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Preface.
81 years ago May Day was first celebrated in 
South Africa.

T  '

Since then trade unions and other organisations 
have 'been fighting for improved conditions in 
the factories. They have struggled for a higher 
standard of living in their communities and for 
better education for their children.
Much has happened in /between. Worker 
federations have grown, j been smashed and 
revived. Political organisations have taken 
root, weakened and strengthened again.
And now - after many quiet years - May Day 
seems to be permanently back on the political 
calenda r.

Those workers now continuing the fight against 
exploitation and oppression carry with them a 
long and proud history.

It is a story which has been kept from the 
workers. It belongs to them.

This booklet aims to return the story of May 
Day to the people who will carry its ideals 
forward.
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Introduction.
Inspiring international worker solidarity

May Day is about capitalism, and the struggle 
of the working class against exploitation and 
class domination.
Capitalism is based on profits the bosses 
extract from workers. To make profit, bosses 
must make sure workers are available, trained, 
obedient, and powerless. Powerless to stop 
bosses from making them work harder for lower 
wages, and powerless to prevent the bosses 
retrenching them.
Ruling the workers obviously involves a lot of 
coercion. Without it, the bosses could never be 
sure that the workers will submit to poverty 
and exploitation.
So the bosses have to control the working 
class. This control is sometimes non-violent
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and very subtle; often violent and brutal.

The bosses must control where workers live and 
how they live, so they can be certain that 
their workers will arrive at work on time, and 
in a fit state to work.

They must control the workers' education, so 
that they can be sure that the workers are 
suitably trained and conditioned for lives of 
w a g e  s l a v e r y .  T h e y  must c o n t r o l  w o r k e r  
organisation in the factories, communities and 
the political arena, so they can never be sure
capitaWlTsra! rS W 1 “  n0t riSe UP and ^ a l l e n g e

Class domination, class resistance.

This class domination has forced workers to 
organise and resist. The brutal attempts by the 
bosses and their governments to suppress worker 
organisation, and to deny legitimate demands of 
t h e  w o r k e r s  h a v e  led to t h e  M a y  D a y  
commemorations. *

M a y  Day is a w o r k e r s  day. it b e g a n  as a 
campaign for shorter working days without 
r e d u c t i o n  in wages. But it has come to 
symbolise the right of workers to organise and 
t r u g g l e  a n d  the v i c t o r i e s  of w o r k e r  organisation.

A manifesto p u b l i s h e d  by the United May Day 
committee in 1937 stated that 'May Day is not
°" y ° f l n t e r n a tional strug g l e  for theeight hour day ; on this day, the workers in 
every country demonstrate their will and desire
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Don’t forget!

LABOUR DAY 
DEMONSTRATION

GRAND PARADEr. s ,. .

Saturday, May 1st, 3p.m.■ "  J  ’ r

TRADE UNION & LABOUR 

SPEAKERS *

SHOW THE DIGNITY AND 

STRENGTH OF LABOUR..

i

In the early years workers were Invited to mass rallies by leaflets like tms

Page 7



for political and economic emancipation. It is 
a day on which the working class reviews its 
f o rces, r e c o r d s  the l e s s o n s  of the past, 
prepares for the tasks ahead, and reaffirms the 
inspiring pledge of international solidarity*.

The issues and demands taken, up in May Day 
commemorations have ranged from bread and 
butter questions of low wages and bad working 
conditions, through to the cost of living, the 
c o n s t i t u t i o n a l  s y s t e m  a n d  a n t i - w o r k e r  
legislation.

Towards a Workers Co-operative Commonwealth.
/

Cin May Day 1937, a demonstration in front of 
the Johannesburg City Hall greeted workers of 
all lands, and pledged to continue the struggle 
against e x p l o i t a t i o n  and to strive for the 
e s t a b l i s h m e n t  of a w o r k e r s  c o o p e r a t i v e  
commonwealth.

A pamphlet called on the government to declare 
May 1st a pub l i c  holiday, limit the working 
week to forty hours, provide state insurance 
for all the un e m p l o y e d  and repeal the Riotous 
Assembly Act.

