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Abstract

An exploration of South African historiography through the prism of representations of
activist writer Ruth First (1925-1982) forms the focus of this thesis. Ignored in South
African canonical histories during the apartheid era, Ruth First is frequently portrayed as

an icon of the struggle in current accounts about the past.

The dissertation is ordered by five central discussions: gender, political activism,
Jewishness, maternal behaviour and the role of the individual in the community. With
reference to her non-fiction writing, autobiographical accounts by her daughters and her
contemporaries, photographic exhibitions and transcriptions of amnesty hearings to the
Truth and Reconciliation Commission (amongst other works), I trace Ruth First’s
presentation of identity through communications of dress, posture and language. I

examine too the production of her image across time in South African culture.

Imprisoned under the infamous Ninety-Day law in 1963, Ruth First subsequently wrote a

memoir titled 117 Days: An Account of Confinement and Interrogation under South

African Ninety-Day Detention Law (1965), which became known as a classic of the

genre. Caught between her commitments to racial equality and a life of social privilege,
between the demands of motherhood and her sociological research work in Africa,
between performances of a white femininity and the suppressed ramifications of a

difficult ethnic past, Ruth First shuttles between unsatisfactory subject positions. I

iii



propose here that Ruth First strains against the representative mantle which she is made
to wear in post-apartheid tributes to the past, and which she herself sometimes donned as
a lifetime member of the South African Communist Party, and later the African National

Congress.

As the daughter of poor Yiddish-speaking Jews from Lithuania, I propose that Ruth First
is marked by a history of dislocation, immigration and revolutionary activity which she
refused to acknowledge. I undertake my own historiographical exercise through which I
re-situate Ruth First within an alternate heritage of Jewish activist women. An
understanding of the historiographical process as a series of continuous adjustments of

the past to politicized positions in the present underlies my examination.
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Introduction

Near the end of her prison memoir 117 Days: An_ Account of Confinement and

Interrogation under South African Ninety-Day Detention Law' (1965), Ruth First recalls

her joy at being able to obtain books after more than three months of deprivation. Banned
from access to any printed matter or writing tools while detained for resisting the
apartheid” regime, Ruth First benefited from a successful court application brought by
another detainee, Cape Town advocate Albie Sachs, in the second week of November
1963.> The books would arrive one at a time, “all titles subject to approval by Pretoria,” a
euphemism for the headquarters of the infamous Security Branch (138).4 On receiving

Night Has a Thousand Eyes (1953), an Englishwoman’s personal account of the

Norwegian Resistance during World War II, Ruth First writes that for the first time in her
life, she was “afraid of a book” (1965: 142). Intended to break the monotony of her
incarceration, the chronicle by Helen Astrup and B.L. Jacot’ becomes instead an
extension of the monitoring gaze of Ruth First’s captors, “the thousand eyes” of the title
penetrating the bounds of its narrative to become resident in her cell as “the eery

presence” of the security policemen and women who watched her constantly.

' Subsequently, I shall refer to this work as 117 Days.

? «Apartheid’ refers to the official policy of ‘separateness’ between races advocated by the National Party
(NP). It was officially instituted when the NP came to power in the all-white elections of 1948, and
dismantled by a process of negotiation begun in the later 1980s with then banned political parties. The first
democratic elections in South Africa were held in 1994.

? Sachs successfully petitioned the Cape Supreme Court to allow political detainees the right to receive a
moderate supply of writing and reading material while in detention (Sachs 1966: 154-159; First 1965: 138-
139). The Court’s ruling in his favour was applied erratically by the prison system to both Sachs and others,
and was later overturned.

* The Security Branch was also widely known as the Special Branch.



Questioning popular representations

Spying and surveillance, as well as fear of books and writing, were distinguishing
characteristics of the apartheid regime. During routine searches of the private libraries of
‘politicals,” as intellectuals active against the government were colloquially called, police
personnel would frequently confiscate anything with the words ““ ‘black’ or ‘red’ in the
title” as contraband literature (First 1965: 134). The publication abroad of Ruth First’s

initial book South West Africa (1963), in contravention of legal orders banning her from

writing, instantly fueled official fears of what in apartheid terminology constituted ‘die
Swart Gevaar’(“the Black Peril”), or the threat of African nationalist aspirations and ‘die
Rooi Gevaar’ (“the Red Peril”), or the dangers of communist ideologies. An incisive
expos€ of the apartheid government’s economic exploitation of the territory, South West
Africa was a devastating addition to the state’s long litany of objections against Ruth
First. Only a few months after its publication, Ruth First was arrested in Johannesburg
and jailed under the infamous Ninety-Day law on Friday, 9 August 1963.% Before her
release on Monday, 2 December 1963, she spent one hundred and seventeen days in

solitary confinement in a Johannesburg police station and a Pretoria prison.

> Ruth First refers to the work as “a thriller The Night has a Thousand Eyes” (1965: 142). The authorship of
the memoir is complex: it was written by British wartime journalist B. L. Jacot, based on interviews with
Astrup and her diaries.

8 Technically Section 17 of the General Law Amendment Act, No. 37 of 1963, the Ninety-Day law
provided for the detention without trial of anyone suspected of political crimes for up to ninety consecutive
days. After ninety days had passed, the detainee was subject to immediate re-arrest. In this way, anyone
accused of subverting the state could be detained and interrogated indefinitely without appearing before a
court of law.




Eighteen and a half years later, Ruth First was killed in Maputo, Mozambique when she
opened a parcel bomb sent to her by the South Africa Security Branch.” The
circumstances of her murder on 17 August 1982 enhanced her literary and historical
value as a martyr of the struggle, a portrayal which pervades the many re-inscriptions of
history that followed the release of Nelson Mandela from Robben Island in February
1990, and the first democratic elections held on 27 April 1994. In the aftermath of the
apartheid era,® a proliferation of local autobiographical writing inundated bookstores in
South Africa’s major cities due to the lifting of repressive legislation and a concurrent
mood of retrospection which swept the country. In these works, as well as the popular
press and the writing of respected academics internationally (Barbara Harlow) and locally
(J. U. Jacobs and Donald Pinnock), Ruth First is acknowledged as an exemplary activist,
who acted upon her political commitment to resist governmental policies beyond the
jurisdiction of the law. She is also frequently presented as a spokesperson for the

suffering of others, a role which she herself chose to assume in 117 Days.

Jacobs portrays Ruth First as part of a unique group of white freedom fighters, whose
participation in the discourse of activism, interrogation and physical endangerment results

in their transformation into ‘true’ representatives of black majority struggle, their

7 Two years after Ruth First’s death, The Star, a mainstream English commercial daily, published a
speculative article claiming that Joe Slovo had “engineered his estranged wife’s killing on ideological
grounds” (14 July, 1984). The article was part of a disinformation campaign instigated by Craig
Williamson, an apartheid ‘superspy’ who has since confessed to involvement in Ruth First’s murder
(Braude 1996: 49).

¥ Although apartheid ended officially on 27 April 1994, when the African National Congress was elected to
power through the country’s first democratic elections, the Nationalist government’s policy of ‘Peace and
Reconciliation’ began in 1990, with the unbanning of the ANC and the release of most political prisoners.



suffering with and ‘for’ blacks transformed into badges of authenticity (1991c¢). Jacobs
suggest that racial differences, operative before imprisonment, are radically transfigured
through initiation by a common anguish. In a similar vein, Harlow positions Ruth First as
part of an international group of “[w]riters, martyrs, revolutionaries” whose
commonalities within that discourse supercede their differences (1996: 7). While I am
indebted to Jacobs and Harlow for expanding my thinking on how Ruth First has come to
mean in contemporary culture, I argue instead that moments of cross-racial solidarity,
often rendered as epiphanies after shared trauma, are shown to be exceptions rather than
the rule in the pervasive articulations of difference amongst South African revolutionary
women. I suggest that depictions of Ruth First as representative of the nation and its
revolutionary past - while relevant to an understanding of South African history and Ruth
First’s important role within it - ignore other, more fraught representations of self that
may be read from her memoir, her journalism and her non-fiction writing. I propose here
that Ruth First strains against the representative mantle which she has been made to wear
and which she sometimes donned herself as the epitome of a revolutionary who, through
courage and imprisonment, superceded the bounds of her race and class to become a

symbol of non-racialism’ and the anti-apartheid struggle.

The dissertation is divided into three sections. The Introduction and Chapter One, which

comprise the first section, contain an overview of my argument, and an outline of Ruth

® During the 1980s, ‘non-racialism’ was the term used to convey a policy of economic and social equality
amongst people of all races, one which stood in sharp contrast to the segregation endemic to everyday
South African life. During the 1950s and 1960s, the term ‘multi-racialism’ was more commonly used.



First’s life and writing in the context of events and political trends prevalent in twentieth-
century South Africa. In the second section, consisting of Chapters Two and Three, 1
examine the autobiographical genre in terms of its function as a vehicle for expressions of
selfhood and group narrative, concentrating on close readings of 117 Days and other
memoirs by anti-apartheid activists, as well as the autobiographical works produced by
two of Ruth First’s three daughters, Gillian and Shawn Slovo. In the third section,
composed of Chapters Four and Five, I examine Ruth First’s Jewishness and its
(de)construction by group and individual narratives, historicizing particular
representations of and elisions within Jewish womanhood to (re)construct for Ruth First a

matrilineage of Jewish revolutionary women.

The constitutive power of the gaze

In an allusion to the invasive power of the institutional gaze, Ruth First terms “the
thousand eyes” from which she could not hide as “the force of telepathy” (1965: 142).
Michel Foucault defines “the gaze” as “the eye that knows and decides, the eye that
governs” (1963: 89). The eye of the observer is the subject from whose position the ‘I’
of the object is categorized and defined. “[A]lways receptive to the deviant,” the
sovereign eye of the doctor, the prison warden and the natural scientist functions,
Foucault proposes, as the conduit of power through which the patient, the criminal and
the colonized specimen are contained on the margins of social space (89). In 117 Days,
Ruth First reveals an acute awareness that her images of self were often produced by the
multi-faceted gaze of others. She records that the alternately hostile and seductive stares
of her jailers influenced how she conceived of herself, even as she sought to challenge

them through memories of a revolutionary past.



During an intense period of self-chastisement following her agreement to make a
statement to the police after a surprise re-arrest, Ruth First muses that her “weakness”
was her “extreme susceptibility to acceptance and fear of rejection and criticism” (1965:
129). Conscious, too, of the inquisitive gaze of the reader, Ruth First initially shied away
from it in the aftermath of her release. In his preface to the 1982 edition of 117 Days,
Ruth First’s friend and editor Ronald Segal'® remarks upon the uncomfortable labour of
writing to which Ruth First submitted herself, despite an inner “reluctance” to bare her
experiences to “promiscuous view” (1982: 6). Likening autobiographical writing to
physical nakedness, and the reader’s gaze to an act of sexual prying, Segal’s words
invoke the Foucauldian gaze and its impact on acts of gendered self-inscription.
Predicated upon the author’s body in the text of 117 Days, the location of political
martyrdom shifts, in Segal’s preface, to Ruth First’s psyche,!" which he positions in a

similar pose of vulnerability.

As Foucault (1977) suggests, the body itself is a site on which ideology, masquerading as
indelible truth, is inscribed. Discipline of the body is enacted not only within institutions
such as the hospital, the sanitarium and the prison, but also within the self through the
internalization of the controlling gaze. Sandra Bartky argues convincingly that the female
body is restrained differently to that of the male due to its objectification within culture.

Bound through dictates of gesture, size and ornamentation, femininity becomes ‘“an

12 Segal was a lifelong friend of Ruth First and the editor of both South West Africa and The Barrel of a
Gun: Political Power in Africa and the Coup d’ Etat.

1T use the term ‘psyche’ here to denote the experiencing consciousness of the individual, which cannot be
readily seen by others, but has the capacity to reflect deeply both on its own nature and on the external
environment.




artifice, an achievement” (1988: 64). With reference to the theories of Foucault and
Bartky, I consider that in 117 Days and in local memoirs by other women politicals, the
ubiquitous experience of physical constraint in prison is inevitably refracted through the
lens of conflicting expectations about femininity, which differed substantially across race

and class in the early 1960s.

