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Jan Theron

‘Another icon of the struggle’ was how one news-reader described Ray
Alexander, when she died in 2004. Her autobiography, published shortly
afterwards, will reinforce this status. It tells the story of her life, from her
birth in Latvia to the indignities of old age: a mugging in the city bowl, a fall
from which she suffered concussion, the loss of independence that moving
in to live with one’s child signifies. But primarily, of course, it is the story
of an activist who played a prominent role in political and trade union
organisation in South Africa.

‘Icon’ is also a peculiarly apt term for someone whose photograph was
displayed at all important meetings of the Food and Canning Workers
Union (FCWU), the union she founded and of which I became General
Secretary in 1976. The term derives from an image of a Jesus figure that was
used ceremonially and venerated in the Orthodox Church. It would not be
an exaggeration to say that Ray was venerated in the rural towns of the
Western Cape where the FCWU had its most enduring presence.

The outlines of her story are by now fairly well known. After being born
in Latvia and recruited into the communist underground as a teenager, Ray
fled to South Africa in 1929, where her brother and sister were living. She
attended her first communist party meeting a day or so after her arrival. A
few days later she joined, and became actively involved in the party. She
also became involved in organising a number of trade unions. Then, in
1941, she established FCWU, and became its first General Secretary.
Together with its African counterpart, the AFCWU, the union was to be the
most important affiliate of the SA Congress of Trade Unions (SACTU).
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In 1951 she was listed as a communist, and the following year banned.
She nevertheless stood for Parliament as a so-called ‘native’ representative.
She was elected, but prevented from taking her seat. When the communist
party was re-constituted underground, she became a member. However
faced with the prospect that government was to force her husband Jack
Simons from his post at the University of Cape Town, the couple went into
exile in 1965, leaving their children behind them. They were the first of the
exiles to return in 1990.

What lessons is the reader to draw from her story? In a recent article
Raymond Suttner, who edited the book, berates the ‘white left’ for its retreat
from politics in the post-1994 period, and its failure to embrace Africanism.
Ray together with Bram Fisher and others are held up (icons, again) as
examples of non-Africans who willingly embraced the cause of the African
majority. The concluding sentence of the book, also emblazoned on the
cover, reinforces this kind of populist sentiment ‘For me, the finest cause in
the world is the struggle for freedom and a full, satisfying life for all our
people’.

But if the struggle for freedom had a concrete meaning before the 1990s,
what does it mean now? How does the workers’ struggle relate to the
popular struggle, in a context in which the ruling elite is increasingly
avaricious, HIV/AIDS is rife and close to a majority of the population is
unemployed? How do non-Africans embrace the cause of the majority
without simply being relegated to the role of being cheer-leaders for the
ruling party?

One could not expect this book to address issues such as these. Ray was
after all 77 years old when she returned to South Africa, in 1990. What one
does look to is for inspiration in dealing with the issues of the day, and some
sense that in doing so one is continuing a proud tradition. The energy and
courage Ray brought to a wide range of issues is indeed inspiring. Yet this
book left me with a sense of disappointment. I attribute this to its failure to
frankly acknowledge the difficulties and failures alongside the achievements,
and its absence of analysis and self-reflection. Iris Berger puts a positive
gloss on it, in the book’s introduction ‘the power of this life history lies more
in the details of the daily political struggles than in Simons’s reflection on
or analysis of her experiences’.

For the initiated, with some knowledge of the history of labour and other
organisation of the time, there is much that can be learned from the detail
of the daily struggles. However this is often from reading between the lines.
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For example Ray played an important role in promoting the interests of
women within the struggle, and was a founder of the Federation of SA
Women (FEDSAW). But the ANC Women’s League hardly rates a mention.
In this instance I am not sufficiently informed about the history of women’s
organisation to speculate as to the reason.

It is nevertheless noteworthy that as a feminist writing about her own
personal formation the parental figures that engaged her seem to have been
fathers. Her own father was clearly a formative influence. She writes about
her (second) husband Jack’s father, whom she refers to as ‘Father’ throughout.
About Jack’s mother nothing emerges, while her own mother, who emigrated
to South Africa after her, appears to have been as much a traditional mother
figure as Ray was not.

Her organisational affiliations are clearly expressed in the last paragraph
of the book.  ‘I continue to work with comrades from the Party and FAWU,
who visit me for advice…’ FAWU is the result of a merger between FCWU
and certain other unions in 1986. The party is of course the communist
party. On my reading, her first loyalty was to the party. The book strongly
supports the argument that one of the party’s abiding achievements is that,
more than any other organisation, it gave concrete meaning to non-racialism
in the struggle. On the other hand there is the party’s uncritical stance
towards Stalinism and the Soviet Union, and its own embrace of Stalinist
practices.