The meeting reaffirmed its support for the 
principals of freedom of speech and press, and 
t h e  r i g h t  of a l l  w o r k e r s  to o r g a n i s e  
politically and industrially. It demanded that 
the g o v e r n m e n t  p r o vide for the payment of a 
living wage to counteract the rising cost of 
living, it ended with a call to all present to 
d e m o n s t r a t e  that, 'in s p i t e  of r a c i a l ,  
religious and language barriers, the workers of
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° ne ; that they have ° " e enemy, 
-U enemy is the exploiting class, and that they w i l l  pl e d g e  themselves anew to 

ignore al l  national antagonisms, and unite
aQ^ ln*Sut their class enemies - the capitalists, 
and the stru g g l e  for the liberation of the 
toiling m i l l i o n s  from their misery and their degradation.'

The proceedings ended with the traditional  
singing of the Red Flag, sung by workers around 
the world on May Day:

THE RED FLAG.

The People’s King is deepest red;
Jt shrouded o ft’ our martyred dead,
A nd ere their limbs grew stiff and rnld 
iltc ir  heart's blood dyed its evYy fold.

C H O R U S : Then raise the scarl-t standard h igh! 
W ith in  its shade we'll live nr flic.
Though cowards H indi and traitors sneer. 
W e ll keep the Red Flag flying here.

W ith  heads uncovered swear we all 
To bear it onward till we fall,
Come dungeons dark, or gallons grim,
1 his song shall be our parting hymn.

C H O R U S : Then raise the scarlet standard high 1 
W ith in  its shade we’ll live or die 

Though cowards flinch and traitors sneer 
W e  II keep the Red F lag flying here.

•db. Printed by Economic Printing W orks .  Capetown

ubhshed by May-Day Committee, Uox 2678 Capetown

The 'Red Flag’ in a 1938 booklet. The w orkers’ song was printed each May Day
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May Day c e l e b r a t i o n s  have always p r o v i d e d  a 
platform for the organised working class to put 
forward po l i t i c a l  demands. A 1939 May Day 
workers rally in Durban adopted a number of 
resolutions. These opposed all pro p o s a l s  'to 
segregate the workers on the grounds of race 
and colour' and urged the g o v e r n m e n t  'to 
recognise the non-european people as citizens 
of this c o u n t r y  a n d  to e x t e n d  to t h e m  the 
necessary d e m o c r a t i c  rights to ensure their 
p o l i t i c a l  and e c o n o m i c  u p l i f t m e n t ' .  These 
demands for full p o l i t i c a l  rights, democracy 
and the abolition of anti-worker legis l a t i o n  
have formed common themes, which link workers' 
struggles from decade to decade.

Against discrimination. For non-racialism.

In 1952 at a May Day de m onstration at the City 
Hall in Johannesburg, speakers dealt with the 
c onstitutional crisis and the report of the 
Industrial Legislation Commission.
In 1954 at a May Day meeting in Cape Town a 
unanimous resolution stated: 'This mass meeting 
denounces all legislation in South Africa which 
d i s c r i m i n a t e s  b e t w e e n  on e  s e c t i o n  of the 
p o p u l a t i o n  and another. It p l e dges itself to 
work for the a b o l i t i o n  of all special laws 
d i r e c t e d  a g a i n s t  N o n - E u r o p e a n ,  and a l l  
repressive l e g i s l a t i o n  against the people of 
the country as a whole, such as the Riotous 
Assemblies Act, the Nat i v e  pass laws and a l l  
other undemocratic legislation.'
In 1939 J.C. Bolton, the organising secretary 
of the Furniture Workers Industrial Union in
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Natal wrote in his May Day message that 'the 
international situation is such, that democracy 
is in g r a v e  danger, the need for workers to 
unite in an effort to secure the emancipation 
of the workers has never been so urgent.'

May Day has always stood for the unity of 
workers internationally, as well as nationally. 
The fact that c a p i t a l i s m  is an international 
system, e x p l o i t i n g  workers worldwide, has 
a l w a y s  b e e n  at t h e  c e n t r e  of M a y  D a y  
commemorations. The unity of workers of all 
lands in opposition to international capital 
a n d  th e  i m p e r i a l i s t  g p v e r n m e n t s  w h i c h  
underwrite it has been a rrnajor element of May 
Day commemorations. /
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Workers of the World. . .
May Day started as a struggle for an eight hour day
'What could give workers greater courage and 
faith in their own strength than a mass work 
stoppage which they had decided themselves?