I suggest here that conceptions of womanhood for most black South African women
during this period were inextricably connected with the trope of the mother, whereas
white Westernized women had begun to conceive of mothering and femininity
increasingly independently.12 By this statement, I do not imply that there are no
“overlapping meanings and common cultural influences among black and white women
in the twentieth century,” a flaw in what Cherryl Walker (1995: 417) calls ‘“the
‘difference’ theme” in debates around the political significance of motherhood (419).
Nor do I subscribe to “the ‘collusion with patriarchy’ theme,” which delineates
motherhood as an oppressive social institution while ignoring women’s own experience
and agency as mothers. Rather, following Walker, I approach motherhood as a “multi-
layered” term which traverses “at least three different terrains”: practice, discourse and
social identity (424). The practice of motherhood involves physical and emotional care,

as well as activities related to “the transmission of the particular society’s or sub-group’s

"> Heidi Hartmann argues that in rural or third-world societies in which “children are needed for their
present or future labour,” women’s sexuality “will tend to be directed towards reproduction and
childrearing” (1981: 37, 28n). However, in the suburbs of predominantly white first-world cities, children
are perceived increasingly as “superfluous” to economic well-being, and may even be seen as a hindrance
to its attainment or maintenance. In these urban social settings, Hartmann suggests, “women’s sexuality for
other than reproductive purposes is encouraged.” Seeming liberation from the bondage of motherhood does
not free women from the constraints of patriarchy, however. Citing the example of “the Cosmo girl,” a
modern ideal of glamorous womanhood inaugurated by the launch of Cosmopolitan Magazine in the USA
in 1965 by Helen Gurley Brown, Hartmann suggests that she is released “from childrearing only to find
herself turning all her energies towards attracting and satisfying men.”



values, including those to do with gender and kinship relations” (425); the discourse of
motherhood encompasses various tropes which inform practice; and social identity
implicates women as agents whose own constructions of self are often bound up with
their roles as mothers (426). Motherhood, as practice, discourse and identity, is intimately
linked with the positioning of the female body within culture. At the same time, I propose
that women are not entirely bound by these ideological dictates, but find ways to
creatively resist and sometimes transform both the physical deprivations of prison,
banning" and harassment, and the patriarchal expectations to which they are subjected

and which they frequently reproduce.

The Foucauldian body: inscribing artifice

The interment of the brain and genitals of Sarah Bartmann (also known as Saartje
Baartman), a ninetieth-century Khoekhoe-'Xan'* woman, in a display case in the Musee
de ’'Homme in Paris exemplifies the institutional gaze and its power to paradoxically
both contain and fragment the bodies of the Other. While a young domestic worker on the
Cape farm of Peter Cezar, Bartmann either agreed to sail to Europe, apparently in search
of fame and fortune, or was somehow coerced into leaving. Advertised abroad as the
‘Hottentot Venus,” Bartmann’s body became a source of exotic curiosity to the European

viewer. Even after she died of tuberculosis at the age of twenty-seven in 1815,

"> Banned people were usually restricted from meeting with other banned people, and sometimes from
meeting with more than one person at a time.

'* In 1928, Leonhard Schultze coined the term ‘Khoisan’ to collectively denote the indigenous herders and
hunter-gathers of Southern Africa. Initially adapted to ‘Khoe-San’ in the post-apartheid era, Schultze’s term
has been the focus of “considerable debate around the choice of terminology used to describe the Cape’s
indigenous hunter-gathers and herders” (Mountain 2003: 24). According to one authority, after
“consultation with leaders of the Griqua people — descendants of the early Khoekhoen — and various
academics, the collective noun ‘Khoekhoen’ ” is currently considered the appropriate term by which to
refer to the indigenous herders of the Cape (‘Khoekhoe’ is the adjective). ‘San,” or the phonetically spelled
'Xan, is the Nama word used to describe hunter-gathers. Its use and application is also under interrogation.



Bartmann’s dismembered body was still subject to the prying gaze of scientists such as
Georges Cuvier and Etienne Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire, who published a joint paper about
the ‘Bushman race’ under the title ‘Histoire Naturelle des Mammiferes’ or ‘Natural

History of Mammals’ (Mountain 2003: 76).

A memorial ceremony for Bartmann held in Cape Town in 2002 dramatized some of the
political issues surrounding nation-building in the post-apartheid era. For many, the
international struggle waged for seven years by the Khoekhoe-!Xan to obtain Bartmann’s
disjointed body parts symbolizes the straining of a people to reconstitute itself after the
assaults of colonialism and apartheid. After two centuries of humiliation, Bartmann is
emblematically restored to dignity through her role as “an icon of South Africa’s
indigenous people” (Mountain 2003: 78). “One cannot write nowadays,” says ex-guerilla
fighter David Dirkse, the voice behind Zoé€ Wicomb’s novel David’s Story (2001),

“without a little monograph on Baartman; it would be like excluding history itself” (1).

Wicomb’s tongue-in-cheek observation highlights the growth of new historical
sensitivities to past exploitation of black women, while at the same time, it alerts us to an
accompanying danger of triteness or tokenism. In her Afterword to David’s Story,
Dorothy Driver suggests that the re-insertion or re-modulation of women’s voices within
group narratives about the past sometimes finds expression through the counterpointing
of “the woman’s own authority” with her “submission” to patriarchal and colonial
concerns (2001: 228). In the forthcoming chapters, I suggest that the cultural process of
iconization is as much about the silencing of the voices of celebrated women as it is about

allowing them to be heard. At the same time, I argue that the power of the gaze to



suppress is not entirely hegemonic. It may, at times, be successfully answered by the
ability of the individual to transform identity through the acts of enunciation and
inscription. Specifically, my interest in reading 117 Days and other narratives of political
struggle lies in exploring how and why particular identities are inscribed, and in whether
“the exchange of speech or writing [can] be the occasion for a disruption of the social

ontology of positionality,” as Judith Butler suggests (1995: 440).

Butler proposes that positions from which a subject speaks are always unanchored and
unstable, subject to relocation through “the exchange” produced by talking and listening.
She marks the site of identity, after Jacques Derrida, as ** ‘difference,” ” as simultaneously
the space of ““cultural specificity” and an elision of its confines (441). Following Butler, I
choose to read “identity as site, as effect, as dynamic, as simultaneously formed and
formative” rather than as a pre-existing essence which is fixed conceptually (446).
Instead of creating for Ruth First an identity homogenized by communal struggle, I
suggest rather a series of selves produced by ‘negotiating’ the constraints within and
between specific ideological constructs, namely ‘femininity,” ‘ethnicity’ and political
activism, as they appear in both Ruth First’s writing and other texts across time, or within

‘history.” I shall now explain what I mean by these terms.

Exposition of the title

By ‘negotiating,” I refer firstly to the navigation of awkward spaces of apparent conflict
within and between narratives regarding positioning of the subject. ‘Negotiating’
intimates process, the possibility of unlocking a new ideological territory in which the

ever-shifting nature of identity can be acknowledged and/or created, and thus allowed to
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fall into patterns previously deemed disarray. The transformative potential of writing lies
coiled here, amid the textual tension present in autobiographical and historical narratives
which strain to produce closured identities of their subjects amidst the demands of
frequently incompatible ideologies. Secondly, ‘negotiating’ alludes to the political and
personal compromises frequently expected from South Africans previously oppressed by
the apartheid regime through the process of national reconciliation formalized by the
amnesty hearings of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC). In the context of
these hearings, which began in April 1996 and were concluded in May 2001,
‘negotiating’ also refers to the creation of startling new narratives about the past,
prompted by the unexpected change in political circumstance. The testimony presented at
intermittent periods between 8 September 1998 and 4 March 1999 by two former
Security policemen, Craig Michael Williamson and Roger Howard Leslie Raven
constitute two such narratives. Personally involved in arranging Ruth First’s murder, both

men were granted full amnesty in 2000 for their admitted involvement in her death.

Constructs of ‘ethnicity,” ‘femininity’ and ‘history’ are pivotal to an understanding of
how the identities of Ruth First and other women activists are portrayed within specific
localities over time. Kwame Anthony Appiah and Henry Louis Gates Jr. designate
analytical discussions that are confined solely by an examination of *‘race, class and
gender” as “regnant clichés of our critical discourse” (1992: 625). While recognizing the
validity of these constructs, Appiah and Gates call for “ ‘post-essentialist’ conceptions of
notions of identity” that take into account nationalisms, religion and local histories as
important factors that not only complicate subject positioning, but also unlock areas of

discourse hitherto repressed. Appiah and Gates’ proposal is particularly relevant in
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contemporary as well as apartheid South Africas, for both are social milieus highly
stratified by racial conceptions. The polarization of black and white across what was
formally known during the apartheid era as ‘the colour bar’ was, and to some extent still

is, the defining discourse of that territory."’

During colonial and apartheid rule, to be ‘African’ meant to belong to the group
designated ‘Bantu language-speakers,” an appellation which elided the variegatedness of
ethnicities and culture amongst isiXhosa, isiZulu, isiNdebele, seSotho, seTswana,
siSwati, sePedi, tshiVenda and xiTonga speakers.'® Nowadays, being African is a
particularly contested term in South Africa, a place where narratives of belonging,
exclusion and exile have devastatingly directed its history. In the opinion of Zakes Mda,
“Africans are those who recognize and identify themselves as Africans, whether they are
indigenous to Africa or are of ancestries that are aboriginal in other continents and came
to Africa through diverse human migrations” (Nuttall and Michaels 2000a: 107). While
acknowledging the pertinence of Mda’s definition, I use the term ‘African’ in its
antediluvian sense for the purposes of this dissertation. I do this in order to differentiate
between the more generic term ‘black,” which I understand here to denote all people
formerly designated ‘non-white’ by apartheid legislation, while nevertheless

acknowledging blackness as a complex and contested term.

"> The “colour bar’ is an apartheid term which refers to economic and social segregation of the population
based on racial variables. The state grouped citizens classed as ‘non-whites’ or ‘Non-Europeans’ according
to corporeal characteristics under labels which implied increasing degrees of distance from whiteness:
‘Indians,” ‘Coloureds’ and ‘Africans,” respectively.

The prefix ‘non’ preceding the noun ‘whites’ indicates, on a lexical level, the negation of identity imposed
on black South Africans in their positioning vis-a-vis white hegemony. The typography of these terms,
especially regarding norms of capitalization, varies considerably from text to text.

'® As M. J. Daymond, Dorothy Driver, Sheila Meintjes, Leloba Molema, Chiedza Musengezi, Margie
Oxford, and Nobantu Rasbotsa point out, it is important to bear in mind that cultural variations as well as

12



While an exploration of racial polarization is essential to any examination of identity
inscription which is locally rendered, at the same time it is necessary to recognise its
limitations. As Butler suggests, “the dyadic frame” by which *“a dominant subject projects
and a subordinated Other is projected upon” cannot “account for the myriad racialized
identities that are neither white nor black, nor constituted simply in a dyadic relation to
one other race” (1995: 439). In this dissertation, I question the homogeneity implied by
master narratives of both whiteness and blackness by focusing on articulations of
ethnicity which are founded upon perceptions of shared communal history, religious
affiliation, nationality and culture, as well as race. Race thus becomes only one of the
factors that comprise ethnicity, albeit a factor which carries substantial weight. Ethnicity,
in this sense, is an understanding of group identity which allows a shuttling back and
forth within the continuum of race, dependent upon the subject positioning a group is
made to assume within particular texts. The placement of ethnic groups is never static:
often they cannot comfortably be situated within the linear scale of whiteness or
blackness underlying most Western cultures, but nervously occupy a hitherto undefined

wasteland.

In past centuries, Jewish ethnicity has been prominent as a particularly nomadic occupant
of the racial wasteland, not only in Western legal and social systems, but in South African
ones, too. Often conflated with the Jewish religion, perceptions of Jewish ethnicity'” and

its placement on the black-white racial continuum in this country have fluctuated widely

similarities occur also within each linguistic community, including amongst English- and Afrikaans-
speakers, for “linguistic grouping alone does not define culture” (2003: 7).
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at least since the late nineteenth century. Claudia Braude views “Jewish fears of racial in-
betweenness” (2001: xi) as one of the underlying concerns of Jewry and Jewish writing
of the twentieth century. Certainly, the pervasiveness of this construct and its anxious
expression is borne out in the autobiographical writing of many of Ruth First’s Jewish

political contemporaries, including Slovo: The Unfinished Autobiography (1995), the

posthumous memoir of her husband Joe Slovo. I suggest that the ethnically-generated
fears which Braude discusses had a bearing on Ruth First and the way she chose to
present herself. While Ruth First’s adept command of the English language and her
tailored dress portrayed an image of conclusive belonging to the white middle classes, in
actuality she was the daughter of Jewish working-class refugees from a north-western
part of the Russian Empire known as the Pale of the Settlement, who came to South
Africa speaking only Yiddish, a cultural vernacular written phonetically in Hebrew
letters, and with little financial means. (The territory was colloquially called ‘the Pale’ in
evocation of its marginal status at the edge of Russian geography and culture). Yet when
she is treated by prison authorities in 117 Days as “any white South African Madam”
(1965: 37), the relocation of petty domestic apartheid within the prison milieu is the only
irony to which Ruth First refers: her own ethnic and class background is submerged by

the dichotomization of ‘black’ and ‘white’ realities. In How Jews Became White Folks

and What That Says about Race in America (1998), Karen Brodkin suggests that

continuing shifts in legal and social classifications of Jews in the United States during the
first half of the nineteenth century resulted in the precarious assignation of Jews “to the

white race” (1). Her proposal that those in power “created an off-white race for Jews to

'7 References to Jewishness in this dissertation denote its ethnic dimensions as separate from the religion
Judaism.
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inhabit” has particular relevance in a South African context, as I discuss in Chapter Four.
I propose here that Ruth First’s identity was indelibly stamped by a culture from which
she had been alienated since childhood, a marking discerned most clearly in her memoir

and non-fiction writing through its thorough circumvention.

