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The above (the propaganda and agitation of the Jewish Socialists) speak 
for themselves and show the seriousness of the position, which if not pro¬ 
perly tackled by drastic legislation will have the most serious 
consequences.1 

I INTRODUCTION 

South African historians and other social scientists have neglected to ex¬ 
amine ‘ethnic radicalism’ during the early period of South Africa’s in¬ 
dustrial development. Further research is needed to broaden our 
understanding of ‘ethnic’ radical elements (both individuals and 
organisations), their development, and their contribution to the South 
African labour movement. It is hoped that this paper will throw more 
light on one of the most active ‘ethnically-based’ groups in the history of 
the South African radical movement — the Yiddish-speaking Branch of 
the International Socialist League. In order to place the evolution and 
function of this group in perspective, we will start by looking at the 
beginnings and shaping of the Jewish community in South Africa and the 
formation of the International Socialist League (I.S.L.). 

Although the first Jews who arrived in South Africa in the early col¬ 
onial days were generally of British and German origin,2 and were largely 
concentrated in the Cape Colony, a crucial social and historical transfor¬ 
mation of the community took place during the period 1881-1910. Dur¬ 
ing these decades some 40 000 Eastern European Jews from Lithuania, 
Latvia and Poland emigrated to South Africa, thus changing radically 
the social, political and ideological climate prevailing among the already 
existing Jewish population of the Union.3 These emigrations followed the 
outrageous pogroms of the Tsars against the Jews and led to a profound 
change of the ‘ethnic balance’ among the Jewish community. The com¬ 
munity became divided not only along linguistic/cultural lines (into the 
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Anglo-German and the Yiddish-speaking Russian Jews) but also on the 
socio-economic level. The economically well-established Anglo-German 
section of the community had become associated with British culture and 
way of life, while East European Jews (mainly skilled and semi-skilled 
artisans and small-time shopkeepers) displayed a ‘foreign’ culture which 
proved an embarrassment to their acculturated co-religionists. This em¬ 
barrassment was in fact the realisation of a deeply rooted class an¬ 
tagonism.4 Official historians of South African Jewry often claim that 
Jews were a fairly homogeneous community and never played a signifi¬ 
cant political role as a group in South African politics. For this reason, 
they suggest, general political questions have no place in the 
community’s history.5 This paper hopes to show that the case of the 
Yiddish-speaking Branch of the I.S.L. refutes this claim, and seeks to 
give an accurate picture of the organisation’s role within the wider 
socialist movement of the period. 

Jews started joining the South African Labour Party en masse in 1913, 
following the introduction of Smuts’s deportation policy, which was seen 
as a real threat to the very existence of the community.6 The First World 
War found the Labour Party in disarray as the ideological conflict which 
had existed within its ranks since its inception came into the open. The 
‘internationalist elements’ within the party, led by S.P. Bunting, W.H. 
Andrews, I. Israelstam and others, disagreed on principle with the ‘social 
patriotic’ attitude adopted by the Creswell faction of the party (which 
supported the war effort), and established the ‘War-on-War League’.7 
This League was transformed into the first Marxist orientated political 
organisation in the history of the South African labour movement, the 
International Socialist League. The League started organising the work¬ 
ing class in the Transvaal along class and not racial lines.8 Although the 
League’s social base was not politically (or ideologically) homogeneous 
due to the varying positions and backgrounds of its members,9 it must be 
pointed out that its strategies and tactics as exposed in its literature and 
activities were based on a class interpretation of South African society.10 
The I.S.L. propagated working class solidarity among urban workers, 
both on the factory floor and within the communities, but its initial at¬ 
tempts, for example among the Indians in Durban, were not very suc¬ 
cessful.11 However, the organisation’s propaganda activities within the 
Jewish community proved to be fruitful, at least in the beginning. 

