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on the tramways in 1911, and subsequently
spread to Durban and Pretoria, but in 1912
Dunbar was ousted from his position as IWW
general secretary by his rival, Archie Crawford,
a state socialist, and expelled; the union col-
lapsed the following year.

Dunbar remained active in socialist circles
and was a founder member of the revolutionary
syndicalist International Socialist League formed
in 1915, where he maintained a strictly anti-
parliamentarian position. He was active in estab-
lishing the revolutionary syndicalist Industrial
Workers of Africa, the first union for African
workers in British southern Africa, in 1917. 
In 1919 Dunbar helped form a Johannesburg
branch of the Industrial Socialist League (a 
separate revolutionary syndicalist group based 
in the Cape) and was expelled from the Inter-
national Socialist League.

Moves to form a local communist party gath-
ered speed in 1920 and 1921: Dunbar headed 
the faction that wanted a syndicalist party, and
in October 1920 the Industrial Socialist League
became Africa’s first communist party, on a
largely revolutionary syndicalist platform, with
Dunbar as general secretary. The syndicalist
Communist Party subsequently emerged as the
official Communist Party of South Africa
(CPSA), formed in 1921, and Dunbar remained
a prominent CPSA figure until 1928, heading a
revolutionary syndicalist faction with links to
the Sylvia Pankhurst group in England. In 1928
the CPSA adopted a two-stage “Native Republic”
strategy under Communist International pressure;
this was followed by a series of purges in the
“New Line” period. Dunbar did not agree with
the Native Republic thesis, arguing that One Big
Union could simultaneously defeat capitalism
and national oppression, and was forced out of
the CPSA, and subsequently abandoned public
political work. He faded from union and social-
ist work in subsequent years.

SEE ALSO: Anarchism and Syndicalism, Southern
Africa; Communist Party of South Africa, 1921–1950;
Sachs, Solly (1900–1976); Sigamoney, Bernard L. E.
(1888–1963); South Africa, African Nationalism and the
ANC; South Africa, Labor Movement
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Andrew B. Dunbar was a South African trade
union leader and syndicalist in the early twen-
tieth century. Born in Scotland in 1879, and
trained as a blacksmith, Dunbar arrived in
South Africa in 1906, where he worked on the
Natal railways. A giant of a man, with strongly
held views, Dunbar first gained prominence 
for his role in leading a strike by 2,500 railway
workers: the strike was defeated after two 
weeks, and Dunbar was dismissed. Moving to
Johannesburg, he worked on the tramways, was
briefly involved in the South African Labor
Party (SALP), joined the Johannesburg Socialist
Society, and moved to a revolutionary syndic-
alist position along the lines of the Industrial
Workers of the World (IWW). In June 1910, with
the help of fellow tramway worker Thomas
Glynn, Dunbar managed to take control of the
newly formed Industrial Workers’ Union, spon-
sored by the Witwatersrand Trades and Labor
Council, and transform it into a local IWW. The
local IWW was prominent in leading two strikes
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