Constructs of gender within diverse localities complicate further the intricacies of ethnic
identities. Toril Moi defines femininity as “set[s] of culturally defined characteristics” as
opposed to “femaleness,” which is largely “a matter of biology” (1986: 204). In the
autobiographical writing of South African women, paradigms of femininity control
inscriptions of self and others to a large degree, in spite of the writer’s adherence to
political ideologies which may ostensibly resist those very paradigms. What I explore in
the following pages are not only representations of Ruth First as gendered signifier within
revised histories, but just as importantly, the ways in which she chooses to write herself.

Olive Schreiner: A Biography (1980), co-authored by Ruth First and British feminist Ann

Scott, suggests a case in point. Ruth First and Scott present Schreiner (1855-1920), a
famous South African novelist and political thinker, as a woman who was deeply
frustrated by “the way in which conventional feminine stereotypes confined and
imprisoned women,” despite her attempts to overcome them (1980: 25). Ruth First and
Scott’s approach to Schreiner’s “reputation [. . .] during her lifetime and afterwards” and
to “her own view of herself” as struggled for in spite of the ideological limitations of her
historical era has in turn influenced my examination of representations of Ruth First in

117 Days and elsewhere.
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Michael Green proposes that history per se is “perhaps the most insidious of master
narratives needing to be interrogated” (1997: 2). A recognition of the multiplicity of
histories, rather than a single hegemonic history, goes some way towards addressing the
constructiveness of narratives about the past. It is the inscription of history that I view as
subjective rather than the external events themselves. In her discussion of the patriarchal
gaze, Bartky suggests that individuals are not “wholly constituted by the power-
knowledge regime Foucault describes,” and that “periodic refusals of control [. . .], just as
much as the imposition of control, mark the course of human history” (1988: 82). As part
of my exploration of and contribution towards the process of history-making or
historiography in which Ruth First participated not only as historical figure, but also as
historical writer and agent, I propose alternate readings of the past. Searching for a fitting
historical context in which to place Ruth First’s “periodic refusals of control,” I found
myself directed not so much to the stories of black revolutionary women, either local or
international, which, following other critics, I had originally thought would provide an
ideological sisterhood in which Ruth First could be meaningfully located, but to the lives
of Jewish female activists. As I read autobiographies of and interviews with this group of
revolutionaries, I became increasingly convinced that Ruth First’s political heritage had
its roots in the shtetls, or villages of the Pale of the Settlement, rather than in the
townships of South Africa or the revolutionary landscapes of Northern Island, El
Salvador and Palestine (Harlow 1995, 1996b). At the same time, Ruth First’s integral
connection with a specific South African context emanates clearly, for me, through her
autobiographical, journalistic and non-fictional writing, even though, like other
committed communists of the 1960s, Ruth First conceived of herself as a member of a

future socialist utopia in which people considered themselves citizens of the world rather
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than of nations. The aspects of identity she attempts both to articulate and to disguise
through her texts comprise a heterogeneous self (or selves), fractured by her marginal
position as a woman within patriarchies and by the consideration that neither was she
unequivocally ‘white’ due to her Jewish ethnicity, nor was she completely part of the
black majority for whose rights she so passionately fought, but whose worldview she

could not fully imagine.

In her comparative study of colonial writers Olive Schreiner, Isak Dinesen and their
relationship to Africa, Africans and what she terms their “restless confinement in the
category ‘woman’ ~’ (1995: 4), Susan R. Horton chooses to make no distinction between
“literary productions, biography, letters, and even landscape,” perceiving all as
interlinked sites at which positionality is constantly navigated (35). Similarly, in this
dissertation I read as contiguous texts all narratives which represent Ruth First, whether
primarily or peripherally, and despite variations in genre and media. Thus, although I
concentrate my analysis on prison memoirs by Ruth First and other anti-apartheid
activists, I allude also to such diverse texts as testimony recounted to the TRC, film
documentaries, interviews, crime fiction and retrospective photographic exhibitions of the
Jewish community. These are the “struggle narratives” of the title, whether they engage
explicitly with political activism, with what Sachs might term a willingness to endure a
direct “confrontation with apartheid power” (1990: 200), or whether they configure

struggle more obliquely in diverse resistances to familial, social or ethnic constructs.

Elisions of communism, Black Consciousness and Western feminisms



For over twenty-five years, feminist criticism has addressed critical lacunae surrounding
articulations of gender difference within oppressions of race and class.'® These silences
frequently permeate autobiographical inscriptions of identity in the texts of Jewish and
black women activists, who are frequently influenced by communist and Black
Consciousness ideologies respectively. Straining to negotiate the disjuncture between
theory and its application in the realm of gender, these texts will often gloss over
incongruencies at points of conflict, as I discuss in greater depth in the forthcoming

chapters.

Throughout the communist era,' the notion of emancipation through industrialization
was prominent. So-called women’s issues such as domestic labour, child care and
motherhood were subsumed within and considered to be automatically resolved by the

progress of socialism, a political philosophy which (broadly speaking) espoused that state

'8 Since the late 1970s, black women writers have frequently spoken against the simple addition of
oppressions to explain the experience of black womanhood. Notable amongst them is Alice Walker, whose
term ‘womanist’ has come to define, for many, an approach to black female identity which affirms it as an
organic part of black culture, rather than the adoption of feminism, a so-called ‘white’ invention. In a
compilation of her poetry titled In Search of Our Mother’s_Gardens: Womanist Prose (1984), Walker
describes womanism as an approach to the world which allows black women the strength and the freedom
to transgress the boundaries of conventional society, through “outrageous, audacious, courageous or willful
behaviour” (xi). While I recognise that blackness and femaleness are qualitative differences that cannot be
measured merely by the simple additions of oppressions, I have found that an analysis of the limitations of,
and resistance to, categories of race and gender is helpful in approximating how the subject positionings of
women of diverse ethnicities come to be inscribed. Walker’s definition also excludes class as a marker of
difference within culture, and does not allow for a conception of race outside of the black-white dichotomy,
which, given Ruth First’s Jewishness, limits its usefulness to this discussion.

11 refer here to the set of philosophical theories with worldwide application which (debatedly) formed the
foundation of the political structure of the Soviet Union from its establishment in 1917 to its formal
dissolution in 1991. Communism in the Soviet Union, and subsequently in South Africa, was greatly
influenced by the writings of Karl Marx (1818-1883), a Jewish German intellectual. Marxism constructs
communism as the stage of history which succeeds capitalism, heralding the abolition of private ownership
as the means of industrial production, together with the eradication of the exploitation of the worker.
Especially in the early stages of communism as a political movement (specifically in the Soviet Union
during the 1920s and 1930s and later in South Africa during the 1940s and 1950s), followers assumed that
changes in the socio-political structure of a country would automatically lead to the emancipation of
humanity and the development of the individual creativity and aptitudes (Sandle 1999: 13). In Chapter One,




control of labour was the main answer to the equitable distribution of wealth amongst the
general population. Unwilling to address issues in terms of how they affected the lives of
individual women, the Soviet state tended to perceive women rather as a homogeneous
class, as an untapped labour pool, “as a resource, as a vital instrument for the realization
of economic goals” (Sandle 1999: 244). While in the Soviet Union women were
conscripted en masse for work in factories, in the South African political context of
racially-slanted capitalism, blue-collar workers were generally drawn from the black or
poor white communities. Although South-African communists generally took the lead
from the Soviet Union in matters of ideology and its application (especially prior to 1953,
the year of Soviet dictator Joseph Stalin’s demise), the fact that domestic labour in
general was borne by black women freed white communist women, like Ruth First and
her contemporaries, to assume leadership roles in trade union and revolutionary
movements. Black communist women leaders like Josie Mpama were rare, mostly due to
the huge burden of labour placed on these women both inside and outside the home, the
racial divide, and possibly their pervasive lack of literacy in the face of the reported
exclusive intellectualism of the dominant communist group (Hirson 1995: x; Turok 2003:

170), namely the Communist Party of South Africa (CPSA).

Although the ideal of gender equality was present in communism, as a political system it
did not address sufficiently how the labour of childraising was to be borne by the female

worker in everyday life (neither did it engage deeply with conceptions of fatherhood and

I will explore in greater depth the particular articulations of communist ideology within the struggle for
freedom against apartheid.
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the complexities arising from them).”® In contrast to the communist ideologies proposed
by the CPSA, which became the South African Communist Party (SACP) in 1953, Black
Consciousness generally subsumed the political and personal aspirations of women under
the trope of motherhood, rather than that of the empowered worker. Formulated by Steve
Biko and other revolutionary thinkers in the early 1970s, the Black Consciousness
Movement (BCM) sought to affirm a specifically ‘black’ experience of the world. It
challenged the dismissal of black culture as inferior and underdeveloped by whites by
placing an emphasis on the glories of a pre-colonial history. Leaders encouraged black
people to assert themselves in the face of white authority, but did not place sufficient
value upon redressing the oppressions of women within both black communal and
apartheid structures, as Mamphela Ramphele explores in her memoir Mamphela

Ramphele: A Life (1995).21 Within both political movements, the CPSA-SACP to which

Ruth First held a lifetime membership, and the BCM, the lack of sensitivity to and
acknowledgement of the difficulties inherent in the convergence of motherhood and
activism leads to an ambivalent rendition of gender within struggle autobiographical

works.

Just as traditional communist and Black Consciousness philosophies often ignore the
debilitating implications of gender bias, so too have Western feminist ideologies tended
to elide disjunctures of race, topographical locality and class between women. As Caren

Kaplan suggests, “the term global feminism has been co-opted in many cases into part of

% The Bolsheviks passed a number of laws facilitating the emancipation of women in 1918, such as the
right to full citizenship, to retain their own surnames after marriage, to divorce, and to travel freely without
their spouses. Subsequent attempts after 1918 to extend emancipation resuited in considerable
governmental resistance, however (Sandle 1999: 83).

*! Subsequently, 1 shall refer to Ramphele’s memoir as A Life.
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a neo-imperialist project that constructs Western agendas and subjects for women in non-
Western locations” (1992: 116). Disparities in location occur not only globally, amongst
those living in the first and third worlds, but also amid women situated within the same
country. The experiences of women living in peripheral (usually rural) areas frequently
diverge strikingly from those situated in central (usually urban) areas. At least during her
South African years, Ruth First subscribed to the ideology of “internationalism” (Kasrils
1993: 282), which minimized ethnic, national and gender differences in order to foster the
creation of a world community of communist revolutionaries. Although Ruth First
behaved in a way that challenged patriarchal assumptions about the role of women, her
relationship to feminism as a theoretical ideal was decidedly cautious. Towards the end of
her life, however, she would consider more seriously the importance of the specific

situation of women within revolutionary movements.

A discussion of Ruth First’s subject position draws attention to my own. Like Ruth First,
I am a middie-class woman of Jewish ethnicity who grew up in Johannesburg during the
apartheid era. As the granddaughter of both maternal and paternal Litvak?® Yiddish-
speaking immigrants who arrived in the country before the outbreak of World War I, I am
a member of the generation which followed Ruth First’s and inherited a similar cultural
past. Therefore, my reading of Ruth First will be consistently coloured by this
background, which manifests, in part, through identification with Ruth First’s position as
an outsider to mainstream culture, and also with her resistance to that marginalization.
Like Ruth First, I have found it challenging to imagine myself into other ethnic subject

positions without trying to appropriate them. I am particularly cautious to avoid
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participating in what Kaplan calls the “colonial discourse” of “Western autobiographical
criticism” (1992: 116), one which is not automatically remedied by “Western feminist
autobiographical criticism” when approaching the writing of black women. Although the
subject positions of both black and Jewish women are marginal within white society, they
are constituted differently, mainly due to Jewish women’s precarious position within

whiteness, and black women’s unequivocal position outside it.