II EXISTING LITERATURE ON THE JEWS AND THE SCOPE OF 

THE PAPER 

The standard histories dealing with the beginnings and development of 
the Jewish community in South Africa have unquestionably broadened 
our knowledge of the community; yet the three major works produced so 
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far12 have confined themselves to the community’s ‘communal and 
Zionist aspects and have tended to ignore its radical sections, which were 
both numerically strong (especially during the early period) and political¬ 
ly active.13 Shimoni mentions several early radical groups operating 
within the South African labour movement, including the Yiddish¬ 
speaking Branch of the I.S.L., while Johns’s work includes a brief ex¬ 
amination of this Branch.'4 But the first scholar to examine the Jewish 
community under the prism of a broadly-based class analysis was Taffy 
Adler.15 He portrays the class basis of the cultural rift as expressed in the 
issue of the people’s language (Yiddish versus Hebrew); explores the rela¬ 
tionships between economic and class positions within the Jewish com¬ 
munity; and successfully explains the partial disappearance of Jewish 
radicalism from the South African political scene. While Adler’s papers 
looked at Jewish radicalism in general, over a long period of time, the 
present paper concentrates on one organisation and covers its activities in 
much more detail. Thus, it is able to identify the problems involved at the 
organisational, political and ideological levels. It also looks at the condi¬ 
tions under which this organisation operated within the turbulent period 
under investigation, and its contribution to the South African labour 
movement in general and its socialist fraction in particular. It is very 
much a work in progress and forms a small part of a wider study explor¬ 
ing the Jewish past in South Africa ‘from below’. This study is a 
painstaking, long-term undertaking, and this fact alone points to the 
limits of the present paper. Many questions need to be asked and 
answered, and hopefully this paper will serve as a starting point in 
demystifying the Jewish past in South Africa. 

The International, official organ of the I.S.L., and the South African 
Police files in the Pretoria Archives, were the basic sources used in the 
writing of this paper. Extensive research in the libraries of both the S. A. 
Zionist Federation and the S.A. Jewish Board of Deputies on the 
organisation or the individual leadership figures associated with it prov¬ 
ed fruitless, as did long discussions with several surviving old members of 
the Jewish community. 

Ill JEWISH POPULATION AND MATERIAL CONDITIONS IN 
JOHANNESBURG 

Before we examine the formation and evolution of the Yiddish-speaking 
Branch of the I.S.L., let us look briefly at the social composition of the 
Jewish population in the Johannesburg area, and the social and 
economic conditions prevailing in the city during the period under in¬ 
vestigation. An intensive search of the Johannesburg professional direc¬ 
tories of 1918 revealed that approximately 59 percent of the economically 
active Jewish population belonged to the artisan and small shopkeeping 
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classes. Of these approximately 10 percent were tailors, 2 percent 
shoemakers, 4 percent watch makers and pawn brokers, 3 percent fur¬ 
niture workers, 2 percent tobacco workers, 5 percent plumbers, 3 percent 
building industry workers, 3 percent shop-assistants and 25 percent small 
shopkeepers.16 Most of the small shopkeepers struggled to make ends 
meet because of the monopolistic and monopsonistic tactics of the large 
commercial interests and the monopolistic conditions imposed by the im¬ 
port agencies of the period.17 Most Jewish immigrants lived in the slums 
of Ferreirastown and Commissioner Street.18 The difficult economic con¬ 
ditions under which the Jewish artisan and shopkeeping classes lived can 
be gauged by the fact that while the cost of living in the country had 
climbed dramatically during the years of the First World War (the price 
index had risen from 1000 to 2 249),19 wages had been stabilised and in 
many cases dropped.20 The destitution facing the working sections of the 
Jewish population can also be judged by the activities of the Jewish 
Helping Hand and Burial Society, an institution which helped the poor 
by providing food, shelter and free burials. The policy of the organisa¬ 
tion was never to allow the Jewish poor to become a burden upon the 
general public, and the increase in its activities during the period under 
investigation points to the increasing number of Jews who lived under 
conditions of extreme poverty. In the 28th Annual Report of the Society 
(1917-1918), it was pointed out that the funds available assisted poor 
Jews to become self-supporting, and in most cases funds were given 
directly to applicants. A total of 526 grants were made, 415 up to £5, 41 
from £5 to £10, 36 from £10 to £15, 30 from £15 to £20 and 4 from £25 to 
£40. In addition fourteen anonymous grants were made, eleven of them 
over £25. Many children and adults were also given free funerals.21 

