
SubjectSubjectSubjectSubject

PlacePlacePlacePlace

PeriodPeriodPeriodPeriod

KeyKeyKeyKey----TopicsTopicsTopicsTopics

DOI:DOI:DOI:DOI:

Update: 2010-04-01 Revision History ↓

Thibedi, T. W. (Thibedi William)Thibedi, T. W. (Thibedi William)Thibedi, T. W. (Thibedi William)Thibedi, T. W. (Thibedi William)    (1888(1888(1888(1888––––1960)1960)1960)1960)

Lucien van der Walt Lucien van der Walt Lucien van der Walt Lucien van der Walt 

History » Political History 
Social History » Labor History 

Southern Africa » South Africa 

1000 - 1999 » 1900-1999 

biography, communism, labor movements, labor unions, revolution, 
victorianism 

10.1111/b.9781405184649.2009.01747.x 

 

The son of a Wesleyan minister, the Reverend Jeremiah Molefe Thibedi, Thibedi William Thibedi, who 

trained as a schoolteacher, went on to become one of the most important African labor leaders, 

syndicalists, and communist/socialist revolutionaries in South Africa from the 1910s to the 1940s.

Born at Vereeniging, Thibedi joined the revolutionary syndicalist International Socialist League (ISL) ca. 

1916. He was its first major African leader, and was part of its Manifesto (or Solidarity) Committee 

union reform initiative. He led the revolutionary syndicalist Industrial Workers of Africa in 

Johannesburg (founded 1917, the first union for African workers in British southern Africa) from 1918 

to 1920, and was involved in anti-pass law protests in 1919.

Associated in this period with the left wing of the African nationalist South African Native National 

Congress (founded 1912, later the African National Congress, ANC), Thibedi was, however, firmly anti

-nationalist. He believed that the One Big Union, united on class lines and across the races, was 

indispensable to abolishing racial oppression as well as capitalist exploitation.

The key African in the early Communist Party of South Africa (CPSA, founded 1921), Thibedi ran the 

Johannesburg CPSA night school for African workers (founded 1925), served on the party's political 

bureau from 1925, was appointed a full-time organizer from 1927, and joined the central committee 

that year (one of three Africans). A regular correspondent for the party press (in English as well as the 

African vernacular), he formed branches in country districts, was active in the Industrial and 

Commercial Workers' Union (ICU, influenced by the Industrial Workers of the World as well as by 

Marcus Garvey), and was nominated to study in Moscow in 1928 (his travel was blocked by the 

authorities).
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When the ICU expelled CPSA members in 1926, Thibedi retained contacts in the union and organized 

disgruntled ICU members into a CPSA branch at Vereeniging. Arrested several times at meetings and 

in strikes, he helped found the CPSA-led Federation of Non-European Trade Unions (FNETU) in March 

1928, which amalgamated unions set up by Thibedi and fellow party member Bennie Weinbren the 

year before. In 1928, Thibedi was getting £4 a month as a FNETU organizer. By 1929, the party 

claimed 3,000 members, mainly Africans.

As a paid official, Thibedi was protected from victimization for union work. He was no longer really 

involved in the night school, but recruited promising FNETU members to it – among them Moses 

Kotane, later party general secretary. The tireless Thibedi was described by Kotane as busy “all the 

time like a mouse,” and by Eddie Roux, another party leader, as having a “natural genius” for 

organizing.

In September 1929, at the second FNETU congress, Thibedi became the 10,000-strong, Red 

International of Labor Unions-affiliated federation's general secretary, as well as secretary of the 

affiliated unions; Kotane was vice-chair. In the midst of all this frenetic activity, Thibedi found time to 

get married and have five children.

Thibedi – schooled in the ISL tradition, fusing national and class liberation – disagreed strongly with 

the two-stage “Native Republic” strategy imposed on the CPSA in 1928 by the Comintern 

International. He viewed it as Garveyist and divisive. Thibedi led the struggle against the new 

approach after the key initial opponents, Roux and S. P. Bunting (ISL veteran, leading CPSA member, 

and friend), rescinded their objections (as Comintern loyalists). The fight spilled over into FNETU, 

which formally rejected the “Native Republic.”

The Comintern had adopted the “New Line” around this time, stressing the need to purge parties of 

dissidents and to avoid collaboration with non-communist groups. While the New Line generated 

important theoretical and practical advances in some respects, it also took the CPSA into a destructive 

era of purges, decline, and racial animosities. Thibedi was the first key casualty, suspended and then 

expelled on dubious grounds at the end of 1929/early 1930: he was informed his reinstatement 

would only be considered if he recanted, which he would not.

A revolt by the FNETU membership led to his reinstatement as federation general secretary when the 

party removed him from the post. The CPSA leaders were thus obliged to work with a union 

movement led by an expelled, critical, and vocal former member; it finally managed to engineer his 

expulsion in 1931. However, the federation was being wrecked by the New Line in-fighting, as well as 

by the Depression, and declined rapidly.

In 1930, meanwhile, Thibedi, aided by Bunting, set up the first African Mineworkers' Union. This 

lasted into the late 1930s and was revived by CPSA leader J. B. Marks in 1941. Alienated from the 

CPSA, Thibedi contacted Leon Trotsky in 1932 for political materials, having formed a small 

Communist League of Africa (initially the Communist Party of Africa). This group claimed 50 

members, all Africans – Thibedi cited white prejudice as a factor – and produced a paper called 

Maraphanga. The group was not theoretically Trotskyist. It claimed to have a role in some FNETU 

affiliates, and to be initiating unions elsewhere.

Significantly, when the CPSA changed tack in 1935 (adopting the all-in “popular front” approach), 

Thibedi rejoined, his attention focused on the African Mineworkers' Union. In the 1940s, however, he 

joined the Workers' International League, a Trotskyist group that ran an opposition caucus in the CPSA

-led Council of Non-European Trade Unions (CNETU); later accused by the group of “chauvinism,” he 

was expelled. Tired, Thibedi rejected requests to rejoin the CPSA and faded from activism. Living in 

Eersterus, a freehold township in Pretoria from which Africans were evicted from 1959, he died in 

1960.

Thibedi's 30 years of union and left activity – spanning revolutionary syndicalism, communism, and 

Trotskyism – and his absolutely pivotal role in this period have arguably not received their due 

recognition. This is doubtless due in large part to his ambivalence toward the ANC and his 

problematic relations with the CPSA – especially his overt rejection of the two-stage approach, which 

still remains Communist Party policy. However, in 2006 the Congress of South African Trade Unions 

(COSATU), with close party links, resolved to memorialize him and other “worker heroes.”
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