Positionality, authority and the making of history

Kaplan’s inquiries into the possibilities of “reading and writing strategies that historicize
and deconstruct mythologies of nationalism and individualism” (1992: 112) are relevant
here. As Green proposes, the writing of history involves the adjustment of the past to a
politicized position of the present. Green suggests questions of positionality and authority

constitute a “fundamental problem of historicism: how does one represent the past (or the

future, or, indeed, even the present) without simply appropriating it to one’s own
position?” (1997: 6). Both Green and Kaplan suggest modes of literary transparency as
methods of managing the power politics of location and subject. Kaplan recommends
“revealing the power dynamics embedded in literary production, distribution and
reception” of texts as a reply to the ‘“construction of ‘master’ genres,” the formal
requirements of which do not allow the space for the articulation of the experience of
those marginalized by mainstream Western culture, such as women, blacks and Jews
(1992: 119). Yet oppression and appropriation can (and do) occur within minorities

themselves, through the emulation and reformulation of master narratives. Kaplan’s

** Litvak refers to Jewish people who were born in the Baltic provinces of Latvia and Lithuania.
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conception of an “‘out-law genre,” contiguous with Green’s imagining of a “resistant
form” (1997: 6), recognizes the necessity of a search for what Green describes as “a
critical model as much as an aesthetic mode that can, at one and the same time, recognise
the inevitable constructiveness of its subject within its own productive processes.”
Kaplan’s and Green’s demand for an open-ended critical process of self-questioning is a
rigorous one, against which I have attempted to check my own appropriations of
historical subjecthood, which are complicated by frequent experiences of involuntary

inclusion within white constructs of power as well as by what Braude calls “the Jewish

condition of living on the borderline, of being caught between two worlds” (xix).

Following Green, I approach portrayals of identity through questioning master narratives
of gender, race and class hierarchies that are inscribed within both canonical histories of
South Africa, and counter-canonical ones. By canonical histories, I mean those presented
by a particular community or government at a certain point in time as the truth about the
past, present or future. For example, in the era when 117 Days was published, the official
view of history both in South Africa and the West was that the “Cape was discovered by
the Portugese, Bartholomew Dias in 1486, followed in 1497 by Vasco da Gama who
discovered Natal and the route to India,” as a popular travelogue of the period proposes
(Gordon-Brown 1961: 9).” A counter-canonical history is one which questions and
subverts authorized inscriptions of history. For instance, in the speech she delivered to the
Anti-Apartheid Movement Conference in London in 1968, Ruth First presents South

Africa’s past as “one of organized violence applied against the majority of the people,”

> During the spate of historiographical activity which followed the 1994 elections, both Dias and da
Gama’s names were written out of some history books. For instance, neither appears in South Africa: A
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beginning with colonialism, a series of “military conquest{s] over three centuries,” and
continuing with apartheid, “the institutionalised violence of a political system which
entrenches a minority in power against the will and the interests of a majority who

outnumbers them four to one” (qtd. in Pinnock 1997: 105).

At the time of publication, both Ruth First’s South West Africa and 117 Days were

instantly banned in South Africa because they were counter-canonical narratives which
directly challenged official ideology. In 117 Days, Ruth First debunks the contemporary
myth of the “Sunny South Africa” of “airline travel posters” by evoking it ironically
against the backdrop of “the gangs of African convicts” within the walls of Pretoria
Central Prison (1965:63). It is their labour, she points out, which produces the manicured
lawns and gleaming swimming pools in which the warders and their girlfriends sport on

weekends. With the shifting of time and political regimes, the relation between canonical

and revolutionary literatures is often inverted. Hence 117 Days, considered a subversive
narrative in apartheid South Africa, became prescribed reading for Umkhonto weSizwe
(MK) troops in Britain and elsewhere during the 1970s (Kasrils 1993: 115), and today is
available in any public library in South Africa. Daily encountering the temporality of the
canonical, I have developed perspectives on the past which are, of necessity, multi-lensed

and distrustful of closure.

Modern History (2000), an eight-hundred-and-seven page compendium by Rodney Davenport and
Christopher Saunders.
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Carol Boyce Davies suggests that in autobiographical works the “larger historical
context” may often “conceal the individual woman’s story” (1991: 111). Occasionally,
the woman autobiographer may also obscure a portion of the historical context of her
story as a (sometimes unconscious) strategy to conceal controversial identities. In part,
then, this dissertation is an exploration of Ruth First’s own inscriptions of and silences
about her multi-faceted identities as they function within both South African and Eastern
European Jewish histories. Marked by an ethnic history of immigration, and “the
historically specific processes of dislocation and conflict” (Campbell 2002: 160) which
accompany it, Ruth First’s biography is deeply resonant of a past she refused to

acknowledge.

Hiding the self within history

The full title of Ruth First’s prison memoir 117 Days: An Account of Confinement and

Interrogation under South African Ninety-Day Detention Law (1965) implies a generic

experience of detention: it is “an account,” no different, it appears, than those of the
multitude of other detainees whom she knew would neither speak (because they were
dead, mutilated or afraid) nor be heard. Technically, 117 Days is a narrative concerned
with the recounting of a specific event, rather than an entire life. The citing of numerical
figures and legal nomenclature suggests an objectivity of perception, which hints, on the
one hand, at the aloofness of the regime towards those it objectified and, on the other, at
Ruth First’s striving towards presenting a uniformity of suffering across the bounds of the
individual subject. Sandra Michelle Young suggests that social pressure to subsume
personal experience beneath constructs of group identity has led many anti-apartheid

South African autobiographers to “declare that they are representative of a history larger
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than that of the individual author” (1996: 10). Drawing attention to the paucity of
personal pronouns in the title of Ruth First’s memoir and in those of black female
autobiographers like Emma Mashinini and Caesarina Kona Makhoere, Young suggests
that grammatical choices by these women are indicative of their “anxiety” about speaking
authentically in a country fraught by political and racial polarities (11). Caught in a nexus
of fierce resentments and loyalties, these women’s attempts to channel self-expression

through ‘acceptable’ gender constructs often result in tautly articulated texts.

The process of history-making seems to complicate anxieties about speaking the
individual self. In official accounts of the past, women often serve as signifiers for
attributes and ideals of nationhood. Traditionally inscribed into group memory by men,
women who are autobiographers face the challenge of negotiating the unconventional
role of speaker within patriarchal cultures. The result is often an ambivalent complicity
with and resistance to ideological constraints imposed by both culturally-specific
patriarchies and the various liberation movements to which these women autobiographers
belonged. For example, in both her memoir and her journalistic writing, Ruth First
consistently attempts to elide disparities between her own subject position and those of
black and/or working-class women, an approach deeply influenced by the ideal of a
world citizenry current amongst communists of that period. In an era when the concept of
nationhood in South Africa was undergoing a similarly dramatic transformation, Jacobs

suggests that in prison memoirs such as 117 Days and The Jail Diary of Albie Sachs*

(1966), the autobiographical self is more representative than subjective: the personal

experience of the individual becomes the story of an entire community, the sign(ature) of
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the author on the title page corresponding to "a collective implied authorship” (1991c: 4).
I propose instead that both Sachs and Ruth First stand outside the black collective even as
they strive to portray it. In contrast to Ruth First’s aspirations towards a representational
stance, her black contemporaries like Mashinini, Makhoere, Nomzamo Winnie Mandela®
and Ellen Kuzwayo write openly of their difference from white women, situating their

narratives to a great extent upon solidarities of race, a central tenet of the BCM.

Just as Ruth First (somewhat problematically) attempted to tell the stories of those
activists and victims of apartheid who were silenced by illiteracy, poverty, and
internment in 117 Days and her journalistic writing, so too do I endeavour to retrace for
Ruth First a matriarchal history of Jewish revolutionary women. I do not wish to claim
here “any easy notion of Jewish community cohesion, classlessness or cultural

T3N3

superiority” which Shula Marks says underwrites the “ ‘triumphalist narratives’ ” of
Jewish economic and social success in South Africa (2004: 900), and which, post-
apartheid, have been evoked to explain the overwhelming percentage of Jewish

participation in revolutionary activities. Rather, my intention is to address the specificities

of that historical situation, which led to the rise of both a conservative Zionism and a

# Subsequently, I shall refer to this work as Jail Diary.

Z After her divorce from Nelson Mandela in 1996, Nomzamo Winnie Mandela chose to be addressed as
Madikizela-Mandela (Madikizela is her maiden name). However, as most of my references to Madikizela-
Mandela here refer to the period when she was known (and acknowledged herself) as Nelson Mandela’s
wife, I have chosen to retain her former title.

Banned in South Africa until 1990, Nomzamo Winnie Mandela’s autobiography Part of My Soul was
published in 1985 in England, under the name ‘Winnie Mandela.” Although most whites address Nomzamo
Winnie Mandela as “Winnie,” colleague Bishop Manas Buthelezi implies Nomzamo Winnie Mandela’s
predilection for her African first name by dedicating his tribute which prefaces the main text of Part of My
Soul to “Nomzamo Winnie Mandela.” More explicitly, fellow activist Norma Kitson writes in her own
autobiography Where Sixpence Lives that “Nomzamo [is] the name she prefers to her ‘white’ name” (1986:
195). In her autobiography, Nomzamo Winnie Mandela writes of her father’s insistence on what she terms
“that terrible name ‘Winnifred,” which subsequently became ‘Winnie’ ” (49), reluctantly resigning herself
to it only because she is “internationally known under that name” (50). To avoid confusion, I refer to
Nomzamo Winnie Mandela by both her Christian and Xhosa names in this dissertation.
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radical socialism amongst Jewish immigrants to South Africa in their search for a vision
of “ ‘a new Jew,” who would be a subject rather than a resigned recipient of history,” as
James T. Campbell suggests (2002: 104). As well as challenging canonical histories
extolling the victory of “Jewish education and Zionism” (Marks 2004: 901), I aspire to
rise to Marks’ challenge to address “the changing role of women” in South African
Jewish history, a subject she observes “merits far more attention than the handful of
lines” it is usually accorded in current historical writing. 1 therefore examine the
influence of the historical pressures which were brought to bear on Jewish women from
the late nineteenth century until the middle of the twentieth century on Ruth First’s
inscription of identities. In the process, I undertake a historiographical exercise through
which I re-situate Ruth First within an alternate heritage of Jewish activist women, one
which is almost completely submerged in historical writing of her era. One of the reasons
for this disregard arises directly from attempts by this traditionally persecuted community
from Eastern Europe to assimilate itself within whiteness in the context of apartheid
South Africa. Another reason is the pervasive privileging of the historical experiences of
men over those of women. I address, too, Ruth First’s refusal to situate herself within a
heritage which, in many ways, facilitated the production of her substantial contributions
to revolutionary thought and politics.
Reconfiguring the heroic
Following her first encounter with the Gestapo, Astrup writes:

I imagined half a dozen eyes were riveted on to my back. These arrogant and all-

powerful men tramping over my beautiful carpets had done something to my

confidence. Everyone cannot be a hero born and I was very badly scared. I did not
want my nails pulled out like the vaktmester’s [Jewish caretaker’s] (21).
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Thwarting readers’ expectations of conventional bravery by openly admitting her fears of
physical suffering, Astrup articulates them in terms of domestic disruption. Like Ruth

First, who is afraid of the very presence of Night Has a Thousand Eyes in her cell, Astrup

acknowledges the power of the institutional gaze to reconfigure her identity. Disclaiming
the traditional role of the (usually male) hero of the Bildungsroman a la James Joyce,
who reveals his destiny for greatness by performing epic acts from a young age, Astrup
nevertheless proceeds to relate feats of increasing bravery as a secret agent for the
Norwegian Resistance. Ruth First, as reader, and Astrup, as writer, have much in
common. Both women were actively involved in fighting repressive regimes based on
ideologies of racial superiority; both occupied materially and racially privileged (but
simultaneously ambiguous) positions within their respective societies (Astrup was an
affluent foreigner trapped in Nazi-occupied Norway); and both wrote about their
experiences in memoirs which have since become historical documents. A dedicated
mother who is proud of her housekeeping skills, Astrup suggests the possibility of a new
kind of hero. Her admission that she was not “a hero born” implies that heroes are made,
not only through material circumstance, but also perhaps through autobiographical and

historical narratives.