IV THE FORMATION OF THE YIDDISH-SPEAKING BRANCH 

A large number of the newly-arrived Jewish immigrants brought with 
them radical workers’ ideologies. Several of the pioneers of the South 
African trade union movement such as I. Kessler, A. Righthouse, A. 
Levy and I. Israelstam, were sympathisers or members of the Jewish 
Bund and kept their relationship with the organisation alive for a long 
time.22 While living in the slums of Johannesburg the Jewish apostles of 
socialism preached human equality and the coming Socialist Revolution 
with the same vigour and determination they and their comrades had 
shown in the Pale of Settlement. In his autobiography B. Sachs mentions 
one Saul, an unemployed man of about fifty years of age, who preached 
his brand of socialism during the period 1913-1914. Saul’s talk was 
‘magic’, according to Sachs, because his words opened new horizons for 
school-going youngsters and workers alike.-3 Sachs also remembered a 
Jewish socialist named Jos, who agitated amongst the small shopkeepers. 
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His speeches, which always started with the sentence ‘Slaves, why don’t 

you fight for your freedom?’, were heard all through the ‘labyrinthine 
backyards of Ferreirastown’.24 It can be said without hesitation that the 

formation of a Yiddish-speaking Branch (Y.S.B.) of the I.S.L. 
represented a radical transformation of early socialist Jewish activities in 

South Africa. As the economic, political and ideological struggles within 
South Africa had changed and new material conditions emerged, the old 

stalwarts of the ‘Friends of Russian Freedom’ (a well-organised Bundist 
organisation which was very active in Johannesburg for a number of 

years),25 the Jewish anarchists who stayed away from the ‘reformist’ 

Labour Party, and the active trade unionists soon found shelter under 
the banner of the ‘War-on-War League’ and the I.S.L.26 Several promi¬ 
nent members of the I.S.L. soon realised that a ‘separate language’ (Yid¬ 
dish) branch had to be established within the League. It was thought that 

this would bring members into closer contact with large numbers of new 
immigrants who could not speak English properly. The new immigrant 

members and sympathisers, although increasing the organisation’s ac¬ 
tivities and militancy, could not contribute to debates, meetings and 

agitation, or attend lectures where English was used. The leadership of 
the I.S.L. also felt that an all-Jewish environment would help those im¬ 
migrants forget their financial hardships and join the workers’ 
struggles.27 

Yiddish was one of the stronger cultural components of early Jewish 
life in South Africa. It was the language of the workers and the radical 
elements, and was used as the ‘worker’s alternative language’, as oppos¬ 
ed to English, which was the language of the acculturated middle and up¬ 
per classes, and Hebrew, the language of middle class Zionism.28 In addi¬ 
tion, most of the League’s meetings were already addressed in English, 

Dutch and Yiddish,29 while all major events organised by the I.S.L., such 
as Labour Day and the Marx Centenary Celebrations, were also address¬ 
ed in Yiddish.30 It was obvious that the I.S.L. was making major inroads 

into the Yiddish-speaking community in Johannesburg: manifestos writ¬ 
ten in this language were distributed in the poor Jewish areas of Johan¬ 
nesburg and many hundreds of Jews participated in the open-air mass 
rallies organised by the League.31 One of the most prominent Yiddish¬ 
speaking radicals of the period was D. Smith, a tailor who was taught 

socialist doctrines in Russia, England and America. He became a 
member of the Management Committee of the I.S.L. in 1917.32 The first 
advertisement concerning the establishment of the Y.S.B. of the I.S.L. 
appeared in the International of 24 August 1917: 

All Jewish-speaking members, socialists and supporters of the Interna¬ 
tional are cordially invited at the inauguration of the Y.S.B.-I.S.L. in the 
Trades Hall at 2.30 p.m. on the 26th of August. 
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The advertisement also appeared in Yiddish.33 The first meeting of the 
Branch attracted approximately fifty to sixty members and was chaired 
by Israel Israelstam, the doyen of Jewish socialists in South Africa.34 

The Y.S.B. was broadly based on the lines of ‘EVSEKTSIA’ (the 
Jewish section of the Bolshevik Party), whose aims were to harmonise 
the relations of Russia’s Jewish population with the new (Bolshevik) 
social order.35 It is impossible to determine the exact membership of the 
Y.S.B. The Branch’s minutes are unavailable and their fate is unknown. 
The police spies were detailed enough in their descriptions of the mass 
meetings, but it seems they did not have access to the membership lists of 
the League or the Branch. Judging from the very successful social occa¬ 
sions and the large numbers who attended the seminars, functions, 
classes and discussions of the Branch, we can roughly estimate its 
membership to have been between five hundred and one thousand people 
(excluding sympathisers). 