'What could give more courage to the slaves of 
the factories and the workshops than the 
uniting of their forces ?'

So wrote Rosa Luxemborg, worker leader and 
socialist, in 1894, some 8 years after the 
first May Day strike had been organised.

The idea of a workers' day began in Australia 
in 1856. Workers saw it as a way of uniting 
them in their demands for a shorter working day 
and better working conditions.

In the early days of capitalism, the system was 
blatantly exploitative and brutal. The owners
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of industry used children as cheap and 
controllable labour in the sweatshops and 
mines. Work hours in Australia, and in most of 
the 19th century capitalist world, were long. 
Some people worked 18 hours a day, six days a 
week. And unions, in those days, were 
universally illegal.

The only way of winning a shorter working day, 
the workers said, was to fight for it through 
calling a national general strike. But because 
there were no unions, a workers' holiday was 
organised. It aimed to celebrate the workers' 
cause with poetry, music and festivals.

The Bosses were scared and angry.

The first such day was held in Australia on 
April 21, 1856. Although it was only planned to 
happen once in support of the demand for 
shorter working hours, it was so succesful and 
so angered and scared the bosses, that the 
workers decided to make it an annual event.

The struggle of the Australian workers inspired 
others around the world. The idea for a self- 
proclaimed workers holiday spread to the United 
States and, in 1886, US workers decided to hold 
a general strike of their own in support of the 
demand for an eight hour day.

Like other bosses in Australia and Europe, the 
American factory, farm and mine owners were 
interested only in profits. They forced m e n , 
women and children to labour for 18 hours a 
day, six days a week, in very dangerous 
conditions and for extremely low wages. The
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profits they made were gigantic. And it was the 
workers who paid the price. In the early days 
of capitalism workers would live, on average, 
to the age of 30 - 35 years.

The American working class first tried to 
change the laws of the country to give them an 
eight hour day. In 1868, after intense worker 
action, a law was passed making it illegal to 
make anyone work for more than eight hours a 
day.

But the capitalists just ignored the law, and
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the government did ndthing about it. That is 
why P.j. McGuire, a founder of the carpenters' 
union said: 'The only way to get the eight hour 
day is by organising. In 1868 the United States 
government passed an eight hour law, and that 
law has been enforced just twice. If you want 
an eight hour day, get it yourself'.

There was much opposition from the bosses and 
their newspapers to the call. They said the 
shorter work day would cause 'loafing, 
gambling, n o t i n g ,  debauchery and drunkenness, 
as well as force capital to pay lower wages.'

But there was also opposition to the eight hour 
day - which came from the far left. They said:
t-ho the point that the capitalists havehe right to eight hours of our labour is more 
than a compromise; it is a virtual admission
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that the wage system is right.'

But the American workers were not .concerned 
about whether the system was right or wrong. 
They said that the wage system was a reality, 
and that millions were suffering under that 
reality. For them the changes they were looking 
for were going to be won in struggle. The 
reality had to be changed, not solely the principle.

After months of organising, on May 1st, 1886, 
350 000 workers in 11 562 places of work downed 
tools. 185 000 workers were immeadiately 
granted and eight hour day by their bosses. 
Elsewhere bosses conceded a nine or ten hour 
day (but still a six day week) to a further 2 
million workers.

The strike took its toll, however. The bosses
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were looking for revenge. They wanted to break 
the strength of the workers and bring them 
undeL the control and discipline of employers.
On 14.>y 3, 1886, six workers were gunned down by 
the police as they stood at their locked 
factory gates.

The next day, at one of many peaceful meetings 
called to protest at the police killings, a 
bomb was thrown at the police by an unknown 
person. All hell broke loose as the police used 
this incident as an excuse to attack workers, 
their organisations and their leaders.

W orker leaders put on trial.

Four worker leaders were put on trial, found 
guilty and executed. Many others were sentenced 
to life imprisonment.

Although workers had won a shorter day, 
capitalist management attempted to ensure that 
workers would be more cautious in the future.

