalised. The Rand Daily Mail reported in 
June 1928 that among clothing workers on “the first ever strike by Africans in South Africa on 
the point of trade union organisation”, there were “Blantyres, Nyasaland boys, Zulus and 
Sesutos”.90 In the context of rising anti-Nyasa sentiment, however, Kadalie’s position as the 
radical head of the ICU was coming under increasing strain because of his foreign birth. 
“[M]arked out for attack, owing to my being born outside the Union of South Africa”, Kadalie 
initially defended his position as head of the ICU but capitulated in January 1929.91 On 
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resigning, he initially intended “to interest myself in the affairs of the natives in this country 
from Rhodesia and East Africa - many of them are my own countrymen”, who were “now 
being deported - illegally in my opinion”.92 
 
On the eve of the Great Depression, Nyasas still lived in South Africa with relative impunity 
despite the proposed self-repatriation scheme of the Native Affairs Department and calls for 
mass deportation from many quarters. Having established the Independent ICU in March 1929 
(and seemingly done little to organise East and Central Africans), Kadalie continued to mock 
the South African establishment during the 1930 East London general strike, declaring:  
 

I defeated General Smuts in 1920, because he wanted to deport me because I was a bad 
boy, I also defeated Hertzog when he also wanted to deport me and when he saw that I 
had defeated him he placed a ban on me to prevent me from leaving Johannesburg…I 
am the first native to defy the Government. I have no passes of any kind, I go where I 
like, I am like Hertzog a freeman.93 

 
As the Depression and rising unemployment hit South Africa, however, the long-standing 
demands of Umteteli and Henry Selby Msimang appear to have become a priority for the 
government. 
 
 
Mass repatriations and reaffiliation, 1931-1939 
 
In April 1931, the Commissioner of Immigration and Asiatic Affairs launched a new employer-
funded repatriation scheme.94 As the South African government felt increasingly pressured to 
address “the prevailing unemployment amongst Union natives”, a formalised system emerged 
whereby new “extra-Union” immigrants were “channelled” in and out of the country as 
temporary migrants who couldn’t make any claim to citizenship.95 At the same time, already 
established Nyasa immigrants who had lived in South Africa for at least 2 years automatically 
became “Union nationals”.96 In the process, the residential rights of black subjects in British 
Southern Africa were restructured, from a laissez-faire framework of imperial citizenship that 
allowed migration across the borders of neighbouring British colonial states to a more parochial 
system of ‘nationalities’ defined by colonial state borders. Nyasa men continued to migrate to 
South Africa in considerable numbers – in 1931, 65% of men crossing northern border came 
from Nyasaland – and new arrivals continued to appeal to an ideal of imperial citizenship.97 
Lameck Singinie in Grouteville told authorities that “many Nyasaland Natives [are] 
complaining to me that whole factory in Natal they chasing them out from work”, contending 
that “there are no any different anyhow amongst South Africa and Nyasaland as we are under 
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the English control.” Nyasas were particularly incensed that Mozambican workers treated more 
favourably, with Silas Ankhoma protesting that “Portuguese Natives are getting [more] peace 
in the British country than their own natives” in 1933.98 Most established Nyasa elites in South 
Africa, however, replicated the broader political shift of the population, abandoning their 
earlier appeals to ‘British’ imperial values and becoming ‘Union nationals’. 
 
As deportations stepped up again between 1934 and 1936, black South Africans continued to 
be divided over the politics of Central African immigration.99 2,396 Africans were deported to 
Rhodesia, Nyasaland, Mozambique, Botswana, Swaziland and Lesotho in the financial year 
1934-1935, and in some cases, their struggles enjoyed considerable support.100 In 1935, the 
Transvaal African Congress reversed their stance from the late 1920s and protested against the 
conditions of Nyasaland deportees, suggesting that one years’ residence should lead to 
naturalization.101 Native Affairs Department officials however blocked meetings of 
“Nyasaland and Rhodesian natives in the townships”. With the “serious clash between 
Nyasaland natives and the residents in the Western Native Township” still fresh in official 
memory, they feared “a clash between them and the South African natives, as a certain amount 
of hostility exists against the Nyasaland natives particularly.”102 
 
Many Nyasa elites, having secured their own “right to reside” in South Africa, however, 
abandoned earlier struggles to defend the mobility of other Central Africans. In 1938, the “well 
known Evangelist of the Presbyterian Church”, and member of the Nyasaland and Rhodesia 
United Association, Rev Johnson K Mahemane told the Institute for Race Relations, “Most of 
us now have forgot their home life, they are of Union now.”103 Clements Kadalie’s Independent 
ICU, meanwhile, struggled through a number of damaging splits – including a secession in 
1932 because the Independent ICU executive refused to be led by a “foreigner”.104 But having 
become a “Union National” in “terms of paragraph (b) of section one of the Act No 40 of 1927, 
read with paragraph (a) of sub-section (I) of Section One of Act No 18 of 1926”, Kadalie wrote 
his autobiography very much as a black South African, concluding: “it is a rare privilege to 
have taken part in the early struggle, the plans and ambitions of over eight million people who 
are making their way from industrial serfdom into a place in the social and political system of 
our South African nationhood.”105  
 
As imperial citizenship gave way to a bifurcated system of state-centric identification, 
migration across British Africa moved away from laissez-faire regulation to a more formalised 
intra-state migration system. Nyasas continued to migrate independently to South Africa in 
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considerable numbers, but newcomers were now labelled “illegal” and “extra-Union”. This 
was sealed in the mid to late 1930s with the re-opening of mine-recruitment in Nyasaland under 
WNLA and the forced removal of ‘clandestine’ Nyasa migrants into farm labour. Experimental 
recruiting for WNLA re-opened in 1935, and in 1940 over 17,000 registered Nyasas arrived to 
work on the South African mines.106 As part of this shift, a Nyasaland government office was 
opened in Trans-Africa House, Fox Street to monitor the thousands of mine recruits heading 
to Johannesburg every year. This office, however, was also petitioned for by Nyasa elites and 
the Institute of Race Relations (IRR) as urban employment restrictions increased.107  
 
Though supposedly ‘naturalised’ (and no longer threatened with deportation) a sizeable cohort 
of established Nyasa migrants - organised under the Nyasaland and Rhodesia United 
Association - continued to be concerned that “Nyasalanders in Johannesburg were mostly 
employed in the domestic service”, “were called ‘Makiriman’ and ‘Blantyres’”, “wasted their 
time” and “were despised.” By the late 1930s, they were being led by Rev JK Mahemane and 
Joram H Chombo - “a capable organiser” and businessman, who “maintain[ed] a taxi service, 
operated a basket and wicker work shop and was also interested in the African catering trade”. 
A relation of Hastings Banda, Chombo “abandoned these interests in order to devote himself 
to the task of helping to raise the standard of his fellow countrymen and especially safeguard 
their rights”, and started working at Trans-Africa House.108 With a view to defending their 
new-found rights as South African subjects, these Nyasa elites welcomed the new Nyasaland 
government official to Johannesburg in May 1939 with a “rousing reception” and God Save 
the King sung in chiNyanja. Endorsing the new dispensation, Chombo, at least, felt that 
“Nyasalanders in Johannesburg and other parts of the Transvaal must feel very proud of the 
part that their educated fellowmen have played in the coming of an accredited representative 
from their country to look after their interests and welfare.”109 A 1940 Nyasaland government 
report praised the fact that the Nyasaland and Rhodesian United Association had “done much 
to represent the disabilities of natives of northern territories and has given considerable 
assistance”, with its committee investigating “individual cases of hardship which come to the 
notice of members”110.  
 
 
Conclusion 
 
National archives in South Africa, Zimbabwe and Malawi overflow with documents anxiously 
trying to control the mass-subversion of state borders.111 This article has tried to excavate the 
ideas and politics behind these ‘transgressions’ - at least (where it is possible) at the level of 
mission-educated male migrants. Within the existing literature on the history migration in 
Southern Africa, Achille Mbembe amongst others has cast state borders as “a colonial 

 
106 R.R. Kuczynski, Demographic Survey of the British Colonial Empire: Vol II, (Oxford, 1949). 
107 Klaaren, Migrating to Citizenship, p.232; SANA NTS 2129 245/280 ‘Alien Natives’, memo 25/11/1932. 
108 ‘Let Me Introduce You…’, Umteteli wa Bantu, 26/08/1939. 
109 ‘Johannesburg Day by Day’, Umteteli wa Bantu, 29/04/1939; ‘Nyasalanders and Rhodesians Welcome 
Captain Burden’, Umteteli wa Bantu, 24/06/1939. 
110 G.N. Burden, Nyasaland Natives in the Union of South Africa, 1940, p.31. 
111 MacDonald, Colonial Trespassers. 
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invention” instituting “a hostile relation between the circulation of people and the political 
organisation of space”.112 Most black border-crossers in the interwar period, however, do not 
appear to have been overly concerned about the ‘superficiality’ of colonial borders – with many 
championing the differences between the black subjects of different empires. Instead, Nyasa 
immigrants in South Africa spoke of rights, justice and ‘Britishness’ that transcended the 
boundaries of Britain’s colonial states, and importantly did not go beyond them. Rather than 
challenging colonial structures, they tried to make colonialism work for them.  

The arguments of Nyasas in government records present a deeply colonial understanding of 
interwar Southern Africa, at the same time as offering unparalleled examples of how black 
migrants themselves understood their rights and responsibilities. Redeploying the prejudices 
of innumerable white South Africans, Nyasa nationalists portrayed black South Africans as 
lazy, and contended that their own repatriation from South Africa would make the country “a 
sort of paradise for certain black men, who are ‘slackers’ and ‘loafers’ generally.”113 While 
petitioning to be “placed in a category apart from the Abantu Community”  and exempt from 
pass laws, they believed that passes should still apply to the majority of black South 
Africans.114 Simon Chirwa confidently asserted: “Our nation very few are drunkards but South 
Africans nearly everyone is a drunkard.”115 In particular, Nyasa nationalists criticised the 
relative ‘free movement’ of non-British Mozambican and Somali immigrants, and into the 
1940s, were happy to see other black ‘foreigners’ repatriated to their ‘homes’. While numerous 
pro-British black elites challenged the threatened deportation of Nyasas at the end of the 1920s, 
there were no protests when Frederic Creswell finally achieved his long-standing demand for 
the restriction of Mozambican immigrants in 1928.116 In 1945, the NNNC was ordered by the 
ANC’s Vigilance Committee to deal with a Northern Rhodesian called Thomas Kazembe who 
had ‘run off’ with the wife of a Zulu man. Threatened with the repeat of the 1927 ‘war’ which 
had seen a number of Nyasas hospitalised with stab wounds, the congress were keen to see that 
Kazembe was properly punished, and petitioned for his deportation.117 In calling for their own 
free movement, many Nyasas believed that mobility should nevertheless be economically 
rationalised, and restricted to particular privileged subjects of empire. 
 
A radical critique, re-purposing and ridiculing ‘British’ notions of imperial citizenship and free 
movement, nevertheless, was also central to the politics of Southern Africa’s first mass-
member black organisation – the ICU – a trade union with a number of Nyasa leaders. Wary 
of economic exploitation, the ICU did not take an uncritical approach to free movement. 
Believing that “money made in this country should be spent here for the development of the 
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country itself and its people”, it criticised “the customs of certain aliens - Black and White - to 
strip the country and its riches and to carry them away to their alien homes”, recognising that 
this “is what makes genuine South Africans indignant to the extent that their wrath, in many 
cases, is turned upon innocent people”.118 Yet, while it was critical of the mines’ recruitment 
system and the draining of profits abroad, the ICU nonetheless championed the rights of black 
workers to live and work across borders, arguing for the establishment of minimum wages in 
order to eradicate the erosion of workers’ pay in South Africa. Calling for universal rather than 
particular rights and privileges, the ICU recruited Mozambican, South West African, Afro-
Caribbean, Nyasa and South African workers to its cause.119  
 
With these contrasts in mind, it is crucial to question what did ‘freedom of movement’ mean 
in interwar South Africa, and how did visions of ‘free movement’ differ? Nyasa nationalists 
embraced a liberal idea of free movement that benefitted South African industries, incentivised 
more ‘efficient’ work and undercut local wages (barely differing from the free movement 
championed by the Chamber of Mines from the 1950s as it recruited Malawians first in their 
tens of thousands, and later in their hundreds of thousands). To others – like Kadalie and Sambo 
– however, pan-African demands for free movement entailed a simultaneous demand that 
workers must have “a living wage, a new scale of compensation for the African mine workers, 
proper housing accommodation for our families, reasonable working hours, new conditions for 
farm labourers, a reasonable minimum wage for our women workers engaged in factories and 
domestic services, and above all, this criminal recruiting system must go at once.”120 Both 
visions drew on ‘British’ principles, but at the same time represented diametrically opposed 
political commitments. While one vision accepted low wages as part of a laissez-faire colonial 
dispensation, the other demanded minimum wages as part of a socialist-inspired New Africa. 
While scholars have called for the African continent to “become a vast area of freedom of 
movement”, to “open itself to itself”, ideas from the interwar period require us to address both 
exactly what this freedom of movement entails, and how working conditions and wages can be 
(simultaneously) improved. For Clements Kadalie – already transcending the limits of Britain’s 
imperial boundaries in 1927 - the choice was clear: “when the time comes for us to agitate for 
our political rights, we are not going to follow the narrow path of nationalism. We shall be 
guided by the spirit that permeated old Africa, of accepting every man as our brother.”121 
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Appendix B: ‘Nyasa leaders, Christianity and African internationalism in 1920s 
Johannesburg’ (published in South African Historical Journal, 70:2 (2018)) 
 
 
Abstract 

 
In 1920s Johannesburg, African nationalism challenged colonial categories of tribe, 
race and nation. Some African leaders, however, espoused alternative solidarities 
that were even more expansive and distinctly internationalist. Through the lives of 
four Christian leaders from colonial Nyasaland (modern-day Malawi), this article 
rehabilitates a tradition of globally-orientated black politics that emerged in 1920s 
South Africa. Re-imagining the past and future in cosmopolitan, internationalist 
terms all four Nyasa men looked beyond the limits of the South African nation for 
liberation. They were nevertheless starkly divided in their Christian beliefs. 
Ethiopianist Christians, George Wellington Kampara and Clements Kadalie, 
respectively, led the first branch of Marcus Garvey’s Universal Negro Improvement 
Association (UNIA) in Johannesburg and Southern Africa’s first major black trade 
union, the Industrial and Commercial Workers’ Union (ICU), and were both 
explicitly critical of the South African government. JG Phillips and JRA Ankhoma, 
in contrast, were Zionist and Pentecostal Christians who strictly adhered to the laws 
of the land, at the same time as pioneering Nyasa nationalism. Complicating the 
‘connexions’ between early African-led Christianity and African nationalism, this 
article highlights the international and imperial frameworks that these men thought 
through, and the divergent Christian-informed solidarities that they imagined from 
Johannesburg. 

 
 
Introduction 
 
Over the decade of the 1920s, four Christian men from colonial Nyasaland (modern-day 
Malawi) stood at the forefront of urban South African society, re-imagining Africa’s past and 
future in cosmopolitan, internationalist terms.1 They each, however, envisaged very different 
transformational processes and very different new dispensations. These differences were, 
above all, grounded in their divergent Christian beliefs. Clements Kadalie and George 
Wellington Kampara on the one hand were both Ethiopianist Christians, and were firm in their 
belief that humanity had an obligation to usher in a ‘truly’ Christian and democratic society in 
the here and now. If necessary, this would mean toppling secular colonial authorities. On the 
other hand, John G Phillips and JR Albert Ankhoma, as Zionist and Pentecostal Christians, 

 
1 I’m heavily indebted to Joel Cabrita whose research and correspondence about the life and works of JG 
Phillips and JR Ankhoma have been invaluable, and who first suggested I look into the life of George 
Wellington Kampara. Ntongela Masilela generously shared Kadalie’s early articles in The Messenger, and two 
anonymous reviewers provided crucial feedback. Many thanks also to Emma Hunter, Paul Nugent and Ashley 
Dee Paton for invaluable guidance on earlier drafts. This essay forms part of an ESRC funded PhD on the life 
and work of Clements Kadalie at the University of Edinburgh. 
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believed that earthly society was fundamentally doomed until Christ’s eventual return. They 
closely aligned themselves with Britain’s ‘god-sanctioned’ imperial project in their pursuit of 
spiritual self-perfection and theocratic rule.  
 
Linked to international churches and organisations, all four men point to the importance of 
colonial internationalism in the 1920s, at the same time as their antagonistic theological 
divisions complicate the historiographic ‘connexions’, made by colonial officials and 
historians, between African-led ‘Ethiopianist’ Christianity and early African nationalism.2 
Natasha Erlank has demonstrated that the common Christian background of early black South 
African nationalists created a crucial unifying outlook that challenged ‘tribal’ divisions.3 But 
as the African National Congress (ANC) on the Rand sank into a political nadir, many black 
Christians became swept up in the ‘unprecedented global prominence’ of colonial 
internationalism during the 1920s, supporting Nyasa-led projects that engaged with and 
challenged colonial states at a transnational level.4 Over the course of the decade, Kadalie and 
Kampara, respectively, rose to considerable fame leading Southern Africa’s first major black 
trade union, the Industrial and Commercial Workers' Union (ICU), and the first branch of 
Marcus Garvey’s Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA) in Johannesburg. At the 
same time, the particular brand of ‘Nyasa’ nationalism emerging out of Johannesburg was 
dominated by internationally-connected Pentecostal and Zionist - not Ethiopianist - Christians. 
Phillips and Ankhoma were both founding members of the Nyasaland Native National 
Congress (NNNC), and as members of ‘quietist’ international churches, organised 
transnationally along the lines of existing imperial state borders. All four men invoked ‘new’ 
ideas of African internationalism to integrate themselves within 1920s Johannesburg, but their 
Christian-informed beliefs meant their different visions of the future were diametrically 
opposed. While Kampara no doubt followed UNIA doctrine to herald Marcus Garvey as his 
modern-day Moses, anticipating that, either by boat or plane, ‘the Americans were coming!’, 
Ankhoma declared that the leader of his ‘British Israeli’ Pentecostal church was the world’s 
‘Moses of the day’.5 Rejecting Pentecostalism and Garveyism, Kadalie in contrast believed 
‘that the salvation of the Africans in this country will be brought about through their own sweat 

 
2 T. Ranger, ‘Connexions between ‘Primary Resistance’ Movements and Modern Mass Nationalism in East and 
Central Africa’, Journal of African History, 9:3 (1968) offers an entry point into the historiography of these 
'connexions'. Notable criticisms are in J.T. Campbell, ‘‘Like Locusts in the Pharaoh’s Palace’: The origins and 
politics of African Methodism in the Orange Free State, 1895–1914’, African Studies, 53:1, (1994) and N. 
Erlank, ‘Christianity and African Nationalism in South Africa in the First Half of the 20th Century’, in A. 
Lissoni, J. Soske, N. Erlank, N. Nieftagodien & O. Badsha, One Hundred Years of the ANC: Debating 
Liberation Histories Today, (Johannesburg: Wits University Press, 2012). 
3 Erlank, ‘Christianity and African Nationalism’. 
4 M. Goswami, ‘Imaginary Futures and Colonial Internationalisms’, American Historical Review, 117:5 (2012). 
On the ANC during the 1920s see P. Limb, The ANC's Early Years: Nation, Class and South Africa before 
1940, (Pretoria: UNISA Press, 2010); on the Ethiopianism and the ICU see J.T. Campbell, Songs of Zion: The 
African Methodist Episcopal Church in the United States and South Africa, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1995), pp. 317-318, and J.T. Campbell, ‘Like Locusts’. 
5 On Garveyism in South Africa see R.T. Vinson, The Americans Are Coming! Dreams of African American 
Liberation in Segregationist South Africa (Athens: Ohio University Press, 2011). 
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and labour’. Adopting the Swahili name for Moses as his pen-name, he became Clements 
‘Musa’ Kadalie.6 
 
Working through the intellectual biographies of these Nyasa men, this article demonstrates that 
whereas Phillips and Ankhoma worked within, and endorsed, existing logics of empire because 
of their Christian beliefs, Kampara and Kadalie rejected ‘ethnic’ and ‘nativist’ national 
identities to position themselves at the forefront of a future ‘New Africa’. In many ways, it is 
innately conservative to frame these men as ‘Nyasas’. All four men were born in the state that 
became Malawi in 1964, and each contested colonial categories in important ways.7 Despite 
their common Tonga parentage, however, being a Nyasa was crucial to how these men were 
understood in 1920s Johannesburg. And, more importantly, it was central to how they 
consolidated and radically transcended state-based modes of identification. Each brief 
biography sets out who these Nyasas were, how they re-imagined Africa's past to integrate the 
continent within world history, and how their differing understandings of the international and 
the imperial influenced their politics of the future. Central Africans have generally been 
marginalised in the historiographies of black South African nationalism and black 
internationalism.8 But in the 1920s, internationalist outlooks and millenarian searches for 
external liberators were important strands of black political thought in which Nyasa leaders 
played a prominent role. Reworking colonial ontologies of identity: race, tribe, (and the 
emerging categories of) nation and class, Nyasa leaders remapped Central and Southern Africa 
from Johannesburg, and in doing so crafted a place for themselves, and their numerous 
supporters, as world citizens in an industrialising, global city. 
 