V THE ORGANISATION, IDEOLOGY AND ACTIVITIES OF THE 

Y.S.B. 

Immediately after its creation a fever of organisational activities and 
agitation swept the ranks of the Branch’s activists. On Sunday mornings 
the new Yiddish-speaking orators preached the gospel of Socialism to 
many hundreds of Jews. Prominent amongst the speakers were 
Israelstam, T. Righthouse and J. Adler.36 Social functions were organis¬ 
ed at the premises of West’s Academy, a venue used by socialists for 
many years. These social occasions attracted large crowds of approx¬ 
imately five to eight hundred people, who were entertained with poetry 
and prose, recitations, and light music and dancing.37 Organisationally 
the Y.S.B. was attached to the ‘mother body’ and followed religiously 
the I.S.L.’s strategic directives, both on the labour and political fronts. 

Soon after its inauguration, the Y.S.B. showed its interest in the wider 
socialist and labour movement. Its leaders advised the I.S.L.’s Manage¬ 
ment Committee to open a 10 000 shilling fund called the ‘International 
Printing Press and Building Fund’. This would help the I.S.L. to pur¬ 
chase a printing press or obtain a venue for meetings. The Branch s 
members, without waiting for the Committee’s reply, started working 
hard in an effort to achieve these aims.38 Ideologically, the Branch 
followed similar lines to those adopted by the I.S.L. regarding Jewish 
identity and Zionism. In this respect they perpetuated the 
long anti-Zionist tradition of groups such as the Bund, the Friends of 
Russian Freedom and the Jewish Anarchists, who saw Zionism as the 
‘corrupted petty-bourgeois dream of several reactionary elements . All 
these groups had realised that the Jewish community was stratified along 
class lines; they saw Zionism as representative ot the aspirations ot the 
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‘Anglo-German bourgeoisie’ and ‘Eastern European petty-bourgeoisie’, 
and socialism as the realisation of the dreams of the Jewish working 
class.39 The Y.S.B. strongly denounced the notion of a common 
‘Jewishness’ as advocated by the Zionists and believed that the primary 
contradiction of capitalism was that between labour and capital — the 
‘Jewish problem’ could be solved only after the abolition of capitalism 
and the arrival of a socialist state.40 The faith that the Jewish proletariat 
would ultimately join forces with the international working class was the 
cornerstone of the Y.S.B.’s activities.41 

During an open-air meeting of the I.S.L. addressed by Yiddish¬ 
speaking socialists, the representatives of the Jewish Board of Deputies 
tried to convince S.P. Bunting, a leading member of the I.S.L., to stop 
appearing and agitating in Jewish areas, because the two opposed sec¬ 
tions of the Jewish population (the socialists and the supporters of the 
Board) could create riots or undertake ‘pogroms of shop owners’ win¬ 
dows’. The socialists denounced these claims as coming from the non¬ 
socialist opposition and ignored them.42 

The Bolshevik Revolution of October 1917 unquestionably inspired a 
new interest in the Y.S.B. In the months following the revolution lecture 
venues were full to capacity, considerably more money was collected and 
the sales of the International nearly doubled (the exact number of 
newspapers sold is not given).43 The Bolshevik victory was received with 
enthusiasm by the working class sections of the Jewish community. The 
streets of Ferreirastown and the other Jewish quarters were filled with 
jubilant individuals who embraced and kissed each other, danced and 
celebrated the Russian ‘peoples victory’.44 At the same time the Y.S.B. 
took over the Palmerston Hotel in Jeppe Street and created a library 
which was opened to its members for the study and circulation of 
socialist literature.45 The new revolutionary ideology sparked by the vic¬ 
tory of the October Revolution ‘made Lenin and Trotsky the new 
messiahs who would usher in a new society in which the human race 
would be equal’,46 and those ‘fired’ by this revolution linked with the 
organised socialist movement by joining the Y.S.B.47 