The workers were. Stunned by the brutality of 
the bosses, American workers did become 
careful. But the workers did decide to hold a 
mass stayaway in 1890 and every year after 
that.

The Second International, an international 
organisation of socialists set up in 1889 
supported the idea. It called for 'a great 
international demonstration so that in all 
countries and in all cities on our appointed 
day, the toiling masses shall demand the legal 
reduction of the working day to eight hou^s.1
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May 1st, 1890 was chosen. Labour Day was born. 
The first international labour demonstration 
took place, celebrated in hundreds of towns and 
villages in the advanced capitalist countries 
of Austria, Germany, Denmark, Spain, Italy, 
Belgium Norway, Sweden, Poland, Britain and the 
United States.

From that day, May Day became a prominent 
feature in the constant struggle of workers for 
both a better deal under capitalism, and the 
fundamental transformation of society. it 
heralded a new era in human history - where the 
struggle between classes became conscious and 
fundamental. It symbolised the workers' 
position as exploited labourers producing 
wealth which the owners of industry took for 
themselves. i

But, most important, May Day represented the 
first major growth in the power of the working 
class to change history and society. it was a 
day in the calendar of the ongoing struggle 
of the working class to create a society free 
from exploitation.

Uniting across national boundaries.

What made May Day even more remarkable was that 
the International managed to unite working 
class communities across national boundaries. 
Capitalism had created a powerful nationalist 
force, setting one country (and its working 
class) against another in competition and 
antagonism. Breaking down this national 
chauvinism was not easy.

The bosses recognised this and did everything
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they could to encourage 'patriotism1, which 
they saw as the best way of dividing and co
opting the working class.

In other countries the ruling class was less 
sophisticated, and simply banned unions, worker 
protests and strikes. In Russia strikes grew 
year by year, until in 1905, workers, soldiers 
and peasants united in mass action against the 
brutal and exploitative Tsarist rule.
It was to be events in Russia that would

Celebrating the first anniversary of the October Revolution In Red Square
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ultimately reshape the nature of international 
workers' day and the international working 
class movements .

During the late 1890's there was deep division 
and debate between reformist and revolutionary 
elements of the working class. Reformists 
argued that the working class alone should 
strike in the factories - forcing capitalism to 
reform itself bit by bit. Revolutionaries, 
however, said that capitalism could not be 
reformed but must be entirely transformed.

The working class takes power.

The Bolshevik revolution swept the Russian 
working class into power in 1917. After that 
May Day, for the first time, became an official 
state holiday. It ensured that Workers' Day 
would be celebrated forever.

Today May Day is observed internationally. It 
is a celebration of working class power and 
culture; it is an expression of international 
working class solidarity; and it celebrates the 
victories of workers over exploitation and 
oppression.
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South Africa's workers demand the right to strike, picket and form trade unions
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May Day in South Africa
A story of struggle and sacrifice

IT WAS ON May 1, 1904 that South Africa had its 
first experience of international workers' day.
A group of socialists converged on South 
Africa's industrial capital, Johannesburg. 
Market Square echoed with socialist slogans, 
working class demands and speeches as 
experienced trade unionists from Europe rallied 
South Africa's white workers.

The owners of the mines and industries were 
shocked. Never before had the workers - black 
or white - had the courage to publicly say they 
were proud to be workers, with the power to 
change the face of South African society. Never 
before had workers paid tribute to their fellow 
workers elsewhere in the world, while 
condemning capitalists at home.
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Despite the good response the 1904 May Day 
rally received, it took some time before it was 
established as an annual event.

The Socialist League - the force behind May Day

The force that was to put May Day on the annual 
calendar was the International Socialist League 
(ISL). Formed in 1916, the ISL opposed the 
great imperialist First World War - as did many 
progressive organisations around the world.

At its inaugural conference it passed a 
resolution stating: 'We pledge our energies to 
the New International* for the building up in 
South Africa of such industrial labour 
solidarity as can alone destroy capitalism, 
militarism and war,/ and in the fullness of 
strength unfold itself in a socialist 
commonwealth.' ‘

The challenge of uniting the working class

Up to this point May Day celebrations were 
exclusively white. The ISL took up the 
challenge of uniting the working class across 
colour lines. Their task was difficult.