 
International Christian churches in 1920s Johannesburg 
 
A New Babylon at the forefront of modernity in Southern Africa, 1920s Johannesburg was a 
motley metropolis of international immigrants and transnational Christian, Jewish, Muslim and 

 
6 Kadalie, My Life, p.197; S. Neame, The Congress Movement: ICU, ANC, CP & Congress Alliance, Volume 1 
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Federation, 1953-1963’, African Studies, 72:2 (2013); and Z. Groves, ‘Urban Migrants and Religious Networks: 
Malawians in Colonial Salisbury, 1920-1970’, Journal of Southern African Studies, 38:3 (2012). On black 
internationalism see P. Gilroy, The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness (Cambridge, M.A.: 
Harvard University Press, 1993), B.H. Edwards, The Practice of Diaspora: Translation Literature and the Rise 
of Black Internationalism (Cambridge, M.A.: Harvard University Press, 2003), M. Stephens, A Black Empire: 
The Masculine Imaginary of Caribbean Intellectuals in the United States, 1914-1962 (Durham: Duke University 
Press, 2005), M. Makalani, In the Cause of Freedom: Radical Black Internationalism from Harlem to London, 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2011) and V. Collis-Buthelezi, ‘Caribbean Regionalism, South 
Africa and Mapping New World Studies’, Small Axe, 19:1 (2015). 
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Hindu networks.9 Large numbers of Afrikaners, Zulu, Xhosa, Eastern European Jews, Britons, 
Basotho, Americans, Mozambicans, Chinese and Indians were already living and working in 
the city from the 1890s, and by the mid-1920s mission-educated Nyasas were increasingly 
prominent as clerks, medicine men and domestic servants. In 1927, the Chamber of Mines-
sponsored newspaper Umteteli wa Bantu complained that Nyasas had monopolised the city’s 
domestic service industry - a lucrative sector previously dominated by Zulu and Pedi.10 In 
addition to well-known Nyasa leaders in black trade unions, Garveyite associations, and 
Ethiopianist, Zionist and Pentecostal churches, ‘[a]ll adherents’ of Johannesburg's Watch 
Tower movement were also ‘from Nyasaland, Rhodesia and Northern Transvaal’ - though, in 
marked contrast to the movement in Central Africa, the church in urban South Africa did little 
to trouble government officials.11 
 
In particular, Johannesburg's international migrant networks manifested themselves in 
numerous globally-connected Christian denominations. Forged ‘in the furnace of South 
Africa’s industrial revolution’, Ethiopianism was rooted ‘in an emerging class of permanently 
urbanized Africans’ who had broken away from mission Christianity in their determination to 
have churches led by black clergy.12 Mangena Mokone dedicated Johannesburg’s first 
‘Ethiopian’ chapel in 1894 and pursued an internationalist Christianity, affiliating with the US-
based African Methodist Episcopal (AME) Church in 1896. Both groups on either side of the 
Atlantic invoked a shared history of indigenous African Christianity and, in particular, were 
fond of citing Psalm 68:32 that ‘Ethiopia will stretch out her hands unto God’. Ethiopianism 
dominated the imagination of anxious government officials, and breakaway black-led churches 
were blamed for everything from the fractious behaviour of chiefs to the rise of African 
‘insolence’ on highveld farms. Yet as noted by James Campbell, ‘colonial attempts to 
demonize the term only enhanced its power among Africans, who invoked Ethiopia in the 
names of hundreds of different churches.’13 Bitter ‘at a world that preached progress and 
incorporation while practicing restriction and exclusion’, Ethiopianist breakaways generally 
came down to disputes over race, rather than theology, with the result that Ethiopianist 
Christians remained closely aligned to the Protestant theologies that they emerged from.14 
While Kadalie remained close to his Presbyterian upbringing, Kampara continued to draw on 
Baptist practices. 
 

 
9 C. van Onselen, Studies in the Social and Economic History of the Witwatersrand, 1886-1914: New Babylon, 
New Nineveh, (Johannesburg: Ravan Press, 1982); V. Bickford-Smith, The Emergence of the South African 
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10 ‘Trouble at Western Native Township’, Umteteli wa Bantu, 31/12/1927. By 1936 there were  7,000 Nyasa 
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‘Alien Natives: Part 2’; C. van Onselen, ‘The Witches of Suburbia: Domestic Service on the Witwatersrand, 
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11 SANA SAP 41 CONF6/953/23 Reports of Native Meetings General (1923); see also Cross, The Watch Tower 
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13 Campbell, Songs of Zion, pp. 145; 357. 
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Ethiopianism, however, was not the only development in black-led, internationally-orientated 
Christianity. Joel Cabrita has shown how John Alexander Dowie’s Christian Catholic 
Apostolic Church in Zion (CCACZ) was active in Johannesburg amongst both black and white 
Christians from the 1890s, and offered a starkly different approach to Ethiopianists. Zionists 
promoted divine healing and spiritual self-perfection, and promised to restore the church to its 
apostolic or ‘primitive’ origins.15 After 1904 in particular many dissenting African church 
leaders, including the Nyasa migrant labourer John G Phillips, broke with historic mainline 
churches and aligned themselves with this church, based in Zion City, Illinois in the US. 
 
Pentecostal missionaries - directly influenced both by Zion City and the 1906 Azusa Street 
Revival in Los Angeles - also moved into Johannesburg during the first decade of the 20th 
century, travelling through existing circuits of Ethiopianism, Zionism and older forms of 
nonconformity. They first formed the Apostolic Faith Mission (AFM) and, later, established 
branches of the ‘British Israeli’-influenced Apostolic Faith Church (AFC).16 Based out of the 
Central Tabernacle in Bree Street, Johannesburg, from September 1908 and replicating the 
initial multi-racial and inter-denominational character of the Azusa Street Revival, the 
Pentecostal AFM looked to renew the entire Christian church, building on revivals within 
South Africa’s Dutch Reformed Church and attracting considerable numbers of Zionist 
converts through numerous divine healings, as well as other ‘gifts of the spirit’, such as 
speaking in tongues and rainmaking.  
 
During the 1920s, biblical imagery infused the street politics of ICU leaders, Communist 
revolutionaries, Garveyites and radical members of the ANC – as well Pentecostal and Zionist 
street preachers - who all promised different versions of a millennial new age.17 All four Nyasa 
men were thus part of a broader shift in the religious and political landscape of Johannesburg, 
as South Africa became markedly more Christian, and black South African Christians became 
increasingly fragmented between mainline, Ethiopianist, Nazarite, Pentecostal and Zionist 
strands of Christianity. While in 1921 only 32% of rural black South Africans defined 
themselves as Christian and only 50,000 of some 1,300,000 Christians were members of 
independent churches, by 1936 adherents of independent Ethiopian, Pentecostal and Zionist 
churches had increased over 1,500%, standing at over a million members.18 The bulk of these 
converts were from rural areas but, as part of this shift, the metropolis of Johannesburg 
functioned as an important hub.  
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‘The whiteman will leave the country within 15 years and Marcus Garvey is coming to 
rule Africa’: George Wellington Kampara and the UNIA  
 
George Wellington Kampara is significant as the man who established Johannesburg’s first 
branch of the Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA), an organisation espousing 
the black internationalist politics of Marcus Garvey and the slogan ‘Africa for the Africans’. 
But he is also noteworthy as someone who espoused pan-African ideals through his church 
long before the arrival of Garveyism on the African continent. First ordained in January 1911 
by Bishop Robert Laws, Kampara left Nyasaland the same year, to conduct ministry work in 
Southern Rhodesia.19 While ‘contemplating the Zimbabwe ruins it was vouchsafed to him that 
this was the ancient Temple of Solomon’. Having ‘read in the Old Bible’ of God telling David, 
‘behold I will give you a son’ who ‘will build a temple of God’, Kampara believed ‘that after 
David died Solomon his son went and built [this] Temple of God’.20 Arriving in the Transvaal 
in 1913, he initially preached for the Mozambican-led East African Gaza Church, where he 
met Petros Mhlauli. The ‘Zimbabwe revelation and its import were not forgotten’, however, 
and  in late 1914 he and Mhlauli both broke with Mozambican church. Taking ‘definite steps 
towards rehabilitation of the old religion’ they established the Gazaland Zimbabwe Ethiopian 
Church (GZEC).21 With black intellectuals like R Selope Thema questioning how both ‘the 
white builders of Zimbabwe should have disappeared without leaving behind a trace’ and 
‘black men should have gone and accumulated their bones and skulls in a City which was not 
theirs’, Kampara’s historiography reworked the still ambiguous past of the Great Zimbabwe 
ruins, and Rider Haggard’s novel King Solomon’s Mines, into a history of the  ‘Zimbabwe 
Temple of King Solomon’ built ‘in the land of Kush’ by South Africans, Mozambicans and 
Ethiopians.22  
 
Claiming to have congregations stretching across Southern Africa, by 1916 Kampara’s church 
notified the Native Affairs Department that they had  ‘been received here in the Transvaal and 
have sights [sic] also in Nyasaland and Portuguese Natal.’23 The church appears to have catered 
for the growing Nyasa diaspora in South Africa, in particular, with Kampara writing to the 
Native Affairs Department in 1918, complaining that ‘we Nyasaland Natives we have no rights 
at all while we help too much our majesty the King George V...we have no rights into anything 
which we establish under the British flag.’24  
 

 
19 SANA NTS 1445 59/214 Gazaland Zimbabwe Ethiopian Church. 
20 Constitution of the GZEC, SANA NTS 1445 59/214 Gazaland Zimbabwe Ethiopian Church. 
21 SANA NTS 1445 59/214 Gazaland Zimbabwe Ethiopian Church. 
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23 SANA NTS 1445 59/214 Gazaland Zimbabwe Ethiopian Church. 
24 SANA NTS 1445 59/214 Gazaland Zimbabwe Ethiopian Church. 
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By 1925, Kampara had been kicked out of his church, and changed his name to George Carman 
Kalinda. But he had also founded a branch of the UNIA in Evaton alongside a West Indian, 
James Taylor.25 A report in the June 1925 Negro World claimed that. 
 

The Evaton Division held a very successful mass meeting on June 14. Mr GC Kalinda, president of 
the division, opened the meeting with religious ceremonies from the ritual…The speeches were 
strong and encouraging. The attendance was unusually large; nearly four hundred were present. 
Seventy new members were added to the roll. The members and friends of the UNIA in South Africa 
are holding the banner high and never faltering in the great work of furthering the cause of African 
redemption.26 

 
Certainly for a period of time, George Wellington Kampara/George Carman Kalinda was one 
of the leading Garveyites in South Africa, and a better-known UNIA leader than Dr Wellington 
Buthelezi, whose life is better-researched to date.27 When police reported in 1927 that Dr 
Wellington Buthelezi was selling ‘anti-imperial badges’ in Mount Fletcher, the head of the 
Native Affairs Department mistakenly believed the ‘Wellington’ in question was probably ‘the 
man known to this office as Wellington Kalinda and also Wellington Kampara’ who was 
‘somewhat of a firebrand’.28  
 
With UNIA membership including ‘young Mandebeles…and Baliginals [sic] in Southern 
Rhodesia’, Kampara wrote to Rhodesian officials in November 1925 petitioning for the 
Ndebele prince, Nguboyenja Khumalo, to be allowed to return to Southern Rhodesia - a cause 
that had been taken up earlier by the African Universal Benefit Society.29 Kampara queried 
why Nguboyenja was ‘not on his chair of chieftship among the Mandeles tribes[?] Why he is 
placed in Capetown which is not his father’s country[?]’, and speculated that the Rhodesian 
Government did ‘no want any black man to be called paramount chief’.30 Just as he had earlier 
drawn on the text of  King Solomon’s Mines, by the 1920s Kampara saw the UNIA as ‘the 
mouth piece of the race’ functioning for the ‘African abroad or at large’. His already broad 
pan-African vision was reinforced by The Negro World and other Garveyite texts.31  
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Church (1920); GNLB 383 13/12 African United Ethiopian Church (1920-1934); NTS 1427 17/214 African 
United Ethiopian Catholic Church (1918-1958). 
26 Negro World, 22/08/1925, quoted in R. Hill (ed.), Marcus Garvey and UNIA Papers: Africa for the Africans, 
1923-1945, Vol. X, (Berkley: University of California Press, 2006), p.314. 
27 For Dr Wellington Buthelezi, see R. Edgar, ‘Garveyism in Africa: Dr Wellington and the American 
Movement in the Transkei’, Ufahamu: A Journal of African Studies, 6:3 (1976), see also R.T. Vinson & A.D. 
Kemp, ‘‘Poking Holes in the Sky’: Professor James Thaele, American Negroes and Modernity in 1920s 
Segregationist South Africa’, African Studies Review, 43:1 (2000). 
28 South African National Archives, Western Cape (WCNA) 1/MTF 16 2/9/1 Native Organisations: Wellington 
Movement (1926-1927). 
29 M. West ‘The Seeds are Sown: The Impact of Garveyism in Zimbabwe in the Interwar Years’, International 
Journal of African Historical Studies, 35:2/3 (2002), pp.342-3; R.S. Roberts ‘Traditional Paramountcy and 
Modern Politics in Matabeleland: The end of the Lobengula Family’, Heritage of Zimbabwe, 24 (2005); 
Umteteli wa Bantu, 01/12/1928 noted the Pretoria branch of the UNIA had 100 members. 
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George Wellington Kampara appears to have had an antagonistic relationship with other 
Christians in Johannesburg. The Evaton UNIA was forced to hold its meetings in the open, 
because ‘local Uncle Tom ministers were denying Garveyites the use of church or school halls 
for UNIA meetings.’32 And having approached the Transvaal African Congress (TAC) ‘whose 
co-operation he need[ed] in connection with the propagation of his Association’s principles 
and objects’, Kampara was rebuffed with the assertion that there were ‘enough Bantu 
organisations in the Union, and all they need is sane development. There is no demand for 
foreign leaders and we shall be much surprised is the UNIA finds a permanent footing in South 
Africa.’33 Benjamin Majafi, the Basutoland-born secretary of the Evaton UNIA nevertheless 
assured Negro World readers that ‘most of our people who read the Negro World are awakened, 
because of your speeches are encouraging us a great deal’, and reported further UNIA branches 
in Sophiatown, Waterpan, Pretoria and central Johannesburg.34 
 
State officials, however, believed that institutionalised Garveyism on the Rand was limited to 
‘one or two “mushroom” churches in Marabastad, Pretoria and on the Reef.’35 In 1928, Majafi 
told officials that the Evaton UNIA had ‘died a natural death’ by the beginning of 1926, though 
he personally continued to correspond with Negro World into the 1930s.36 Kampara, in 
comparison, largely disappears from the historical record after his Evaton UNIA exploits. It is, 
nevertheless, tempting to think that he was the unidentified ‘Nyasalander’ who told a meeting 
near Evaton in April 1930: 
 

there was only one thing to be done and that was that all must be prepared to burn their passes. The 
Government has not enough prisons to imprison all natives and the Government will not feed the whole 
lot of you. The whiteman will leave the country within 15 years and Marcus Garvey is coming to rule 
Africa.37 
 

Fragmentary evidence makes it difficult to establish more about Kampara as a UNIA leader.38 
Nonetheless, he points to two broader arguments. Firstly, though Kadalie had broken with 
Garveyism by 1925, Nyasas (alongside Basotho) were clearly essential to the dissemination of 
Garvey’s internationalist ideas within South Africa itself and north of its borders. While the 
Nyasa brothers, Isa and John Lawrence corresponded extensively with Kadalie and exported 
The Negro World alongside ICU propaganda throughout Central Africa, another Nyasa, Peter 
Nyambo, was president of the Cape Town UNIA in the 1940s (and possibly the 1920s).39 

 
32 T. Martin, The Pan-African Connection: From Slavery to Garvey and Beyond, (Wesley: The Majority Press, 
1983), pp.134-135. 
33 ‘UNIA’, Umteteli wa Bantu, 7/11/25. 
34 Y. Gershoni, Africans on African-Americans: The Creation and Uses of an African-American Myth (London: 
Macmillan Press, 1997), pp. 32-33; SANA MHG 0 3762/49 Majafi, Benjamin (1946). 
35 SANA NTS 7602 24/328 George Wellington Kampara or Kalinda (1925-1928); NTS 7206 33/326 United 
Native Improvement Association (1926). 
36 SANA MHG 0 3762/49 Majafi, Benjamin (1946). 
37 SANA JUS 923 1/18/26 Native Agitation Reports On: Part 25 from February 1930 to 8th May 1930. 
38 The last surviving letter of Kampara’s from January 1944, announced that his ‘African Ethiopian United 
Church’ had busied itself in the Cape as well as the Kalahari, but made no mention of any other activities. 
SANA NTS 1427 17/214 African United Ethiopian Catholic Church (1918-1958) 
39 For more on the Lawrence brothers, see Ewing, The Age of Garvey. For Nyambo, see Cape Standard, 
11/03/1941. 
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Second, Kampara offers a compelling insight into a historically-rooted African 
internationalism already circulating throughout Southern Africa that became swept up in the 
Garvey movement once it arrived in Johannesburg. 
 
 
‘We are utterly opposed to nationalism. Our goal is international Socialism’: Clements 
Kadalie and the ICU 
 
In 1926, the ‘most talked of’ black leader in South Africa was Clements ‘Musa’ Kadalie.40 
Over the course of the 1920s, Kadalie regularly addressed crowds of thousands in 
Johannesburg as the national secretary of the first major black trade union in African history, 
the Industrial and Commercial Workers’ Union (ICU).41 As retold by George Padmore, Kadalie  
 

became the uncrowned king of the black masses. No other Negro in recent South African 
history…enjoyed the popularity which was Kadalie's at the height of his power. The whites feared 
him as they feared Dingaan, the last of the Zulu warrior kings.42  

 
Claiming to have as many as 250,000 followers by 1927, Kadalie rode on a wave of millenarian 
Christian expectation threatening to call, what Philip Bonner has termed, a ‘millennial-
syndicalist general strike’.43 As part his own personal myth, Kadalie vocally promoted Heaton 
Nicholls’ 1923 novel Bayete! Hail to the King, a book that was intended to be a fable warning 
about a ‘black man from the north’ of the Limpopo who studied in the United States, joined a 
black church-based political movement and returned to South Africa to plot a general strike.44  
Drawing on widespread white fears, Bayete! theorised how colonial rule could be seriously 
challenged by the ‘black peril’ of a messianic African leader and black labour movement, 
complementing the existing phobia of ‘Ethiopianism’ with the growing fear of Africanised 
‘Bolshevism’. 
 
