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South African Anti-Fascism and the Nazi Foreign Office:
Antisemitism, Anti-communism and the Surveillance of
the Third Reich’s International Enemies
Kasper Braskén

Åbo Akademi University

ABSTRACT
This article offers a new analysis of how the Third Reich’s
Foreign Office reported on anti-fascist activities in the Union
of South Africa during the 1930s. Based on letters,
dispatches and reports written by the German legation and
official German representatives in South Africa, the article
reveals and discusses how Nazi officials followed and
reacted to anti-fascist activity in South Africa. The article
demonstrates how the German legation perceived anti-
fascist movements and analysed them as a part of a rising
global anti-German sentiment, Jewish activism, and
‘international bolshevism’. South African anti-fascism reveals
itself also as a direct concern for the official bilateral
relations between South Africa and Nazi Germany during
the 1930s. Germany was intensely concerned with South
African public opinion when it came to protests against
German Nazism, international fascism and local fascist
groups in South Africa. The article thus offers to expand our
understanding of South Africa’s place in the global struggle
between anti-fascism and fascism and discusses the ways in
which anti-fascism was delegitimised. Furthermore, it shows
how German clubs, offices, ships and consulates became
important sites of protest and targets of anti-fascist
activities and boycotts.

KEYWORDS
anti-fascism; anti-
communism; antisemitism;
South Africa; German foreign
policy; propaganda

A brick smashed through the window of the German-African Shipping Line’s
office in Johannesburg one day in mid March 1938. The projectile had been
wrapped in paper with a short note: ‘With compliments from the British democ-
racy’. The act had clearly been a political statement against the Third Reich, and
the Shipping Line promptly notified its main office in Hamburg about the inci-
dent. They dispatched a report to the German Foreign Office in Berlin that

CONTACT Kasper Braskén kasper.brasken@abo.fi

© 2022 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives
License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduc-
tion in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited, and is not altered, transformed, or built upon in any way.

SOUTH AFRICAN HISTORICAL JOURNAL
2022, VOL. 74, NO. 1, 30–54
https://doi.org/10.1080/02582473.2022.2027005

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/02582473.2022.2027005&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-06-15
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-3744-5145
mailto:kasper.brasken@abo.fi
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://www.unisajournals.com/
http://www.tandfonline.com


placed it into a larger context of adverse activity of the South African left. The
suspicion was that it had been a direct response to Germany’s annexation of
Austria that had taken place earlier that month.1

The above example illustrates how the Foreign Office of the Third Reich was
through several information channels directly connected to anti-fascist inci-
dents in South Africa between 1933 and 1939. The German representatives
did not stop at collecting information and reporting it to Berlin. Direct efforts
to influence the situation in South Africa were also made. The traditional
point of interest has been how German Nazis aided and were affiliated with
far-right groups in South Africa in the interwar years, and especially how fascism
later influenced and affected apartheid South Africa.2 However, the aim of this
article is not to look at the international or transnational exchanges between the
South African far right and Nazi Germany, but to shift the focus to the study of
hitherto overlooked anti-fascist activities in the Union of South Africa. The aim
is to analyse how the Third Reich’s foreign representatives identified anti-fascist
opponents in South Africa and how they analysed and interpreted them as a part
of a global struggle against anti-fascist movements. For Nazi Germany, the foremost
aim was to neutralise opponents and exert influence on public opinion so that
South Africa would remain neutral in an eventual world war.3

The article will tap into primary sources on South Africa that are today pre-
served in the German Foreign Ministry Archives in Berlin. The source base con-
tains both reports and briefings by representatives of the German legation in
South Africa, but the files also contain a substantial collection of rare newspaper
clippings, leaflets and pamphlets from the anti-fascist movement that reveal new
aspects of South African anti-fascism.4 The files offer, in other words, two types

1. Deutsche Afrika-Linien, Lothar Bohlen, to Gesandtschafstrat Dr G. Strohm; Hamburg, 30 March 1938,
Politisches Archiv Auswärtiges Amt (PAAA), R 105.068. Unless not otherwise indicated, the trans-
lations from the German sources are the author’s.