There is passing mention of Stalin’s show trials and the schisms within
the party in South Africa in the 1930s. She knew Lazar Bach from Latvia
and clearly disliked him. Bach rose to prominence in the party, but was
evidently purged after he had gone to argue his position before the Comintern
in Moscow. The Comintern ‘did disagree with Bach’, she records without
comment, and ‘some say he was killed soon afterwards’. She was distressed
at the Nazi-Soviet Pact of 1939. But in the final analysis Ray’s commitment
to the party was unwavering throughout. Perhaps the incident that most truly
expresses this occurred when Ray and Jack were approached to become
underground members. This was some time after the party was reconstituted
underground, and Jack evidently had strong reservations about joining. We
are not told what Jack’s reservations were, or why such prominent communists
had not been approached sooner. Ray nevertheless had no hesitation in
joining. ‘I’ve always been a Communist and I’ll always remain a Communist’.

Is her silence about the post-war era made more or less explicable by the
fact she spent much of this period in exile? Exile, for Ray, presented the
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opportunity to return to Latvia. There she meets Diana, an old friend and
party member. Diana is too afraid to give Ray the telephone number of their
mutual friend. Ray does not enquire why. After the fall of the Soviet Union,
another friend comments that she would not survived the Stalinist period
there because she is too outspoken. But it is left to the friend to say so. We
do not know if Ray agrees. There is no mention of Hungary, or of
Krushchev’s denunciation of Stalin, or the invasion of Chekoslovakia. An
old comrade like H.A. Naidoo features when he was an active unionist and
central committee member. We do not know what Ray thinks when he
resigned from the party, disillusioned by his experience of exile.

She deals with dissolution of the Soviet Union and its satellites by way
of a lengthy quote from a 1990 interview with the SA Labour Bulletin. She
felt she had been bluffed. It is the only occasion I was able to discern a note
of self-criticism or self-doubt in the book. However it is preceded by quotes
from Jack’s rebuttal of Joe Slovo’s belated critique of Stalinism, in the
paper ‘Has socialism failed?’ ‘In blaming Stalin,’ she quotes Jack as saying,
‘you dodge the real issue …’ 1 Ray does not say she agrees with Jack, but we
must assume she did. It is difficult not to read into this stance a failure to
come to terms with Stalinism, and the lack of any critique of Stalinist
politics, whose attributes include the ruthless pursuit of power and the re-
writing of history.

What is now the ruling party hardly features in the narrative prior to the
1950s. This underscores an historical truth that is also relevant in the
current context.  It is surely incontestable that someone like Ray was only
able to achieve the prominence she did because she had an organisational
base outside of the ANC, that the ANC was bound to take seriously. Indeed
the ANC would hardly have existed as a mass-based organisation, least of
all in the Western-Cape, without the trade unions. In the period of
underground organisation and exile, however, she writes about the important
personages in the ANC she had to do with, and the positions they would later
occupy in power. There is little about the inner workings of the organisation
in exile that emerges.

Ray’s account of how she built a base in the trade unions is interspersed
with an account of what was happening in her circle of activists, in the party,
and in her personal life. One is reminded that activism requires a community
to nurture it. In Ray’s case, there was an impressive catalogue of individuals
who helped in all sorts of practical ways. Some were party members. There
were some from the Jewish community. Perhaps the neighbour in whose
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washing machine documents were secreted was one of them. Perhaps she
was simply a friend. Then of course there was Jack, whose intellectual and
emotional support as a ‘liberated man’ is freely acknowledged, but whose
professorial salary undoubtedly also enabled the family to maintain a
middle-class standard of living.

As someone whose experience was of organising in the late 1970s, I was
surprised how politically well-connected her circle was. The chapter headed
‘organising the unorganised’, an old SACTU slogan, deals mainly with the
1930s. As a twenty-something organiser of the sweet workers union, Ray
was facing arrest on unspecified charges. She was nevertheless able to meet
with the Minister of Labour in the Pact government. He in turn took the
delegation to meet the Minister of Justice, who ultimately had the charges
quashed. On another occasion, when a Department of Labour inspector
suggested to an employer that he dismiss a sweet worker rather than help her
get confinement allowance, Ray telephoned the Secretary for Labour, and
then met with him in person, to secure his intervention.