Like Kampara, Kadalie was heavily influenced by Garveyism, and famously wrote that his 
‘essential object is to be the great African Marcus Garvey’ in 1920.45 By the time he relocated 
from Cape Town to Johannesburg in 1925, however, he had broken with the race-pride of 
Garveyism because it was ‘stirring up racial feeling among the Natives’. Instead, he aligned 
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44 G.H. Nicholls, Bayete! Hail to the King, (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1923); G.H. Nicholls, South 
Africa in My Time, (London: George Allen & Unwin), p.94. G. Shepperson, Myth and Reality in Malawi, 
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the ICU with the international labour movement.46 By 1927 Kadalie’s ICU was ‘utterly 
opposed to nationalism’ on the basis that ‘capitalism recognises no frontiers, no nationality, 
and no race’, and dismissed those ‘still thinking in terms of outworn nationalism.’47 With 
branches stretching into South West Africa, as well as Southern and Northern Rhodesia, the 
ICU’s stated goals were ‘international Socialism’ and to become ‘the ICU of Africa.’48 As Phil 
Bonner has demonstrated, the ICU in Johannesburg failed to replicate its advances in Natal and 
the Eastern Cape. Its influence on Johannesburg was, nevertheless, considerable. Market 
Square became known as the ‘ICU Square’ on account of the meetings of thousands outside 
the Workers’ Hall. And with its doors emblazoned with the slogan ‘Workers of the World, 
Unite!’, this meeting hall ‘revolutionized the life of the African proletariat of the Golden City’ 
– at least according to Kadalie.49 
  

 
 

Figure 1: Kadalie in full flow, AWG Champion is to his left, Workers’ Herald, 26/04/1926 

 
Having been trained as a mission teacher and preacher in Nyasaland, Christianity was central 
to Kadalie's understanding of African history and contemporary politics.50 Existing accounts 
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of his life have downplayed his religious commitments, with Shepperson and Ranger, for 
example, framing Kadalie as ‘agnostic, if not atheistic’ and representative of a new secular 
form of black politics in Southern Africa. This analysis relies heavily on a speech given by 
Kadalie at Lovedale College in 1928, where he declared 
 

Personally I do not subscribe to any religious doctrine in the generally-accepted sense of the terms. In 
the words of Ingersoll: ‘The world is my country; to do good is my religion,’ and it seems to me that my 
life can be more usefully employed in endeavouring to improve the lot of my fellow creatures here than 
bothering about a chimerical life up above, about which there is no certainty and of which you and I 
really know nothing.51 

 
By contrast, Beinart and Bundy have presented Kadalie, only a year later, in the aftermath of 
the original ICU's fragmentation, as espousing a radical Afrocentric Christianity aligned with 
Ethiopianist churches.52  
 
While Kadalie was criticised for being erratic and anti-Christian by his numerous opponents, 
his relationship with Christianity points to very real tensions and contradictions in 1920s 
Southern Africa. He was certainly very critical of white missionaries, Pentecostal Christians, 
and ‘pie-in-the-sky’ theology, but this did not amount to agnosticism or outright atheism. In 
the same Lovedale speech cited above, Kadalie struck out at those accusing the ICU ‘of being 
anti-religious. On what facts this charge is based I do not even pretend to know’, and he 
consistently employed biblical images and motifs in his rhetoric - even going as far as to say 
that ‘I stood for God the Father, C for God the Son, and U for God the Holy Ghost’.53 Like 
many contemporary Ethiopianist Christians, Kadalie continued to follow Presbyterian 
traditions at the same time as arguing for the existence of black angels and against the hypocrisy 
of white missionaries. Seeing Christianity as important means of recruiting members, he later 
regretted that given ‘the great mass of the Africans are religiously minded…many of our 
members did not approve of the behaviour of the secretaries.’54 
 
Numerous ICU secretaries, nevertheless, did effectively use Christianity to criticise the 
government, and think in international terms. In April 1925, the ICU newspaper editorialised:  
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We have accepted the white man’s civilisation and his religion but we are now being denied to live as 
civilised men and christians…a man cannot go to a Church and worship his God whilst he or she is 
starving or forced to starve by this foreign system imposed upon Africa by the white man.55 

 
Kadalie himself wrote that the typical ICU member was ‘a new man and...takes no heed [of] 
the white man’s mischievous propaganda, he has lost hope in [the] white man's leadership and 
his religion’.56 For many this rejection amounted to a biblical struggle with the South African 
state. In June 1926, Simon Elias told members, South Africa’s contemporary ‘Pharaoh is 
General Hertzog and Moses is Clements Kadalie, who must tell [the] Pharaoh that the days of 
ruling over the natives has been numbered’.57 For others, this struggle also transcended state 
borders. Hoping for ‘our voice to be heard not only in South Africa but the whole world over’, 
Thomas Mbeki called on ICU members to ‘organise so as to help our brothers on the mines, in 
domestic service, on farms, and the police force in fact our brothers everywhere’, and ‘extend 
the gospel to Central Africa, and as far as Algeria and Egypt’.58 
 
Although from 1925 Kadalie espoused non-racial working class internationalism, he continued 
to be profoundly influenced by the anti-white missionary rhetoric and black theology of 
Garveyites.59 The former co-editor of the ICU’s newspaper, the Garveyite Professor James 
Thaele was ‘publicly disowned’ by the ICU in 1926 for promoting racial segregation and being 
‘an uncompromising disciple of [the] “Africa for the Africans” slogan’ – ‘a narrow, selfish and 
dangerous doctrine’ that the ICU now stood ‘direct in opposition to’.60 Despite this, Kadalie 
continued to publicly acknowledge that where ‘I agree with Professor Theale is that, while you 
are always praying, you do not know the Ten Commandments or you would know that you are 
supposed to work for six days and rest on the seventh. You will have to be more practical.’61 
Though he did ‘not wholly support Professor Thaele’, Kadalie believed ‘nevertheless he is on 
the right track. He is opening the eyes of the ignorant blacks who have been mesmerised by 
this Biblical imposition’ and instilled ‘in the African mind a spirit of revolt against Biblical 
fanatical philosophies.’62 In particular, Kadalie came to regard  
 

the teaching of the orthodox religions, emphasising as they of the unimportance of this life in 
relation to the next, [as] highly dangerous….Mankind is in sore distress - exploited, enslaved and 
downtrodden, toiling for a pittance…The man or the organisation who ignores the cry for help, who 
relegates the earthly remedy of this state of affairs to second place and preaches faith in a future life 
as the only way out, will rightly forfeit the leadership of a world of anguish.63 
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Heralding the coming of a New Africa and likening it to the New Jerusalem, Kadalie required 
‘earthly’ organisation, arguing, ‘it is not by praying that you will remedy your troubles. You 
only want to pray once a week. It is no good saying “hear, hear” every time. You must join the 
ICU.’64 Rather than through prayer, it was through effective organisation that the ICU would 
‘open up the gates of the Houses of Legislature, now under the control of white oligarchy, and 
from this step…claim equality of purpose with the white workers of the world to overthrow 
the capitalist system of government and usher in a co-operative commonwealth, a system of 
government which is not foreign to the aboriginals of Africa.’65 Echoed in The Workers Herald, 
ICU members were called on ‘to mobilise the forces of the African workers to build a New 
Jerusalem for the people’.66 In early 1928, the ICU yase Natal under the Zulu leadership of 
AWG Champion seceded from the original ICU, with Kadalie and his supporters labelled as 
‘foreigners’.67 As a result, the ICU soon fragmented into numerous regional factions, rapidly 
declining as a serious political force, particularly in South Africa. But until this point, as ‘the 
messiah of South African natives, heaven sent - from Nyasaland’, Kadalie held out the tangible 
promise of a socialist New Africa.68 
 
 
‘Any rebellion against higher powers, either church or state, is strictly forbidden’: John 
George Phillips and the CCACZ 
 
In contrast to Kampara and Kadalie, Rev John George Phillips, a pioneering Zionist influence 
in both Johannesburg and Malawi, believed Africa was undergoing a moral and religious crisis, 
not a crisis of capitalism.69 Having worked throughout Central Africa as a hospital worker and 
evangelist for the Universities Mission of Central Africa, in 1904, Phillips:  
 

left Nyasaland with a party of 860 men who were under contract to the Witwatersrand Native Labour 
Association for the mines of Johannesburg. He was the youngest of the whole party and yet was looked 
upon by all of them as their trusted and responsible leader. Every evening on that long and even 
dangerous journey the whole party gathered round this young man while he read to them a portion of 
Scripture...70  

 
Suffering from a ‘very weak chest’ while working as a clerk on Johannesburg's Crown Mines, 
Phillips ‘read some religious papers which taught “Divine Healing” and when sick...went to 
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Pastors Lake and Tom of the Apostolic Faith Mission. These Brothers prayed for him, with the 
Laying on of the Hands and he got wonderfully healed and delivered from sickness.’71 With 
his ailment miraculously cured, Phillips ‘gave his whole time to Preaching of the Gospel of 
God…travelled the Reef from end to end…baptized those who believed and prayed for the 
sick.’72  
 

 
 

Figure 2: The front page from The Life and Times of Rev John George Phillips73 

 
Like many Apostolic Faith Mission (AFM) members, by 1913 he had converted to the 
Christian Catholic Apostolic Church in Zion (CCACZ) and began to lead the Zion Tabernacle 
at the Crown Mines compound.74 Unsupervised by white missionaries, in 1920 Phillips was 
fully ordained as a Minister of the Gospel and appointed ‘General Overseer of the whole Native 
work’.75 Already a member of the Nyasaland Native National Congress (NNNC), Phillips 
broke from the North American CCACZ led by Wilbur Voliva in 1920, not as an assertion of 
black independence but as a rejection of Voliva’s heavy tithing demands in the transatlantic 
Zionist tradition of dissent.76 With the US-based CCACZ having already fractured into six 
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competing factions, Phillips aligned himself with Francis Royall’s schism. When Voliva 
countered this move by sending his follower Schumaker to re-establish control, Phillips was 
forced to rename his breakaway the Holy Catholic Apostolic Church in Zion (HCACZ). By 
1925, Phillips nevertheless had a cosmopolitan congregation of more than 800 including 
Nyasas, Basotho, Zulus and Mozambicans, that stretched out across the Rand and into 
Portuguese East Africa.77 
 
In line with Zionist church founder John Alexander Dowie’s teachings, the early CCACZ 
looked to ‘recreate’ a ‘pan-racial utopia’ across Southern Africa. Asserting that the devil had 
separated humanity into separate ‘families’ of races, Dowie identified the weakening Anglo-
Saxon race with the Israelites, whose strength needed to be fortified with the blood of 
‘Ethiopians’ in order to recreate a pre-historic ‘People of Adam’. Asking God to bestow health 
on them, Zulu, Swazi, Sotho, British, Afrikaner, American and Nyasa Zionists resident in 
Johannesburg believed they were rehabilitating their bodies and transforming themselves into 
a heavenly people through prayer. Recasting ‘biological race as spiritual ethnicity’, Zionists 
‘invoked race as the common denominator connecting a cosmopolitan humanity as “blood” 
relatives, albeit through the blood of Christ rather than biological lineage’.78 Johannesburg 
came to be a crucial site for this project, with Dowie projecting ‘Zion’s incorporation of 
“Ethiopians”...[as] a foretaste of the Adamic race: “There is victory all along the line. Prophecy 
is being fulfilled. Ethiopia is ‘hastening to stretch out her hands unto God”.’79 Black Zionists 
under Phillips carried on for some years ‘preaching the Gospel, praying for the sick, [and] 
appointing ministers in charge of congregations’ while ‘not represented in South Africa by any 
white man’. They were deeply troubled by Schumaker’s attempted ‘white’ takeover, but 
nevertheless continued to work closely with white Zionists Modred Powell and Francis Royall 
as part of their pan-racial pursuit of Zion.80 
 
Kadalie demanded greater democracy - arguing, ‘we must have a say in the affairs of our 
country and for God's sake do not make Bolshevism as an excuse’.81 Phillips, in contrast, hoped 
for a new millennium under theocratic rule. Phillips’ new Zionist church – the HCACZ - held 
that Jesus’ ‘reign of Righteousness for a thousand years on earth, is the scriptual promise and 
the expectation of the true Church of Christ’ and ‘according to his promise, looked for new 
heavens, and a new earth, wherein dwelleth righteousness’. Undoubtedly, he and his church 
members also continued to believe that Zion affirmed 
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the right of God to rule the people. Zion is in no sense a Democracy. Zion is not a Republic...in which 
cunning bosses amuse the people with the idea that they rule themselves when they are really ruled by 
expert political tricksters. Zion, in short, is a Theocracy.82  

 
Rejecting ‘filthy’ ‘reading, thinking and associations; filthy eating, drinking, smoking; [and] 
filthy remedies’, Zionist literature further called for the church to ‘isolate her people entirely 
from the world and its ungodly occupations, both in business and in pleasure’ and aimed ‘to 
compel the world, which is so largely now in rebellion, to submit to the love and rule of God.’83 
The constitution of Phillips’ own HCACZ similarly dictated that ‘All our members are 
instructed to obey the laws of the land’ and ‘Any rebellion against higher powers, either church 
or state, is strictly forbidden’.84 The black trade unionism of Kadalie’s ICU, in particular, 
appears to have been singled out for condemnation, with one clause of the HCACZ constitution 
asserting that ‘According to the scriptures we firmly hold that the people of God should have 
no connection whatever with labour unions…we are exhorted by the word to be content with 
our wages.’85 Charles Taze Russell’s Watch Tower movement was also criticised by Phillips 
who assured Nyasaland officials that his church had ‘nothing in common with Russelism’.86  
 
 
‘[T]he Apostolic Faith Church stood for loyalty to the Throne and Empire!’: JR Albert 
Ankhoma and the AFC 
 
Like the Zionist JG Phillips, Rev Juma Richardson Albert Ankhoma was a black leader in a 
white-led denomination - the Apostolic Faith Church (AFC) – but he linked his internationalist 
ideas of salvation to the Welshman, William Oliver Hutchinson, and the divinely sanctioned 
progress of British Israelism. Ankhoma was involved in the construction of churches 
throughout Central Africa during his youth, but in 1909 he ‘went to Johannesburg’, becoming 
a minister of the Apostolic Faith Church in 1912. It is possible that he was involved with the 
‘Ethiopian Church’ which affiliated with the same British missionary Modred Powell (who 
later worked with Phillips) to become the Apostolic Faith Church of South Africa in 1911.87 
 
Founded in Bournemouth in 1911 by Hutchinson, the AFC was the first British Pentecostal 
denomination to appear after the important North American Azusa Street Revival (which had 
important links to Zionism itself) and emphasized direct prophetic messages.88 Like all 
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Pentecostal denominations, it was initially pre-millennial in outlook, but increasingly became 
‘a personality cult around its leader’.89 In contrast to the pan-racial Zionism of the CCACZ, the 
AFC imbibed a distinctly British ‘Israelism’, believing ‘that the British and related people were 
descendants of the lost tribes of Israel’. 90 This was an outlook that Ankhoma clearly embraced. 
In 1926, Umteteli wa Bantu reported Ankhoma  
 

thanked God for the ‘Moses’ of today - William Oliver Hutchinson - whom, he said, we believed was 
chosen of God to establish this wonderful movement of the Body of the Christ with the Gifts of the Holy 
Ghost in operation revealing the Christ.91  

 
In line with Holiness Protestant movements in general, schisms were rife within the AFC. After 
Daniel P. Williams ‘led the first secession of most of the Welsh congregations to form the 
Apostolic Church of Wales in 1916’, James Brooke (who had been based in South Africa 
during the early 1920s) broke from Hutchinson in 1926 to form the United AFC. Ankhoma 
appears to have remained loyal to Hutchinson for a number of years. While the ‘AFC would 
fall into obscurity and the other two British Apostolic denominations would remain small in 
Britain’, by 1920 the Johannesburg church had some 150 white and 1,000 African members.92 
In 1921 it had more African pastors than any church other than the Swedish Mission (whilst 
the AME church and CCACZ were recorded as having only 1 African pastor each, the AFC 
had 7).93 With Ankhoma as its ‘Chief Native Overseer’, by 1925, branches of the AFC existed 
‘throughout the Transvaal’, with records indicating ‘a congregation aggregate of some 2,000 
natives’. Regarded as ‘well-established and enjoying universal public recognition’, 
government privileges were ‘accorded to its members.’94  
 

 
 

Figure 3: The flagrantly British title banner from What We Believe and Teach: The 
Doctrines and Articles of Belief of the AFC (1922). Showers of Blessing was the AFC’s 

paper. 
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Seeing the British imperial project as the manifest will of God, and part of ‘the personal pre-
millennial return of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ’, the AFC believed that ‘the Throne of 
Great Britain is none other than the Throne of David…and that in the Anglo-Saxon races are 
to be found the lost House of Joseph-Israel.’95 Connecting the ‘restoration of the Kingdom of 
Israel’ to ‘the coming of the Kingdom of God on earth’, the AFC saw the defining impact of 
WWI as being that  
 

Jerusalem came into the hands of the British, December 9th, 1917, who are fulfilling the promises given 
concerning Israel; the fulness of the gentiles or nations has come in; blindness is departing from 
Israel…we are in a New Day; surely the day when the Sun of Righteousness shall arise with healing in 
His wings.96  

 
Believing that ‘democracy, the people ruling, will fall away’, the AFC held that ‘Theocracy is 
what we are coming to, where the state and the people are ruled by God.’97 Similarly, AFC 
members believed it was their ‘duty to pray for our reigning sovereign, for the Royal House 
which is the House of David, for the President of the United States, for ministers of state and 
for our dominion and colonies with all their representative[s]’.98 Quoting Titus 3:1, they were 
reminded that ‘the powers that be are ordained of God.’99 Ankhoma did eventually break away 
from the AFC in 1936 to form his own branch of James Brookes’ United AFC.100 But, like 
Phillips, far from a move towards becoming an African independent church, this was a means 
of exploiting the sectarianism of white-led Pentecostal churches and the greater success of 
Brookes’ schism. 
 
 
‘We have nothing in common with Blantyre Natives’: Consolidated nationalism and 
marginalised internationalism at the end of the 1920s 
 
Early Nyasa nationalists in urban South Africa were heavily influenced by the ‘quietism’ of 
Zionism and Pentecostalism. The formation of the Nyasaland Native National Congress 
(NNNC) in Johannesburg during 1919, two decades before the founding of the Nyasaland 
African Congress in Blantyre, in part, confirms Shepperson’s thesis that ‘Nyasa’ nationalism 
developed through encounters abroad.101 (In the same year, Rev Paulos Ngwenya also 
established the Rhodesian Native National Congress in the city.)102 But the predominance of 
Pentecostal and Zionist Christians amongst early NNNC members clearly indicates that more 
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conservative, pro-imperial Christianity had a considerable influence. These members included 
JRA Ankhoma (NNNC Chairman) and JG Phillips, as well as NC Aaron Banda, an elder of 
Ankhoma’s Pentecostal church, and John William Longwe, who was a secretary of Phillips’ 
Zionist congregation. The NNNC took a notably militant line when it appeared before the 1920 
Pass Laws Commission, calling for the ‘removal of “those badges of slavery” so that the native 
people of South Africa might feel that they were not held for ever “the hewers of wood and 
drawers of water”.’103 But dominated by self-improving (remarkably Pentecostal) ideals, the 
NNNC constitution intended ‘To promote, further, maintain, encourage and advance the 
members of the Congress socially, morally and intellectually’; and ‘To particularly advance 
the cause of education among the members of the Congress.’104 It went on to set out the objects 
of establishing schools, hospitals and a burial fund. In comparison to the strapline of the ICU’s 
Workers’ Herald, which claimed that the newspaper ‘exposes the “good boys” of imperialistic 
hypocrisy’, the NNNC’s motto was that ‘Patience and Perseverance Overcome Mountains’.105 
 
By the late 1920s, Nyasas’ patience and perseverance were coming under increasing pressure, 
with tensions coming to a head during a huge riot in Western Native Township on Christmas 
Day 1927.106 The Transvaal African Congress (TAC) alleged that Nyasas had ‘secretly plotted’ 
the ‘attack upon the residents with dangerous weapons with the result that heavy casualties 
were sustained amounting to between 50 and 100’.107 Demanding their mass deportation, the 
Congress asserted ‘their continuous stay in the Union will only perpetuate the recurrence of 
faction fights and bloodshed’.108 The ICU alleged this motion was pushed through the TAC by 
Eddie J Khaile (a communist AME preacher and the ANC’s General Secretary, who had left 
the ICU in 1926).109 But the response of the government – in line with the ‘general feeling’ 
that Nyasas were ‘taking bread out of the mouths of the people who pay heavy taxes’ – was 
that all Central Africans should be deported.110  
 
The ANC’s head of commerce and industry, and a bitter rival of Kadalie, Selby Msimang used 
the riot to attack Nyasas – with whom South Africans had ‘nothing in common’ – for ‘depriving 
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our womenfolk of employment’.111 The black journalist Bennet Ncwana, in reference to 
Kadalie’s alignment with the Amsterdam-based International Federation of Trade Unions, in 
turn, argued that ‘there was no need for the Natives to import leaders from elsewhere who were 
now selling them to Amsterdam Bolsheviks.’112  As ‘a student of international politics’, 
Ncwana ‘never did believe the International policy of Clements Kadalie’ and asserted it was 
‘high time Clements Kadalie directed his attention to his oppressed people in Central Africa’.113 
The Workers’ Herald responded that Ncwana was ‘so blind and thoughtless that he cannot see 
that it is not only the Union of South Africa that must unite in a brotherhood spirit, but the 
whole of the African Continent.’114 
 
The Nyasa-led ICU and UNIA in Johannesburg disintegrated at the end of the 1920s at least in 
part because of this rising anti-foreigner sentiment. The NNNC, however, expanded to become 
the Nyasaland, Rhodesia and East Africa Native Congress (NREANC), chaired by Rev JG 
Phillips.115 Threatened with deportation from his established home in Johannesburg, Phillips 
was caught between his contradictory espousal of a cosmopolitan Zionist Christianity and his 
acceptance of higher authority. Leading with pro-business, ‘quietist’ arguments, the NREANC 
assured officials that ‘we natives from our territories are not given to change. We stick to our 
jobs, and aim to become efficient in the same’ and contended they were ‘to be expelled, 
repatriated, because we are industrious, and serve our master well’.116 Fearing the damage that 
repatriation would inflict on numerous Christian marriages, Phillips in particular worried that 
‘the moral and religious life of the native [was] of no account to the Native Affairs 
Department’.117 John William Longwe, in turn, questioned ‘Does not this country need more, 
and still more natives? Are not the Gold Mines, the Coal Mines, and the Agricultural Districts 
calling out for more Black Labour?’118 Complaining that the designation of Central Africans 
as ‘Prohibited Immigrants’ was ‘a later development, which threatens to break our homes, to 
divide families, and to bring moral, Social, and Religious blight upon thousands of inoffensive, 
God-fearing Native people’, the NREANC executive asserted that were 
 

the Government to submit this question to a Committee of Business Men, of large Employers of 
labour, to Leaders of big Industries, we have no doubt that this ‘Edict’ for our Repatriation would 
be met by a very decided negative.119 
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Anti-immigrant resentment remained, but the NREANC appear to have successfully contested 
deportation. No mass expulsion of Central Africans was ever instigated. 
 