2. In 1992 the South African Historical Journal (SAHJ) included a substantial section focusing on the
relation between Germany and South Africa, including the following articles: P.J. Furlong, ‘Fascism,
the Third Reich and Afrikaner Nationalism: An Assessment of the Historiography’, SAHJ, 27, 1
(1992), 113–126; A. Hagemann, ‘Very Special Relations: The “Third Reich” and the Union of South
Africa, 1933–1939’, SAHJ, 27, 1 (1992), 127–147; C. Marx’,‘“Dear Listeners in South Africa”:
German Propaganda Broadcasts to South Africa, 1940–1941’, SAHJ, 27, 1 (1992), 148–172. See also
C. Marx, Im zeichen des Ochsenwagens: Der radikale Afrikaaner-Nationalismus in Südafrika und die
Geschichte der Ossewabrandwag (Berlin: LIT Verlag, 1998) and J.J. Guy, ‘Fascism, Nazism, Nationalism
and the Foundation of Apartheid Ideology’, in Stein Ugelvik Larsen, ed., Fascism Outside Europe: The
European Influence against Domestic Conditions in the Diffusion of Global Fascism (New York: Colum-
bia University Press, 2001), 427–466.

3. On South Africa’s involvement in the war, see e.g. A. Grundlingh, ‘The King’s Afrikaners? Enlistment
and Ethnic Identity in the Union of South Africa’s Defence Force During the Second World War,
1939–45’, Journal of African History, 40, 3 (1999), 351–365; and A. Wessels, ‘South Africa and
World War II. The Decisive First Two Years on the Home Front (September 1939–September
1941)’, Southern Journal for Contemporary History, 24, 2 (1999), 1–24. For a more continental scope
see, J.A. Byfield, C.A. Brown, T. Parsons and A.A. Sikainga, eds, Africa and World War II (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2015).

4. The article is a part of a larger inquiry into the Third Reich’s global surveillance of anti-fascist activities,
initiated by my research project ‘Towards a Global History of Anti-Fascism’ funded by the Academy of
Finland, 2017–2020.
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of sources for the study of South African anti-fascism. The German intelligence
reports constitute a most challenging source material and must be used with the
greatest caution. However, as my interest here is partly in the German represen-
tatives’ perceptions and understandings of anti-fascism, the sources are ideal,
although they still must be subjected to a careful source criticism. These reports
constitute a vital primary source base for the analysis of German enemy images
that were developed against anti-fascist movements during the 1930s. Some
reports can, moreover – after filtering out the Nazis’ biased and racist perspectives
– provide us with fundamental intelligence about the anti-fascist campaigns and
practices directed against German representatives in South Africa, as the initial
example illustrates. In addition, the sources offer at least a partial answer to the
questions ‘Who were the anti-fascists?’ and ‘Who were perceived as the most
dangerous opponents to Nazism before the Second World War?’

To gain access to such information, we need to scrutinise what the German
legation and official German visitors to South Africa reported about events and
incidents involving German interests. Moreover, German companies like the
shipping line mentioned above were actively reporting any mistreatment. A
global order was dispatched from Berlin in January 1936 to all German diplo-
matic representations to enhance the collection of information and systemati-
cally start reporting on all communist activities to the Foreign Office in
Berlin. A vast archive on anti-fascist activities was thereby also systematically
built.5 As the interests of the German state and its foreign policy were increas-
ingly entangled with the interests of Nazism and the Nationalsozialistische
Deutsche Arbeiterpartei (NSDAP) global foreign organisation (Auslandsorgani-
sation), it became acutely clear that any actions directed against the German
presence in the country were perceived by the German legation as a part of
South African anti-fascism too. The NSDAP used the party’s Foreign Organis-
ation and the party’s Foreign Affairs Office (Aussenpolitische Amt der NSDAP,
or APA) to improve its command over the global German community and
Nazi movements associated with it.6 Lastly, Josfeph Goebbel’s propaganda min-
istry was instrumental in activating international anti-communist cooperation
through an intermediary organisation called the Anti-Comintern that also

5. Auswärtiges Amt (hereafter AA) to sämtliche diplomatischen und berufskonsularischen Vertretungen
(außer der Vertretung in der Sowjetunion), Berlin, 27 January 1936, PAAA, RAV Paris 555a,
Bd. 2. Country reports from the legations had before 1936 included summaries of various political
movements, but the new order by Goebbels demanded a regular flow of reports specifically about
left movements.