Her willingness to pursue all avenues to resolve a worker’s grievance is
the stuff of proper organisation. Yet even though Ray was active in a number
of trade unions in the Western Cape in the 1930s, it does not seem her
endeavours had a significant impact at that time, probably because the
industries in which they were located were not particularly significant. It is
only in the 1940s, with the organisation of FCWU, that Ray’s organising
endeavours took off.

The early 1940s was clearly an auspicious period for trade unionism,
because of the war. The industries which the union organised were primarily
fruit and vegetable canning, located mostly in the rural Western Cape, and
fish canning, located on the West coast and in Namibia.  These were
perceived to be important for the war effort. So, ironically, a chapter headed
‘against the war’ describes how she and others capitalised on the employers’
unwillingness (because of the war) to take a strike. Again, she made full use
of her political connections. Critically, it was the same Secretary of Labour
who prevailed on the manager of H. Jones and Company to negotiate with
FCWU, when the workers were on strike, soon after the union was established.
This was to be the strike on which the union was founded.

The fact that Ray was personally involved in organising workers in the
further reaches of the Western Cape and Northern Cape goes some way in
explaining her status there. She was also involved in organising in Port
Elizabeth. However she does not seem to have been involved in the spread
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of the union to Johannesburg, East London and Durban, which appear to
have been by a process of amalgamation with other local unions, initiated
by the party. It also does not appear that the union ever functioned as a truly
national union.

Ray’s banning in 1951 did not precipitate an immediate collapse of the
union. However it is clear that its membership had already reached its peak
by this point. It is also a matter of fact that by the 1960s organisation
everywhere outside of the rural Western Cape had collapsed, although this
is not mentioned in the book. The 1950s was the decade of the defiance
campaign and the pound a day campaign. However the only organisational
advance in that period, if it can be described as such, was the formation of
the SA Congress of Trade Unions (SACTU). The unions that formed
SACTU included those like FCWU that had opposed the dissolution of the
Trades and Labour Council, and had opposed the formation of TUCSA, a
federation that was exclusively for registered unions.

However Ray’s account of SACTU is tinged with unreality. ‘SACTU
became quite an effective body… As industries were growing and developing,
the labour force could only come from non-whites, Coloureds, African and
Indian, and you could see how African, Coloured and Indian workers
became more and more organised in trade unions while whites were not’.
Certainly the numerical significance of the white workers was declining.
But the enduring legacy of this period was a widening rift between African
workers, on the one hand, and Coloured and Indian workers on the other,
and the consolidation of a conservative and highly patriarchal leadership in
the registered unions that represented Coloured and Indian workers. SACTU
was ineffective in countering these trends. By the 1970s the registered
unions were by and large hostile to endeavours to organise African workers.

FCWU was also not exempt from these trends. Indeed critical events in
the history of the union reflecting this are glossed over, or ignored. All we
are told about the decision to form a separate, parallel African FCWU is that
‘the Department of Labour had threatened to deregister some FCWU
branches if they continued to take on black members, so the union was
forced to form a separate AFCWU’. But this was in 1947, before the
National Party took power. There is no indication that this was a controversial
decision within the union, eloquently opposed by Oscar Mpetha amongst
others. There is also no suggestion of the contradictions that resulted from
having a parallel union, which was essentially the same system several
affiliates of TUCSA adopted. The split of Paarl Branch, the largest and most
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important in the union, does not warrant a mention. Nor does the fact that
by the 1970s the AFCWU was practically defunct, or that key leadership of
FCWU was corrupt.

The uninitiated might suppose that there was a seamless transition from
FCWU to FAWU, in which Ray continued to play a determining and central
role. Ray herself implies as much, when she writes of her period in exile. At
a meeting in Gaberone she and others ‘planned meetings of various other
workers, including the Food and Canning Workers’ Union members, and
discussed amalgamations with similar unions. Amid the organising and the
increasing number of workers,’ she goes on to say in the next paragraph
‘they also arranged strike action at Fatti’s and Moni’s. We had several
meetings with the food union members, and they joined hands with the Food
and Canning Workers Union in what was the first to actually become a
united union, of various food unions. In 1986 it would become FAWU, and
they would elect me as Life President. These meetings, starting in 1975 and
extending over the next decade or so, were very fruitful and important in the
organisation of the trade union movement in South Africa’.

The above passage illustrates some problematic aspects of the book. To
start with, it is difficult to know what it is that the writer actually means.
What number of workers was increasing? Who does the ‘they’ who planned
strike action at Fattis and Monis refer to? What is their relation to the ‘we’
that organised a meeting in Gaberone and subsequently?  What is the writer
actually saying about her role in relation to  events spanning more than a
decade, from a vantage point in another country? One might have supposed
it was the function of the editor to protect the reader against such lack of
clarity. But the problem is more fundamental.