JG Phillips passed away in May 1934, leaving behind a successful church led by the 
Mozambican Matthew Koza. Meanwhile Ankhoma remained at the forefront of black 
Johannesburg society well into the 1940s. He regularly appeared in the ‘Who’s Who in the 
News this Week’ column of Bantu World, acting as the paper’s agent in Eastern Native 
Township, and continued his work for the United AFC and NNNC.120 The Nyasa Congress 
continued to defend the rights of Nyasa immigrants in Johannesburg into the mid-1940s. 
Kadalie, in comparison, was banned from addressing meetings on the Rand, and lived out the 
rest of his days in relative exile in East London. Kampara drifted into complete ignominy. 
Zionists and Pentecostals, with their reluctance to openly defy political authorities, seem to 
have fared better in the long-term than more radical Nyasa Ethiopianists. Anti-immigrant 
nationalists, in turn, remained prominent within black South African politics – with Selby 
Msimang going on to become the secretary of the All-African Convention. 
 
Not all agreed with this turn of events. From East London, Kadalie’s ICU continued to 
champion African internationalism into the 1940s. Praising Hastings Banda (Malawi’s future 
life-president) for hosting ‘African students from East Africa, including Nyasaland, Rhodesia 
and the Union of South Africa’ at his home in Britain, they hoped ‘the Vigilance Association 
the architect of tribalism at East London will take note of the work of Dr Hastings Banda, a 
Nyasaland African: Down with all leaders who back division by means of tribalism.’121 Bantu 
World reader WK Mkasibe, in 1940, similarly regretted that ‘Africans from beyond the border 
of the Union of South Africa’, would ‘not attend our mass-meetings’, and stood ‘to lose more 
by their non-committal attitude than by active participation.’ Looking back on former days, he 
‘would quote them Mr C Kadalie as an example of what is expected of them.’122 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
The influence of black Americans on South Africa’s post-World War I radical internationalist 
politics has been commented on by numerous historians. Campbell amongst others has noted 
perceptively: 
 

the ICU, like the AME Church before it, broadcast an extraordinary eclectic message, blending 
racial chauvinism and assertions of Christian brotherhood, calls for separation and demands for 
equal rights, invocations of ‘progress’ with appeals to the ancestral land, all frequently underscored 
by the authority of African American experience.123 
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Connections between Central Africa and South Africa, however, have received far less 
attention. In general, we still know little about the ‘crisis-borne appearance between World 
War I and World War II’ of colonial internationalism, and in privileging past experiences over 
past expectations, studies have disproportionately focused on movements and connections 
immediately recognisable in the present.124 The politics of Nyasa leaders in 1920s 
Johannesburg affirm historian Manu Goswami’s assertion that interwar internationalism was 
‘neither reducible nor opposed to nationalism’. But they also challenge Goswami’s links 
between colonial internationalism and anti-imperialism. As noted by Neame, even Kadalie had 
an ambiguous relationship with empire – working through British imperial networks and in 
line with the largely pro-imperial British labour movement in his pursuit of a New Africa.125  
 
Nyasas abroad were often collaborators with Britain’s imperial project, and constituted an 
indigenous ‘labour aristocracy’ throughout Southern and Central Africa.126 Working as clerks 
and policemen in mining and government offices (at the same time as becoming pioneering 
mainline, Pentecostal and Zionist missionaries), they became crucial intermediaries for 
colonial rule.127 Hundreds of thousands fought for, and died, in the King’s African Rifles 
during WWI – something that gave the Malawian diaspora a lasting sense of pride and status - 
and Nyasa nationalists in South Africa during the 1920s typified these pro-imperial attitudes. 
Many white missionaries were distinctly internationalist in their vision of an ‘unbounded’ 
Kingdom of God, at the same time as promoting a ‘civilising colonialism’.128 Under-researched 
black missionaries like Ankhoma and Phillips collaborated with these intertwined visions of 
internationalism, imperialism and Britishness. But they also pioneered nationalisms and 
dissenting Christianities that point to the economic and educational limits of white missionary’s 
imperial projects - as well as our current understandings of African nationalism and empire 
more broadly. JG Phillips was attracted by the ‘proud boast that Johannesburg has more brains 
to the square inch that any other city on the face of the earth’, and the belief that ‘Johannesburg 
as a missionary centre’ held ‘a position quite unique in South Africa’. His Nyasa and broader 
Central African nationalism became a way of maintaining a Zionist life - both within the city 
and a broader ‘cosmopolitan’ empire.129 Even more explicitly, Ankhoma preached that ‘the 
Apostolic Faith Church stood for loyalty to the Throne and Empire!’ With the ‘restoration’ of 
Israel to the British empire, many in the AFC believed, ‘in this day, Christ is appearing as the 
Word of God in His Kingdom. He is being revealed in the appointed way’.130 Nyasa nationalists 
in Johannesburg were not radicals, and were not pushing for an independent Nyasa state. 
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Instead, they embraced the boundaries of colonial states, as a means of participating in a global, 
imperial city, defending their rights and following their religious beliefs. 
 
The Christian beliefs and internationalist outlooks of other Nyasas, however, meant they were 
staunch critics of colonial governance and organised internationally – as black nationalists and 
workers, not as Nyasas. In voicing widespread grievances, they gained considerable 
prominence as millennial liberators and missionaries. In 1927, Umteteli wa Bantu complained 
that South African-born leaders were being ‘usurped by men from Central Africa, the West 
Indies and America whose only claim to South African Natives sympathy and support is their 
colour’.131 Attempting to create a ‘New Jerusalem’ on earth, Kadalie saw ‘quietist’ prayer as 
highly dangerous, and demanded practical action from his followers. Building on the strong 
pan-African sentiments already established by the likes of the AME church, he organised an 
African working class which was ready ‘to fall wholeheartedly with any movement that will 
mobilise the workers of the world to fight world capitalism.’132 Working through imperial 
circuits, but against capitalist domination, Kadalie implored: ‘Let the British Labour Movement 
lead the way in not only preaching but in practising the glorious doctrine of the Fatherhood of 
God, the Brotherhood of Man.’133 With Nyasa migrants leading trade unions and strikes 
throughout Southern Africa, Kadalie was not alone in his agitation.134 Echoing John 
Chilembwe’s 1915 call to ‘strike a blow and die’, the Lawrence brothers believed that Kadalie 
was joined by ‘nearly [one] thousand…Nyasalanders [who] are busy abroad training for the 
“NEGROES SECOND BLOW”.’135 
 
Divided in their visions of the past and future, Nyasa Christian leaders confronted social crises 
in the wake of WWI with markedly different millennial searches for salvation. In the urban 
theatre of 1920s Johannesburg, they all crafted new geographies, histories and imagined 
communities to position themselves as easily observable offshoots, organically linked to 
broader Southern African society and ‘new’ expansive internationalist cartographies.136 But, 
like the broader Nyasa diaspora, different Christian beliefs meant these leaders represented two 
polar extremes of African politics. Kadalie, in particular, awoke a spirit of transnational 
Christian-informed socialist militancy within black Southern African society - and excited 
disproportionate fear amongst more conservative Christians, both black and white. Rolfes 
Dhlomo in 1927 criticized ‘Kadaliitis’ in Ilanga lase Natal, writing, ‘People are ICU mad - 
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surely. They see the ICU in everything’.137 As the social boundaries and divisions of black 
Johannesburg underwent considerable change, however, reworked and reshaped to political 
and ideological ends by a whole range of actors, Phillips and Ankhoma’s blend of 
internationalism and millennialism, more closely aligned with the state boundaries, proved far 
more durable - though largely incongruent with the later Malawian nationalism of Hastings 
Banda. The subsequent trajectories of South African and Malawian nationalism, and British 
imperialism, diverged considerably from the African internationalism of all four Johannesburg-
based Nyasa leaders. But looking forward in the 1920s it was, perhaps, not unreasonable to 
hope for, and expect, a very different future.  
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Appendix C: ‘‘Enemy of the African Workers’: General Agent SM Bennet 
Ncwana’ (published in The Journalist,  93 (2017)) 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Many South Africans actively undermined ‘the struggle’, not least of all because it could be 
lucrative business. One notable ‘progressive’ sell-out in the 1920s was the propagandist 
Samuel Michael ‘SM’ Bennet Ncwana, who wrote for a prolific number of South African 
newspapers.1 He also promoted an unprecedented number of political causes, moving from 
Marcus Garvey’s Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA) and South Africa’s first 
major black trade union, the Industrial and Commercial Workers’ Union (ICU), to work for 
the African National Congress (ANC), the Cape Native Voters’ Association, the Ex-
Serviceman’s League and the African Progressive Party, amongst others.2 Ncwana faced 
vehement criticism from his rivals for his political volatility. As a mercenary ‘general agent’, 
however, he consistently, across the 1920s and early 1930s, supported one cause: Jan Smut's 
South African Party (SAP) - a pro-British parliamentary coalition which, similar to Ncwana, 
struggled to define itself in the wake of repeated political defeats. During a period when the 
‘native question’ dominated South African politics, the SAP were ridiculed as “the only 
political party in this House who, as a party, dare not say anything about the native question.”3 
Trying to represent a “country in which the greatest problem is the native problem”, while the 
SAP’s “Cape men have to cringe to the native”, and “the Natal men have to slander him”.4 
Having acted as an election agent in the SAP’s failed 1924 campaign, Ncwana continued to 
support the SAP’s agenda during the ‘Flag Bill’ controversy of 1926, and colluded closely with 
the rabidly “anti-Semitic, anti-Dutch, anti-Labour” and “anti-black” SAP member of 
parliament JS Marwick in the late 1920s.5  
 

 
1 At the very least Ncwana wrote articles for Abantu-Batho, The African Voice, The Black Man, The Diamond 
Field Advertiser, Ilanga lase Natal, Imvo Zabantsundu, Izindaba Zabantu, Izwe Lama Afrika, The Natal 
Advertiser, South African Outlook, Udibi lwase Afrik, UmAfrika Omtsha and Umteteli wa Bantu. His main rival 
as a relentless political commentator in the black press over the course of the 1920s was Henry Daniel 
Tyamzashe, the sub-editor of the ICU’s Workers’ Herald between 1925 and 1929. For Ncwana’s links to 
Abantu-Batho see P. Limb, The People’s Paper: A Centenary History & Anthology of Abantu-Batho 
(Johannesburg, 2012); his writing in South African Outlook see L. Switzer & D. Switzer, The Black Press in 
South African and Lesotho (Boston, 1979); and his role as editor of UmAfrika Omtsha see B. Kinkead-Weakes, 
Africans in Cape Town: State Policy and Popular Resistance, 1936-1973, (PhD, Uni. of Cape Town, 1992). 
Other connections are discussed below. 
2 Cleopas Mabaso alleged that Ncwana was also involved in the Bantu Union, the African Bond, the African 
Political Organisation, the Native Ministers’ Interdenominational Assocation, Zulu Sebenzela Ekaya, Izibuko 
Lama Koloni and Iziko Lenyembezi. C.S. Mabaso, ‘Impendulo ku Mr S.M. Bennet Ncwana’, Imvo 
Zabantsundu, 12/08/1927. For Ncwana’s African Progressive Party connections see ‘African Progressive Party’, 
Umteteli wa Bantu, 01/05/1937; ‘Reviewing the Political Situation in Cape Town’, Umteteli wa Bantu, 
15/05/1937; ‘African Progressive Party’, Umteteli wa Bantu, 23/07/1938. 
3 Arthur Barlow on 02/05/1927, in Debates of the House of Assembly: Fourth Session, Fifth Parliament, 28th 
January to 29th June, 1927: Volume 9, (Cape Town, 1927). 
4 Arthur Barlow on 02/05/1927, in Debates of the House of Assembly: Fourth Session, Fifth Parliament, 28th 
January to 29th June, 1927: Volume 9, (Cape Town, 1927). 
5 Arthur Barlow on 02/05/1927, in Debates of the House of Assembly. 
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In the course of my research into the life and times of Clements Kadalie, a leader of the ICU, 
Ncwana has repeatedly re-appeared as a figure who tussled extensively with the famous 
Malawian. As far as Kadalie was concerned, Ncwana was in the employment of “bosses who 
desire to destroy the ICU.”6 Bennet Ncwana, however, has largely confounded most historians’ 
understandings - enjoying labels such as ‘mercurial’, ‘strange’, ‘devious’ and ‘notorious’ - not 
least of all because he frustrated the relatively stable political imagings of nationalists, liberals, 
socialists and conservatives alike.7 Police described him as “a most plausible character” who 
“lives by his wits.”8 Having worked as an anti-immigrant and anti-‘Bolshevist’ SAP attack-
dog for much of the interwar period, Ncwana certainly has a notably ignoble political legacy. 
Yet, he is also far from the only black South African leader to become embroiled in the murky 
mix of money and power that constituted minority white parliamentary politics before 1994. 
In his role as a ‘sell-out’, journalist and political hack, Ncwana helps us explore the 
uncomfortable and contradictory political milieu of the interwar period, when many black 
South Africans endorsed segregation and hoped that key organisations like the ANC and ICU 
would fail. A few, like Ncwana himself, would also go on to promote the cause of apartheid in 
the late 1940s. Divisive, but as much a part of political debate as his more ‘exemplary’ 
contemporaries, many of Ncwana’s more caustic, SAP-backed arguments continue to reappear 
in South African politics today. 
 
Ncwana’s early rise to prominence 
 
Born in 1890, and having lost his father in the South African War, Bennet Ncwana first came 
to the attention of the authorities when he petitioned the queen of England to fund his education 
in 1913 in order to become a lawyer.9 Working as a Rand mine policeman, he had little money 
to support his mother and siblings, but already closely identified himself with British 
imperialism and participated in the Bantu Debating Union.10 On the outbreak of WWI, he 
raised “War Funds, touring the Eastern Transvaal including Delgoa Bay and Durban”,  and in 
1916 went on to sign up for the South African Native Labour Contingent. Having acted as an 
“efficient” interpreter and taught fellow Africans in night classes in Europe, upon discharge 
his conduct was noted as “very good”.11 After his return to Cape Town, he approached the 
Native Affairs Department, this time with a book proposal and again petitioned the English 
queen. He did “not claim any compensation from the state”, but appealed to her “spontaneous 

 
6 University of Cape Town Special Collection (UCT), BC 347 (Ballinger Papers) A5.II, C. Kadalie, ‘Manifesto’. 
7 J.T. Campbell, Songs of Zion: The African Methodist Epsicopal Church in the United States and South Africa, 
(Oxford, 1995), p. 301; L. van der Walt, Anarchism and Syndicalism in South Africa, 1904-1921: Rethinking 
the History of Labour and the Left, (PhD, Uni. of Witwatersrand, 2007), p.488; A. Grundlingh, ‘Mutating 
Memories and the Making of a Myth: Remembering the SS Mendi Disaster, 1917-2017’, South African 
Historical Journal, 63:1 (2011), p.21. 
8 South African National Archives, Pretoria (SANA), NTS 7599 2/328 SMB Ncwana: The National Helping 
Hand Society (1931-1944), ‘Re Native Agitator: SM Bennet Ncwana’, 09/08/1926. 
9 SANA GG 1140 25/153 SMB Ncwana requests permission to address Her Majesty the Queen (1913); GG 
1141 25/167 SMB Ncwana’s petition to Her Majesty Queen Alexandra on His Subject (1913). 
10 This article draws at length on Ncwana’s 1927 serialised attack on Kadalie. S.M.B. Ncwana, ‘Kadalie’s 
‘Political Renegade’: Or How I Left the ICU’, Izindaba Zabantu, 17/06/1927 to 02/09/1927; P. Limb, ‘An 
African Newspaper in Central Johannesburg’, in Limb, The People’s Paper. 
11 SANA NTS 7599 2/328 SMB Ncwana, ‘Re Native Agitator: SM Bennet Ncwana’, 09/08/1926. 
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sense of sympathy”. Clearly affected by his wartime experiences and the drowning of many 
black soldiers in the 1917 Mendi disaster, in November 1920 he founded the Mendi Memorial 
Club (becoming president) alongside its secretary-general (future IWA organiser and fellow 
ex-sergeant) Impey Ben Nyombolo.12 For the rest of his political life Ncwana remained heavily 
involved in the Cape Town-based committee, and closely aligned with Nyombolo.13 
 
On his return to Johannesburg in 1918, Ncwana established an “agency business”, and resumed 
his early acquaintances with the elite of black society.14 Working in the same court chambers 
as the black advocates Pixley P Ka Seme and RW Msimang, he returned to Johannesburg’s 
exclusive African Club and soon found himself embroiled in controversy. During the 
commission of inquiry into the 1918 ‘Rand disturbances’, the general secretary of the South 
African Native National Congress (SANNC), Native Affairs Department clerk-interpreter and 
fellow member of the African Club, Isiah Bud M'belle, asserted that he was opposed to 
workers’ demand for a one shilling increase in wages. Damning M’Belle’s statement, the other 
members of the African Club resolved to rescind his membership, and the young opportunistic 
Ncwana put himself forward as the man to notify the SANNC general secretary. Bud M’belle, 
in response, “threatened to blow [Ncwana] to smeethereens”.15 
 
At the same time, however, a more dubious side to Ncwana’s “agency business” was already 
emerging. On 9th May 1919, he was charged in Johannesburg with “Conversion and sentenced 
to 2 months imprisonment”, for “conducting an Agency for the sale of Native products” which 
“defrauded several natives”.16 It is not clear whether any of these charges had connection to 
Bud M’Belle’s machinations. Having ‘absconded’ to Cape Town, Ncwana was forcefully 
returned to the Rand and imprisoned for 11 months. At the same time, he was also implicated 
in the theft of a bar of gold from the National Bank by his room-mate in Cape Town – a man 
called ‘Oliphant’ - in February 1919, though Ncwana was never charged.17  
 
On his release, Ncwana returned to Cape Town to study at Zonnebloem College, and quickly 
became close friends with a young man from colonial Nyasaland (modern day Malawi) called 
Clements Kadalie. Swept up in the transatlantic enthusiasm and race-pride of Garveyism, 
Ncwana joined the UNIA and, together with Kadalie, started the Marcus Garvey-inspired Black 
Man Company with a publishing outfit, The Black Man newspaper. Through this paper, “the 
first radical Native newspaper in South Africa”, Ncwana penned some of the country’s first, 

 
12 ‘Mendi Memorial Club’, Umteteli wa Bantu, 20/11/1920. 
13 Grundlingh, ‘Mutating Memories’; SANA NTS 9111 36/363 South African Native Labour Corps: Mendi 
Memorial (1917-1945); NTS 9112 36/363 South African Native Labour Corps: Mendi Memorial (1951-1963); 
GG 1549 50/771 Mendi Memorial Club: Formation of: Appeal for subscriptions (1919); GG 2238 1/220 Prince 
Arthur: Mendi Memorial Club, Cape Town (1921). For Ncwana’s views on WWI, see also S.M.B. Ncwana, 
‘Salam British Democracy’, Imvo Zabantsundu, 04/08/1925; and S.M.B. Ncwana, Souvenir of the SS Mendi, 
(Cape Town, c.1940s) found in NTS 7246 200/326 African Ex-Servicemen’s League (1940). 
14 The following is from Ncwana, ‘Kadalie’s ‘Political Renegade’’. 
15 Ncwana, ‘Kadalie’s ‘Political Renegade’’. 
16SANA NTS 7599 2/328 SMB Ncwana, ‘Re Native Agitator: SM Bennet Ncwana’, 09/08/1926. 
17 SANA NTS 7599 2/328 SMB Ncwana, ‘Re Native Agitator: SM Bennet Ncwana’, 09/08/1926. Their “room 
was searched, but nothing incriminating found”. 
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and most evocative, Garveyite tracts.18 In these heady early days, Kadalie had enthusiastically 
written to Ncwana that his “essential object is to be a great African Marcus Garvey”, and into 
1922 Ncwana continued to have meetings “nearly every day” with Professor James Thaele, 
who “captivated my interests immensely with his enthusiasm on what he usually described as 
the Garvey Socratic Philosophy”.19  
 
Ncwana also became heavily involved in a new expanding black trade union, the Industrial and 
Commercial Workers Union, or ICU (which Clements Kadalie was the general secretary of). 
Ncwana soon found himself sitting on its executive committee as the “Chairman of 
Propaganda” and promoting the cause of black workers (and the South African Party) through 
The Black Man. As a foretaste of Ncwana’s later alliances, on the eve of the 1921 general 
election, the paper declared: “Down to earth with the Nationalists! Up to the tropical sky with 
the South African Party!”20 When Bud M’Belle heard that he was prominently involved in the 
ICU, however, the “arch-enemy” of Ncwana “at once took a special train journey to Cape Town 
on his important mission of having [Ncwana] abdicated”.21 Telling the ICU’s officials that 
Ncwana “was a very dangerous character”, M’Belle insisted that “there was only one thing left 
for them to do namely to get [Ncwana] fired from the organisation”, terminating what had been 
a succesful partnership.22 It is probable that Ncwana had not told his comrades of his previous 
convictions, which M’Belle as a clerk of the Native Affairs Department was more than aware 
of.  
 