One of the first priorities of the Branch was to cultivate its links with 
the trade union movement at the time. When the Management Commit¬ 
tee of the I.S.L. decided to open a fund for the relief of members of the 
Silverton Tannery and Boot and Shoe-workers’ Union, who had been 
locked out by their employer, the Branch organised an American auc¬ 
tion. An amount of £11 16s 5d was collected for the ‘white and coloured 
locked-out workers’.48 The Branch’s ‘study classes’ on classical Marxist 
and other socialist literature were attended by large numbers of sym¬ 
pathisers and members, and discussions lasted for many hours.49 I. 
Kessler was the secretary of the Branch and one of its main ideologues. 
He was also one of the most regular and prominent speakers at the open- 
air meetings and study classes, together with A. Goldman and I. Joffee.50 
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Fraternal relations were established with the left-wing faction of the 
‘Poilei Zion’ (the Jewish Socialist Society) whose secretary E. Pincus lec¬ 
tured several times under the auspices of the Branch.51 

During the visit of the two ‘Bolshevik emissaries’ from Russia, Lapit- 
zky and Sosnovick, a visit surrounded by controversy as the Russians 
claimed that they were Ministers of the Bolshevik Revolutionary 
Cabinet,52 the Y.S.B. adopted a neutral standpoint. The leadership of the 
Branch advertised the lecture on the Soviet Revolution which the two 
were scheduled to give at the Johannesburg City Hall, and warned its 
members about the rumours and speculations surrounding the arrival 
and background of the ‘emissaries’. The advertisement also stressed that 
the League’s leadership and the Branch did not know the line of analysis 
that the lecturers would follow. It was speculated that the lecture would 
be designed in such a way as to please some and displease others. The 
advertisement ended with the line: 

Whether to scoff or to pray we suppose we will be there.53 

A careful study of the calendar of the I.S.L. branches as it appeared in 
the columns of the International shows that the Y.S.B. was by far the 
most active section within the organisation and this did not change after 
R. Sandler replaced Kessler as secretary.54 In late September 1919, the 
Y.S.B. published in Yiddish a pamphlet under the title The Workers 
Revolution in Russia,55 a translation of an English pamphlet with the 
same title, published originally in November 1918.56 It was a detailed ac¬ 
count of the events leading to the Bolshevik Revolution and its after- 
math.57 Two members of the Y.S.B., A. Frankel and J. Crain, were the 
translators. At the same time the workers’ anthem, the ‘Internationale’, 
was also translated into Yiddish.58 

During the latter part of 1919 the Y.S.B. extended its activities well 
beyond Johannesburg, into South West Africa. Two Jewish organisers 
(the brothers S. and H. Shirkin) conducted regular meetings of Yiddish¬ 
speaking socialists and discussed problems of the class struggle.54 There 
was regular correspondence between the Y.S.B. and its South West 
African disciples, who received pamphlets and other related literature, 
urging the Jewish socialists to join the Branch and fight together against 
capitalist exploitation.60 The Shirkins’ correspondence with the Y.S.B. 
was kept under close scrutiny by the Protectorate’s C.I.D. and the ad¬ 
ministrator. The latter showed a keen interest in the dealings and con¬ 
tacts of the Jewish socialists in his territory. The C.I.D. was asked to 
keep in touch with developments,61 and, on the instructions of the ad¬ 
ministration and the military magistrate, the Shirkin brothers were kept 

under strict surveillance.62 
Although during the whole period of its existence the organisational 

fervour of the Branch attracted new members to the I.S.L. and 
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strengthened the League to a large extent, several ideological and 
political problems regarding the strategies of the organisation were ap¬ 
parent from the day the Branch was created. These problems were 
related to the political and ideological backgrounds of several of the 
Y.S.B.’s leading members and had serious consequences for the League 
in general and the Branch in particular. Eventually these problems caus¬ 
ed a split within the organisation. 

VI THE ORIGINS OF THE SPLIT 

Several members of the Branch whose backgrounds were connected with 
anarchism and syndicalism began to question seriously the tactics and 
strategies of the Branch and the League in general. The advocacy of 
‘direct’ as opposed to ‘political’ action (participation in ‘bourgeois’ elec¬ 
tions) was one of the main policy points advanced by this group. In an 
anonymous article in the International in 1915, the uselessness of 
political participation was stressed.63 In 1917, at a point when the I.S.L. 
was relatively strong both organisationally and politically, a joint 
meeting of all Rand branches was held with the main aim of discussing 
the advisability of contesting the forthcoming municipal elections. The 
reporter of the International covering the meeting commented that ‘the 
pro and anti-political comrades had a full-dress debate on the principle 
of political action just like old times’. While many members of the I.S.L. 
wished to take advantage of the elections for socialist propaganda, 
others felt that there was more important political work to be done and 
stressed the fact that many militants would feel that the League was just 
another ‘boodle-hunting’ organisation like the rest. 