In 117 Days, Ruth First, too, discloses an awareness that heroism is not an ontological
essence, but arises from textual production. While undergoing solitary confinement in
Pretoria Central Prison, Ruth First composes “a plot for a novel” (1965: 71). The
characters, she writes, were herself and her “friends, all cast in the heroic mould.” Unlike
Astrup, however, Ruth First admits to feeling a distinct responsibility to personify a

political ideal, and mentally rehearses that task. When she reaches the part of her story at
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which her heroes face imprisonment, however, Ruth First admits that she “faltered,”
unable to imagine a future beyond the dismal silence of her cell. Proposing that the
generic demarcation between novel and history is a blurred one at best, Green observes
that both kinds of narratives are invented ones, inscribed in terms of an ideological
perspective from the present. Standing at the cross-roads between fiction and non-fiction,
Ruth First’s inability to progress along the first path (her novel within her memoir) is

contingent on the outcome of the second (historical circumstance and its inscription).

In summary, this dissertation is ordered by five central discussions, or themes: namely,
gender, political activism, Jewishness, maternal behaviour and the role of the individual
in the community. My primary focus here is to address images of First in both her own
writings and the literary productions of others. At times, I compare portrayals of First
with those of other activists in order to elucidate particular social and historical contexts
as they intersect with constructs of femininity and ethnicity. In choosing texts for
comparison, I selected first and foremost autobiographical works by South African
political women of her generation and social group. I read others for points of similarity
and contrast and for the ways in which they resonate with the five central discussions

2
noted above.?®

%6 Some worthwhile struggle memoirs which 1 am unable to discuss in detail or at all here include Lionel
Forman and Solly Sachs’ The South African Treason Trial (1957), Helen Joseph’s If This Be Treason
(1963) and Tomorrow’s Sun: A Smuggled Journal from South Africa (1966), Bloke Modisane’s Blame Me
on History (1963), Nelson Mandela’s No Easy Walk to Freedom (1965), Lewis Nkosi’s Home and Exile
and Other Selections (1965), Albie Sachs’ Stephanie on Trial (1968) and The Soft Vengeance of a Freedom
Fighter (1990), Godfrey Moloi’s My Life (1987), Caesarina Kona Makhoere’s No Child’s Play: In Prison
Under Apartheid (1988), Sindiwe Magona’s To My Children’s Children (1990), Govan Mbeki’s Learning
from Robben Island: The Prison Writings of Govan Mbeki (1991), Phyllis Ntantala’s A Life’s Mosaic
(1993), Maggie Resha’s Mangoana O Tsoara Thipa Ka Bohaleng: My Life in the Struggle (1992), Pauline
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By comparing representations of Ruth First’s identity in 117 Days with both counter-
narratives and canonical accounts, I also address some of the conflicting ideologies bound
up with the telling of the past. Through investigating the correlation between inscriptions
of Jewish womanhood and revolutionary activity, I suggest possibilities of further
representations of Ruth First hitherto occluded. Naomi Shepherd”’ suggests that in the
last century and a half, the main impetus for Jewish women becoming activists was their
desire to escape Jewish patriarchal culture (1993). I test many of Shepherd’s conclusions,
which she exemplifies by depictions of Russian, Northern European and North American
Jewish political women, in the South African context. In so doing, I show that the
phenomenon of Ruth First’s activism and achievement was not a fortuitous aberration
born only of genius or of deprivation shared with the normally inaccessible Other, but
rather a product of the particular ideological environment in which she was raised, by
parents schooled in socialist activism, within a Jewish immigrant family from the Pale of
the Settlement who had arrived in South Africa at a time in history when heightened class
conflict, refracted through the lens of race, appeared to promise the opportunity for mass
revolution. While predictions of the violent overthrow of the government were replaced
by a negotiated dismantling of the apartheid system, seismic shifts in perceptions of
gender and ethnic identity transpired within the country, opening up a site where

historiographical projects such as this one could be written.

Podbrey’s White Girl in Search of a Party (1993), Adam Low’s film Voices From the Island (1994) and
Rusty Bernstein’s Memory Against Forgetting (1999).

*” I am indebted to Veronica Belling, librarian-in-charge at the Jewish Studies Library at UCT, for directing
my attention to Shepherd’s analysis.
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Ruth First: A World

Seeking truth(s)

On 8 November 1963, Ruth First made a statement to the Security Branch: “I told the detectives
sitting like birds of prey over me the bare outlines of this story, stringing it out for as long as they
showed patience to listen,” she writes (1965: 119). Flanked by Major Swanepoel, Lieutenants
Viktor and Van der Merwe, and watched from behind by Captain Van Zyl and Warrant Officer
Nel, Ruth First plans to speak “in evasion and half-statement,” vowing mentally never to divulge
the “trails to information the Security Branch so wanted” (115). Rather, she would reveal
information that was already public knowledge, facts which might *“placate” the police, but
would not take them further in their investigation. Shying away from the speaking of ‘truths’ that
would assist in the arrest or conviction of other political suspects, Ruth First strives instead to

spin stories as decoys, hoping to lure the hovering “birds” away from their quarry.

Following the convention of an official working group in December 1995 to “establish a
complete picture of the causes, nature and extent of the gross human rights violations”
committed between 1 March 1960 and 10 May 1994 (Krog 1998: vi), the seeking of truth in the
context of personal narrative, and attempts to understand and redefine what is meant by the term
‘truth,” became a matter of national scrutiny in South Africa. Dr. Alex Boraine, the deputy

chairperson of the TRC, describes four “official” ways in which the Commission approached
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truth: “we distinguish between factual or forensic truth, personal or narrative truth, social truth,
and healing or restorative truth. My story attempts to reflect all four of these, but I readily
acknowledge that this is not the whole truth” (2000: 1). Like Boraine, writers such as Wicomb in

David’s Story and Antjie Krog in Country of My Skull (1998), a memoir about the author’s

personal journey during her reportage of the TRC for national radio, explore both the complexity

and evasiveness of truth in the contexts of personal and public histories.

Written thirty years earlier, at the height of the apartheid era, such explorations into the ontology
of truth are largely submerged in 117 Days. The text tends to conflate factual, personal and social
truth: it is only in addressing her own healing or restorative truth later in the text that Ruth First’s
subjective voice comes to the fore. In recounting her staged confession, Ruth First delineates two
factual truths: the story she tells the detectives, which she describes as selective truth, and her
own knowledge of events, the ‘real’ truth. In between lies a third truth told to the reader,
interleaved with confidences about Ruth First’s state of mind and her intentions, but curtailed, in
certain instances, by the contraction of names to initials and disclaimers about sources. (Ruth
First has a good reason to be hesitant about revealing too much information, as when 117 Days
was published many activists inside the country were still in danger of persecution). But it is not
only empirical information which remains hidden in the narrative: another truth remains to be
told, a fourth story occluded at the interstices of group narrative and personal experience, of a

self frequently straining against the image she strives to present.
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Brandon Hamber (2002) suggests that what Boraine terms “healing or restorative truth” is
brought about by the telling of stories of state harassment in a sympathetic public space, where
the production of truth emerges as a need parallel to that for justice. According to Hamber, the
voicing of truths which were previously concealed due to social and political pressures is “what
the survivors (including those who were ambivalent about other achievements of the TRC) felt
was most useful about the process” (2002: 64). Yet even within a forum specifically designed to
validate the personal stories of survivors, such accounts by women remain, arguably, largely
unspoken. For instance, in her survey of women’s testimony during the first five weeks of the
TRC, Fiona Ross notes that while fifty-eight per cent of the survivors testifying were women

(1996: 6), only four percent spoke about themselves (7, table two).

Although the creation of a safe space by the TRC for women to voice their stories and for them
to be heard may not have been entirely achieved, its very aspiration was not part of the political
world in which Ruth First produced 117 Days. Written mostly in London in 1964, Ruth First’s
memoir includes an official account of her life as recounted to the police, a linear progression of
empirically verifiable events told over six pages, from her birth in Johannesburg on 4 May 1925,
to her university years and her later involvement in several groundbreaking political events
(1965: 116-121). Towards the end of her mini-narrative, however, Ruth First’s voice falters as
she describes a series of meetings at Rivonia in the early months of 1963. With “alarming
unexpectedness” (122), her story peters out. She finds that, like the plot of her earlier unfinished

novel, she cannot devise a fitting conclusion.
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This chapter addresses mainly factual and social truth. I focus on the inscription of factual truth
by discussing in greater depth key occurrences which Ruth First mentions only in passing. I also
discuss additional events which are important to her story. Furthermore, I extend the narrow
timeline of her official account to include her childhood and young adulthood, as well as the
years of her exile from March 1964 to her death in August 1982. By discussing some of the
sociological and historical trends prominent in twentieth-century South Africa from the
perspective of different ethnic groups, I engage with social truths which led to the creation of a
particular political situation and its resistance. My intention in this chapter is to connect the
autobiographical self to the world of sequential happenings, to embellish upon what Ruth First
cails “the bare outlines of this story,” which, though contrived, nevertheless provides a

significant point of orientation from which the reader may approach 117 Days.'

Ruth First’s early years
- \

A thirty-eight year old woman at the time of her arrest, Ruth First spent her childhood in a home
characterized by the oxymoronic confluence of communist ideology with white privilege. Both

her parents, Tilly and Julius First, became members of the CPSA when it was founded in Cape

A

! The Ruth First Papers deposited by the Ruth First Memorial Trust at the Institute of Commonwealth Studies in
London constitute a significant collection of chiefly “background materials collected by her but written by others,”
according to archivist David Parker in private correspondence with myself in July 2003. It would no doubt have
been an interesting and fruitful exercise to have written this chapter using this collection of papers as my primary
source. Unfortunately, however, the Institute of Commonwealth Studies had not yet produced a microfilm or digital
reproduction of the documents at the time of writing, and therefore I had very limited access to them. These papers
remain an important source for future study. According to Parker, only one folder (RF/1/15/1/15) contained
“significant materials” written by Ruth First herself. These include a draft of her 9 August 1978 speech on women,
which I discuss in some depth in Chapter Five.
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Town on 30 July 1921.2 By 1924, the CPSA was strongly affiliated with Communist
International (Comintern), a Soviet organization based in Moscow which centralized

revolutionary political parties worldwide. In Class and Colour in South Africa 1850-1950 (1969),

a previously banned work now considered a historical classic, longtime Jewish anti-apartheid
activists and communists Jack Simons and Ray Alexander’ write that the CPSA “affirmed the
principle of mass action,” educating workers about their rights to unite against the government or
their employers (257). Furthermore, the Party “‘undertook to organize workers irrespective of
colour, craft or sex in communist groups and soviets to obtain control of production, seize
political power, and defend their conquests by force” (257). All communist parties were also
“expected to give practical aid to colonial liberation movements and to demand independence for
colonial peoples” (256). Despite its anti-colonial and anti-racist aspirations, however, the
CPSA’s relationship with the black proletariat was initially tentative and volatile due to the
entrenchment of racial divisions in the South African context, especially amongst the working

classes.

Although ethnically Jewish, her parents replaced Judaism with communism before Ruth First

was born. Their home in east Johannesburg® was comfortable by middle-class standards, with

? With an initial membership of three hundred, the CPSA resulted from the merging of several South African trade
unions and socialist organizations, many of which were Jewish, including the Jewish Socialist Society of Cape
Town and the Jewish Socialist Society (Poalei Zion) of Johannesburg.

? While this work is officially published under the authorship of “Jack and Ray Simons,” Ray Alexander refers to
herself by her own name within its pages (1969: 458, 465, 485, 520, 535, 554, and 594) and elsewhere (2004: 117).
Thus, while I reference all quotations from the book as “Simons and Simons,” I refer to Alexander by her own name
in the rest of my discussion.

* At certain times during Ruth First’s childhood when money was tight, the family moved into small apartments in
Yeoville and elsewhere, while renting out their home at 17 Latona Street, Kensington (Pinnock 1993: 9).
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servant quarters in the back and a white nursemaid from London. In an interview with Pinnock in
1988, Tilly First emphasized that “we didn’t have coloured people in the house — whites were
better educated” (1997a: 6). At the same time, the Firsts would religiously take Ruth and her
younger brother Ronald (‘Ronnie’) to the Town Hall to hear communist speakers in order to
make the children “conscious” (7). As in other homes in which social ambitions and political
ideologies were sometimes incompatibly resolved,” a commitment to leftist politics for the Firsts
did not preclude an underlying subscription to at least some conventional white South African

values.

