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workers who also joined the International
Socialist League, and went out on strike when
employers reneged on an agreement with the
union. He also joined the Industrial and Com-
mercial Workers’ Union (ICU) and the South
African Native National Congress, later renamed
the African National Congress (ANC). In 1920
he was arrested for a burglary at Gordon’s 
and imprisoned for three months. His family
moved to Cape Town after his release, where 
he resumed work as a tailor.

Unlike many of the local revolutionary syn-
dicalists, Gomas did not join the Communist
Party of South Africa (CPSA) when it was
formed in 1921. In 1923 he became a full-time
ICU organizer and union secretary for the
Western Cape, and joined the CPSA in 1925,
becoming branch secretary and later a member
of the Political Bureau. As part of the group try-
ing to reform the ICU, Gomas was expelled
with other CPSA members like T. W. Thibedi
in 1926. He remained active in union work, and
also became the vice president of the provincial
ANC. In 1928 Gomas was sentenced to three
months in prison after organizing a protest
against police brutality, and was involved in the
short-lived Independent ANC.

A supporter of the 1928 two-stage “Native
Republic” strategy of the CPSA, Gomas escaped
unscathed from the purges of the “New Line”
period, and was an important figure in the
Popular Front period, the epitome of a party 
loyalist. Gomas was a founder member of the
National Liberation League, active in the Non-
European United Front formed in 1938, and, in
the 1940s, was an official in the Tin Workers’
Union and a leading CPSA leader. He was
marginalized in the CPSA in the late 1940s for
his increasingly Africanist views. Although he was
among those arrested in the state of emergency
declared in the aftermath of the Sharpeville
Massacre of March 21, 1960, Gomas was not
notably active in his later years, and died in
1979.

SEE ALSO: Anarchism and Syndicalism, Southern
Africa; Communist Party of South Africa, 1921–1950;
South Africa, African Nationalism and the ANC
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Johnny Gomas (John Stephen Gomas), a lead-
ing South African syndicalist, was born in 1901
on a mission station in the Cape to David and
Elizabeth Gomas, He was largely brought up 
by his mother, a devout Christian; he was pro-
foundly alienated from his drunken father, a
laborer who abandoned the family. He was 
educated at a mission school, until his mother
moved to Kimberley in 1911 in search of work
and to escape her abusive husband. The family
lived in the Malay Camp slum, and the studious
Gomas was forced by poverty to leave school 
to find a job. In 1915 he was apprenticed as 
a tailor at a local firm, Gordon’s, where his
employer, a Russian Jew, apparently introduced
him to socialist ideas.

In 1919 the revolutionary syndicalist Interna-
tional Socialist League organized two syndicalist
unions in Kimberley, the Clothing Workers’
Industrial Union and the Horse Drivers’ Union,
based among the town’s Colored workers.
Gomas joined the Clothing Workers’ Industrial
Union; he was among a number of Colored
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