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‘The Bantu of today regard it as normal procedure to spend the greater part of their
working lives outside the Reserves in European employment. They adopt this mode of
existence without reservation, as being in the natural course of events.’

Tomlinson Commission UG 61, 1955, p. 73.

Controller of Industrial Manpower to leaders of dock workers: ‘If you do not wish to
work for less than 8s a day, then, of course, you must go home and other people will
come and do the work.” Zulu Phungula, spokesman for dock workers: ‘The Govern-
ment must show us where to go because our homes are here in Durban.’
Department of Labour, File 1496, Minutes of meeting 11 March 1942.

While there has been a comparatively large literature on African migrants cir-
culating between wage labour and agricultural/pastoral production in the
reserves, very little has been written on the state of consciousness of these
workers, their forms of organization, and the struggles in which they have been
engaged. Anthropologists have been preoccupied with concepts such as
‘detribalization’, ‘urbanization’ and cultural change, rather than attempting to
understand the forms of working class action in the cities. In defence of the
rights of African people to live in urban areas liberal social scientists have con-
ceived of migrant workers as institutionalized undercutters of wages, and
others who have written on the class struggles of workers in South Africa con-
sider that repression and labour circulation have seriously retarded the con-
sciousness of migrant workers. Jack and Ray Simons consider that migrant
labour has been developed by the state as a defence against the emerging
African proletariat.

The perpetual rotation of Africans under intensive police surveillance has had a
crippling effect on African labour and political organization. The fear of being ‘en-
dorsed out’ of towns has been a major deterrent to mass action against apartheid.
Labour migration accordingly delays the process of consolidating Africans into a
class-conscious proletariat.!

'H. J. and R. E. Simons, 1969, Class and Colour in South Africa, 1950—1960, Penguin
African Library, p. 616.
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They would perhaps argue that migrant workers were capable of national con-
sciousness, particularly because of their continued links with the land, but that,
of necessity, they would not be the advanced class conscious section of the
black working class as they are emasculated through coercive labour circula-
tion. They frequently refer to African workers in the mining sector as ‘peasant
workers’, taking up the language of Woddis who describes the phenomenon of
labour circulation in the wider African context. Woddis analyses the produc-
tion of ‘that peculiarly African phenomenon, the continually migrating
peasant-worker’ by imperialism and argues that the migrant worker has lost his
old world without gaining a new one.? Contrary to the Simons’ pessimistic
assessment he writes that migrant labour contains within itself contradictory
features, both the prevention of a stabilized and permanent proletariat but also
widespread experience of wage labour on mines, plantations, railways and fac-
tories and the spread of political ideas. Workers who are circulating between
wage labour and the reserves also join trade unions, take part in strikes,
become members of political parties, and take part in political processions and
demonstrations. This knowledge and experience is taken back to the rural areas
and increases political activity in the countryside.

Thus, in the busy market-of-ideas of the urban centres they have become new men,
with enlarged horizons and an awareness of class interests and class solidarity, and a
new national consciousness ... The migrant worker is also a migrant peasant, and the
African worker-peasant with knowledge of both worlds, is able to bring to the coun-
tryside the spirit and political consciousness that has grown in the towns.?

These assessments of migrant workers’ consciousness pose the questions of the
degree of their proletarianization, of the structure of the African working class,
and the forms of action which are taken by workers who are forced to maintain
their families in the rural areas through being denied urban residence by
employers refusing to meet workers requirements in an urban setting and
through the operation of influx control. The answers to these questions will be
sought in this article in the conditions and struggles of togt (day) dock workers

in Durban.
During the Second World War and the 1950s the comparatively ‘free’ form

of labour (migrant workers paid on a daily basis in the Durban docks) was
transformed into contract labour under a strict labour regime. This took place
at a time of intense conflict in Durban characterized by a close identity of in-
terest between stevedoring employers and the state, in which the issues of
stabilization of the African labour force, employer—state responses to strike ac-
tion, and specifically the formation of an employers’ organization to control
labour supply in the docks, were discussed and action taken to limit resistance
to existing structures of labour control. In this period of class struggles the dai-
ly paid dock workers (both stevedoring and railway workers) revealed

2 Jack Woddis, 1960, The Roots of Revolt, Lawrence and Wishart, London, p. 46.
3 Woddis (1960), p. 252.
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themselves as a volatile and class conscious element within the working class in
Durban.