The ruling class in South Africa had realised 
•the control and power a divided working class 
gave the bosses, and worked hard at developing 
and consolidating divisions where they already 
existed, creating new divisions, and widening 
existing ones.

In the factories African workers were allowed 
to do only certain work, and were paid far less
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than their white counterparts. While white 
workers earned more, and their jobs were 
protected by legislation, factory and mine 
owners began to undermine their position so 
that they could replace whites with cheaper 
black labour and make more profits.
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And while the bosses were manipulating the 
situation for their profitable ends, they could 
sit and watch white and black workers struggle 
between themselves, rather than as a united 
force against the owners.

The ISL took this situation seriously, and 
began trying to unite the South African working 
class. In 1917, the May Day celebrations 
included an African speaker for the first time. 
Horatio Mbele, a Transvaal activist in the 
young African National Congress, addressed the 
crowds.

W ar fever wrecks the celebration

The meeting was broken up by soldiers and 
civilians who, in the midst of war fever and 
nationalism, were enraged and threatened by the 
ISL's anti-war and non-racial position. The 
ISL, however, continued to move slowly towards 
a full acceptance of non-racial principles. 
They recognised that racial divisions were 
weapons of exploitation and a powerful tool to 
weaken the working class politically.

African workers tended to be suspicious of 
white working class organisation, often 
justifiably so.

In 1920, for example, coloured workers refused 
to participate in the May Day celebrations on 
the Rand because of their treatment in a 
dockworkers1 strike in Cape Town earlier in the 
year. White workers had helped to break the 
strike.

Nonetheless, the May Day demonstrations in 1920
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were successful. Many white workers - who were 
at that time nearing their militant peak 
simply took the day off.

In 1921 the ISL dissolved to form the Communist 
Party of South Africa. Under its leadership, 
worker protests were again strengthened by the 
participation of African and coloured workers, 
particularly in Durban where a strong 
contingent attended a mass rally.

Workers Day a paid public holiday?

The demand for May Day as a paid public holiday 
grew. The events of |L 9 2 2 were to change forever 
the nature of May p a y  in South Africa. For 
years, South Africa's owners - particularly on 
the mines - had bfeen replacing skilled and 
expensive white latiour with cheap and unskilled 
black labour. '

Realising their 'privileged' position was 
threatened, white workers revolted against the 
mine owners, demanding from the government laws 
which would protect their position. The 
government crushed the Rand revolt, using the 
army and Air Force. White worker organisation 
was crushed, and the chances of non-racial 
working class unity set back years.

The call goes to parliament

The pressure for a May Day holiday continued, 
however. Indeed, it became so intense that in 
1926 a Bill was introduced to parliament 
proposing a public holiday. But, instead of May 
1st, the Bill proposed the first Monday in May.
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Workers protested, arguing that May 1st had
become an international symbol of working class
organisation and solidarity. The Bill was
dropped when the government refused to concede this.

“African workers must participate”

In 1925 Clements Kadalie, general secretary of 
the Industrial and Commercial Workers Union of 
Africa (ICU) wrote to the all-white South 
African Trade Union Congress, informing them of 
an ICU decision that 'the African workers, 
being part of the international Labour 
Movement, must participate in the May Dav 
celebrations.' f

The 200 000 strong /cu decided that resolutions 
to be adopted atithe May Day celebrations 
should include: ‘

Pledge its solidarity with the Indian workers 
in India, the Negro workers in America, and a 
pledge to do everything in its power to 
organise all Non-European workers in the Union 
and throughout the African continent.'

That the ICU should send fraternal greetings 
to, and recognise its solidarity with, workers 
of all lands. In particular that it greets the 
victorious Republic of Russian workers, British 
miners and other workers who are faced with an 
attack on their conditions of life. '

A declaration against the suppression of 
workets organisations and the imprisonment, 
orture and death of the finest members of the 

working class at the hands of all capitalist 
governments. '
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*'Its reaffirmation of its determination to 
keep May 1st each year as labour day, despite
the efforts of the 
the issue by fixing 
a public holiday.'