The ideological ‘purity’ of the ‘left-wing’ faction of the Branch 
became evident once more during the Third Annual Conference of the 
I.S.L. (the first occasion on which Y.S.B. members appeared on the 
organisation’s platform). The delegates representing the Branch made 
their presence felt by proposing a motion to delete ‘anti-militarism’ from 
the ‘objects’ of the League’s Constitution. The motion was defeated.64 
While the celebrations of the Bolshevik Revolution (held in March 1918) 
gave a considerable boost to the Branch’s membership,65 at the same time 
the differences among many members and the I.S.L. leadership became 
evident. One of the most important was the position of the League 
towards ‘parliamentarism’ versus participation in ‘bourgeois institu¬ 
tions’. The two factions within the Branch (and the League generally) 
each regarded their position as more ‘Leninist’ than that of their 
political/ideological adversary.66 The Marxist orthodoxy of many 
members of the Branch was also tested during the discussions and ‘study 
classes’ where the Leninist elements had serious confrontations with 
those sympathetic to anarchism.67 The tactical/strategic debate within 
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the ranks of the I.S.L. and the Branch became apparent during the 
League’s Fourth Annual Conference. The conference complimented the 
Y.S.B. for its tireless efforts and the immense ideological and political 
significance of the pamphlet, The Workers’ Revolution in Russia, of 
which 7 000 copies had been sold.68 The leadership of the I.S.L. was urg¬ 
ed to realise that the organisation was the vanguard of the working class 
and that its ties with the black urban proletariat should be strengthened 
at all levels. The highlight of the conference was the appearance of two 
members of the Industrial Workers of Africa (their names did not appear 
in the report). Both of them were workers, and believed that the black in¬ 
dustrial proletariat needed more education of a socialist nature. It was 
stressed that if black workers were left in isolation, they would be used 
by capitalists against the white workers.69 Despite the high notes in the 
conference, several Branch delegates tried to carry the motion that the 
‘method’ of participating in ‘elections for public bodies’ should be 
deleted from the League’s programme and be replaced by ‘direct action’ 
in the Bolshevik mould/0 The motion of the ‘anti-political’ faction was 
defeated by 22 votes to 5.71 

The debates on anarchism and the tactics of ‘political participation’ 
dominated the I.S.L.’s discussions for a considerable period of time. The 
leadership of the I.S.L. made its position on ‘political participation’ very 
clear. In an article signed by J.M. Gibson, a leader and ideologue of the 
League, the ‘anti-political’ elements and especially the Y.S.B. came 
under severe attack. Lenin and Trotsky were quoted as advocates of 
parliamentary action as a weapon in the class war.72 Certain members of 
the Central Johannesburg Branch of the League together with members 
of the Y.S.B. fought gallantly within the League’s organisational struc¬ 
tures to delete ‘political action’ as a tactical weapon. Their efforts were 
unsuccessful.73 While these discussions were taking place, the members 
of the Y.S.B. came together to draw up recommendations and elect 
representatives for the forthcoming Fifth Annual Conference of the 
I.S.L. This meeting proved to be the ‘beginning of the end’ for the 
Y.S.B. of the I.S.L. 

VII THE SPLIT TAKES PLACE 

The principle of ‘political action’ was one of the major agenda items at 
the pre-conference meeting of the Y.S.B. One of this meeting’s recom¬ 
mendations, which was to have a far-reaching effect on the future of the 
Branch, was the deletion of the ‘political clause’ from the League’s con¬ 
stitution. This item was discussed for several hours and was ultimately 
passed unanimously. The elected representatives of the Branch for the 
forthcoming conference (I. Joffee, H. Rackman, R. Sadler, N. Stein, B. 
Kreel and J. Adler) were all supporters of ‘direct action’ and opposed 
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‘political action’.74 The controversy over political action was 
simultaneously highlighted by the establishment of the Communist Party 
of South Africa (C.P.S.A.), led by Andrew Dunbar. The new party ad¬ 
vocated ‘direct’ syndicalist action and dismissed ‘parliamentarism’. The 
resolution adopted by the membership of the Y.S.B. at the pre¬ 
conference meeting was in total accordance with the rhetoric of the 
C.P.S.A., and this fact convinced many observers that a breakaway 
from the I.S.L. was inevitable. The C.I.D. forecast that the conference 
would be full of acrimonious discussions amongst the members of the 
various branches because of the activities and decisions of the Y.S.B.75 