 
After the ICU 
 
Kicked out of the ICU, Ncwana gravitated towards a rival black trade union, the Industrial and 
Commercial (Amalgamated) Workers’ Union (or ICWU) - a federation led by Henry Selby 
Msimang and Impey Ben Nyombolo which had emerged out of a ‘disastrous’ ANC-backed 
National Labour conference in mid-1920.23 The Black Man became the official organ of the 
ICWU, and “on one or two occasions the local Communist Party used the columns of this 
journal for propaganda work.”24 In 1922, the ICWU was “a recognised body by the Chiefs” 
and was seen by the Cape Province Native National Congress as “the only body of workers in 
this country, for its President [Msimang] is the minister of Mines and Industries to the 

 
18 Ncwana, ‘Kadalie’s ‘Political Renegade’’; for a good discussion of Ncwana’s transatlantic race politics in The 
Black Man see V. Collis-Buthelezi, Anxious Records: Race, Imperial Belonging, and the Black Literary 
Imagination, 1900-1946, (PhD, Uni. of Columbia, 2013). 
19 Killie Campbell Archive (KCA), Marwick Papers (MP), File 74, C. Kadalie to S.M.B. Ncwana, 20/05/1920. 
20 ‘The General Election’, The Black Man, December 1920. 
21 Ncwana, ‘Kadalie’s ‘Political Renegade’’. 
22 Ncwana, ‘Kadalie’s ‘Political Renegade’’. 
23 Ncwana also undercut the ICU in Nambia, forming a rival South West African National Congress (SWANC) 
in 1922. Ncwana, ‘Kadalie’s ‘Political Renegade’’; L. van der Walt, ‘The Industrial and Commercial Workers 
Union in South West Africa: Syndicalism, Garveyism and Resistance in South African- ruled Namibia, 1920-
1925’, paper presented at the European Social Science History Conference, Valencia, Spain, March-April 2016, 
p.21. 
24 SANA NTS 7599 2/328 SMB Ncwana, ‘Re Native Agitator: SM Bennet Ncwana’, 09/08/1926. 
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Congress.”25 In comparison, the Congress believed that “there is no likelihood of that the ICU 
will spread to the country”, because officials were “not conversant with the country nor could 
they speak any of the existing Native languages” and “would receive the strongest opposition 
from us for endeavouring to divide the workers”.26 In the press, it was “openly reported that 
the ICWU would flourish.”27 In reality, the ICU – led by a men from colonial Nyasaland, West 
Africa and the Caribbean - expanded rapidly after 1922, while the ICWU of Msimang, 
Nyombolo and Ncwana proved to be a failure and faced ridicule as “a non-existing 
Organisation”.28 
 
Already in January 1922, Ncwana was exploring other avenues of employment, and together 
with Professor James Thaele and Nyombolo, formed the African Land Settlement Association. 
By March they had about 120 members. Based at 107 Loop Street, Ncwana was named as 
president, Thaele as general secretary and Nyombolo as organiser. Police noted that Ncwana’s 
Black Man had “not been published since December 1921, as Ncwana has been busy forming 
the above Association and has not had the time to attend to the paper.”29 After failing to get a 
passport to promote the Land Scheme around Britain in March 1922, Ncwana soon “severed 
his association with the ‘African Land Settlement Association’, and handed all the 
correspondence to Professor Thaele; membership consisted of about 140 Natives.”30 Police 
still believed in April 1922 that Ncwana was a “strong supporter of Garvey”, but  - like his 
former Nyasa business partner, Kadalie - Ncwana appears to have abandoned the cause of 
Garveyism before or around the arrest of Marcus Garvey in 1923 on charges of fraud. 
 
With publication of The Black Man having ceased, Ncwana started to work at another pro-
ICWU paper, The African Voice, run by the general secretary of the trade union and fellow 
Mendi-activist IB Nyombolo. There he wrote a number of articles “violently” attacking 
Kadalie.31 Following a general anti-Kadalie editorial line, the ICU asserted in October 1923 
“that a fat cheque was handed to IB Nyombolo that induced him to write in his last issue all 
such piffles and lies.”32 With few members and less money, Ncwana appears to have reduced 
his commitment to the Msimang-led ICWU in 1923 (though he claimed in 1925 to have been 
instated as general secretary).33 Instead, he moved on to become secretary of the Cape Native 

 
25 E.B. Mkumatela, ‘ICU or ICWU’, Umteteli wa Bantu, 24/06/1922.  
26 Of all South Africa’s languages, both Kadalie and ICU president James Gulam Gumbs (from St Vincent in 
the Carribean) could only speak English. 
27 Kadalie, ‘Manifesto’. 
28’ICU Manifesto’, Ilanga lase Natal, 12/10/1923; see also ‘ICU Challenged: ‘Who are the Bolshevists?’’, The 
Workers’ Herald, 22/10/1923. 
29 SANA NTS 7599 2/328 SMB Ncwana, ‘Re Native Agitator: SM Bennet Ncwana’, 09/08/1926. 
30 SANA NTS 7599 2/328 SMB Ncwana, ‘Re Native Agitator: SM Bennet Ncwana’, 09/08/1926. 
31 Kadalie, My Life, pp.55-56. 
32 ‘ICU Challenged: ‘Who are the Bolshevists?’’, The Workers’ Herald, 22/10/1923. 
33 ‘ICWU Activities’, Imzo Zabantsundu, 08/12/1925; ‘ICWU Head Quarters’, Imzo Zabantsundu, 15/12/1925. 
Msimang was certainly still president in 1923, see H.S. Msimang, ‘Conference of the ICWU’, Umteli wa Bantu, 
07/04/1923. From 1922, Henry Selby Msimang was also a ‘general agent’, like Ncwana, working with RV 
Selope Thema in Johannesburg, Umteteli wa Bantu, 27/01/1923. For an overview of Msimang’s life (which 
repeats Msimang’s untrue claim he resigned from the ICU in 1921, and doesn’t cover his involvement in the 
ICWU) see S.M. Mkhize, Class Consciousness, Non-racialism and Political Pragmatism: A Political 
Biography of Henry Selby Msimang, 1886-1982, (PhD, Uni. of Witwatersrand, 2015).  
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Voter's Association (CNVA) - an organisation that was subsequently attacked by ICWU 
president Msimang for its uncritical adherence to the SAP.34 It is through this role that we have 
the first definite evidence of his connections with the SAP machine. 
 
As “the organiser of the native voters in the Cape Province for the South African Party” during 
the 1924 general election campaign, Ncwana was employed to tour throughout the Cape 
speaking on behalf of SAP candidates.35 Already in August 1923, Ncwana was organising a 
branch of the CNVA in De Aar, telling audiences that it “seemed to him that the programme 
of the South African Party provides a large scope for Native development.”36 In Herschel he 
told meetings during September 1923 that 14 had been removed from the voters’ role “through 
the activities of the Nationalist Party.”37 During October and November 1923 he went on to 
address meetings in Kimberley, Molteno, Queenstown, King William’s Town, East London 
and Port Elizabeth, amongst others.38 The campaign-proper started in with the dissolution of 
parliament in April 1924, after the SAP lost a crucial by-election. And just as SAP hopeful 
Major Ballantine employed anti-immigrant rhetoric to assure black audiences the SAP “were 
all opposed to labour from outside”, Ncwana caused controversy when he wrote that “the 
natives are not at all satisfied with Indians in South Africa”.39 Complaining that ‘the Indian’ 
was “coming into South Africa to satisfy his own selfish desire and fly[ing] back to India with 
all the fortunes he has made”, Ncwana asserted that black South Africans “would shed no tear 
if the Asiatics were to be cleared out of the country tomorrow.” Together with Sam Masabala, 
Kadalie and Ncwana came back together to  organise the first All African Convention in order 
to discuss how the Cape’s black electorate should vote.40 But on the opposite side of the two-
party political divide, Kadalie and the ICU, in turn, slip-streamed off the pro-Afrikaner, pro-
segregationist but also anti-imperial campaign of Hertzog's National Party (NP), with travel 
expenses and extensive print-runs of the ICU's newspaper paid for by the NP. The ICU’s first 
branch in Johannesburg was established in the midst of the campaign.41 
 
Marginalised from both the ICU and ICWU after the election, Ncwana nevertheless hovered 
around the fringe of the black trade union movement, at the same time as upholding the cause 
of the black Cape voter. From 1924, he wrote regular pieces – often commenting on labour 
issues - for Imvo Zabanstundu, and ran the CNVA out of the ‘Imvo Buildings’ in King Williams 
Town.42 The famous Eastern Cape paper was edited by the ICU's moderate vice-president Alex 

 
34 Wickins, Industrial and Commercial Workers’ Union [1973], p.228. Some historians, notably Wickins, note 
that Ncwana and Nyombolo slipped into insignificance after this – this is wrong. 
35 ‘Major Ballantine’s Reply’, Imvo Zabantsundu, 10/06/1924; D.S.L. [D.S. Letanka], ‘(A Letter to the Editor): 
Indians Our Brothers’, Imvo Zabantsundu, 17/06/1924. 
36 ‘Cape Native Voters’ Association’, Umteteli wa Bantu, 04/08/1923; ‘Cape Native Voters’ Association’, 
Umteteli wa Bantu, 11/08/1923; G. Mafunda, ‘CNVA’, Umteteli wa Bantu, 03/11/1924; ‘Cape Native Voters’ 
Association’, 11/08/1923 
37 ‘Herschel Chiefs and Voters’, Umteteli wa Bantu, 01/09/1923. 
38 ‘Cape Native Voters’ Association’, Umteteli wa Bantu, 06/10/1923. 
39 ‘Major Ballantine’s Reply’, Imvo Zabantsundu, 10/06/1924; D.S.L. [D.S. Letanka], ‘(A Letter to the Editor): 
Indians Our Brothers’, Imvo Zabantsundu, 17/06/1924. 
40 Ncwana, ‘Kadalie’s ‘Political Renegade’’. 
41 Umteteli wa Bantu, 07/06/1924. 
42 Letter from the President of the CNVC, Imvo Zabantsundu, 22/12/1925; SANA NTS 7599 2/328 SMB 
Ncwana, ‘Re Native Agitator: SM Bennet Ncwana’, 09/08/1926. 
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‘Mac’ Jabavu, and the two appear to have struck up a lasting friendship as fellow ‘moderate 
progressives’, co-operating in a number of organisations (most notably the Cape Native Voters’ 
Convention) into the 1930s. In Imvo, Ncwana produced an eclectic mix of articles, refusing to 
conform to the more ideologically coherent frameworks of socialism or Garveyism - projecting 
instead his own idea of South African nationalism. Lamenting the decline of ‘British’ 
democracy in South Africa, dismissing the Russian revolution, and calling for the instalment 
of only black mine recruiting agents, in April 1926 he told readers: “When I was young I 
believed in the brotherhood of man, but the experience of the world has shaken this belief, and 
today, though I still see the beauty of the ideal, I hold it to be utterly impracticable. I believe, 
as I never did before, that the salvation of the black race, the world over, lies in passive 
resistance”.43 
 
 
Scheming in Natal 
 
Ncwana’s enthusiasm for passive resistance does not seem to have lasted long, and by early 
1927, Ncwana was working as a ‘General Commission Agent’ in Durban. He nevertheless felt 
confident enough with his burgeoning portfolio to flex his political muscles and attempt to re-
accommodate himself within the rapidly expanding ICU - no doubt with the aim of landing a 
potentially lucrative secretarial position. Having come to “Natal and denounced the ICU as a 
communist organisation” in The Natal Advertiser on 18th April 1927, the ICU’s newspaper 
reported that only “a few days after making this gross misstatement, the very same Ncwana 
wrote to [Kadalie] asking, in a disguised manner, FOR A JOB!”44 Kadalie was having none of 
it, and his right-hand-man Henry Daniel Tyamzashe smugly observed that at the ICU’s annual 
conference the same month, “delegates were obviously disgusted with Ncwana, and one or two 
pointed remarks were made”.45 This however proved to be hubris on the part of the ICU 
officials. 
 
With their party connections, Ncwana and Nyombolo had already started touring South Africa 
under the guise of the ‘Natives’ General Vigilance Executive’ in November 1926, arguing the 
SAP’s case for keeping the British Union Jack and combatting ‘Bolshevism’ amongst black 
South Africans. Critics dismissed the ‘executive’ simply as “an anti-Kadalie movement”, an 
assertion was supported by the fact that Ncwana was also rattling off a number of often 
damning, explicitly anti-Kadalie articles in The Friend, The Natal Advertiser, the Chamber of 
Mines-owned Umteteli wa Bantu and  the vehemently anti-ICU Catholic mission-run 

 
43 S.M.B. Ncwana, ’Boycotting Native Labour’, Imvo Zabantsundu, 10/03/1925 and 17/03/1925; S.M.B. 
Ncwana, ‘Recruiting of Native Labour’, Imvo Zabantsundu, 28/04/1925; S.M.B. Ncwana, ‘Homicidal Public 
Opinion’, Imvo Zabantsundu, 12/05/1925; S.M.B. Ncwana, ’Open Letter: To HRH The Prince of Wales’, Imvo 
Zabantsundu, 19/05/1925; S.M.B. Ncwana, ‘Correspondence’, Imvo Zabantsundu, 30/06/1925; S.M.B. Ncwana, 
’Salam British Democracy’, Imvo Zabantsundu, 04/08/1925; S.M.B. Ncwana, ‘Rand Native Mine Labour’, 
Imvo Zabantsundu, 22/09/1925; S.M.B. Ncwana, ‘Open Letter to Race Leaders’, Imvo Zabantsundu, 
17/11/1925; S.M.B. Ncwana, ‘Black Labour and Wages’, Imvo Zabantsundu, 15/12/1925; S.M.B. Ncwana, 
‘Native Passive Resistance’, Imvo Zabantsundu, 06/04/1926. 
44 ‘Matter of Urgency’, The Workers’ Herald, 17/05/1927. 
45 ‘Matter of Urgency’, The Workers’ Herald, 17/05/1927. 
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newspaper, Izindaba Zabantu.46 In mass meetings, Nyombolo publicly warned audiences in 
Durban that, “the first menace he had seen here was the activities of Bolshevists, and he could 
not understand how people like the Zulus could support movements which aimed at affiliating 
with the white Bolshevists of Amsterdam and undermining the authority of their own 
Paramount Chief, Solomon ka Dinzulu.” Ncwana, in turn, echoed the assertion that “Natal had 
capable leaders in Mr Gumede and the Rev John L Dube, and there was no need for the Natives 
to import leaders from elsewhere who were now selling them to Amsterdam Bolsheviks.”47 
Together with the ex-president of the ICWU, Henry Selby Msimang, Ncwana attacked 
Kadalie's manoeuvre to align with white labour movement, and the International Federation of 
Trade Unions (IFTU), which was more commonly known as the Amsterdam International. 
Both men drew on anti-immigrant and anti-internationalist sentiments that had already 
coloured their earlier ideas.48 
 
During April 1927, at the same time as he was being denounced at the ICU’s annual conference, 
Ncwana repeatedly met with Kadalie's arch-critic in parliament - a man closely connected with 
Natal’s sugar-owning white elite - John Sydney Marwick. Contemporary white commentators 
noted that Marwick was “not an attractive speaker as far as style goes”, though “his matter is 
far better than his manner”. In particular, the “quantity of information he accumulates on any 
case he takes up, is wonderful. The documents on his desk in the House over-flow in all 
directions, and flood the neighbouring seats with the letters, papers, cuttings and Blue books 
from which he draws up his formidable indictments. He is a British and Imperialist South 
African of a type indigenous to Natal”.49 More succinctly, Imvo believed that of “all members 
of the South African Party, the Natives have no greater enemy in Parliament than Mr JS 
Marwick”, and characterised him as a man who “urges people to fight the ICU tooth and nail”.50  
 
Having withdrawn a deportation order against Kadalie in 1920, with the view of shoring up 
their black vote ahead of the 1921 general election, by the mid 1920s the SAP were facing 
considerable criticism for creating the ‘Kadalie problem’. The legal implication of this 
withdrawal was that no deportation order could be placed against Kadalie again, unless he 
committed a criminal offence. Through one of Kadalie’s “so-called European friends”, 
Marwick acquired a 1921 letter from Hertzog to Kadalie, endorsing him as a ‘fellow 
Africander’, and through Marwick “the famous ‘Hertzog letter to Kadalie’ became publicly 

 
46 ‘Anti-Kadalie Movement’, The Workers’ Herald, 15/02/1927. 
47 ‘Fighting Bolshevism: The Moderate Party’, Umteteli wa Bantu, 20/11/1926 
48 For more on the anti-immigrant agendas of Msimang and Ncwana, see H. Mitchell, ‘‘We Have Nothing in 
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17/05/1927; Simons and Simons, Class and Colour, p.402, referencing The Friend, 07/04/1928 and 10/04/1928. 
49 L.E. Neame, Some South African Politicians, (Cape Town, n.d.) 
50‘Mr J.S. Marwick and Natives’, Imvo Zabantsundu, 24/06/1927. 
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known.”51 Used in conjunction with Ncwana’s 1920 letter from Kadalie (in which he stated 
that his “essential object is to be a great African Marcus Garvey”), these pieces of paper 
provided a means for splitting the Labour and National Party’s ‘Pact’ coalition government in 
two, and regaining anti-‘Bolshevist’ credibility in public. In a set-piece parliamentary speech 
on 2nd May 1927, Ncwana’s evidence crucially helped Marwick assert that Kadalie was a 
dangerous black disciple of Garvey – and, most importantly, a Garveyite who had personally 
corresponded with Hertzog. Dealing “very briefly with a good deal of misunderstanding that 
there is as to the real aims of the Industrial and Commercial Union [sic]”, Marwick spoke at 
length on Kadalie’s global links with the New Negro movement in Harlem and the Russian 
revolution, alleging that the UNIA provided “the model upon which Mr Kadalie has framed 
his conduct”.52 He went on to assert that after WWI, “the flame of the new ideas worked 
strongly on the minds of the negroes. The Irish rebellion, the Russian revolution, and 
Nationalist movement in India, the Islamic and Polish revival added to those fires. The same 
sort of propaganda is constantly used by Clements Kadalie to inflame his readers.” In short, 
the “example[s] of Russia and China communicated to the native mind means only one thing, 
the overthrowing of white authority in this country.”  
 
John L Dube and Ncwana’s friend, the Garveyite Professor James Thaele, similarly met 
Marwick and fed him with information to damage the ICU.53 John L Dube in particular was 
bitterly opposed to the ICU’s “international socialistic inclinations”, telling JS Marwick that 
“the doctrines so assiduously preached by Kadalie and his lieutenants in the ICU are directly 
contrary to the spirit and traditions of the Bantu race”.54 Thaele never publicly denounced the 
ICU, but stopped editing the ICU’s newspaper in 1925 and was severely criticised by Kadalie 
for his enduring, pro-segregation, Garvey-inspired speeches. Thaele told Marwick he had left 
the trade union entirely by September 1926. After he and Kadalie-critic IB Nyombolo founded 
a branch of the Bantu Women’s League in Queenstown, the secretary Kate Xanti told a friend 
of Marwick’s that “after a most mischievous propaganda had been launched by the 
ICU…Native leaders began to create a certain opposition to [the] ICU movement….Half 
hearted opposition to the ICU cannot be tolerated, and a bold programme is required for getting 
Natal rid of a dangerous foe…my League is laying out big plans for a decisive campaign which 
will, through its tactics, finally bring the ICU to its knees.”55 As a result Marwick could 
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confidently tell parliament that both the “well-born Zulu would despise the man who makes 
use of [the] language” employed by Kadalie, and that from “within the association itself…we 
have testimony that Kadalie’s communistic tendencies were the reason why the Government 
put a ban on his movements in the Transvaal. His one-time colleague, ‘Professor’ Thaele, has 
issued printed leaflets against Kadalie making this statement in definite terms.”56  
 
Labour MP Arthur Barlow rebuked the well-researched jibes of Marwick, asserting that the 
“old days when the native could be bluffed by the South African party are passing over. A new 
man is arising and that man is Kadalie. There is one thing I will respect Kadalie for - the South 
African party cannot buy him….when he has organized [the black workers] they will not vote 
for the South African party, because their policy is the direct opposite and anti-thesis of that of 
the men who are following Kadalie.”57 Barlow, however, had not counted on the likes of 
Ncwana, Dube and Thaele.  
 