The struggles of the dock workers had a significant effect on the develop-
ment of administrative measures to deal with labour leadership, on the argu-
ment on how to reconcile a smooth-flowing labour supply with tightened influx
control, and on the intra-working class relationships between Indian and
African workers. The process of laying down minimum wages for unskilled
labour was initiated, controls were introduced to contain and direct the flood of
workers from the reserves, influx control was implemented for the first time
(‘endorsing out’ or deportation became a permanent feature of urban ad-
ministration), and new relationships between Indian and African political and
industrial organizations were born in the aftermath of the riots of January
1949. In Durban the base was laid for the mass organization of industrial
workers which developed in the 1950s with the growth of SACTU (the South
African Congress of Trade Unions), a phenomenon which placed the Durban
area as a leading centre of militant trade unionism, mass political action, and a
high level of strike activity.

The dock workers were a significant although proportionately small section
of the total African labour force by the late 1930s. As has been described in a
number of surveys, the African workers in Durban were concentrated in the
tertiary sector (a high proportion of domestic servants, transport, and commer-
cial workers) with a growing proportion of workers in industry and construc-
tion* The dock workers made up 43 per cent of the section of transport
workers; 22 per cent railway workers (2,168) and 21 per cent (2,001)
stevedoring workers.> The most profound characteristic of the African labour
force in Durban was the extent of labour circulation as evidenced by the
preponderance of the working age group (15—60) out of the total African popu-
lation, and an extraordinarily high masculinity ratio (4.13 as compared to
4.32 for the mining Witwatersrand).® This notable feature of the African labour
force in Durban (in strong contrast to the relatively stabilized African popu-
lations in Port Elizabeth, East London, Kimberley and Bloemfontein) was a
result of the emphasis placed by the state on retarding urbanization by a varie-
ty of measures controlling land occupation in urban and peri-urban areas and
through a state policy reinforcing the role of the reserves in reproducing the
particular form of migrant labour. Wolpe has argued that because the means of
subsistence and the reproduction of labour power have been met from sub-
sistence agriculture, the value of labour power of African workers has been
reduced.’

4 R. H. Smith, 1950, Labour Resources of Natal, Oxford University Press and John R.
Burrows, 1959, The Population and Labour Resources of Natal, Pietermaritzburg: University of
Natal.

51936 Census, U.G.12/1942, p. 80.

6 Ibid., xiii, Table 7.

" Harold Wolpe, November 1972, ‘Capitalism and cheap labour power in South Africa: From
segregation to apartheid’. Economy and Society, 1(4) pp. 425—-456.
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When the migrant-labourer has access to means of subsistence, outside the capitalist
sector, as he does in South Africa, then the relationship between wages and the cost of
the production and reproduction of labour-power is changed. That is to say, capital is
able to pay the worker below the cost of his reproduction.’

This argument has to be treated cautiously given the steady decline in
agricultural productivity of land in the reserves but does help to explain why
Durban, where reserves were particularly accessible and where economically
active males were more successfully separated from the household economy,
has historically been a low wage area even in comparison with lesser developed
areas such as Port Elizabeth. In 1939/40 the Native Affairs Commission used
this argument to make a precise calculation of material benefits obtained by
migrant workers maintaining their rural links. It estimated that the migrant
worker had in addition to his wages a ‘reserve subsidy’ of approximately £30
per annum, equal to some 60 per cent of the then average black urban wage.’
Despite the struggles of African workers and their organizations such as the In-
dustrial and Commercial Union (which had a powerful base in Durban), during
1920-38 the most common wage of African workers in Durban was 18s a
week; 58 per cent of wages being between 15s and 20s a week.'?

Dock workers and wage struggles during the war

The dock workers in Durban had a long history of resistance to the general
level of wages in the area and their specific conditions of employment. In a
broader context they had taken up issues of wider economic and political
struggle. They had lead the struggles against the poll tax, against passes (which
culminated in the death of a number of protestors in 1930 including the dock
leader Johannes Nkosi), and the institution of a municipal monopoly in beer
brewing. In 1940 the dock workers were a group of approximately 3,000 to
4,000 workers employed by the day by four major stevedoring companies and
the South African Railways and Harbour. These workers were employed on
average 3—4 days a week because of fluctuations in shipping but also because
the employers wished to maintain a supply of labour at a level equal to that of
the maximum demand which could be made under peak conditions, i.e., a per-
manent surplus. As in all ports which have not undergone decasualization, it
was in each company’s interest to maintain a reserve supply of labour over
average daily requirements. The pressure on wage rates was maintained by this
reserve which encouraged competition among workers for vacancies every
day. Behind this immediate reserve in the dock area pressed the relative surplus
population (surplus to the increasingly deficient peasantry economy) of the

8 Ibid., p. 425.
® Report of Native Affairs Commission, 1939—40, U.G.42/1941, p. 16. The Native Affairs
Commission argued that the African workers living in urban areas were being undercut by ‘sub-

sidized’ migrant labour from the reserves.
10 Smith (1950), p. 65.






































































