6. For a useful categorisation of the different international German agencies, see S.A. Diamond, The Nazi
Movement in the United States 1924–194 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1974), 35–54, 76–77; see
also J. Hürter and M. Mayer, eds, Das Auswärtige Amt in der NS-Diktatur (Berlin: De Gruyter,
2014); S. Kuusisto, Alfred Rosenberg in der Nationalsozialistischen Aussenpolitik 1933–1939 (Helsinki:
Societas Historica Finlandiae, 1984); and the classic study by H.-A. Jacobsen, Nationalsozialistische
Außenpolitik 1933–1938 (Frankfurt am Main: Alfred Metzner Verlag, 1968).
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utilised the German Foreign Office apparatus to gather information on the inter-
national communist movement. The accumulated information was thereafter
disseminated in international anti-communist publications and journals that
were sent to South Africa too.7

During the 1930s, Germany had embassies in about a dozen locations around
the world, but on the African continent Germany was mainly represented by
legations (Gesaṇdtschaft) rather than full embassies. In South Africa, the lega-
tion was located in Pretoria, while the German network of consulates in the
region included offices in Johannesburg, Cape Town and Durban. Windhoek
in South West Africa (Namibia), the former German colony that during the
interwar period was a League of Nations mandate administered by South
Africa, also reported via the German legation in Pretoria. When South Africa
joined the British declaration of war against Germany in September 1939, the
German offices in South Africa were closed down. The legation in Lourenço
Marques (Maputo) in Portuguese East Africa (Mozambique) remained there-
after a central observation for Germany, although it falls beyond the scope of
this article, which is limited to the pre-war years.

In contrast to previous research on the relations between Nazi Germany and
South Africa, this article is explicitly concerned with analysing forms and prac-
tices of anti-fascism. Albrecht Hagemann’s, Robert Citino’s and Patrick
J. Furlong’s classic books pristinely analyse the bilateral relations between the
two countries and the South African far right’s interactions with the Nazi move-
ment, especially in relation to the Afrikaner Nationalist Movement.8 Notably,
these monographs contain several important but scattered observations about
anti-German and anti-fascist activities in South Africa, but such findings are
neither historiographically nor analytically related to the study of twentieth-
century anti-fascism, which still is a new and developing field. The enduring
importance of revealing transnational far-right connections to the Nazis has
recently been exhibited in Rebecca Hodes’ and Jonathan Hyslop’s pioneering
articles on anti-fascism in South Africa.9 However, besides these studies, the

7. L.L. Waddington, ‘The Anti-Komintern and Nazi Anti-Bolshevik Propaganda in the 1930s’, Journal of
Contemporary History, 42, 4 (2007), 573–594. One such example was the Anti-Komintern’s 500-page
book, A. Ehrt, ed., Der Weltbolschewismus: Ein internationales Gemeinschaftswerk über die bolschewis-
tischeWühlarbeit und die umsturzversuche der Komintern in allen Ländern (Berlin: Nibelungen-Verlag,
1936), that was sent out to all German embassies and consulates in 1936. See Reichsministerium für
Volksaufklärung und Propaganda to the AA; Berlin, 20 August 1936, PAAA, R 104.407.

8. A. Hagemann, Südafrika und das ‘Dritte Reich’: Rassenpolitische Affinität und machtpolitische Rivalität
(Frankfurt am Main: Campus, 1989); P.J. Furlong, Between Crown and Swastika: The Impact of the
Radical Right on the Afrikaner Nationalist Movement in the Fascist Era (Hanover and London: Wesle-
yan University Press, 1991); R. Citino, Germany and the Union of South Africa in the Nazi Period
(New York: Greenwood Press, 1991). The German Foreign Office files consulted in these three
books were at the time located in Bonn. The files have since then been relocated and restructured in
Berlin. New file signatures have consequently been introduced and are used in this article.