South Africa 1910-1925: consolidation of white power

By the year of Ruth First’s birth, race and gender discrimination in the territory now known as
the Republic of South Africa had been rife at least since seventeenth-century European
settlement of the Cape. The Union of South Africa was constituted in 1910 as a British
protectorate following the South African War (1899-1902), during which an estimated 27 927
Boers and 14 154 blacks perished, many in British concentration camps. African, so-called

coloured,® Khoekhoe, !Xan and Griqua peoples were not represented at the National Convention

> In Slovo: The Unfinished Autobiography, Joe Slovo comments on a similar ideological dichotomy which informed
his “leaning towards left socialist politics” while he was a teenager (1995: 22). Differently inflected to the
contradictions found in the First household mainly due to variations in social class, Joe Slovo’s initial experiences of
socialism were complicated by Jewish ethnic loyalties. Living for some years amongst poor primarily Jewish
working-class immigrants who inhabited a boarding-house run by a Mrs. Sher, Joe Slovo observes what he terms the
“bizarre and paradoxical” socialist affiliations shared by most of the residents, who “tended to combine a passionate
devotion to the Soviet Union with Zionism and a vicious racism towards the majority of the South African
poputation.” It was only some years later that Joe Slovo managed to shed what he describes as his “discomfort” with
members of other races (22).

® The term ‘coloured’ is a highly contested one, fraught with implications of homogenizing ethnic difference.
Although the term is, as Mountain suggests, “an anachronism” (2003: 64), no alternative one has been devised to
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of 1908-1909 when “the future of South Africa was decided by an exclusively white assembly to
their own advantage,” according to Schreiner biographer Karel Schoeman (1992: 212). Olive
Schreiner and her brother Will were amongst the few whites who protested the exclusion of
black South Africans from the political process. Unification resulted in the disenfranchisement of
all ‘Non-Europeans,’ except in the Cape Colony, where blacks had been accorded the right to
limited franchise for almost fifty years based on qualifications of land ownership and minimum
income.” Political exclusion and the growing experience of daily discrimination led to a
nationwide congress of African leaders initiated by Pixley ka Isaka Seme, a Zulu lawyer trained
at Columbia and Oxford universities. At Bloemfontein from 8 to 12 January 1912, tribal chiefs,
overseas-educated black graduates and others voted unanimously for the formation of the South
African Native National Congress (SANNC), with writer Sol Plaatje as its first secretary-

general.8 The SANNC became the African National Congress (ANC) in 1923.

Laws restricting the movement of indigenous peoples had been enforced as early as 1809, when

the Hottentot pass law was introduced in the Cape by the British. All Khoekhoe, !Xan and

date which is unilaterally accepted as describing “those people in the Cape who are not Bantu-speaking and who do
not have a distinct European ancestry along both patrilineal and matrilineal lines.” Therefore, | have prefaced the
term ‘coloured’ with ‘so-called’ in order to indicate both the tentativeness and the insufficiency of that designation.

7 When the British granted self-government to the Cape in March 1853, all male subjects of the Crown who earned
fifty pounds or more per year, or who occupied land and buildings worth twenty-five pounds or more were granted
the vote, regardless of race (Roux 1964: 53; Davenport and Saunders 2000: 104). The Africans who met these
qualifications belonged mainly to the small Christian African €lite educated in the Eastern Cape mission schools
(Sisulu 2003: 31). Amongst the “tiny minority of non-white voters,” more came from the so-called coloured
communities than the African communities (First and Scott 1980: 257).

® When Plaatje went to Britain as a member of a delegation to protest against the Natives Land Act of 1913, which
restricted the country’s four million Africans to less than eight per cent of the land (the remaining ninety-two
percent was designated exclusively for occupation by the country’s one and a half million whites), Olive Schreiner,
who was a committed pacifist at the time, refused to meet with him on the grounds that he supported the enlistment
of black men for military service (First and Scott 1980: 305).
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Griqua persons who did not have documentation to show that they were under the employ of a
white master were designated vagrants, subject to arrest and almost certain forced labour (Roux
1964:27-28).° In the Boer republics of the Transvaal and the Orange Free State, vagrancy and
pass laws pertaining to Africans were also enforced, their stipulations varying in severity and
application from town to town (114). Viewed not only as a form of inconvenience and bondage,
but also as a source of humiliation, black South Africans resisted pass laws throughout the
twentieth century.'” One of the first acts of public pass-burning took place in 1908 in
Johannesburg in response to the infamous ‘Black Act’ of 1906, whereby all male and female
‘Asiatics’ (specifically Indian and Chinese citizens) over the age of eight years were required to
carry passes at all times (104-105)."" Satyagrahis, devotees of Mahatma Gandhi who followed
his path of passive resistance, and admirers of Chinese activist Leung Quin refused to comply.
Many were imprisoned and sentenced to hard labour. When the Free State Provincial Council
ruled in 1913 that African women would be required to produce passes on demand, the women

embarked on a protracted campaign of passive resistance. Although the compulsory carrying of

? This law was abolished by Ordinance 50 of 1828, when so-called coloured people were granted the right to own
land and to demand a contract of labour. In 1838, all slaves at the Cape were freed. In 1842, all blacks within the
boundaries of the Cape Colony were technically granted the same rights as whites, until a series of later laws eroded
them. Discriminatory social and economic practices were always a de facto part of the Cape life, however.

1 The SANNC organized the first recorded campaign of passive resistance against passes in the Transvaal during
March and April of 1919. Seven hundred blacks were arrested. Violence occurred on several occasions: white
civilians randomly attacked black people on the streets of Johannesburg; police manhandled pass offenders in the
cells of Marshall Square, the prison in which Ruth First was later held; and a crowd of black demonstrators attacked
Police escorting prisoners from the court-house to the cells (Roux 1964: 120-121).

! In his semi-autobiographical novel All Under Heaven (2004), Darryl Accone addresses the continued ambivalent
legal and social status in South Africa of the members of the Chinese immigrant community, who “once were
classified ‘non-white’ and now are deemed not to have been ‘previously disadvantaged’ ” (back cover). Another
significant discussion on Chinese in-betweenness may be found in Melanie Yap and Dianne Leong Man’s Colour
Confusion and Concessions: The History of the Chinese in South Africa (1996).
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passes'” by African women was finally enforced nationally in 1963, a few activists such as Annie

Silinga continued to defy the law and courted daily harassment and frequent arrest.

Formation of a black élite

Before the institution in 1953 of the Bantu Education system, which aimed to indoctrinate black
children with the values of the apartheid system through qualitatively inferior textbooks and
instruction,” only a minority of African men and women had access to Western education
through élite schools such as Tigerkloof, Inanda, Zonnebloem and Lovedale, generally run by
Christian missionaries (Daymond et al 2003: 26-27). Twentieth-century leaders such as Florence
Nolwandle Jabavu, Ellen Kuzwayo, Chief Albert Luthuli, Nelson Mandela, Nomzamo Winnie
Mandela, Charlotte Manye Maxeke, Govan Mbeki, Albertina Sisulu, Robert Sobukwe, Adelaide
Tambo and Oliver Tambo were educated in mission schools. Although the ideology of
domesticity, “deeply imbricated with class and racial hierarchies” was at the heart of mission
education for girls, in many cases colonial schools provided skills which empowered African
women to challenge conventional power hierarchies in later years, as Daymond et al propose

(2003: 25).

2 Pass books were officially termed ‘reference books’ from 1952.

" In his opening debate to Parliament about the soon-to-be-ratified Bantu Education Act (1953), Minister of Native
Affairs Dr. Verwoerd claimed that “ ‘correct education’ ” for ‘Natives’ is one which reduces their “ ‘expectations in
life’ ” (qtd. in Suzman 1993: 35). Verwoerd’s infamous rhetorical question in the same debate, namely, “ ‘What is
the use of teaching the Bantu child mathematics when it {sic] cannot use it in practice?’ ” encapsulates for many the
ideology underpinning all apartheid policies on black education.
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During the late nineteenth century, a number of young black middle-class men and women
attended Amertcan universities under the auspices of the African Methodist Episcopal Church;
later generations would graduate locally from the Native University College of Fort Hare in the
Eastern Cape. Although admitted to the so-called ‘liberal’ universities of Cape Town and the
Witwatersrand in the 1920s, black students and staff were later barred from attending these ‘open
universities” by the Separate Universities Education Bill of 1957.'* The University of Cape Town
(UCT) and Wits formed Academic Freedom Committees to protest the Bill, affirming their right
to admit students and staff solely on academic merit, regardless of race or religion (Beinart et al
1974: 5). Protest took the form of deputations to the Minister of Education, Arts and Sciences,
the installation of a bronze plaque'® in the Jagger Library of UCT and at Wits. All-night vigils,
with flaming torches symbolizing the principle of “Academic Freedom,” were held on the steps
of Jameson Hall at UCT, attended at least once by ANC president Albert Luthuli (Shain et al
2001: 74). The freedoms declared by the Academic Freedom Committee were powerless to

prevent Ruth First’s arrest in the library of Wits five years later, however. Despite the genuine

1 ‘Open universities’ meant that black students were given “academic, but not social, equality with other students,”
according to Roux (1964: 375). Black students and staff members were allowed to join cultural societies, but not to
attend student dances or participate in sporting events.

' The plaque “recorded the removal of academic freedom in the year 1960 and left a blank space for the insertion of
the date when freedom is restored” (Beinart et al 1974: 11). The inscription of the plaque in Latin, which could not
be understood by the vast majority of those whose freedom it was defending, reveals an allegiance to a Eurocentric
conception of culture which was later rejected by the BCM. A plaque written in English which declares the
dedication of Wits to non-racism was unveiled in April 1961. This declaration did not appear in any of the
indigenous vernaculars, which, for some, also marks its exclusionary nature. Demographic information regarding the
enrolment of students at the time indicates that English was the mother-tongue of most students at Wits, where the
ratio of black to white students bore an inverse relationship to the population of the county. Out of 22 000 students
registered at the then nine South African residential universities in 1957, only “1 300 of these were African” (vii).
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efforts of liberal institutions to protest against apartheid, by 1974 the practical result of such an

endeavour was seen by most as “a succession of defeats and disappointments” (Beinart et al 46).

Women, class and colour

As the voices of both black and white women were excluded from official debates at the time of
the Union, a Women’s Enfranchisement League was formed in 1907 to promote their full
participation in national politics. Perceived by some women’s rights activists and leftist
intellectuals at the time “as the genius of the suffrage movement in South Africa” (First and Scott
1980: 261), Olive Schreiner was elected vice-president. To Schreiner’s bitter disappointment,
however, the League soon advocated the granting of the vote to women on the same terms as
men, which implied the replication of the current situation of racial segregation. In 1930, all
white women over the age of twenty-one were duly granted the vote, mainly because their
enfranchisement meant halving the efficacy of the African and so-called coloured vote, which
was instantly reduced from 9.3 per cent to 4.4 per cent of the total electorate'® (Tatz in Simons
and Simons 1969: 661, n31). African, so-called coloured, Indian and Chinese women were

consistently denied the right to vote until the democratic elections of 1994.

16 By the Women’s Enfranchisement Act of 1930, the number of white voters rose instantly from 410 728 in 1929 to
850 182 in 1931 (Tatz in Simons and Simons 1969: 661, n31). A series of irregular voting amendments, such as the
Franchise Laws Amendment Act of 1931, legislated the waiving of property and income tests for white males in the
Cape and Natal. Together with the raising of income qualifications for Africans in the following years, the total
percentage of black voters was subsequently further reduced from 3.1 per cent to 1.4 per cent of the total electorate
(Davenport and Saunders 2000: 326).
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From the 1920s onwards, communists attained limited success in organizing Afrikaner workers
in the railway, mine and garment industries, much to the dismay of nationalists who accurately
perceived the establishment of trade unions as a threat to volkseenheid, or cultural unity. A case
in point was the militancy of members of the Transvaal branch of the Garment Workers” Union
of South Africa, eighty-percent of who were poverty-stricken Afrikaner women from the rural
areas. Under the influential leadership of Solly Sachs, a Jewish immigrant from Lithuania,
members staged a number of victorious strikes on the Reef. Leftist historian and activist
Professor Edward Roux reported that police acted brutally against “the garment girls” during a
demonstration in Germiston in 1932, thus disturbing their Nationalist loyalties (1964: 263).