- i
Union government to obscure 
the first Monday in May as

* 'A pledge to 
the employi 
overthrow of 
of a W o r kers' 
movement to 
banner of the 
that the full 
be available

renew afresh the struggle against 
ng class with a view to the 
capitalism and the establishment 
Commonwealth, and to support the 
unite all trade unions under the 
SA Trade Union Congress, in order 
strength of organised labour may 

in the struggle ahead.'

I Industrial & > Commercials! 

Workers Union Or Africa.
^ _ — • HcADOrncE *
E S f c r S S H S  24  L 0 0 p  S T R E E T i  C a p c J o w n .

.................
O ir«U  O r iu .  - T H E  W O R KER S H ER A LD .'

I, H. Andraw* Zaq.,
(M ural Sacratary, 
8.*.Trad» Union (bngraia, 
Traiaa Hall, 
Johaj-tnatturg,

Daar S ir ,

(NniMa( OmimiUm Di'Aitaiai
16, Varket Street, 
Johannesburg,

27th April, 1926.

1 it th4nk,y™ for the '  receipt of your le tte r of the I5th l 
Instant. ar.nent the resolution paosed unanimously by the National Oouncil 
of the South African Trade Onion Qongrees, and in  reply beg to infona you 
that our reoent Conference decidea tnat the African workers being part 
brationin Labour Movement oust participate in the Uay Day cele-

I* *  now directed to aak i f  the South African Trade Union Oongrea; 
-m  ,#n? ?!?* l T° ■P*Rki£*1to address our deroonlra-

lion  ehicE .1 1  assemble outside the Inchcap* Kali, S lo ff Street Eitensio 
on Uay Day at 2 p.n. sharp, or during the evening at our lorkers Ra il,

Thanking you in  anticipation,

Yours fraten
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As the African working class grew in size and 
strength, so did their participation in the May 
day celebrations.

In 1928 African workers marched in their 
thousands. Among them were a small contingent 
of whites, who had remained true to working 
class unity.

On May Day, 1929, the white SATUC held a 
demonstration in the Johannesburg City Hall 
where the following resolution was adopted: 
'This meeting of Johannesburg workers, 
assembled on May Day, greets its fellow workers 
in all lands and renews its pledge to continue 
its struggle against the brutal exploitation of 
the toiling masses in mine, field, factory and 
workshop. 1

'It regrets that the S.A. government has given 
so little attention to the workers' demand for 
an eight hour day, the May Day holiday, and the 
amendment of the various Acts affecting the 
workers. '

Resisting militarisation of the youth

'It pledges itself anew to resist the 
militarisation of the youth of the nation and 
the obvious preparations for new wars, and 
demands universal disarmament as the only 
preventat ive. '

'It demands free speech and the right to 
organise politically and industrially for all 
workers, and the repeal of the provisions of 
those sections of such Acts as the Native 
Administration Act which take away this right.'
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ATERNAL ' MEETINGS ': AND- WISHES FOij. :
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u m m x m m u  'Mi-— — -

ON* OF’. '  UORLDf  PCACE^l - ' C H AI /# AN

A 1930 May Day greeting to the Garm ent Workers Union from clothing workers in Poland

Yet such unions' meetings remained closed to 
African workers.

In the early 1930's, May Day was celebrated in 
different ways. The registered unions and 
bureaucratic labour movement supported 
international labour solidarity and established 
links with unions in ether countries as this 
telegram shows:

On the other hand there were the militant mass 
meetings called by the Communist PSrty. Police 
disrupted one such May Day meeting by only 
attacking African workers in the audience and 
on the platform.

According to a report in the Johannesburg Star,
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According to a report in the Johannesburg Star,
'police tactfully intervened and with their
truncheons persuaded the natives to go away.
They went in something of a hurry. There were 
no Europeans among the injured.'

Despite the harassment, there were more 
attempts to organise non-racial May Day 
celebrations. This pamphlet put out by the 
Johannesburg May Day Committee shows their 
opposition to racially segregated meetings:

M A Y  D A Y ,  1930 . -;

W h it  is this M ay Dav?