9. R. Hodes, ‘“Free Fight on the Grand Parade”: Resistance to the Greyshirts in 1930s South Africa’, Inter-
national Journal of African Historical Studies, 47, 2 (2014), 185–208; J. Hyslop, ‘Anti-Fascism in South
Africa 1933–1945, and Its Legacies’, in K. Braskén, N. Copsey and D. Featherstone, eds, Anti-Fascism in
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history of anti-fascism in southern Africa has largely remained unwritten. A more
systematic re-evaluation of the important German Foreign Office sources for the
history of anti-fascism is also still lacking. In this article the focus will be on anti-
fascist left parties, unions and committees that were active in South Africa during
the 1930s, including the Communist Party of South Africa, the South African
Labour Party, the South African Trades & Labour Council, the League against
Fascism and War, and Jewish organisations like the Jewish Workers’ Club and
the Geserd. Additional groups merit inclusion in the history of South African
anti-fascism, but because they were not identified as especially dangerous from
Germany’s perspective, they have not been included here. Following recent
shifts in international scholarship on anti-fascism and fascism, the article empha-
sises the need to focus on cross-border entanglements and transnational connec-
tions that linked both South African far-right and fascist movements and anti-
fascist movements to international networks and influences. By implementing
transnational perspectives, we will be able to connect and compare South
African experiences to the global struggle between fascism and anti-fascism and
avoid a limited nationally framed reading of these histories.10

For the 1930s, the main persons of interest in South Africa included the
German general consul Emil Wiehl, who since 1920 had worked for the
German Foreign Office. After being stationed in London, Washington and
San Francisco he was appointed as the head of the German legation in Pretoria
in 1933. In 1937, Wiehl was replaced by Bruno Stiller, who initially had been
stationed in Cape Town as German consul. Although Wiehl had been a
member of the NSDAP since 1934, Stiller had the dual role as general consul
for Germany and the leader (Landesgruppenführer) of the NSDAP’s foreign
organisation in South Africa. Already from 1933 Germany had had a dual rep-
resentation in South Africa. On the one hand, there were the official diplomatic
channels, but, on the other, the NSDAP’s foreign organisation in Cape Town
offered an alternative network and connection to the political field in South
Africa. A special circumstance for South Africa was that the global head of
the NSDAP’s foreign organisation in Berlin, Ernst Wilhelm Bohle, was the
son of engineering professor Hermann Bohle, who was teaching at the Univer-
sity of Cape Town and who acted as the leader of the NSDAP in South Africa
until Stiller took over. Ernst Bohle had also grown up in South Africa,
making the connection particularly strong.11

a Global Perspective: Transnational Networks, Exile Communities, and Radical Internationalism
(London: Routledge, 2021), 77–95.

10. H. García, ‘Transnational History: A New Paradigm for Anti-Fascist Studies?’, Contemporary European
History, 25, 4 (2016), 563–572; K. Braskén, ‘Communist Antifascism and Transnational Fascism: Com-
parisons, Transfers, Entanglements’, in A. Bauerkämper and G. Rossoliński-Liebe, eds, Fascism without
Borders: Transnational Connections and Cooperation between Movements and Regimes in Europe from
1918 to 1945 (New York: Berghahn, 2017), 288–311.

11. AA to Deutsches Generalkonsulat für Südafrika; Berlin, 25 January 1934, PAAA, R 77.619; Wirtschaf-
tliche Berichterstattung durch die Ortsgruppen der NSDAP, Generalkonsulat für Südafrika the AA;
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On the South African side, the main points of reference for the German lega-
tion included the highest political elite of the time, such as General J.B.M.
Hertzog (prime minister, 1924–1939), General Jan Smuts (prime minister,
1939–1948) and Daniel F. Malan (prime minister, 1948–1954). For the
German legation, both Hertzog and Malan were regarded as Afrikaner nation-
alists of interest due to their German sympathies and anti-British outlooks.
Smuts was again perceived as a part of an anti-fascist, ‘Jew friendly’ block that
most often was linked to pro-British sentiments. However, even anti-Nazis
like Smuts maintained after the Second World War that the policy of white
supremacy and segregation was to be upheld in South Africa.12 The example
shows that although many South African whites achieved outstanding anti-
fascist credentials, this did not mean that they were anti-racists or fighting
racial segregation in their own country.13 Smuts was thus perhaps more in
line with Churchill’s anti-fascism, which in Michael Seidman’s terminology rep-
resented a form of ‘counterrevolutionary anti-fascism’.14 Afrikaners of Dutch
descent and English-speaking whites dominated economic and political life in
the Union, although the blacks constituted 69 per cent of the population. Signifi-
cantly, there were differences to the whites’ societal roles as people of British
origin dominated the entrepreneurial, managerial and skilled positions in
most parts of the economy, except agriculture. The South African far-right
circles partly followed ethnic and racial boundaries too, although it seems safe
to assume that far-right political ideas were embraced by whites only. Anti-
fascism could nevertheless in certain instances nourish co-operation between
whites and blacks, although the only multi-racial party during the 1930s was
the Communist Party of South Africa (CPSA), which did not find a significant
following.15 As the article will show, although many blacks were actively
engaged in anti-fascist activity during the Italo–Ethiopian war of 1935–1936,
the German legation’s reports do not reveal much about these efforts as their
main preoccupation was with white, mostly Jewish or English-speaking anti-
fascist groups.