Generally, the vast majority of the white working class was firmly in favour of the colour bar due

to the economic and social privileges they received. In Rebels’ Daughters. (1957), his
autobiographical history of the garment industry in South Africa, Sachs points out-that by the
early 1940s, Afrikaner garment worker affiliation had shifted from racial to class signifiers, but
admits that “most of the six thousand white workers” in that city were “never completely free

from race prejudice,” which also extended to himself as a Jew and an immigrant (24)."

Immigrant Jewry: assimilation and activism
Although Jews were officially classified as part of the dominant white community at the time of
the Union, immigrants from Eastern Europe and Russia were frequently perceived “as members

of the despised black out-group,” according to South African academic Marcia Leveson (1996:

'7 Banned from trade union activity in May 1952, Sachs chose to go into exile in England in 1953, where he took up
a research fellowship at the University of Manchester.
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24). From the 1880 to 1910, an estimated 40 000 Jews arrived in the country in several waves
(Shimoni 2003: 2). Jewish immigration was practically halted for four years following the
Immigration Restriction Act of 1902, which limited entry into the country of those who were
unable to sign their names in a European language. At that time, most Jews who sought to
immigrate to South Africa spoke mainly Yiddish, which they transcribed in Hebrew letters.
Implicitly defined as ‘Asiatics’ by the Bill, Jews once more gained free access to the country
after lobbyists, led by Jewish parliamentarian Morris Alexander, secured the recognition of
Yiddish as a European language. Despite the fact that both communities were discriminated
against by the same act, the local Jewish community chose to disassociate themselves from the
cause of Indian immigration, according to South African born Israeli critic, Gideon Shimoni
(2003: 7). Actively distancing themselves from members of darker race groups, Jewish
communal leaders sought to secure their foothold into public and official perceptions of
whiteness. Amongst supporters of the Jewish community was Olive Schreiner, whose ‘A Letter
on the Jew’ in defence of the Jewish race was delivered by her husband Samuel Cron
Cronwright-Schreiner at a meeting of the Jewish Territorial Society held in Cape Town on 1 July

1906.'8

"® Schreiner’s letter appeared the following day in Cape Times of 2 July 1906. Leveson suggests that despite
Schreiner’s ostensible defence of the Jewish community, antisemitic perceptions underlie her construction of Jewish
ethnicity (1996: 62-63). Leveson interprets Schreiner’s reference to physical characteristics of the Russian Jewish
immigrants as “broken, crushed and dwarfed,” together with Schreiner’s sentiment that “these people needed but a
little space, a little chance, to develop into some far higher form” (Schreiner 1906: 10) as indicative of the influence
on Schreiner’s worldview of eugenicist philosophy popular at the time, whereby Jews were thought to be a less
evolved species of human being (Leveson 1996: 62-63). For me, however, Schreiner’s representations of Jews as an
inferior race (amid a host of praise for Jewish achievement and morality) is somewhat mitigated by her intention to
convince a hostile public of the desirability of Jewish entry into the country in terms of the current ideologies of the
day. In Ruth First and Scott’s biography of Schreiner, the latter’s statements in defence of the Jews are taken at face
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Several historians have remarked upon the high proportion of Jewish activist leaders in the South
African anti-apartheid struggle. Milton Shain and Sally Frankental cite the following statistics:
“More than half of the twenty-three whites involved in the Treason Trial of the 1950s and all five
whites'” apprehended in the ‘Rivonia Arrests’ of 1963 were Jewish,” out of a community which
at the time comprised 3.1 percent of the white population (1999: 59).%° Similarly, Glenn Frankel
notes that twenty-three out of the sixty active leaders of the Johannesburg district of the CPSA in
February 1946 were Jewish, including its chairman, Michael Harmel (1999: 56). Mark Israel and
Simon Adams (2000) explain the disproportionate number of Jews in revolutionary organizations
such as the CPSA and the African Resistance Movement®! (ARM) as a direct product of the
well-developed tradition of socialist activism prevalent amongst Jews in Russia in the second
half of the nineteenth century. Moreover, they ascribe the Jewish ethnicity of many leaders like
Karl Marx (1818-1883), Vladimir Lenin (1870-1924), Rosa Luxemburg (1870-1919) and Leon

Trotsky (1879-1940) to the socialist aspirations of their childhood communities (2000: 147).

While acknowledging European Jewish socialist heritage as an important factor influencing the

involvement of Jews in the South African struggle, Campbell qualifies “the ‘tradition’ that

value (1980: 254-5), although earlier Ruth First and Scott propose that Schreiner’s characterization of a rich Jewish
moneylender in From Man to Man is “a disappointingly racist stereotype” (174).

' All were Jewish men: Rusty Bernstein, Hilliard Feinstein, Denis Goldberg, Arthur Goldreich and Bob Hepple.

% According to the official Census of 1951, Jews comprised 4.1 per cent of the white population in that year
(Gordon-Brown 1961: 77). By 1991, the proportion of Jews had decreased to “approximately 2 per cent” (Shain and
Frankental 1999: 66, 2n).

2 According to Immanuel Suttner, the “African Resistance Movement (ARM) was a short-lived attempt, mainly by
whites, to use sabotage to undermine apartheid. ARM originated as the National Committee of Liberation (NCL)
and assumed the name ARM after the Rivonia Trial” (1997: 500, 2n). In his memoir Bandiet: Seven Years in a
South African Prison (1974), Hugh Lewin describes the NCL as “ideologically imprecise,” noting that the
“orientation was, broadly, socialist, ranging from some members who were dissident communists through to those

45



immigrant leftists carried” as “both particularist and notoriously sectarian” (2002: 113).
Campbell attributes the fact that ethnic (if not religious Jews) “represented at least 40 per cent of
South Africa’s white left” (98) to social phenomena rooted in specific historical circumstances:
poverty and persecution in Eastern Europe, the “steady erosion of both communal and parental
authority” both in the shtetl and as a result of transmigration, alienation between first and second
generation immigrants, and loneliness stemming from cultural dislocation (105). Emphasizing
that the majority of South African Jews were acquiescent to the regime, Campbell delineates the
rise of a fervent South African Zionism, with its accent on the racial sovereignty of Jewish
nationhood, as a counterpoint to the minority of leftist elements in that community. Ruth First
and Joe Slovo were members of this minority group of committed socialists, many (but not all)

of whom “regarded Zionism as a form of bourgeois nationalism” (109).

The 1930s. increasing discrimination and strategic alliances

In 1926, the only black person in the CPSA was T. W. Thibedi (Roux 1964: 203). Later,
however, convinced that communism supplied at least some answers for a better life for all, more
black leaders such as J.B. Marks, a teacher, and Moses Kotane, a worker,22 joined the CPSA.
Despite mounting pressure exerted both from within the ANC by black nationalists and from

without by anti-left governmental policies, Edwin Mofutsanyana, Albert Nzula, Johannes Nkosi

of us who had been members of the Liberal Party and who had become disenchanted with the Liberals’ insistence on

assive non-violent protest” (16).

? Kotane was born in a rural family and worked initially as a herdsboy, and then as a domestic servant, waiter,
miner and baker. While traversing the country from one job to another, he taught himself to read and write. In 1932,
he spent a year in Moscow at the Lenin school, learning communist philosophy. He returned to South Africa in 1933
as Party secretary and editor (Simons and Simons 1969: 492-493).
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and Gana Makabeni also joined the Party via black trade unions. They were appointed to
leadership positions and successfully “Africanized” the Party by writing articles in isiXhosa,
1s1Zulu, seSotho and seTswana, organizing branches in country districts, and developing stronger
links with grassroots workers (Simons and Simons 1969: 414). At the Seventh Annual
Conference of the CPSA held in Johannesburg in January 1929, twenty of the thirty delegates
were from the black community (217). According to Roux, “the only African woman who played
any part in the communist movement at the time” was Josie Mpama from Potchefstroom (1964:
216). Also known as Josie Palmer, Mpama led protests against location permits throughout the

1930s.

In 1935, Parliament passed the Native Representation Act, which resulted in the loss of limited
franchise for Africans.” Instead of being able to vote directly, Africans in the Cape would elect

three white Members of Parliament (MPs), who were designated as Native Representatives.” In

1936, Parliament ratified the Native Trust and Land Act, which eradicated the last remaining

% Initially, the Coloured Persons Rights Bill, which aimed at disenfranchising so-called Cape coloured people by
placing them on a separate roll, was proposed together with the Native Representation Bill. Subsequently, however,
the Coloured Persons Rights Bill was dropped and limited franchise for so-called coloureds remained until the
Nationalists abolished it in stages between 1952 and 1956.

# The three white Native Representatives in Parliament (from Cape Western, Cape Eastern and the Transkei)
formed a tiny minority in the assembly, which at the time consisted of one hundred and fifty members “elected by
whites and a sprinkling of Coloured” (Simons and Simons 1969: 495). Chiefs, local councils, urban advisory boards
and elections committees in all provinces would be entitled to elect four white senators (one for the Transvaal and
Orange Free State, one for Natal, two for the Cape Province) by a system of block voting. A Native Representative
Council was also created, consisting of six white officials and sixteen Africans (four nominated, twelve elected) in
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rights of Africans in the Cape province to buy lands outside the Native Reserves, which were
usually arid and arbitrary areas of the country allocated by the Natives Land Act of 1913 as the
exclusive dwelling place of the African communities. In exchange, the amount of land ceded to
the Native Reserves would ostensibly be increased by fifty percent; % thus, twelve percent of the
land was allocated to almost seventy percent of the population‘26 Influx control laws instituted
between 1927 and 1932 severely limited the freedom of blacks to live in urban areas, creating an
artificial pool of cheap labour for white farmers and the big mining houses. In December 1935,
disgruntled black and so-called coloured workers joined together to form the National Liberation
League (NLL) in association with the CPSA under Zainunissa (‘Cissie’) Gool” in Cape Town.
Gool toured Natal and the Transvaal in 1939, preaching a version of Gandhi’s satyagraha
amongst the Indian community, which was also suffering due to racially-based restrictions

regarding land ownership and trading licenses.

order to deliberate over grievances and make recommendations to the government. The Council itself had no power
to pass or veto legislation.

*> Most of the land promised in this act was never transferred to black ownership. According to Helen Suzman, by as
late as 1991, two million hectares of land were still outstanding (1993: 44).

*® According to Roux, in 1948 the population of South Africa was eleven and a half million people, of which
“approximately 65 per cent. are Africans (Bantu), 22 per cent. Europeans (of whom about two-thirds are
Afrikaners), 10 per cent. Cape Coloured and 3 per cent. Indian. The non-Europeans thus form 78 per cent. of the
total population” (1964: 354). Davenport and Saunders cite similar figures (2000: 428, table 1).

%7 Gool was the daughter of Dr Abdul Abdurahman, a prominent leader of the small so-called coloured professional
middle-class and a long-standing member of the Cape Town City Council. According to Roux, Abdurahman was
closely associated politically with the SAP and white liberalism, and would have been elected to the post of Mayor
of Cape Town eventually “had he not been Coloured” (1964: 357). Together with Abdurahman, Gool protested the
denial of the vote to African, so-called coloured and Indian women at a meeting held in Cape Town on 27 April
1931 (Simons and Simons 1969: 486). Praised for her “rare [. . .] beauty” and considered a highly “cultured
woman,” Gool shocked white liberals and so-called coloured conservatives at the meeting by declaring: “ ‘I am
slowly going Red [. . .] I fear that I shall be blacklisted as a revolutionary’ " (486-487). Gool, her sister Dr. Waradia
Abdurahman and their mother Mrs. Nellie Abdurahman, in conjunction with Gool’s husband Dr A. H. Gool, his
brother Dr Goolam Gool, and his sisters Minnie and Janub Gool eventually steered the leadership of the so-called
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Jews, too, were subject to discriminatory legislation in this era, although it was not nearly as far-
reaching or as overt as that imposed on officially designated ‘Non-European’ communities.
Legislation such as the Immigration Quota Bill of 1930* and the pro-Nazi sympathies exhibited
by prominent politicians such as future Prime Ministers Dr D. F. Malan, Dr Hendrik Verwoerd
and John Vorster increased the distance between Jews and the rest of the white population. Para-
military organizations such as the Greyshirts (formed in 1933) and the Ossewabrandwag (formed
in 1939) mushroomed throughout the country ‘“chanting anti-Semitic slogans or denouncing
‘foreign influences’ ” (Simons and Simons 1969: 466). Throughout the 1930s, the CPSA
presented communism as the ideological antithesis of fascism, but failed to rally significant
support from other parties, partially as a result of internal dissention. From 1932 to 1948, the
communist movement in South Africa was divided between the followers of Stalin and those of
Leon Trotsky, who was forced into exile from the Soviet Union in 1929. As well as maintaining
certain philosophical differences,” Trotskyists regarded Stalin’s Cult of Personality, or “the
semi-deification of Stalin” (Sandle 1999: 256), with its accompanying institutionalization of

coercion, to be untenable.’® Locally, Trotskyists were in the minority amongst communist

coloured community in the Western Cape into a more radical position in South African politics than the family
E)Satriarch Abdurahman envisaged.