Marwick’s antics in parliament were complimented by a four month long anti-Kadalie expose 
from June 1927, written by Ncwana and serialised in Izindaba Zabantu, entitled ‘Kadalie’s 
‘Political Renegade’: Or How I Left the ICU’. At the same time as Kadalie was abroad in 
Europe, meeting with the Amsterdam International amongst others, Ncwana attacked “the 
infallible Idol of the ICU” as a vain lackey of Bud M’Belle who had no knowledge of book-
keeping and owed his early ICU successes to “the brain work of his ‘political renegade’”. 
Ncwana’s subsequent efforts to organise South West African workers and black Cape voters, 
who “were diametrically disorganised on important political issues”, had unjustifiably been 
thwarted “through the sinister influence of the ICU clique”.58 Many, even amongst the black 
intellectual elite, clearly thought little of Ncwana and Izindaba’s combined political agenda. 
RRR Dhlomo regretted that the “Political News’ Editor of ‘Izindaba zaBantu’ seems to be 
suffering - most lamentably - from some peculiar complaint, which seeks to distort his political 
faculties to such a deplorable and pitiful extent, that he has allowed his paper - to be used as an 
offensive weapon for those political muddlers, who are the avowed enemies of the ICU.” He 
called on the paper “to publicly acknowledge their erroneous views and to admit that although 
Kadalie may be a live wire, he is, nevertheless, a live wire like all of its kind - harmless except 
to those who maliciously and ignorantly touch it”.59 
 
Ncwana and his backers were not finished, however, and his onslaught of anti-Kadalie 
propaganda peaked in early 1928 after Kadalie’s return to South Africa. As recognised by RRR 
Dhlomo, upon his return Kadalie was already vulnerable and faced “a dilemma as his overtures 
to affiliate with the white Trades Union Congress are not likely to be acceptable; and his 
elimination of the anti-white propaganda in his programme, will cause widespread 

 
Nyombolo and Thaele; KCA MP 73, K. Xanti to G.S. Smith, 11/01/1928; in Umteteli wa Bantu, 03/09/1927 an 
advert is posted by Xanti of ‘Queenstown & District Native Women’s League’. 
56 John Marwick on 02/05/1927, in Debates of the House of Assembly. 
57 Arthur Barlow on 02/05/1927, in Debates of the House of Assembly. 
58 Ncwana, ‘Kadalie’s ‘Political Renegade’’. 
59 R.R.R. Dhlomo, ’Preposterous Hallucinations’, Ilanga lase Natal, 24/06/1927; R.R.R. Dhlomo, ‘Kadalie & 
Communism’, Ilanga lase Natal, 18/02/1927. 



 379 

disappointment to the rank and file of the ICU who have been fed on that stuff.”60 Kadalie also 
faced mounting criticisms of corruption, with Ncwana and Nyombolo aiding the publication of 
a pamphlet by ex-ICU secretary George Lenono, which pointed to endemic misappropriation 
within the ICU.61 The final touch of the campaign was a publication by Ncwana himself, The 
Activities of the ICU: An Exhaustive Enquiry into the Affairs and Policy of the Industrial and 
Commercial Workers’ Union of Africa, both to Trades, Squatters, Farm Labourers and the 
Manipulation of the People’s Funds, a 17-page pamphlet in which Kadalie was singled out for 
criticism.62 Opening with a foreword from ex-ICWU president Henry Selby Msimang, the 
pamphlet criticised the mis-management of funds and called for the wholesale reorganisation 
of the ICU along sectional lines. It closed with the assertion that: “The only solution of the 
problem as far as I am concern[ed] is the deportation of the Nyasaland leader as the Union 
leaders are quite capable of solving the problem confronting the workers of the Union.”63 
 
In many ways Ncwana’s Exhaustive Enquiry was right - the ICU, now by far the biggest black 
organisation in South African history, was riddled with corruption, in some cases centring 
directly around Kadalie. And his ideas seem to have gained at least some traction within the 
trade union. Aware that “Ncwana was attempting to publish a paper dealing with the affairs of 
the ICU and that this Bennet Ncwana was actually being financed by the Chamber of Mines”, 
Kadalie alleged that “there were officials of the ICU interested in the publication of [Ncwana’s] 
paper”, and that there were some “men within the ranks of the ICU who had introduced tribal 
differences and had stated that because he, Kadalie, came from Nyasaland he should not be 
given the opportunity to lead South African Natives”.64  Kadalie saw growing criticism as part 
of “a sinister campaign among higher officials of the ICU”, and had it “on good authority, 
[that] it was suggested that I should not be allowed to return to South Africa. I was a 
Nyasalander and I had no right to lead the South African Native Workers. A list of new leaders 
was made secretly and it included some who dance to the tune that MONEY POWER 
PLAYS.”65 Clearly someone was listening to the ideas of Msimang, Nyombolo and Ncwana. 
 
Whilst Kadalie was abroad in Europe, John L Dube had published a number of Ncwana’s 
articles in Ilanga lase Natal. Yet, more dammingly, at the same time Ncwana was also in 
correspondence with AWG Champion, the ICU Provincial Secretary for Natal, and wrote at 
least one article attacking John L Dube for Champion's own (largely lost) newspaper Udibi 
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lwase Afrika.66 Having engaged with Ncwana extensively, a clearly embattled AWG Champion 
wrote to Ncwana in October 1927, admitting that “whether you and Mr Dube are trying to 
surround the ICU I do not know.”67 When Champion and the Natal branch broke away from 
the main ICU to form the ICU yase Natal in May 1928,  secessionists echoed Ncwana's 
criticisms of Kadalie, attacking ICU leaders who were “foreigners”.68 Echoing anti-Garvey 
campaigns in the US, critics took up the slogan “Kadalie Must Go!” An anti-Kadalie ‘Clean 
Administration Group’ also emerged amongst remaining ICU officials, led by AP Maduna. 
Their manifesto was “drafted by two political renegades” - surely ‘political renegade’ Ncwana, 
and Nyombolo.69 After his arrival in the midst of considerable confusion in July 1928, the 
Scotttish adviser to the ICU, WG Ballinger, dismissed Kadalie’s claims of intrigue as having 
“no proof” behind them, and took up Ncwana's call for a reorganisation of the ICU - a move 
that was supported by Ncwana’s close Cape Native Voters’ Association associate and ICU 
vice-president, AM Jabavu.70 By January 1929, Ballinger and Jabavu had manouevered to oust 
Kadalie from the ICU, soon bringing Henry Selby Msimang - though not Ncwana - back within 
the ICU fold. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
Between 1928 and 1929, the ICU failed on its own terms. It was inevitable that the trade union 
would have to face  the ‘iron heel’ of capitalism as it expanded, and when faced with slander 
and criticism it collapsed. As corruption within the ICU became publicly known, crushing 
disillusionment rapidly spread amongst members. In exacting his own revenge, Ncwana added 
a personalised validity to allegations. Over the subsequent decades, Kadalie and Ncwana 
continued to lead unusually intertwined lives. In 1931, when Kadalie’s Independent ICU had 
no newspaper man, Ncwana’s Izwe Lama Afrika filled the gap. Together the two men toured 
the Eastern Cape unsuccessfully trying to emulate their earlier triumphs in the ICU.71 
Suspended from the ANC in September 1942, by the late 1940s, Ncwana was an election agent 
for the reconstituted National Party, just as his some-time friend, some-time nemisis Clements 
Kadalie had done in 1924. This time, however, the Afrikaner nationalists were arguing for 
apartheid.72 
 
Many historians have quoted the 1920 Kadalie-Ncwana letter, and it has become the key piece 
of evidence demonstrating the influence of Garveyism on the ICU. None however have 
explored the letter’s provenance - not least of all by questioning what it is doing among the 
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Marwick papers at the Killie Campbell archive in Durban. By 1927, Ncwana had long 
abandoned Garveyism, and any previous association with the UNIA had become a poisoned 
chalice for Kadalie - linking him with the discredited Marcus Garvey abroad and the 
‘notorious’ James Thaele at home. Clearly it was of considerable value to Marwick, and must 
have been worth a fair amount of money. Not enough attention has been paid to the role that 
such ‘dirty’ money played in South African politics during the first half of the 20th century, not 
least of all because it is intrinsically difficult to account for. By the late 1920s, however, with 
rural South Africa on the apparent edge of revolt, both the promotion and condemnation of the 
ICU had clearly become big business: it did not go unnoticed that Ncwana was a man who “the 
SAP press gives extraordinary publicity”.73 Sol Plaatje’s anti-socialist connections with De 
Beers are well known, and this article has shown how other ‘collaborators’ with complicated 
agendas include John L Dube, Impey Ben Nyombolo and James Thaele.74 If the history of 
capitalism in South Africa is inescapably linked to the history of sell-outs, then Ncwana 
uncomfortably reflects far wider ambivalences, complications and self-interests. Many black 
political activists underwent huge economic and political hardship in pursuit of their ambitions. 
TD Mweli Skota, for example, faced considerable difficulties at the same time as organising 
the ANC and writing his invaluable African Yearly Register.75 Ncwana abandoned high ideals 
and avoided such self-sacrifice, where possible, much like his nemesis I Bud M'bele. By 
pursuing his own lucrative agenda of personal revenge, and profit, he instead offered himself 
up to the highest bidder, the SAP, as a pen for hire. 
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Appendix D: ‘‘I am a bad native’: Masculinity and marriage in the biographies 
of Clements Kadalie’ (published in African Studies, 78:2 (2019)) 
 
 
Abstract  
 

Over the course of the 1920s, Clements Kadalie (c.1895-1951) espoused a radical 
new form of black masculinity that rejected white oversight, disparaged the 
‘hypocrisies’ of colonial ‘civilisation’, and spurned the established patriarchal 
practices of other black organisations. As ‘bad boy’ trade unionists, Kadalie and 
other leaders of the Industrial and Commercial Workers’ Union of Africa (ICU) 
were condemned for their bad language and ‘debaucheries’, but many of these so-
called ‘faults’ were also key to their success as populist leaders of the first mass-
member black organisation in Southern African history. After Kadalie resigned as 
general secretary of the ICU, however, he came to see many of these traits as 
failings and wrote them out of his autobiography, My Life and the ICU, in an 
attempt to portray a ‘worthy story’. Kadalie’s early antagonistic relationship with 
black respectability had fundamentally shifted by the 1940s, as part of his ‘revival’ 
as a married, temperate black councillor. Complete with disagreements, divorce, 
alcoholism, affairs and illegitimate children, this article addresses the awkward 
place of gender and family in Kadalie’s life, and foregrounds aspects of his 
biography which My Life and the ICU deliberately circumvents. While his first 
marriage to Molly Davidson ended following numerous affairs, his second wife Eva 
Moorhead herself had extra-marital relationships and a son by another man. Put in 
context, Kadalie’s autobiographical silences point to wider anxieties over gender, 
Christianity and citizenship in the retrospective narration of masculine leadership 
in pre-apartheid South Africa. 

  
 
Introduction 
 
By the time of his death in late 1951, Clements Kadalie was regarded by many as ‘a discredited 
and disappointed man’ (Andrews 1941: 53).1 The Torch, a Trotskyist newspaper published by 
the Non-European Unity Movement (NEUM), in its obituary reflected that Kadalie had been 
the ‘a man of many faults but a man whose like is rarely seen’. The faults of Kadalie, it was 
argued, ‘were the faults of his age – an age before the Non-European people had learnt to fight 
battles on a principled basis’ (Anon 1951a). In popular memory, Kadalie remained defined by 
his failure to lead the interwar struggle for ‘economic freedom’ on this so-called ‘principled 
basis’, as he continued to be accused of mis-spending vast amounts of money, acting as a 
‘dictator’ and abandoning his first wife and family.  
 
Clements Kadalie’s provocative transgression of pre-apartheid respectability, however, was 
also integral to his success at the head of the Industrial and Commercial Workers’ Union of 
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Africa (ICU), Southern Africa’s first major black trade union. Over the course of the 1920s, 
moderate black critics frequently complained about the ‘Cult of Race Leadership’ and the 
‘Problem of Bantu Unity’ in the pages of Umteteli wa Bantu, a newspaper owned by the 
Chamber of Mines. They demanded ‘sane leadership’ (Thema 1926), denounced ‘the strangle 
of the liquor traffic on the throats of the “New Native”’ (Plaatje 1929), heavily criticized the 
‘social intermingling of the black and white races’ (Anon. 1927a), and condemned the 
organizing abilities of fellow black South Africans. As the African National Congress (ANC) 
sank into a malaise, many believed that black leaders were confounded by their ‘moral failures’ 
(Wickins 1978:180) with even the progressive writer and ANC founder Sol Plaatje writing that 
‘our people are at present wholly unfit for the intricate job of managing efficiently a social or 
community centre’ (Plaatje 1925). In comparison, the rapidly expanding ICU attacked 
subservient ‘good boy’ leaders, provocatively subverted ‘hypocritical’ Christian morals and 
promoted a radically egalitarian society where black South Africans could drink ‘white men’s 
liquor’, eat in white and Indian cafes, have inter-racial relationships, and lead churches, trade 
unions and political parties. As highlighted by Victoria Collis, the ICU crucially broke with 
the race-orientated structures of the ANC and African People’s Organisation (APO), becoming 
‘the first organization that actively sought and gained the participation of both Coloureds and 
Natives’ by articulating ‘a coherent and inclusive black identity’ (Collis 2013: 158). Ordering 
his followers ‘as a race of people we must forget the past and go forward as new men and 
women’ (Kadalie 1923), Kadalie championed a new all-in mode of black trade unionism that 
provocatively organised across divisions of ethnicity, race and sex. Significantly, however, this 
new inclusive mode of organising also challenged conventional ideas of ‘race leadership’ by 
criticising established notions of respectability and gender. Breaking with the decorum of black 
elites in the ANC and APO, Kadalie embodied a ‘youth’ and ‘virility’ that encouraged an 
unprecedented mass mobilisation of black South Africans, and defined both the ICU in the 
1920s and the resurgent radicalism of the Non-European Unity Movement (NEUM) and ANC 
Youth League in the 1940s. 
 
Kadalie spent the last years of his life in East London, writing and editing his autobiography. 
Although completed in 1949, he never found a publisher and the manuscript did not emerge in 
book form until 1970, when it was printed under the title My Life and the ICU: The 
Autobiography of a Black Trade Unionist in South Africa. Outlining ‘the difficulties with which 
the pioneers of African trade unionism had to contend’, Kadalie was frank enough to admit 
that there might be ‘some errors’ in the text, but he nevertheless skipped over numerous 
important episodes (Kadalie 1970: 223). Victoria Collis (2013) and Khwezi Mkhize (2015) 
have recently situated My Life as part of a broader genre of melancholic, anxious black 
Victorians in South Africa writing across the Atlantic world and African diaspora, embodying 
a relatively conservative, backwards-looking pro-imperial politics. Certainly, on the eve of 
apartheid, Kadalie reminisced about the ‘good days of the Victorian era’, and retrospectively 
believed that what ‘the country badly needs today is to go back to Hertzogism’ (Kadalie 1970: 
208; Kadalie 1949). Narrowly defining Kadalie as a ‘black Victorian’, however, marginalises 
his earlier fame as a transgressive rebel who explicitly broke with the pre-World War I colonial 
past to become the ‘uncrowned king of the black masses’ (Padmore 1956: 349-351).  
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While My Life presented a ‘worthy story’ (Kadalie 1970: 223), Kadalie in the 1920s had been 
a self-declared ‘bad man’: an immoderate platform speaker who mocked white politicians and 
regarded ‘the teaching of the orthodox religions […] as highly dangerous’ (Kadalie 1928). 
Critical of both black and white elites, Kadalie asserted that the ‘African Native of to-day is a 
new man’ who ‘takes no heed of the white man’s mischievous propaganda’ and ‘has lost hope 
in white man's leadership and his religion’ (Kadalie 1924). Irreverently critical of prime 
minister JBM Hertzog’s Pact government, Kadalie told audiences in 1929: ‘Hertzog hates me 
and I hate him like hell, the bugger. I am a bad native and I will remain a bad native’ (Beinart 
& Bundy 1987: 290).  Even amongst his ICU comrades, Kadalie’s ‘brilliance’ was ‘dimmed 
by his mouth and seditious-like utterings’, often becoming a ‘wooly-headed volcano of 
“damns” and “goes-to-hell”!’ (Tyamzashe 1941).  
 
As someone who grew up in colonial Nyasaland (modern-day Malawi) and led a radical trade 
union that declared itself ‘utterly opposed to nationalism’ (Kadalie 1927), Clements Kadalie 
naturally circumvents many tropes of nationalist hagiography. The son of ‘ardent’ Christian 
converts, he was brought up in Chifira Village, on the shore of Lake Malawi, and christened 
Lameck Koniwaka in Easter 1896 (Kadalie 1970: 32; Phiri 2000). Though his autobiography 
claims he left his position working as a Livingstonia Mission teacher ‘in quest of a higher 
civilized life’ (Kadalie 1970: 33), church records indicate that Lameck Koniwaka Muwamba 
was ‘[d]ismissed from the work as a result of misbehaviour’.2 Having found employment in 
Mozambique and Zimbabwe, he followed his brother Robert Victor Kadalie to Cape Town in 
1918 - according to Robert - ‘to work so that we can go home together’ (R Kadalie 1949). He 
later told his cousin that he changed his name in Cape Town because ‘my elder brother was 
already known as Robert Victor Kadalie and [I] had likewise to fall in’.3  
 
Kadalie married Johanna ‘Molly’ Davidson - a coloured cook at the Union Castle docks - 
during March 1921 in a service led by Robert Whyte, a Presbyterian minister who administered 
sacrament to the local Malawian diaspora.4 In a society where black and white elites alike 
denounced ‘miscegenation’, Clements’ older brother Robert also married a coloured 
Capetonian, and Sylvia Neame (2015a: 140) has argued that these wives were crucial for the 
two brothers’ integration with Cape Town’s coloured community. When the ICU was founded 
on 17th January 1919, the ‘majority at the meeting were Coloured men engaged at the docks’, 
and it remained a predominantly coloured organisation for a number of years (Kadalie 1970: 
40). Molly gave birth to their first child, named after Clements’ cousin, Ernest Alexander 
Muwamba, on 9th February 1922, and from a young age Alexander would accompany his father 
on tour, often featuring as a motif in his speeches. 
 
As noted by Tom Lodge, the family histories of South Africa’s ‘mythological icons’ remain a 
‘protectively hidden or even consciously suppressed’ aspect of South African political 
biography (Lodge 2015: 688; Starfield 1988; Dlamini 2015) – too awkward to be considered 
alongside public lives. Where the lives of wives and children have been written about, they 
have typically been understood within a narrow rubric of South African nationalism and model 
‘New African marriages’ (Berger 2001, Healy-Clancy 2012, 2014; Erlank 2014). Few 
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academics have addressed extra-marital relationships – though Heather Hughes has explored 
the breakdown of John and Nokutela Dube’s marriage (Hughes 2012), and Xolela Mangcu has 
perceptively highlighted the tensions between Steve Biko and Robert Sobukwe, over the 
former’s ‘distasteful’ romantic affairs and the latter’s ‘out of date’ views (Mangcu 2014: 207-
208). From the recent, sometimes fractious, debate between Ciraj Rasool and Jonathan Hyslop, 
however, a degree of consensus has emerged over the need for a more critical focus on the 
production of political biography in South Africa – and, in particular, to challenge life histories 
that are both overly coherent and neglect the relationship between the personal and public 
(Rasool 2010a, 2010b, Hyslop 2010).  
 
The former sub-editor of the ICU’s newspaper, Henry D Tyamzashe was frank about the fact 
that the ‘Founder, Absolute Monarch and Undisputed Controller of the ICU’ was liable to 
‘wilfully misrepresent facts in order to gain his own point’ (Tyamzashe 1941). And most 
historians agree that My Life is often exaggerated and inaccurate (Trapido 1970; Harmel 1971; 
Bonner, Hyslop and van der Walt 2007: 240; Neame 2015: 128). How it is inaccurate, and how 
the text’s silences can be read against the grain, however, have not been addressed. No study 
has been made of the political context in which Kadalie wrote the autobiography, while the 
most detailed study of his political career to date by Sylvia Neame (Neame 2015a: 125-139) 
has only scratched the surface of his tumultuous family life in South Africa. Having 
commanded hundreds of thousands of members as the ‘General of the ICU’ in the mid-1920s, 
Kadalie’s trade union was a diminished force by the 1940s. Police put its East London 
membership at 638 in 1946 (Wickins 1973: 589). Kadalie, nevertheless, still hoped for some 
sort of ICU revival. 
 