Pretoria, 8 August 1934, PAAA, R 77.619. See also Furlong, Between Crown and Swastika, 16–20; H.-A.
Jacobsen and A.L. Smith, The Nazi Party and the German Foreign Office (New York: Routledge, 2007),
19–28.

12. For a detailed account of Smuts and Hertzog’s political lines during the 1930s, see Hyslop, ‘Anti-
Fascism in South Africa 1933–1945’.

13. See further in S. Dubow, Racial Segregation and the Origins of Apartheid in South Africa, 1919–36
(Oxford: Macmillan, 1989). This remained also a major issue within the global labour movement
and war veterans who had fought against the Nazis. See J. Hyslop, ‘The Imperial Working Class
Makes Itself “White”: White Labourism in Britain, Australia and South Africa’, Journal of Historical
Sociology, 12, 4 (1999), 398–421; and N. Roos, Ordinary Springboks. White Servicemen and Social
Justice in South Africa, 1939–1961 (London: Routledge, 2018).

14. M. Seidman, Transatlantic Antifascisms: From the Spanish Civil War to the End of World War II (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018).

15. L. Thompson, A History of South Africa (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1995), 154–186, 278;
Hyslop, ‘Anti-Fascism in South Africa’, 84–90.
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For the German legation, a natural concern was the connection to the people
of German descent living in South Africa. In 1935, they numbered approxi-
mately 40,000 but only 5000 were still German citizens (Reichsdeutsche),
while the overwhelming majority had become naturalised in South Africa
(Volksdeutsche). German citizens in South Africa had the ability to join the
NSDAP, but by the mid 1930s only 350 had applied for membership. In particu-
lar, younger people of German descent certainly engaged in other fascist and
Nazi-inspired movements in South Africa, but it is difficult to assess their
numbers.16

In the following sections, I will firstly discuss the role played by antisemitism
in far-right propaganda in South Africa and focus on how it was used to dele-
gitimise anti-fascist initiatives as ‘un-South African’. In the second part, I will
discuss the role of communists and socialists in the formation of anti-fascist
movements in the mid 1930s. The two sides were certainly entangled at least
from the perspective of the German legation that perceived anti-fascism as
either a ‘Jewish-Marxist’ conspiracy or a ‘communist-Jewish’ subversive activity.
In the concluding part, I will discuss the relevance of highlighting histories of
how Nazism influenced the contemporary perceptions of anti-fascism
through antisemitic and anti-communist narratives that no doubt played a sig-
nificant role in both interwar and post-war South African politics.

Antisemitism and the South African far right

Berlin was keen on keeping tabs on both their international enemies and poten-
tial allies on the civil society level in the Union of South Africa. Far right groups
and organisations in South Africa that shared significant parts of Nazi Ger-
many’s ideological and political programme could prove valuable in the fight
against anti-fascism. Who were these potential allies and fellow propagators
of antisemitic and anti-communist tropes? When general consul Emil Wiehl
reported in May 1934 about the local far right, the first group on his list was
the South African Gentile National Socialist Movement that had been
founded by Louis Weichardt (1894–1985) in October 1933. It was mainly
active in the Cape Province and published the newspaper The Truth. It organ-
ised a Nazi-inspired ‘Sturmabteilung’, the so called Greyshirts, that during the
1930s would become the most notorious Nazi-inspired movement in South
Africa. The third mention on Wiehl’s list was the National-Democratic Move-
ment led by Manie Wessels that was active in the Transvaal area and that mobi-
lised its own Black Shirt movement. It was deemed similar to Weichardt’s
movement, but the plans to unite the two groups had hitherto floundered on