The Fifth Annual Conference, held amidst triumphant fanfares at 
West’s Academy in early January 1920, was chaired by Colin Wade. 
Following the financial statement and reports of achievements in prin¬ 
ting and recruitment, the Y.S.B. immediately proposed the deletion of 
the ‘political action’ clause. Through careful manoeuvering the leader¬ 
ship of the I.S.L. deferred this matter until later. While the question of 
constitutional amendments was discussed, the Y.S.B. delegates again 
proposed that the ‘political clause’ be deleted from the League’s con¬ 
stitution, contrary to the wishes of the Johannesburg and Kimberley 
branches. The discussion was heated, but the motion was defeated by 28 
votes to 2, as were all proposed amendments to the constitution. Joffee, 
the leader of the Branch’s delegation, announced that all the Y.S.B. 
delegates had to withdraw from the conference, following the instruc¬ 
tions of the rank-and-file. However, at least three members of the Y.S.B. 
(1. Israelstam, S. Barlin, and A. Goldman) were elected to the I.S.L.’s 
Management Committee.76 

The decisions taken at the conference were a major defeat for the 
Y.S.B. and the tactics and strategies it stood for. It also became apparent 
that although the leadership of the League certainly appreciated the en¬ 
thusiasm of the Y.S.B. as well as its financial aid to the organisation, it 
felt that the anti-political programme would alienate the white artisan 
element from the League’s ranks. The relationships between white 
workers and some members of the Y.S.B. were far from cordial. In late 
1919, for example, several Branch and general meetings of the League 
ended prematurely because of conflict between members of the I.S.L. 
and the Y.S.B., because the former objected to being called ‘comrades’ 
by the latter.77 Hence, although the leadership of the I.S.L. realised that 
the propaganda and agitation of the Y.S.B. would be sorely missed, 
ideological ‘purity’ was the ultimate aim in the period after the Fifth An¬ 
nual Conference.78 

Following the resolutions passed at this conference, most of the 
members of the Y.S.B. joined, en masse, Dunbar’s C.P.S.A. Dunbar 
vehemently opposed the ‘parliamentary’ politics of the I.S.L. and accus¬ 
ed its leadership of being the ‘lackeys of the capitalists’. At a C.P.S.A. 
meeting on 25 January 1920, J. Stuart, the Party’s second in command, 
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strongly appealed to the Jewish workers to stand firm by their com¬ 
munist leaders during the forthcoming crisis (the elections), as they, the 
Jews, had far more spirit than the ordinary working men and were not 
averse to causing trouble when they saw a convenient opportunity. They 
had nothing to gain, he said, from any of the five political parties 
operating within the Union, as none of these parties would hesitate to 
shoot down workers if the opportunity arose.79 Stuart’s speech was a 
clear appeal to the members of the Y.S.B., the vanguard of the Jewish 
workers. They had already shown through their activities that they stood 
by their ideological and political beliefs. This stand was confirmed by 
Kerschner, the next speaker at that particular meeting. He addressed the 
crowd in Yiddish and described the split within the ranks of the I.S.L. He 
said that those who left the League (the members of the Y.S.B.) were 
‘out for the good of the workers and (thus) they had joined the 
C.P.S.A., while those who were out for place and power would continue 
to call themselves International Socialists without being so’. He sug¬ 
gested that Lenin and Trotsky would have known how to deal with a split 
such as the one that had occurred if the context had been Soviet Russia. 
Kerschner advised his audience to continue their propaganda work, as 
the great Revolution was already on its way and no power on earth could 