J .
i y i s  the day  set apart by the organised workers of a ll lands on 

w hich they leave the shops, mines and work places, and  meet together to 

demonstrate that in  spite of racial, religious and language barriers the 

workers of the world are one; tha t they have one enemy, and that enemy 

is the exploiting class and all its parasites, and particu larly  the exploiting 

class in the country in which they live.

I t  is the day  on w hich the workers renew their determ ination to 

ignore national antagonisms and unite against their class enemies, the 

capitalists.

To do this effectively no worker should be seen at his job on this day. 

A ll should in  one way or another come together in  defiance if necessary of 

the laws of the Master Class, and pledge themselves anew to continue the 

struggle for the liberation of the to iling  m illions from their poverty and 

degradation.

The only  means by w hich this is possible is the overthrow of the 

capitalist system and the inauguration of the Co-operative Commonwealth 

of all the workers. M illions of workers in every country w ill demonstrate 

in  the streets and in halls on M ay 1st.

In  m any countries they w ill be clubbed, arrested, imprisoned and 

slaughtered bu t atill they w ill demonstrate in favour of In ternational 

Solidarity. In  one country only— Soviet Russia— will they demonstrate 

w ith  the full approval of the Government.

The W orkers of South Africa are urged to take their place in this 
W orld Demonstration.

In 1930 a may Day pamphlet urged workers to ‘unite against their class enemies the 
capitalists'
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The pamphlet ends with a call to 'the workers 
of Africa to demonstrate on May day under the 
slogans:
For the Solidarity of Workers of the world. 
Against Imperialism and War Preparations. 
Against repressive, fascist and class 
legislation which aims at the prevention of 
effective working class organisation.
Against the policy of class collaboration and 
the so-called Industrial Peace.
For the World Co-operative Commonwealth of 
Workers.
Workers of the World Unitel You have nothing to 
lose but your chains! You have a whole world to 
g a i n !'

Africans are expelled from the Committee

In 1931 'non-Europeans' were expelled from the 
United May Day Committee. The African May Day 
Committee was set up in response, to organise 
joint May Day celebrations.

After booing and yelling outside the 'official' 
May Day meeting, several thousand workers, 
mostly Africans, settled down to listen to 
Communist Party speakers. Izzy Diamond drew 
cheers from the audience by referring to the 
assembled black workers as 'comrades'.

As the speeches ended, a mixed crowd of around 
1 000 formed a procession. They attacked the 
Carlton Hotel and the Rand Club — institutions 
which symbolised the mine bosses' wealth and 
power. A large, number of demonstrators were 
arrested.

Workers protested against the arrests and
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following tfifl of worker leaders. Thousands 
signed a petition calling for their release.
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After May Day demonstrations In 1931 Issy Diamond and two other worker leaders were 
jailed for ‘incitement’. This petition called for their release

A meeting of Cape Town workers declared: 'These 
arrests and conviction, part of a series of 
similar acts, betrays the keenness of the 
government to suppress the rising discontent of 
workers in its initial stages, by utilizing the 
police and courts - the instruments 
capitalist class justice. of

Page 34

It is necessary to struggle firmly against 
these convictions as, if allowed to stand, they 
will lead to the further intensification of a 
policy of suppression against all the 
activities of all sections of the working class 
movement.'

Nevertheless, Issy Diamond was jailed for a 
year.

New movement towards unity

The African May Day Committee survived into the 
1930's,i increasing its efforts to have joint 
white |nd black worker May Day celebrations.

/In 1936 a committee representing the all-white 
South,African Trades and Labour Council, agreed 
to 'co-operate with all sections for the 
purpose of a demonstration, but could not co
operate with a non-European body for the 
arrangement of a social function.1

But the economic depression weakened the 
Communist Party and the labour movement for 
much of the early 30's, and few May Day 
celebrations took place.

May Day, 1937 heralded massive celebrations 
once more. The United May Day Committee set up 
by the SAT&LC and the Cape Federation of Labour 
unions organised a grand parade in Cape Town. 
The parade was attended by unions like the 
Amalgamated Engineering Union, Cape Stevedoring 
and Dock Workers' Union, Tramways and Omnibus 
Workers' Union, Chemical Workers Union and the 
Railway and Harbour Workers Union. The 
Communist Party and the South African Socialist
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