16. Geheim! Auszug aus dem Bericht des Kapitäns zur See Lohmann über seine Berufsbelehrungsreise um
Afrika vom 14 August–18 December 1935, PAAA, R 77.619; NSDAP in der Südafrikanische Union,
Deutsche Gesandtschaft, Wiehl, to the AA; Cape Town, 27 February 1937, PAAA, R 105.080.
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Weichardt’s demands to be the national leader (Führeranspruch). A fourth
group was represented by the South African branch of the Imperial Fascist
League that was mainly rooted in the Cape Province. Contrary to Oswald
Mosley’s British Union of Fascists (BUF), the Imperial Fascist League was
characterised as vehemently antisemitic. There were also some South African
sub-groups of the BUF but the German legation deemed it highly unlikely
that the BUF would be successful because it was less antisemitic. Moreover,
the leading far-right circles in South Africa did not welcome the idea of submit-
ting to a fascist leadership in London. Another group was the New Guard, a
British war veterans’ organisation compared by Wiehl to the German right-
wing war veterans’ organisation Stahlhelm. The New Guard was described as
anti-communist and imperialist, but less antisemitic. The last group comprised
the Italian Fascist League that was supported by Italians living in South Africa.
Although the league was represented in most of the larger cities, Wiehl dis-
missed it as a weak movement that seldom was seen in public.17 These examples
show that for Wiehl antisemitism in South Africa was the most pivotal factor
when assessing the different movements’ potential success rate and engagement
in the fight against ‘Jewish anti-fascism’.

Milton Shain has convincingly shown that antisemitism was constructed into
a serious domestic problem by far-right circles in South Africa during the 1930s.
Through this process a public antisemitism emerged more clearly and the
diverse Jewish community was transformed into a ‘uniform and menacing
monolith’. The Jews were ruthlessly used by the far right as an enemy image
that directly affected the lives of the Jewish community, and they were conse-
quently exploited to construct and maintain the far right’s antisemitic and
anti-communist world view.18 The rise of antisemitism is confirmed in a
report from the German consulate in Cape Town from August 1934. Here the
German legation stated rather joyously that antisemitism was strongly increas-
ing its influence in South Africa. If antisemitism had earlier been concentrated
to the countryside, the antisemitic movement was now, according to German
observations, gaining strength in the cities too.19 The dubious honour of
being the main carrier of the antisemitic idea in South Africa was given by
the German legation to the Greyshirts. Under the leadership of Weichardt,
they had, according to German intelligence, gained 10,000 members by late
1934. As proof of the German Nazis’ transnational influence, it was described

17. ‘Faschistische, Marxistische und Jüdische Vereinigungen in Süd-Afrika’, Deutsches Generalkonsulat
für Süd-Afrika; Cape Town, 14 May 1934, PAAA, R 77.617; Antisemitismus in Südafrika, Deutsches
Generalkonsulat für Südafrika; Pretoria, 21 August 1934, PAAA, R 77.617.

18. M. Shain, A Perfect Storm: Antisemitism in South Africa 1930–1948 (Johannesburg: Jonathan Ball,
2015). See also the chapter on antisemitism in Furlong, Between Crown and Swastika, 46–69. For a
broader contextualisation of the antisemitic narratives, see P. Hanebrink, A Specter Haunting
Europe: The Myth of Judeo-Bolshevism (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2018).

19. ‘Faschistische, Marxistische und Jüdische Vereinigungen in Süd-Afrika’, Deutsches Generalkonsulat
für Süd-Afrika; Cape Town, 14 May 1934, PAAA, R 77.617.
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to Berlin how youngsters of German descent now took part in the Greyshirts
and (for example) protected meeting halls from anti-fascist ‘disturbances’.
With pride the German legation reported how the Greyshirts were flying the
Swastika flag and how the Horst-Wessel-Lied was now sung by the local
German youths.20 According to Wiehl, the Greyshirts had been fighting
against the entire South African press corps with limited funds, but still they
had been able to strengthen their movement. Their main political tactic was
to organise public rallies, but they also actively participated in the political meet-
ings of their opponents. These activities had, according to Wiehl, forced the
‘Jewish anti-fascists’ to energetically engage in countermeasures against the
Greyshirts. In Rebecca Hodes’ work there are important examples that reveal
the ways in which resistance was formed within the Jewish community and
how violent street confrontations took place, especially in Cape Town.21

