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For an edited collection of conference papers South Africa’s 1940s is an
unusually coherent book. It is not merely the focus on a single decade which
provides this consistency. The book is essentially an exploration of public
policy and political ideas that circulated during the 1940s, a decade which,
as the sub-title suggests, was remarkably full of possibilities and yet
concluded with the imposition of rigid apartheid.

In his articulate introduction, Saul Dubow identifies three important
strands of political ideology which competed robustly during the decade:
African nationalism, Afrikaner nationalism, and liberalism. All of these
strands were themselves diverse and hotly contested. Within the African
nationalist movement, the old-guard moderates of the ANC, with their more
inclusive notion of African identity, were facing a fierce challenge from the
more militant and more exclusivist Youth League. Afrikaner nationalism was
torn asunder by the debate over war participation. It gave impetus to a
harsher, racially hyper-conscious, in part Nazi-sympathetic, faction of the
nationalist movement which later came to formulate the policy of apartheid.
Liberalism was perhaps the most diverse of the categories, for it could
include a range of thinking from segregationist paternalism through to
inclusive social democracy. Through a series of thematic and biographical
case studies, dealing both with the state and oppositional figures, the book
offers a fascinating cross-section of the range of political imagination in
South African intellectual life.

The war loomed over the decade and, although it never reached South
African soil directly, it had a profound impact on South Africa life. The war
fuelled the expansion of industry which, in turn, triggered mass African
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urbanisation. It also brought changes to the landscape of ideas: a
crystallisation of an exclusive Afrikaner nationalism, an infusion of anti-
racist human rights ideology, and a new respect for left wing economic
thinking.

Probably the most important and originally handled theme in this collection
is the expansion of the social welfare system in the 1940s. In fact the whole
first half of the book, six of the 12 chapters, deals directly with the development
of social security and social services in South Africa. The South African
government, along with many of its liberal allies, was influenced by an
important contemporary strand of thought in the western world, epitomised
by Beveridge in Great Britain, which linked the notion of citizenship to the
welfare obligations of the state. In South Africa, of course, the issue was
complicated by a debate over who was included as a citizen. It is clear that
poor whites became the chief beneficiaries of state-managed social services
in areas ranging from unemployment insurance to the establishment of
cheap and accessible national parks. Nevertheless, this book demonstrates
that, for a brief moment in the first half of the 1940s, black South Africans
were incorporated, albeit in racially differentiated ways, within the welfare
state.

Although the proposals put forward by liberal welfarists, and their allies
like Douglas Smit in the Smuts government, went far beyond any actual
implementation, the liberal reformism of the Smuts administration in the war
years cannot be entirely dismissed. Black South Africans made some
significant gains. For example, non-contributory old-age pensions were
introduced for all South Africans, albeit on a sliding racial scale. (Remarkably,
though the real value of African pensions declined during the 1950s and
1960s, it survived throughout the apartheid era.) Interestingly, the wage gap
between black and white workers narrowed throughout the war years under
the influence of a Wage Board which believed in the principle of a ‘living
wage’. The Social and Economic Planning Commission, established in the
early war years, was consistently concerned to break down racial barriers,
particularly in education and skill-levels, in the interests of general economic
expansion. In line with this, the state invested substantially more in black
education. It also cooperated with the welfarist lobby in attempting to
‘stabilise’ the urban African family. Not a great deal of concrete progress was
made in this respect but it was accepted, at least in principle, that the state
had an obligation to provide better housing and social services to urban
Africans.
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Perhaps the most radical reform initiatives, though fairly limited in reach,
came in the field of public health. The ‘social medicine’ experimentation of
the late 1930s and early 1940s is by now well-trodden ground
historiographically, but it is given a new slant here in the context of broader
welfare reform. Two significant writers in this field, Alan Jeeves and Howard
Phillips, again emphasise the radical innovation of the Department of Public
Health (DPH) during this period. It is astonishing that non-racial idealists,
many of them self-confessed socialists, were given shelter and substantial
resources under the auspices of the DPH for many years.

Many of these social and economic gains, and the funding necessary to
sustain them, began to peter out in the late Smuts years as the imperatives
of war unity faded. While the book emphasises the hope for reform triggered
by war-time social thinking, it also cautions against overstating the
importance of the Nationalist victory in halting the process. The Smuts
government itself, it is clear, began its retreat from the reform agenda from
about 1944 onwards. Deborah Posel points out, though, that the Smuts
regime had implicitly accepted the notion that urban Africans had to be
incorporated within the ambit of social citizenship. The Nationalists adopted
the ‘statist’ interventionism of the Smuts years but only to expand white
welfare and, simultaneously, to tighten political control over Africans. Any
notion of African citizenship was firmly consigned to the rural ‘homelands’.
One important issue which this book does not explore is welfare policy
towards coloureds and Indians, a rather important oversight given the
critical debates about who was to be included and excluded under social
citizenship.

While Posel reminds us that the state was looking to become more
‘modern’ and interventionist, Phil Bonner, in his study of urban squatter
movements and housing policy, reminds us that government at the ground
level could be extraordinarily ineffective, with its muddled messages,
overlapping and competing authority, ineffective surveillance and lack of
resources. It is crucial not to lose sight of the fact that the world of ideas and
policy formulation can be miles apart from actual implementation.

Readers looking for social history will probably be a little disappointed.
Only in Bonner’s chapter on the East Rand squatter movement, in
Grundlingh’s account of emergent Afrikaner national identity and, to an
extent, in Howard Phillips’ case study of a health centre on the Cape Flats,
do we encounter the experiences of ‘ordinary’ people in any meaningful way.
For the most part, this is unapologetically a study of prominent men and their
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ideas: politicians (both in government and in opposition), senior
administrators, men of letters. This is a conscious choice of the editors and
it is partly what gives this book its coherence.

Inevitably, there are a few themes that I felt deserved more attention.
Perhaps most strikingly, this is an overwhelmingly urban-focused book.
This is partially understandable given the massive drift to the cities in the
1940s. But the majority of South Africans were still living in the countryside
and it is noteworthy that none of these papers focuses directly on changing
conditions in the reserves or white farmlands. It would have been valuable,
for example, to have included a discussion about reserve policy during the
reform era. Land ‘rehabilitation’ in the reserves was surely one of the most
striking features of the late 1930s and 1940s and would certainly have been
compatible with the theme of the modernising, interventionist state. And
was segregationist ‘indirect rule’ or the dual legal system ever seriously
challenged? Where did these issues fit into the ‘worlds of possibilities’ of
the 1940s?

Of course no book can be entirely comprehensive. What the editors have
done is gather an impressive list of contributors who have produced
consistently high quality work. Unusually for a collection of essays of this
type, the papers speak to each other and they certainly justify the idea of
focusing on a specific decade of history. The book offers the reader a chance
to experience the diversity and texture, the complexity and contestation, of
an unusually ‘open’ historical moment.