stop it.80 
Another meeting, which took place at a private home, was attended 

mainly by those who split from the I.S.L. During that meeting the 
C.P.S.A. was formally established, and Dunbar was elected as its first 
president. The participants discussed the rules and regulations that 
would be subscribed to by the new organisation. Several members pro¬ 
posed that these should be identical to those of the International 
Socialists, and others that they should follow the principles of the Com¬ 
munist Party of the U.S.A. Both motions were defeated and it was decid¬ 
ed that the Party should draft its own rules and regulations. It was fur¬ 
ther decided that the Party would welcome any member of the working 
class irrespective of his or her colour or creed. The propaganda issue was 
discussed in depth and it was decided that every possible platform should 
be used towards that end. It was decided that particular attention should 
be paid to ‘coloured’ workers from whom ‘more was to be expected than 
the European workers’.81 Thus, the Y.S.B. was instrumental in forming 
the first radical group in South Africa bearing the name Communist . 
The group was absorbed into the United Communist Party of South 

Africa in 1921.82 

VIII CONCLUSION 

The Y.S.B. of the I.S.L. was a further manifestation of the deep class 
divisions existing amongst the Jewish population in South Africa. Its 
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ideology, propaganda and agitation, as well as its strategy and tactics 
were in accordance with those of the I.S.L. at least during the early 
period of its existence. Its members regarded the Zionists as ‘petty 
bourgeois’ elements and their movement as an ‘archaic capitalist move¬ 
ment’.83 As there are no records of the Branch, we cannot draw conclu¬ 
sions about the social composition of its leadership or its actual 
numerical strength. What we know is that it comprised mainly artisans 
(particularly tailors) and intellectuals. 

OCCUPATIONAL DISTRIBUTION OF LEADERS OF THE 
YIDDISH-SPEAKING BRANCH OF THE I.S.L.84 

NAME OCCUPATION 

I. Kessler Tailor 
Davies Smith Tailor 
A. Righthouse Chemist 
J. Adler Tailor 
A. Adler Tailor 
I. Israelstam Manufacturer 
S. Ginsberg Agent 
A. Goldman Tailor 
I. Joffee Merchant 
J. Wolk Shopkeeper 
S. Barlin Tailor 
M. Barlin Tailor 
B. Benjamin Bookmaker 
L.A. Shoul Student 
N. Stein Builder 
A. Frankel Shop-Assistant 
J. Crain Shop-Assistant 
G. Glazer Shopkeeper 
A. Levy Tailor 

The majority of the radical group’s leadership were Russian Jews, in 
contrast to the Zionist associations which were mainly dominated by 
English-born Jews. More importantly, as we have seen, the leaders of the 
Y.S.B. were productive workshop artisans and shopkeepers who tried to 
survive the financial burdens of the inter-war depression, the high cost of 
living and unemployment, while a scrutiny of the ‘Zionist’ histories writ¬ 
ten in South Africa reveals that the vast majority of Zionist leaders 
belonged to the wealthy, professional or upper-middle classes. The 
absence of artisans and lower-middle class professionals in the composi¬ 
tion of the leadership of the Zionist societies of the period is evident in 
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these histories.8 As we have seen, the Y.S.B.’s members were Labour 
Party members who had turned internationalists, or sympathisers and 
members of anarchist, socialist or syndicalist groups. The Zionists by 
contrast were idealist Nationalists, whose life-long dream was that of 
securing a homeland for the Jewish people. This vision was given a 
tremendous impetus during the period following the Balfour Declaration 
of 1917. Finally, while the Jewish socialists saw themselves as a part of 
the wider working class revolutionary movement in South Africa and as 
an integral part of the international socialist brotherhood, the Zionists 
spoke of an ‘exclusive Jewishness’ which could only flourish within the 
national boundaries of the Jewish homeland. The propaganda and agita¬ 
tion strategies of socialists and Zionists also differed. While the former 
used the open-air meetings and study circles, the latter preferred the 
more ‘responsible’ meetings in community halls. The Zionists also paid 
more attention to the ‘practical’ side of recruiting, such as collecting 
funds and educating the younger generations of Zionists. 

The Y.S.B. of the I.S.L. makes clear the inadequacy of the thesis that 
the Jewish community in South Africa was a fairly homogeneous one 
which played no part in politics. The split of the Branch from the I.S.L. 
and its amalgamation with the C.P.S.A. did not mean that the activities 
of its members within the wider working class movement in South Africa 
ceased. The vast majority of them continued to play an important role in 
the South African socialist movement for many years to come, thus 
perpetuating a long tradition of Jewish involvement in radical ideologies 
and politics. 
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