How were these anti-fascist practices perceived, and how did the German
representatives try to shape the narrative and delegitimise the role of anti-
fascism in South Africa? Together with the local far right they were partly
preaching to the choir, but when moving beyond far-right comfort zones the
delegitimisation efforts were targeted at liberal political circles that were torn
between anti-fascist and anti-communist positions, much like the British
Labour Party and British liberals of the time.22 As the history of Anglophone
anti-communism shows, the main current of interwar anti-communism was
not conservative anti-communism, but liberal anti-communism that necessarily
did not encompass an ideological battle against all ideas forwarded by commun-
ism. In the Cold War context, conservative anti-communism became the domi-
nant variant in the Anglophone world, and in important ways it purposely
conflated liberalism, socialism and Bolshevism, much like the anti-communism
propagated by the Third Reich.23 The far right’s delegitimisation of anti-fasicsm
must therefore be seen as deeply intertwined with an ongoing battle within the
anti-communist front. During the 1930s, the political centre was on the fence
where, on the one side, anti-fascism was conflated with communism, while
on the other, anti-fascism as a broader standpoint could be perceived as a
shared interest among anti-communists too. As a part of this political polaris-
ation, the broader anti-fascist initiatives of the mid 1930s also aimed to reach
out to liberal circles to commit them to fighting fascism first.

20. Bericht über meine Reise nach Südafrika 1934, Henning to AA; Freiburg, 9 January 1935, PAAA, R
77.620.

21. Antisemitismus in Südafrika, Deutsches Generalkonsulat für Südafrika; Pretoria, 21 August 1934,
PAAA, R 77.617. Hodes, ‘Free Fight on the Grand Parade’.

22. M. Worley, Labour Inside the Gate: A History of the British Labour Party between the Wars (London:
I.B. Tauris, 2005), 203–216; P. Williamson, ‘The Conservative Party, Fascism and Anti-Fascism 1918–
1939’, in N. Copsey and A. Olechnowicz, eds, Varieties of Anti-Fascism. Britain in the Inter-War Period
(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 73–97.
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Anti-fascism as a ‘Jewish-Communist’ conspiracy

The blunt antisemitism of the South African fascists made it natural for the
German legation to view them in relation to various opposing Jewish organis-
ations. These Jewish-led initiatives initially constituted the primary anti-fascist
force in South Africa. From the far-right perspective, antisemitism was not
the symptom of a deluded conspiracy theory, but rather was perceived as a
cure to an urgent societal problem in South Africa. For them the root of the
problem was the substantial proportion of Jews in the Union (4.5 per cent, or
ca. 90,000 of 2 million whites), a proportion that was especially noticeable in
Cape Town and Johannesburg.24 Moreover, after 1933, over 5000 Jewish
exiles from Germany entered the Union, a fact that was met with increasingly
unwelcoming attitudes and restrictive immigration policies.25

The German legation assessed in May 1934 that there existed between 50 and 60
distinct Jewish associations that published, all in all, 14 newspapers. Although there
was plenty of disagreement between the organisations (e.g. liberal, Zionist, ortho-
dox), they were outwardly collectively represented by the Jewish Board of Deputies.26

The Jewish left was represented by theGeserd that, according to the report, consisted
almost completely of Jews from Eastern Europe (described by the Nazis as ‘Ostju-
den’), who allegedly were mainly of communist leanings. It was this association
that was marked by the Germans in mid 1934 as the most extreme group when it
came to agitating against Germany with leaflets and ‘Anti-Nazi’ rallies.27 According
to the German legation, it was also the Geserd that was the main organiser of the
South African section of the ‘notorious’ Relief Committee for the Victims of
German Fascism, although this claim has not been validated by other sources.
The international Relief Committee had been established in Paris in April 1933 as
one of the first transnational communist-led anti-fascist initiatives.28

Besides the explicitly Jewish organisations, the German legation perceived
more or less the entire Marxist labour movement as inherently connected to

24. The German numbers align with the official statistics of the time (4.5 per cent of the white population
in 1936). See also Shain, A Perfect Storm; Geheim! Auszug aus dem Bericht des Kapitäns zur See
Lohmann… , PAAA, R 77.619; ‘Faschistische, Marxistische und Jüdische Vereinigungen in Süd-
Afrika’, Deutsches Generalkonsulat für Süd-Afrika; Cape Town, 14 May 1934, PAAA, R 77.617.