Alongside these notable silences, Kadalie’s ‘difficult and precarious’ career (Tyamzashe 1941) 
is also surrounded by numerous inconclusive rumours. White socialists, missionaries and 
philanthropists in particular have left a paper trail of Kadalie’s ‘misdemeanours’, generated at 
least in part by their prejudices and anxieties over respectability and decorum. Just as Umteteli 
writers bemoaned the state of ‘race leadership’, the Communist Party of South Africa (CPSA) 
in 1927 regretted that ‘the African people have not yet thrown up that degree of capable, 
fearless, class-conscious, honest, self-sacrificing, steadfast and incorruptible leadership’ 
(Anon. 1927b). Believing that Kadalie - ‘corrupted by “civilisation”’ - was ‘just another 
instance in Africa of the man who had lost one system of social ethics and had not yet acquired 
a new one’, the communist Eddie Roux hoped it was ‘possible in course of some years starting 
with raw material to train conscientious native communists, just as the missionaries have 
succeeded in training conscientious native Christians.’5 The British socialist, Fenner Brockway 
(interview) similarly recalled that Kadalie ‘drank far too heavily towards the later part of his 
[1927] visit [to Europe], failed to keep engagements and caused a great deal of 
disillusionment.’ Having initially ‘refused to listen to the stories I heard’ about ‘drinking and 
women’, another British acquaintance Norman Leys also came to believe that ‘[a]ll movement 
towards liberation among Africans fall down flat because of moral failure’ (Wickins 1978: 
180). CLR James (interview) later claimed that the author Winifred Holtby (a friend of 
Brockway and Leys) had ‘sexual difficulties which were supposed to have been rendered by 
Kadalie’. In comparison, Kadalie’s black comrades were far more stoic in their refusal to 
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archive ‘gossip’. Though he noted that Kadalie faced problems of ‘a domestic nature’, HD 
Tyamzashe felt he was ‘not called upon to mention it’ in his ‘Summarised History of the ICU’ 
produced for the South African Institute for Race Relations in 1941. 
 

Such ephemera, however, is crucial if the messy and awkward experiences of Kadalie’s 
personal life are to be integrated with his public persona. This requires uncovering the 
significant roles of his two partners and five children, who are collapsed down into a happy 
family of one un-named wife and son in My Life. Here I have drawn on the correspondence of 
his son Alexander with Clements and Eva (Kadalie’s second wife), archived by the family in 
the Clements Kadalie Papers at Wits University and the Alexander Kadalie Papers at UWC. 
This material is complemented by revelatory interviews with numerous family members, 
including Rhoda Kadalie, Yvonne Kadalie, Winifred Kadalie, Reuben Kadalie, Leslie 
Nazombe, Wendy Marion-Moorhead, David Moorhead and Pat Moorhead.  
 
Reconsidering Kadalie’s life through a focus on gender and family, this article – necessarily - 
is an incomplete history of the ICU. It makes no account of the trade union’s successes between 
1919 and 1927, or the police surveillance and state repression it faced during its fragmentation 
and collapse at the end of the decade (for these see Wickins 1973, Bonner 1974, Bradford 
1987a, Breckenridge 1998, Neame 2015b, van der Walt 2007, 2011, 2014 and Johnson 2015). 
Instead it foregrounds Clements Kadalie’s changing relationship with respectable black 
masculinity over the course of his life. Natasha Erlank has highlighted how Kadalie’s 
nationalist contemporaries deployed ‘rhetoric saturated in references to masculinity’, 
combining the ‘British stress on masculinity as politically mature adulthood’ and ‘traditionalist 
African perceptions of adulthood’ (Erlank 2003: 653). This article, in contrast, emphasises the 
tensions between plural competing black masculinities, both in the interwar period and in 
Kadalie’s own biography. First, there is the combative, egotistical, womanising, race-proud 
(and occasionally alcohol-fuelled) trade union orator of the 1920s, who pushed at the limits of 
black decorum in pre-apartheid South Africa, and carved out a space for a radical, ‘young and 
virile’ black politics (Tabata 1950). And second, there is the married, temperate and respectable 
Christian councillor of the 1940s whose older sensibilities increasingly conformed with the 
moderate politics he had vehemently criticised two decades before.  
 
 
Going ‘forward as new men and women’, 1919-1929 
 
Demanding ‘We must be free men and women in the land of our fathers’ (Kadalie 1925), over 
the course of the 1920s the ICU fundamentally challenged norms of race and gender in southern 
Africa. The ICU’s all-male executive prowled South Africa in chauffeur-driven, American-
built cars dressed in immaculate suits. Its pioneering art – centring on the work of the coloured 
cartoonist and painter J Scott – depicted muscular black giants violently breaking free from the 
chains of white domination (Collis 2013: 196-201). And its mass meetings - typically with 
hundreds, if not thousands, in attendance - were dominated by the physical ‘loud and foolish’ 
platform oratory of flamboyantly dressed male officials. Kadalie would ‘knock out my 
interpreters when “heated” during my big orations’ (Kadalie 1970: 201), and in one particularly 
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vivid account, the white lawyer George Findlay recalled Kadalie arriving at court in 1928 
‘dressed most resplendently’ in ‘a magnificent coat with […] an astrakhan [fur] collar’ and 
carrying ‘a gold-topped cane and rings on his fingers.’ The ‘crowd surged apart and formed a 
pathway up which I walked with the glowing and handsome Kadalie’.6  
 
Before World War I, black nationalist elites like JT Jabavu, editor of Imvo Zabantsundu, 
typically invoked their ‘industriousness, respectability, erudition, credit-worthiness and 
mastery of the (racial) body’ in order to claim ‘political membership and entitlement’ (Mkhize 
2018: 418). And many moderates, such as TB Blathwayt, expressed real concern that the 
‘foolish persons like Kadalie are taken in by [communists’] blasphemous talk’ (Blathwayt 
1926) into the interwar period. ICU leader Thomas Mbeki, in contrast, asserted that: 
 

The new age beckons for new leadership, with firmness, courage, manliness and 
aggressiveness - and denouncing compromise and cowardice. The abject crawling 
and pleading of the reactionaries have availed the cause nothing […] One way, the 
way of inaction leads surely to slavery. The other way of militant activity, leads to 
stronger organisation and finally freedom. It is up to us. We hold our social destiny 
in our hands. The old conceptions of sectionalism and insularity must be swept out 
on one side. The new race leadership must replace the old leadership, and thus 
marshal the dumb, voiceless millions of our race to freedom (Mbeki 1926). 
 

Contrasting the behaviour of subservient ‘Judas-Iscariot-Natives’ to radical black trade 
unionists who had ‘tasted the opium of radicalism’, ICU leader James Thaele questioned, ‘Why 
do hypocrites, notorious “good boys” sing “yes-sir-hat-in-hand” incantations to the tune of 
Nordic superiority?’ (Thaele 1925). ICU members praised Kadalie, in particular, for his 
‘intelligence’, ‘exceptional abilities’ and ‘genuine manliness which is real[ly] spartanlike’ 
(Smith 1928). 
 
Cultivating an oppositional image of ‘bad boys’ who refuted white leadership, ICU officials 
exploited the contradictions of white politics and celebrated their status as ‘foreign’ and 
‘immoral’ outsiders. Umteteli feared that the ICU’s ‘[a]gglomerations of differing tribal 
elements drawn from all parts of the Union and Darkest Africa do not lend themselves easily 
to union and discipline’ (Resurgam 1925). But in a moment when the pan-African race pride 
of Marcus Garvey was sweeping the black world, the ICU celebrated the fact that its 
unprecedented number of ‘foreign-born’ leaders were often mistaken for ‘American Negroes’ 
(Kadalie 1970: 55, Vinson 2011). Rejecting the leadership of the older Jabavus, John L Dube 
and RV Selope Thema, ICU leaders wished they had more ‘bad boys amongst the African 
proletariat who could raise hell’ (Anon 1925a). And in contrast to ‘AmaRespectable’ elites, 
AP Maduna – the ICU’s provincial secretary first in Durban and then in Bloemfontein - revelled 
in the fact that ‘being a foreigner in Natal and the Free State, I destroyed the seemingly 
impregnable walls of the above places, and, emancipated the Zulus and the Basutos from 
slavery’.7 Kadalie, similarly, recalled that the ICU’s Afro-Caribbean president, James Gulam 
Gumbs, ‘was well respected by all, since like myself he was free of all tribal affiliations’ 
(Kadalie 1970: 161). A ‘monument to the jealousy and dissensions which have been 
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responsible for its disintegration’, Umteteli wa Bantu remarked that in contrast ‘the Congress 
today has no virility’ (Anon 1924). 
 

Most transgressively, and central to its ‘virile’ image, ICU officials in the Johannesburg Head 
Office had little patience with temperate or moderate alcohol consumption, and regularly 
enjoyed ‘Bacnalian and immoral debauches’.8  Kadalie often made ‘boasts of his “white 
sweethearts”’ - who included the British socialist, Dorothy Woodman – and had ‘favourites’ 
throughout South Africa, including Mildred Ngcayiya in Johannesburg (Roux & Roux 1970: 
51). TW Keable ‘Mote, similarly, gained a reputation for being ‘very irresponsible’, and 
indulging ‘in excessive drinking, travels about with women, etc’ (Wickins 1973: 454). Thomas 
Mbeki, ‘one of the most dashing organisers of the ICU’, meanwhile, found that liquor 
‘mastered him early in age’, while HD Tyamzashe regularly drank skokiaan and smoked 
dagga.9 Sharecroppers later ‘acidly recalled that males came to hate the well-dressed ICU 
organiser Jason Jingoes, because he was “moving around ‘marrying’ women”, and “messed 
around” with other men’s wives’ (Bradford 1987a: 273). 
 
As male ICU leaders disruptively created new modes of masculinity, prominent women within 
the organisation challenged respectable notions of womanhood, perhaps, even more 
subversively - both in terms of the leadership roles they held, and the type of women they 
embodied. Women only became full members of the ANC in 1943, but they were encouraged 
to join the ICU from its foundation in 1919 and made up a considerable proportion of its 
unprecedented mass membership (Ginwala 1990). Among the leaders of the ICU, Mabel 
Klassen was a ‘fearless lady organiser in Bloemfontein’, Eva Kubedi the ICU secretary for 
Kroonstad was a ‘dauntless platform speaker’ (Mancoe 1934), and Mary Jane Lenono sat on 
the executive of the Durban branch (Neame 2015b: 172). Remarkably, in 1925, Miss 
Soshankana, ‘a comparatively young African girl’, was ‘holding her ground in keeping the 
Branch alive’ in Adelaide leading over 2,000 members (Anon 1925b). 
 
Despite Iris Berger’s contention that the ICU ‘gave only occasional scope for women’s 
grievances’ (Berger 1992), women were consistently at the forefront of ICU campaigns in 
Bloemfontein, Kroonstad and Durban (Hirson 2005: 53-65; Bradford 1987a: 69; Bradford 
1987b). An intervention by Charlotte Maxeke made sure the trade union’s first (abortive) 
annual conference in 1920 resolved:  
 

That the time has come to admit women in the Workers’ Union as full members, and 
that they should be allowed to enjoy all privileges and receive the same rights as the 
male members, and there should be female representatives in our Conference. Further, 
that women workers receive equal pay, men and women, for the same work done, and 
that all members of the Conference should do all they can to get women to join the 
Workers’ Union of the different towns (cited in Neame 2015a: 172). 
 

And from its first years, the trade union asserted that ‘irrespective of sex it was the duty of 
every lady member present to go out as a missionary in the field of industries’ (Anon 1920). 
At the 1925 ICU annual conference, Mrs Lande and Mildred Ngcayiya ‘vigorously attacked’ 
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the pass laws dismissing ‘the supposed advantages of the system, the control of loose women’, 
refuting ‘emphatically that Native women were in any way immoral’ (Wickins 1973: 272).  
 
Many women leaders – such as the unmarried Bertha Mkize and Hilda Jackson – further, led 
public lives that do not fit neatly within the rubric of nation-building mothers (La Hausse 1987: 
39). Whereas ICU men told mass meetings ‘we are fighting with our brains and not sticks’ 
(Beinart & Bundy 1987: 297), the 1929 Durban beerhall boycotts were famously led and spread 
by stick-carrying ICU women, protesting: ‘We are now the men’, ‘Down with beerhalls! The 
men have failed – we will show them what we can do!’ (Bradford 1987b, La Hausse 1984, 
1987, 1988: 5). Leading the protestors, Hilda Jackson was later described by ICU men as the 
‘woman in the man who stood before the forces […] in military attire’ (Bradford 1987b: 297, 
318). Although excluded from the ICU executive, as prominent leaders and secretaries of ICU 
branches, many women also took on key intermediary roles in meetings and disputes. Annie 
Mashishi, a ‘leading lady member’, danced at the conclusion of exemplary speeches and led 
the collection of money at the end of ICU meetings in Port Elizabeth.10 When Kadalie returned 
from Europe in 1927, his internationalist policies were challenged by Mrs Pierce, representing 
the Cape Town branch, who wanted to know ‘whether Kadalie comes back a Blackman or a 
Whiteman’ (Neame 2015b: 487). And after a popular branch secretary in Bedford was 
dismissed in 1928, ‘a well-organised mob of ICU women’ similarly approached Kadalie and 
‘demanded my presence so that I could be stoned’ (Kadalie 1970: 163-164).  
 
Other women – including Amelia Maduna, Rhoda Champion and Mrs JG Gumbs – played 
important (but typically overlooked) roles as the wives of male ICU leaders. Falling within this 
group, Molly Kadalie usually kept her distance from the running of the trade union - but she 
too could be outspoken. When police stopped a gramophone recital given by the Kadalies on 
the pavement outside the Johannesburg Workers Hall in 1928, and arrested Clements, they 
reported that Molly ‘became very cheeky’ and ‘told the constable not to catch hold of her 
husband’s coat’ (Anon 1928). Some of Kadalie’s strongest critics were black women 
nationalists who focused on the ‘discourses of home and family’ (Healy-Clancy 2012: 452). 
Appalled by the ‘menacing’ ICU’s ‘mischievous propaganda’, Kate Xanti, secretary of the 
Bantu Women’s League in Durban, made ‘big plans for a decisive campaign’ which would 
‘finally bring the ICU to its knees.’ 11 But as a key cohort of a trade union which fundamentally 
challenged norms of gender and respectability, Keable ‘Mote noted, in contrast, that women 
were the ICU’s ‘real fighters’ (Basner 1993: 83), who aggressively challenged both state 
repression and their male comrade’s supposed monopoly on militarism. 
 
 
Gender, Immorality and the Resignation of Clements Kadalie, 1928-1929 
 
At the head of a mass organisation which organised across divisions of race and sex, Kadalie 
as a ‘Nyasa’ migrant embodied the subversive, intertwined notions of ‘new man’, ‘foreign-
ness’ and ‘immorality’ more than any other ‘detribalised’ ICU leader. By the 1920s, many of 
his well-dressed Malawian compatriots were increasingly prominent across South Africa not 
only as religious and political leaders (Dee 2018), but also as miners, clerks and domestic 
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servants who had reputations as ‘the trouble-makers, the fight-starters, the beer-drinkers, the 
stabbing-experts, the profligates and the liars’ (Dee forthcoming). On the streets of South 
Africa’s towns, anti-immigrant riots attempting to ‘drive out’ Malawians erupted in 1927, 
1929, 1933, 1941 and 1944 (MacDonald 2012: 273-274). And in many ways Kadalie’s sexual 
transgressions encapsulated the fears of reactionary black South African nationalists. These 
included the leaders of the Transvaal African Congress, who in 1928 petitioned for the 
deportation of all Malawians. In support of the petition, ANC leader Henry Selby Msimang 
asserted  
 

[…] morality among us in this era is undergoing a serious trial and that few of our 
womenfolk are steadfast […] The Blantyre Natives know this and are exploiting the 
weakness of our womenfolk without shame or pity […] [F]ew of them get married and 
the majority of them live immorally (Msimang 1928). 
 

These prejudices also encroached on the ICU leadership in Natal. When the Durban branch of 
the ICU under AWG Champion broke away in 1928, Zulu leaders refused to ‘be treated like 
boys by a Nyasalander’ (Coka 1936: 303), with JH London telling an ICU meeting in late 
April: ‘We are angry, terribly angry but let us show Kadalie we Zulus are gentlemen, and will 
not be interfered with by a man from Nyasa’ (Neame 2015b: 518). 
 
As allegations of financial mismanagement came into the public domain, and numerous ICU 
branches threatened to secede, it became publicly known that Kadalie was a womaniser and an 
alcoholic. In December 1927, police reported that he was ‘drinking very heavily and there is 
not an hour that he is not under the influence of liquor’.12 The white journalist, Bernard Sachs, 
later recalled that  
 

the heady wine of power soon upset Kadali[e]’s balance. He began to live like an 
eastern potentate, surrounding himself with black belles who bestowed on him not 
only their favours but also their syphilis. Both Kadali[e] and his movement went 
into rapid decline (Sachs 1973: 144). 
 

By 1929 the ICU’s adviser, William Ballinger was telling fellow British trade unionist, Arthur 
Creech Jones, that Kadalie was ‘one of the worst scoundrels I have met’, leaving ‘a trail of 
debaucheries’ across South Africa, regularly ‘appropriating a Bantu maid to serve him for the 
night’.13 Faced with allegations of corruption and poor leadership, Kadalie became increasingly 
side-lined within the ICU leadership by Ballinger, who blamed the trade union’s eventual 
disintegration on ‘motors, women and brandy’.14 Charlotte Maxeke deeply regretted that 
‘Kadalie, the best activist you could want, is drinking away his dedication and his ICU’ (Basner 
1993: 29). 
 
At the same time as he was being outmanoeuvred by other ICU leaders, Clements’ marriage to 
Molly was also breaking down. According to the Drum journalist Arthur Maimane, he had 
already met his second wife, ‘a pretty coloured schoolgirl’ called Eva Moorhead, in Greytown, 
Natal during 1926 (Maimane 1952). Born in 1908, Eva was the illegitimate daughter of a 
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coloured woman and a white Scottish merchant who had ‘five different wives in five different 
places’ (David & Pat Moorhead interview). She was brought up in Greytown – a stronghold of 
the ICU in the late 1920s (Bradford 1987a: 195-203) - by a Zulu woman named Lizzie Zondi. 
Though Eva never met her Scottish father, he did send his children monthly allowances which 
meant, relatively, they were well-educated, well-off and entrepreneurial, running the Umvoti 
Bottle Store in the centre of town (Wendy Marion-Moorhead interview). When Robert Kadalie 
first met Clements’ ‘new wife Eva’ in 1930, he was surprised ‘to see that she is not a Coloured 
woman, but really European’ (R Kadalie 1949).  In October 1928, they ‘ran off’ together on a 
prolonged holiday to Lourenco Marques – hoping to stay with Clements’ Mozambican contact, 
the editor of Brado Africano, Brown Dulela.15 Having been declared prohibited immigrants 
and turned back at the border, Clements requested 12 months’ leave from the ICU at the end 
of the year in order to sort out his private affairs.  
 
My Life blamed the collapse of the trade union on ‘the various elements [in the leadership] that 
were antagonistic to each other’, the fact that most secretaries ‘had never in their lives studied 
the trade union movement’, and the trade union’s general ‘bad financial management’ (Kadalie 
1970: 222-223). According to William Ballinger, however, Kadalie resigned as general 
secretary of the ICU on 29th January 1929 because ‘he anticipated trouble and legal 
proceedings against him by his wife; and it was his desire that when such matters came up 
before the public eye, he should not be officially connected with the Organisation’ (Wickins 
1973: 532). In February, Kadalie was arrested alongside Pixley Seme for drunkenly driving the 
wrong way down a Johannesburg street and crashing (Cobley 1994: 142), and by March he had 
cemented his split with Ballinger’s ‘ICU of Africa’, having set up his own ‘Independent ICU’. 
Simultaneously, he also abandoned Molly and moved into a new residence with Eva, who gave 
birth to a son, Victor Frank Kadalie, on 12th June 1929.  
 
In August 1929, Molly took Clements to court, ‘charged with failing to support his wife and 
four children’ (Anon. 1929a). Molly told the magistrate  
 

Kadalie deserted her without giving any reason. She was ejected from the house 
where he left her for non-payment of rent. For five months after, neither she nor the 
children received any payment from him, although she had approached him several 
times. Each time he told her he had no money. She had supported herself and the 
children by doing washing (Anon 1929b). 
 

In September, the magistrate judged in Molly’s favour, sentencing Clements to a month’s 
imprisonment or a £25 fine, suspending the punishment on condition that he paid her £5 a 
month. He did not see his children again until 1940.16 Returning to Cape Town, the young 
Kadalie family relied heavily on Molly’s paternal family, as well as white supporters, such as 
the Ballingers, Ethelreda Lewis and the Cape City Mission.17 A hard-working, loving mother, 
Molly laboured as a cook, domestic servant and nanny, while Alexander left Trafalgar High 
school at the age of 16 to earn a wage, gaining employment first as a typist at Garlicks – a high 
end fashion store in the centre of town - and later at the City Mission. He maintained limited 
contact with his father through letters. Clements’ granddaughter, Rhoda Kadalie (interview), 
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vividly recalled that, in comparison, Clements’ youngest son, Fenner, would tear up 
correspondence after taking out any money. 
 