Greece, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Russia, and Palestine were the only countries designated as “non-scheduled,”
or subject to quota restrictions (Shain 1994: 137). Lithuania and Latvia were the countries of birth of the vast
majority of Jewish immigrants. The Levantine characteristics of Jews, Greeks and Arabs are often similarly
B}erceived. .

Trotsky’s theory of permanent revolution emphasized the need for a worldwide socialist system to be created in
order for the socialist state to exist successfully. As opposed to Stalin, whose theory of ‘socialism in one country’
accentuated national self-sufficiency, Trotsky maintained that because the economic development of a nation was
influenced by the laws of the world market, it was impossible for it to exist in isolation. Therefore, Trotsky thought
it essential for socialism to take root throughout the globe, leading to the establishment of an international network
of cooperative socialist states.

30 From December 1929, Stalin effectively assumed the position of the dictator of the USSR. Although the Party
apparatus ran the day-to-day workings of government, Stalin manipulated it effectively by instituting a culture of
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supporters. In 1934, the small group of Trotskyists in Cape Town split into the Spartacist Club,
which cultivated intellectuals, and the Lenin Club, which favoured street-corner meetings and
eventually became the Fourth International of South Africa (Roux 1964: 312).>! Ruth First
herself was Trotskyist in orientation, yet remained her entire life a member of the CPSA-SACP

. . . . e 32
as an increasingly critical voice from within.

The 1940s: war and shifting alliances

In an interview, Jewish trade-unionist and journalist Pauline Podbrey reminisces that, in her
opinion, “there was no other home for any person with a conscience except the Communist
Party” during the 1940s 33 (Suttner 1997: 56): all other official political parties accepted some
form of white domination, while membership in the ANC was the preserve of Africans only until
1969.”* Street battles often broke out between neo-Nazis and young communists on the steps of

the Johannesburg City Hall in the years preceding South Africa’s declaration of war against

fear through his control of the secret police and his appointment of key supporters to important positions. Many
poets, writers, artists and sculptors were intimidated or enticed to produce work which glorified him. As a result, the
physical image of Stalin dominated the landscape of the USSR until his death some twenty-four years later. Between
1936 and 1938, Stalin ordered mass purges, arrests and executions of people from all sections of society who were
suspected of being ‘enemies of the people.” Public show trials of prominent former leaders also took place. Millions
were sent to labour camps, usually never to be heard of again.

’! Roux observes that although the Trotskyists were the only Left organization to unequivocally oppose the war
throughout its five-and-a-half year duration, they remained immune to official harassment in the form of newspaper
bannings and imprisonments, because the government regarded “the movement as too insignificant to be worth
suppressing” (1964: 313).

2 At the TRC Amnesty Hearing for Williamson and Raven on 28 September 1998, Gillian Slovo confirmed that
Ruth First “never left the Communist Party” due to “what it might mean if she had left and the publicity that would
accrue.” But ultimately, in her daughter’s opinion, Ruth First’s “hopes were for a democracy in South Africa. That is
what she used her intellect and her pen and her tongue to argue for.”

3 Bitterly disillusioned after the atrocities committed by the Stalinist regime became known, Podbrey and her
husband H.A. Naidoo resigned from the Communist Party in 1954,

** At the time of Ruth First’s imprisonment, “no whites, Asians or mixed-race members were allowed” in the ANC
(Frankel 1999: 42) as the majority of members felt that Africans must assume leadership of their own people and
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Germany and her allies in September 1939 (Joe Slovo 1995: 18). Following the signing of a non-
aggression pact between German Fiihrer Adolf Hitler and Stalin, however, the CPSA abruptly
adjusted its policy towards fascism, focusing instead on challenging the military recruitment of
‘Non-Europeans.” The anti-conscription campaigning of several CPSA members, including Dr.
Yusuf Dadoo, Dr. Max Joffe and Louis Joffe, resulted in their internment.”> When Germany
invaded the Soviet Union on 22 June 1941, however, the CPSA began to sanction recruitment as
part of the fight against international racism. Pro-war propaganda was combined with a
campaign for the repeal of pass laws, as well as for equal pay and skills training for soldiers of
all races.”® During the war, African soldiers were not allowed to bear arms but instead were
allocated menial tasks like driving, cooking and stretcher-bearing.”” Members of the Springbok
Legion, an anti-racist serviceman’s union formed in September 1941, also began to protest the
treatment of African soldiers by publishing Fighting Talk, a monthly journal in English and
Afrikaans which exposed right-wing nationalist agendas.® Ruth First became editor of Fighting

Talk in March 1955, a voluntary position which also involved organizing finances and

control their own destiny. According to Ray Alexander, it was only in the June of 1985 that the ANC decided to
oyen membership of the National Executive Committee (NEC) to all races (Suttner 1997: 40).

** Dadoo was sentenced to four months imprisonment in January 1941 for publishing a leaflet exposing the great
disparity in rates of pay between black and white soldiers. The Jewish Joffe brothers spent months in a labour camp
for incitement against South Africa’s participation in the conflict. Following a reversal in the CPSA’s stance towards
the war effort, the Joffe brothers were released in September 1941.

% According to the 11 April 1942 edition of Inkululeko (Freedom), the CPSA’s fortnightly newspaper, the pay for a
white private with a wife and child was 12s. 3d. per day, for a so-called coloured or Indian 7s., and for an African
2s. 3d. (cited in Simons and Simons 1969: 536).

7 When some African stretcher bearers were buried in a mass grave along with white soldiers in Sidi Rezegh,
Egypt, the South African Army issued official orders demanding that the corpses be unearthed and reburied in
separate graves (Frankel 1999: 33).

* The first edition was published in January 1942 as a four-page pamphlet. All three thousand copies printed were
sold out within one week.
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circulation. In addition to news items, Fighting Talk published short stories by new writers and

reviews of avant-garde books and theatre.

During the war, a young guard of black nationalists within the ANC - including Oliver Tambo,
Nelson Mandela, Govan Mbeki (a journalist and political organizer from Port Elizabeth), Anton
Lembede, a lawyer, and Walter Sisulu®® - called for the direct challenge of white rule through a
programme of non-collaboration and boycotts, and a return to ‘“traditional African values
adjusted to the conditions of an industrial society” (Simons and Simons 1969: 546). With
Lembede as president, they formed the ANC Youth League in 1943, which challenged the
ANC’s old guard, led by Dr. Alfred Bitini Xuma,* a medical doctor. In her biography of Walter

and Albertina Sisulu, Elinor Sisulu mentions that Albertina was the only woman present amongst

two hundred candidates at the inaugural conference of the ANC Youth League in April 1944
(2003: 102). Attending the gathering as the companion of Walter Sisulu, Albertina Thethiwe
served only “in a supportive capacity, and did not consider becoming a member herself, as the

Youth League was very much a young men’s organization.” Ellen Kuzwayo was one of the few

* Unlike the others, Sisulu was self-educated. He worked at various menial jobs in mines, in factories and even as a
domestic worker, while at the same time gleaning a comprehensive knowledge of history and politics from
conversations with a variety of acquaintances, from his own extensive reading, and from night schools such as those
run in Johannesburg in 1933 by the Bantu Men’s Social Centre in Eloff Street Extension and the Swedish Mission
School (Sisulu 2003: 68).

* Xuma had been elected President-General of the ANC in 1940. “[Clritical of white liberal paternalism” (Sisulu
2003: 92), Xuma initially supported the formation of the Youth League in order to revitalize the ANC, which, during
the 1930s and early 1940s, was perceived by many as “‘a black gentlemen’s club for middle-class professionals and
traditional chieftains” (Frankel 1999: 33). After the drafting of the Youth League’s manifesto and constitution,
however, Xuma accused Sisulu and other leaders of usurping the authority of the ANC’s National Executive (Sisulu
2003: 100). For the next five years, the ANC was divided on the one hand between Xuma’s cautious, and at times
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women to join the Youth League during the 1940s (Kuzwayo 1985: 139; Sisulu 2003: 102). In

her autobiography Call Me Woman (1985), Kuzwayo writes: “T wish I could explain why there
seemed to be no outstanding women in the ranks of the ANC movement at that time” (139). One
reason for the apparent lack of qualified women leaders was an underlying paternalism within
the organization. Prior to 1943, women could not hold full membership in the ANC (Sisulu
2003: 97). Initially the ANC Women’s League, formed under Dr. Xuma’s wife, Madie Hall, an
African-American social worker and educator, *“did not have a separate programme” from the
ANC itself (125). Women’s League Members focused their energies on catering and fundraising.
Relegated to the margins through their location in the realm of the domestic, women were
discriminated against both institutionally and ideologically. As Driver (1988) suggests, black
women leaders themselves sometimes endorsed black patriarchal views even as they strove to

break free from them.

During the war years, Africanists like Nelson Mandela and Walter Sisulu generally perceived
communism with skepticism (Callinicos 2000: 94; Frankel 1999: 37): like feminism, it was yet
another imported European ideology, redundant on African soil, on which they considered race
to be more important than class, and both to be more significant than gender. At the same time,
Africanists frowned upon tribalism (a belief that black people were divided along lines of
ethnicity and language) as a false philosophy which weakened black unity. Perceiving

communism as a threat to black self-determination, both Nelson Mandela and Walter Sisulu

conciliatory approach towards the regime, and the Youth League’s militancy and increasing cooperation with the
communists, on the other (Simons and Simons 1969: 546).
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admit to participating in attacks on communist meetings. They would rush the stage, tear down
posters, heckle the speaker and seize the microphone. However, as the years progressed, the
attitude of many ANC leaders towards the communists softened, eventually leading to close co-
operation in some cases.’! The CPSA’s adult education classes and social welfare projects,
operative during the late 1920s and revived during the early 1940s, attracted the black proletariat.
While the ideology of Marxism did not appeal to all ANC leaders, many grew to respect the
communists for their commitment to the black working classes, for their organized strategy, and,
above all, for the material resources they were able to provide, such as cars, telephones,

newspapers and printing presses.

Following her election to the Johannesburg District of the Party in 1946, Ruth First developed a
close working relationship with Nelson Mandela and Moses Kotane, then General Secretary of
the CPSA, and with communist leader Ismail Meer, with whom she became involved
romantically. Walter Sisulu, who would secretly join the Communist Party during the 1950s
(Frankel 1999: 21), was impressed by the oratory of “formidable” communist women such as
Josie Mpama and Ruth First (Sisulu 2003: 135). During a meeting at the Sisulu house circa 1945,
Mpama successfully challenged the Youth Leaguers about their negative attitude towards the

CPSA, while nearly a decade later, Ruth First won the favour of the audience by recounting the

‘! Walter Sisulu became convinced of socialist logic and directly supported the communists from the 1950s
onwards. Nelson Mandela, who always conceived of the ANC as the primary revolutionary organization, sought to
reconcile African nationalist and communist interests for reasons of pragmatism rather than ideology, while Oliver
Tambo tolerated interactions with the CPSA and the SACP, but personally felt that communism would become
increasingly redundant as the struggle progressed (Sampson 1999: 272). Govan Mbeki, who became convinced of
the validity of Marxist theory during the early 1950s, clashed bitterly with Nelson Mandela and others on Robben
Island in 1977 over whether the Communist Party should be regarded as a dominant force in the struggle (290-293).
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glories of the Eastern Bloc** at the Bantu Men’s Social Centre (BMSC), a Youth League
stronghold.*’ Between May and August 1954, Ruth First visited East Germany, Russia and China
as an official delegate at the World Peace Council Conference, a meeting of more than five
hundred international participants held in East Berlin. Twenty-nine years old at the time, Ruth

First was already a veteran of left-wing politics.

Ruth First’s education and career beginnings

At the age of fourteen, Ruth First joined the Junior Left Book Club, a CPSA-affiliated youth
group which encouraged discussions about international issues. After obtaining her primary
education at the Jewish Government School in Doornfontein, she matriculated from Jeppe Girls’
High School in 1941 and enrolled at Wits for a Bachelor of Arts degree. Even at university,
political life was an integral part of social life, filled with “student societies, debates, mock trials,
general meetings, and the hundred and one issues of war-time and post-war Johannesburg that
returning ex-service students make so alive” 