The 1979 Fattis and Monis strike refers to the most important strike in
which FCWU was involved, and one of the most important involving the
emergent union movement. This is not the place to analyse the strike.
However its importance related to the fact that the union was breaking into
a new and hitherto unorganised section of the food industry. From this point
on the membership of the union had less and less to do with the industries
Ray was familiar with. However it is untrue to suggest the strike was
‘arranged’, least of all from outside the country, as should be obvious to any
informed observor. By the same token it is untrue to suggest that the
amalgamation of FCWU with other unions was engineered externally.

This brings me to an element of the book I found disquieting. There is
what I can only describe as an element of egotism that pervades the
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narrative. The (to my mind gratuitous) reference to herself being elected
Life President of FAWU is an example. It suggests this was the culminating
event in the amalgamation that resulted in the establishment of FAWU, or
an acknowledgement of her central role in these events, neither of which is
true. There is a similar tendency to place herself at the centre of a history
that was not of her own making in her account of other events. She tells of
a meeting between delegations from Anglo American and SACTU, which
Ray was part of. This meeting discussed ‘the possibility of our undertaking
the organisation of African mine workers and Anglo American’s recognition
of a union for African mine workers’. What is interesting about this was that
it was in 1972. But the suggestion that there was a causal link between this
meeting and the appointment of the Wiehahn Commission is far-fetched.

At the same time there is sometimes a failure to acknowledge the role of
others. This is puzzling. Ray was certainly a generous person. She would
surely not have commanded the loyalty she did if she had not been. Then
why not mention the surname of Wilma, who crops up at various points in
the narrative as someone in FCWU with whom Ray was in regular
communication, particularly in the period of underground organisation? It
is after all public knowledge that Wilma Yon was banned. Why not also
mention what Wilma’s job was? My understanding is that she was the
administrative secretary of FCWU when Ray was General Secretary. At
some point she became secretary of the medical benefit fund. It was
nevertheless in no small part due to her that the union had not collapsed
entirely by 1976.

I must admit to similar issues in relation to my own role. We are told (for
no apparent reason) that a certain Henning Hitze started his term as Director
of the German Volunteer Service in Zambia in 1977. I do not think I am
being overly sensitive, then, in finding it odd that she fails to mention I was
General Secretary of FCWU, in the one paragraph where my name features.
I also do not rate a mention in the index. There are three page references to
a Dr. Louis Mirvish, by way of a random comparison. He was apparently
just a friend. All these page references are wrong, by the way. So too is just
about every other reference in the index that I checked. (The correct
reference is usually the page number cited, minus two.) In the one paragraph
where I feature it is said there that I came to see Ray in Maputo ‘to discuss
the Fattis and Monis strike’. We did meet in Maputo. In fact it was Henning
who helped set that meeting up. But that was long before the strike took
place, as Ray ought to have remembered. Certainly that is not why we met.
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I would not have expected Ray to deal at any length with the revival of
FCWU in the 1970s, or with events in the 1980s. She was not part of these
events, and these events ought not to have been part of her story. It is
therefore strange that there is no mention whatever of the one occasion Ray
and SACTU was directly involved in the affairs of the union, while in exile.
This was after the amalgamation of FCWU with other unions to form
FAWU, in 1989, when a split was looming over the Spekenham strike. At
SACTU’s invitation a delegation flew Lusaka to meet with them. Is there no
mention of this meeting because SACTU’s intervention was unhelpful? Or
because she was not comfortable with the divisions in the union that were
now manifest? I can only conclude that this once again represents an
avoidance of a difficult topic.

Ray’s life contains many good stories. Unfortunately they have not been
well told. A litany of struggles and meetings, without analysis and without
self-reflection, is not very interesting. The reader is also not able to gauge
the importance of these struggles for herself or himself, or form her or his
own view.  None of the above comments should detract from the magnitude
of Ray’s achievements, and the inspiration of her example. Rather they
suggest what Ray needed was a critical reader, to point out the manifest gaps
and defects in the script. Indeed it appears from the Editor’s introduction
that there may have been such reader(s). Partly because of Ray’s age and ill
health, she was not able adequately to deal with their comments. That is a
great pity. It is also a reminder that those really deserving of iconic status
are the ones able to reconcile with difficult truths. I would like to think Ray
would have been able to do so, had she been younger or in better health.

Note
1. The real issue, in the passage quoted, ‘is the Soviet abandonment of the concept

of the proletariat’. It might be interesting to ascertain from Jack’s paper if and
when he considers this abandonment occurred.