 
Eva Kadalie and the Independent ICU in East London, 1930-1945 
 
Eva (like Molly) is marginalised from the My Life and named only once as the copyright owner 
at the start of the book, despite the fact they were together at the time of writing. Clements only 
refers fleetingly to an unnamed ‘wife and son’ (Eva and Victor), and the fact that in 1936 they 
were ‘able to buy a property at No. 8 Hope Street, [East London] where I now live happily’ 
(Kadalie 1970: 202, 206). Eva nevertheless played a crucial role in both the organisational and 
intellectual life of Kadalie’s ICU in East London, and after his death, AWG Champion 
personally confided in her that she had ‘pulled [Clements] out from many things and you built 
a home for him, rebuilt his name and built the home of the ICU in East London […] I learned 
to admire you more than many women’.18 According to the Maimane, Clements ‘never left her 
behind wherever he went on ICU business. Also being interested in trade unionism - especially 
her husband’s brand - she was of great use to him’ (Maimane 1952). 
 

Despite Maimane’s positive projections, however, Eva and Clements’ relationship was dogged 
by numerous difficulties. Maimane acknowledged that Eva and Clements’ ‘happy married life 
was marred by a regrettable though short-lived blemish. In the midst of his struggle to revive 
the ICU after the split, he resorted to drink to drown his disillusionments. In 1938 he fortunately 
will[ed] himself back to his former abstaining self’ (Maimane 1952).  Police reports, family 
interviews and Miriam Basner’s Political Memoirs of HM Basner, in contrast, show the reality 
was somewhat different. Though they must be read with some scepticism, police files indicate 
that Kadalie addressed meetings ‘badly under the influence of liquor’ throughout the 1930s. 
Apart from a brief moment of prominence at the 1936 All Africa Convention, numerous 
attempts between 1930 and 1943 to reunify the various ICU schisms failed.19 During this 
period, the white communist lawyer Hyman Basner often met with Kadalie in Johannesburg, 
but was initially ‘sceptical and inclined to be brusque’ with him, scarcely listening ‘to his 
muddled laments which always ended with a touch for five shillings, obviously intended for 
the nearest shebeen’ (Basner 1993: 70). Nevertheless, when he launched his 1937 campaign 
for the Senate, ‘there sitting in his office, Basner saw an apparition neatly dressed and cold 
sober - Clements Kadalie’ (Basner 1993: 83). After playing an important role helping Basner 
come second to JD Rheinalt-Jones (pushing former ICU adviser WG Ballinger into third place), 
Kadalie returned ‘to his favourite shebeens’ (Basner 1993: 93). The years 1938 to 1943 are left 
completely blank in his autobiography (Kadalie 1970: 213). It was only in February 1940 that 
Alexander Kadalie, Clement’s eldest son, tentatively saw his father again in East London ‘after 
a lapse of ten years’.20 The following year Clements wrote to his son, ‘I am not a rich man and 
have no regular monthly pay like the days [when] you were born’.21 

 
With her partner repeatedly starting other relationships, relapsing into alcoholism and unable 
to sustain his trade union work while she raised Victor, Eva  had an affair with the reputedly 
‘very handsome’ Philip Sher at the end of 1937 (David & Pat Moorhead interview). Eva never 
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divulged to her family who Philip Sher was. Sometimes he was a white miner from Port 
Elizabeth, at other times a white pilot. By August 1938, nevertheless, she had given birth to a 
‘white’ son, who they named Bobby. After initially trying to raise the baby in East London, 
Eva apparently ‘had to decide [whether] to stay with Clements and Victor or [to] keep her 
illegitimate son’ (David & Pat Moorhead interview). She chose the former, sending Bobby to 
live with her brother in Slangspruit, Natal. By the time he wrote his ‘Summarised History’, HD 
Tyamzashe believed that Clements’ health was ‘not what it should be’ (Tyamzashe 1941). 
 
There are few sources on the Kadalie family for the early 1940s, but it appears that it was in 
these years that Eva ‘rebuilt his name’. Eva and Clements finally married on 18th July 1942, 
witnessed by fellow ICU veterans HD Tyamzashe and Darlington Mayaza.22 Their marriage 
certificate describes their professions as ‘house duties’ and ‘trade union secretary’ respectively, 
erasing Eva’s important trade union work. In 1943 Clements confided to Alexander that the 
‘ICU is not wholly dead although [it does] not function as before […] If I could move about, 
many Branches could be revived. Owing to war, it is impossible to do so now’.23 

 

 

Writing My Life and the ICU in East London, 1945-1950 
 
Clements Kadalie enjoyed something of a revival after World War II, but in a way that – having 
spent years in the political wilderness ‘addicted to liquor’ (Kadalie 1970:193) - profoundly 
broke with his earlier radicalism. The leader of the new ANC Youth League, Anton Lembede, 
enthusiastically reported in Ilanga lase Natal that  
 

Rumour is widespread that the ICU may stage a dramatic comeback. Such a move 
would be whole-heartedly welcomed by Africans who are hectically seeking for 
dynamic leadership; for inspite of its numerous faults, the ICU had many exquisite 
virtues two of which are: its dynamic leadership and its purely Africanistic orientation 
(Lembede 1946). 
 

For Lembede, it was ‘crystal clear that the struggle of African trade unions is indissolubly 
bound up with the African national struggle for existence and survival in an industrial era’ 
(Lembede n.d.), and in 1947 he suggested that Kadalie should come to the Rand to resuscitate 
the Johannesburg ICU.24 NEUM leader, Isaac B Tabata, similarly, recognised that the ‘young 
and virile’ ICU had ‘stirred the imagination of the people’, but in contrast to Lembede, Tabata 
emphasized an alternative history of ‘violent competition’ between the ANC and ICU, 
asserting that ‘[a]lready at the time of the ICU it had been obvious that the ANC had ceased to 
play a progressive role and was blocking the way to further development’ (Tabata 1950).  
Understanding the ICU as part of a broader struggle, fellow NEUM activist Ben Kies saw the 
ICU as ‘a clean break, in deeds as well as words with the sectarian and petty reformist 
leadership of the past’, becoming ‘the first real mass movement which, in fact and not in mere 
talk, took in all the non-Europeans’ (Kies 1943).  
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As part of this revival, My Life was – in the words of Jane Starfield – a ‘very conscious re-
evaluation’, integral to Kadalie’s transformation into someone who was (in marked contrast to 
his charismatic 1920s persona) more temperate, respectable and, crucially, more South African 
(Starfield 1988:16). Black voters in the Cape Province, not least of all Kadalie, had made a 
considerable impact on a number of parliamentary seats during the 1920s, but the 1936 Natives 
Representation Act saw the black electorate removed from the voting roll and placed on to a 
new roll for the election of a Native Representative Council (NRC) – a platform which many 
black elites saw as ‘the beginning of a black parliament, one that would be subsidiary at first 
but not forever’ (Roth 2016: 5). Like numerous contemporaries, Kadalie tried to transform 
himself into an electable black politician – which also required him personally to morph from 
a ‘Nyasa’ to a fully registered ‘Union National’ (Kadalie 1970: 215-216). Although he had 
vocally opposed Hertzog’s bill in 1936, like many radicals within the CPSA and ANC, Kadalie 
saw Advisory Board and NRC elections as one of the last remaining routes to tangible power 
after the bill passed (Basner 1937). Kadalie’s election literature put his ‘past record in order’, 
promoting a pioneering life defined by ‘DEEDS, and not WORDS’ (Kadalie 1942a, 1942b). 
In this context, My Life (a palimpsest of carefully selected memoranda and memories) was the 
manifesto of a politician trying to rehabilitate himself within wider black society. 
 
Having built an office in the yard of his East London home during World War II (Kadalie 1970: 
207), by June 1945 Kadalie had ‘begun writing up this most interesting of all stories connected 
with the sub-continent’.25 With a certain urgency, he appealed to AWG Champion that while 
‘we both are still alive, it is better that one of us should undertake to write up the true story of 
the ICU’.26 Kadalie was still ‘fearfully busy’ with his book in April 1949, when he spent two 
weeks editing it in Johannesburg with Eddie Roux.27 Early manuscripts were sent to contacts 
in South Africa, Britain and the US under numerous titles: ‘The Rise of African Labour’, ‘My 
Labours for Africa’, and ‘I See You, White Man’.28 According to his Malawian personal 
secretary, Tymon Manda (interview), Clements ‘thought it would be easily published in 
America’, where he ‘felt there would be less prejudice because of his political inclinations’. In 
London, George Padmore’s associate and publisher Ras Makonen had a copy of the 
manuscript, though it never went to press (King & Makonnen 1973). 
 
Having not found a publisher, Kadalie was still in the active process of editing his 
autobiography on the eve of apartheid. The published version of My Life includes no reference 
to the 1948 election. But Kadalie did write about DF Malan’s victory in a backwards-looking 
newspaper article that was set to become an appendix. In it, Kadalie nihilistically described the 
Afrikaner ‘political revolution’ as a regrettable aid to the Communist cause, and called for the 
Industrial Conciliation Act and the colour bar on the mines to be repealed, the bill depriving 
coloureds of the vote to be withdrawn, and the recently moth-balled NRC to be resuscitated. 
Having riled against the Hertzog Bills throughout the 1920s and 1930s, he concluded: ‘What 
the country badly needs today is to go back to Hertzogism in order to avoid pending disaster’ 
(Kadalie 1949). 
 
In stark contrast to the young man who challenged colonial ontologies of race and gender in 
the 1920s, by 1949 Kadalie had completely abandoned his earlier radicalism. Explicitly 



 395 

rejecting Garveyism because he ‘did not believe in the slogan of “Africa for the Africans”’, 
and communism because the Communist Party ‘always plays the opportunist role in every 
country outside Russia’, Kadalie now moderately believed ‘that the salvation of the Africans 
in this country will be brought about through their own sweat and labour’ (Kadalie 1970: 84, 
220-221). Despite personal contact with black American radicals such as WEB Du Bois and A 
Philip Randolph, My Life reworded the final paragraphs of Booker T Washington’s Story of 
the Negro (Washington 1909: 400) to conclude in a narrowly South African-centric manner: 
 

To me the history of African Trade Unionism seems like the story of a great adventure, 
in which for my own part I am glad to have had a share […] it is a rare privilege to 
have taken part in the early struggles, the plans, and the ambitions of over eight million 
people who are making their way from industrial serfdom into a place in the social and 
political system of our South African nationhood (Kadalie 1970: 224). 
 

My Life was frank about certain failings. Kadalie addressed the impact of alcoholism on ICU 
leaders, contending that ‘religiously minded’ members ‘did not approve of the behaviour of the 
secretaries’ who ‘indulged in intoxicants freely’ (Kadalie 1970: 193, 222). Will Stuart in his 
preface to My Life, nevertheless, railed: ‘On one point only is Kadalie silent! He tells the reader 
of when he drank too much; he does not tell the reader that many years ago, when his attention 
was drawn to its effect on his work and his efficiency, he cut it out completely’ (Stuart 1970). 
There were, however, numerous other points which Kadalie – with a reputation as ‘a man of 
many faults’ (Anon 1951a) - had to be silent on. Another preface written by Eddie Roux ‘too 
critical for Kadalie’s taste’ was dropped (Anon n.d.). And with thousands of Malawians being 
forcibly deported or removed to rural areas, Kadalie’s position as a South Africa citizen 
remained precarious (Bradford 1993). Unable to stand in the NRC elections in 1942 because 
he was born outside the country, he deemed it was still ‘impossible and inappropriate to 
disclose the secret drama that was responsible for the cancellation of [his 1920] deportation 
order’ (Kadalie 1970: 47). 
 
 
Afterlives of Clements and Eva Kadalie, 1951-1970 
 
Eva Kadalie was central to the eventual publication of My Life in 1970, almost two decades 
after Clements’ unexpected death in 1951. Perhaps fittingly, his last act was to travel with Eva 
to the country of his birth and engage with the growing nationalist movement there. Because 
they were prohibited from travelling through what was then known as Southern Rhodesia, 
Clements, Eva and a coloured driver took a ship to Lourenco Marques and then drove for four 
days ‘through swampland and jungles’ (Anon 1950). Having met with leaders of the Nyasaland 
African Congress, Clements told the ICU on his return to East London that ‘politically 
conscious Nyasaland Natives are strongly opposed to the unification of the Rhodesias with 
their country in view of the colour policy of the Rhodesian governments, which they consider 
worse than that of South Africa’ (Anon 1950). While in Lilongwe, Clements slipped, spraining 
his arm. Malawian intellectual DD Phiri recounted that a shaken Clements was unable to hold 
conversation, though Eva  
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proved equal to the occasion. Not only did she do much to comfort the old man 
but engaged their visitors in fruitful conversation. Like her husband she has an 
intelligent grasp of current affairs and is particularly conversant with the political 
situation in South Africa (that cannot be said of many Non-European women!) 
(Phiri 1970).  
 

Despite hurriedly driving back to East London and its hospital, within days Kadalie was dead. 
Drum reported that he was killed by ‘sugar diabetes’ (Maimane 1952). 
 
Kadalie’s important political impact, as well as his Malawian roots, were celebrated at his 
funeral. At the beginning of the service, the hymn ‘Abide with Me’ was led by a group of 
Malawians, while ZK Matthews eulogised: ‘His ability, as an African from Nyasaland, to unite 
Africans from other parts showed us the oneness of Africa. One day the people of Africa will 
come together and achieve their salvation through the sons of Africa. The whole of Kadalie’s 
life was a political education for everybody’ (Anon 1951b). A reporter for the East London 
Evening Post was  
 

struck by the fervour with which his followers mourned his passing. It was for them 
the passing of a prophet. Officials of the union wearing red rosettes organised and 
controlled the crowd at the memorial service, but it was among the women that the 
religious flavour of the union was most apparent (Brand 1951). 
 

With Victor abroad studying medicine in Heidelberg, Germany, Eva soon found herself 
marginalised within the structures of the ICU, telling her step-son Alexander in May 1953 that 
‘ICU affairs are not running too well’.29 By November the ICU leadership were threatening to 
seize 8 Hope Street and Eva, ‘in very bad health mentally due to worries’, believed her life was 
in danger.30 According to Joe Matthews and Tymon Manda (interviews), Eva had also had an 
affair with Peter Ray Nassau, who led the challenge, and claimed ICU properties for himself 
after Clements’ death: ‘He said he was a leader. Mrs Kadalie had a nervous breakdown’. On 
top of this, after the passing of the 1950 Group Areas Act, Eva’s ‘white’ son Bobby was 
arrested for living in the ‘Coloured Area’ of Slangspruit.  
 
By the mid-1950s it had become apparent that Bobby and Eva could no longer stay in South 
Africa, and on Victor’s advice, Eva moved to Germany in 1955. Initially, she lived in 
Heidelburg, but ‘hated the German language and refused to learn it’ (David & Pat Moorhead 
interview). By 1956, she had relocated with Bobby to Britain and a ‘horrendous’ two-bedroom 
tenement at 66 Warren Street in the centre of London. Here she was in contact with a number 
of black politicians and white socialists, including the historian George ‘Sam’ Shepperson. 
While researching the life of the 1915 Nyasaland Rising’s leader, John Chilembwe, Shepperson 
had already become ‘more and more anxious to find out Kadalie's own slant on his life’ and 
started collecting archival material.31 Shepperson found it ‘strange that no one has decided to 
publish [Kadalie’s] book’ - though he was aware that ‘with things as they are in South Africa 
now, one can understand that publishers are not exactly falling over themselves to bring out 
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anything having the slightest bearing on labour movements’.32 By 1959, Victor Gollancz – the 
publishers of Roux’s Time Longer Than Rope - had been singled out as a possible publisher, 
with ‘a reasonable market for his autobiography’ identified.33 A decade later, however, after 
his endeavours had evidently failed, Shepperson complained that Eva was ‘a relatively 
impecunious person’, likely to hold out for a ‘moderately substantial sum.’34 

 

Meanwhile in South Africa, Eva gave both AWG Champion and Eddie Roux copies of the 
manuscript. They too failed to find a publisher, however, despite extensive editorial work by 
Roux who, ‘slightly dazed by the writer’s incorrigible self-esteem’, had hoped to improve the 
document’s ‘literary value’ (Roux 1951, Trapido 1970). In an increasingly repressive 
environment, Roux’s efforts were hampered by Special Police who seized his papers in 1957.35 
Armed with both the Champion and the returned Roux manuscripts, Stanley Trapido 
subsequently interviewed Champion on a weekly basis for five months in 1963, and made 
copies of the pamphlets and newspaper clippings in Champion’s possession (Trapido 1970). 
Taking care to ‘restore the lengthy quotations which Roux removed, because they add to the 
book’s value as a primary source’, he produced a palimpsest of the various editions together 
with a critical introduction. In 1968, ‘a prolific and eclectic publisher’ in London, Frank Cass, 
‘learnt of the MS and after seeing it at once agreed to publish’ (Freedland 2007, Trapido 1970). 
As noted in Shepperson’s review (1973), however, Trapido’s 1970 edited book left out 
numerous sections contained in the ‘Padmore’ manuscript, including an alternative final quote 
- not of Booker T Washington, but of AJ Ford’s Universal Ethiopian Hymn, ‘Oh Africa 
awaken/The morning is at hand!’ Kadalie’s pro-Hertzog appendix was also ignored.  
 
 
Conclusion: The lives of Molly, Eva and Clements Kadalie on reflection 
 
At his funeral, the moderate professor DDT Jabavu asserted: ‘Today we know black people 
can be organised and united. Kadalie pointed the way’ (Brand 1951). Most syndicalists and 
communists, however, held Kadalie in far lower esteem. CPSA and African Mine Workers’ 
Union leader JB Marks (interview) remembered him being unfocused and ‘a bit vulgar’. 
Michael Harmel (1971) stressed that My Life needed ‘to be studied by African trade unionists 
not so much as an example but also as a warning’. And at the launch of the Congress of South 
African Trade Unions (COSATU) in 1985, workers sang of the ‘freedom train’ being ‘capsized 
by Champion’ and ‘derailed by Kadalie’ (Callinicos 1993).  
 
Kadalie’s deviancy and ‘extravagant tastes’ (Andrews 1941) were heavily criticised by 
contemporary white socialists and communists, in particular, but they were also key to his 
success: adapting the culture of the beerhall - where there was ‘no respect towards God’, and 
‘bad language’ was rife (Bradford 1987b: 301) - to the politics of the time. In comparison, 
Trotskyist admirers in the NEUM believed that the ‘present-day African trade unions are the 
natural successors to the ICU’ (Tabata 1950), while radicals in the ANC Youth League looked 
back on the ICU’s heyday as a ‘golden age’ (Neame 2015c: 321). 
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Researching Clements Kadalie’s life has highlighted numerous tensions – social and political 
– but it has most notably raised awkward questions about the politics of gender and morality 
in ICU historiography. During July 1947, when Clements’ East London ICU led a strike at the 
Consolidated Textile Factory over the recognition of a shop steward, Eva made a speech that 
vividly captures the marginalisation of innumerable black women within its history.  
 

From the very beginning women have played [an] important part in the long struggle 
for freedom, right from the days of slavery where Negro women helped their men folk 
to break their chains of bondage. I would like to mention that most of those women 
were not of the intellectual class, but were ordinary slaves […] The names of those 
women are scarcely known outside of the communities in which they live and labour, 
but the value of their services they have rendered is greater than can ever be fully 
measured or known. We have hard problems, it is true, but instead of despairing in the 
face of difficulties we should, as a race thank God that we have a problem.36 

 
Molly and Eva were not as prominent as other ICU women leaders. But difficulties 
accommodating them with the ‘long struggle for freedom’, in many ways, encapsulates the 
awkward place of gender in the history of pre-apartheid black politics. Molly’s life raises 
numerous challenges about how to recognise the lives of abandoned wives, without overly 
fetishizing Christian ideals which the ICU adroitly mocked. Clements’ incoherent politics and 
persona demands we think in terms, not of masculinity, but of shifting masculinities. And Eva’s 
life, though clearly important (both politically and intellectually), raises the difficult question: 
how could a black male trade unionist like Clements have written about his partner’s affairs or 
illegitimate children in the 1940s? Instrumental to the eventual publication of My Life, Eva 
may well have been happy that Clements’ first four children and his relationships generally 
were not discussed – consigning herself to the category of women who ‘are scarcely known’. 
 
None of these personal lives fit neatly into the history that Kadalie wanted to write in the late 
1940s, or the broader ICU historiography that historians like Shepperson, Trapido and Sylvia 
Neame pioneered in the 1960s and early 1970s. This first generation of white revisionist 
historians, facing an increasingly repressive research environment, circumvented the ‘immoral’ 
aspects of Kadalie’s life and situated him within a masculine national-liberation narrative, 
believing that a ‘leader in tropical Africa who built an organisation like the ICU [in the 1950s] 
would have led his followers to an independence’ (Trapido 1970: 11, 25). Silences about the 
women in Kadalie’s life, at first glance feed into these narratives - suppressing the important 
roles that numerous women had played throughout Kadalie’s career, at the same time as 
working to free him from numerous difficult episodes in his past, as he attempted to revive 
both his own reputation and that of the ICU. On reflection, however, more than anything these 
silences point to the profound awkwardness of narrating political failure, the break-down of 
personal relationships, and the collapse of what are, still, unrealised dreams. 
 
 
Notes 
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