25. On the Jewish refugees, see S. Schwab, ‘“No Single Loyalty”: Processes of Identification among
German-Jewish Refugees from Nazi Germany in South Africa’, in S. Steinberg and A. Grenville, eds,
Refugees from Nazi-Occupied Europe in British Overseas Territories (Leiden: Brill, 2020), 68–85.

26. See further in A. Ben-Meir, ‘The South African Jewish Board of Deputies and Politics, 1930–1978’ (PhD
thesis, University of Natal, Durban, 1995).

27. The name Geserd stood for the Yiddish-language abbreviation of the Society for Jewish Settlement and
Land that promoted Jewish settlement in the Soviet Union. The South African branch had been
founded in 1932. See further in T. Adler, ‘Lithuania’s Diaspora: The Johannesburg Jewish Workers’
Club, 1928–1948’, Journal of Southern African Studies, 6, 1 (1979), 70–92.

28. ‘Faschistische Marxistische und Jüdische Vereinigungen in Süd-Afrika’, Deutsches Generalkonsulat für
Süd-Afrika; Cape Town, 14 May 1934, PAAA, R 77.617. On the Relief Committee, See K. Braskén,
‘“Aid the Victims of German Fascism!”: Transatlantic Networks and the Rise of Anti-Nazism in the
USA, 1933–1935’, in K. Braskén, N. Copsey and D. Featherstone, eds, Anti-Fascism in a Global Perspec-
tive: Transnational Networks, Exile Communities, and Radical Internationalism (London: Routledge,
2021), 197–217.
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Jewish activism. The main enemies comprised the South African Labour Party
(SALP), which according to the German legation had shown ‘communist ten-
dencies’ after mid 1933, particularly noticeable in their newspaper Forward.
Supposedly, the change in tone had been the result of the ‘Jewish-communist’
Geserd’s influence. This assessment clearly ignored the international repercus-
sions that followed the ban and destruction of the German Social Democratic
Party and trade union movement in May–June 1933, which functioned as a
major wake-up call to all socialist movements to take the Nazi threat
seriously.29 Another body that had advanced a strong ‘anti-German’ agitation
was the South African Trades & Labour Council (SATLC), which was a
national co-ordinating trade union body. The Germans described it as a
camouflaged communist organisation that in reality was led by a communist
‘vanguard’, meaning the central body of the CPSA. The SATLC had its head-
quarters in Johannesburg and was delegitimised by the Germans as an entity
financed by foreign communist organisations and mainly led by Jews from
Eastern Europe.30 Another name on the German blacklist was the South
African section of the Friends of the Soviet Union, which through its pro-
Soviet agenda forwarded criticism of the Third Reich. Since early 1934 the
major anti-fascist concern for the Germans had become the Anti-Fascist
League of South Africa. It had specifically been set up to fight fascism in a
joint effort by the SALP, the SATLC and a couple of trade union leaders.
The German legation delegitimised it as a ‘strongly communist Jewish’ initiat-
ive that disseminated its anti-fascist slander through a publication titled The
Call. The German legation seemed legitimately concerned that the Jewish-
Marxist groups had the capability to shape public opinion against both South
African far-right groups and the Third Reich.31 This observation also makes the
German engagement against anti-fascism particularly relevant.

The preserved documents show that the German legation was worried about
a plethora of anti-fascist activities. A summary of the most alarming examples
from August 1934 reveal that the ‘notorious’ SATLC had on 19 August 1934
organised an anti-fascist demonstration rally in Johannesburg; the Relief Com-
mittee for the Victims of German Fascism was actively trying to arrange a South
African speaking tour for British Labour member of parliament Lord Marley.
Another concern for the Germans was Jacob Landau, the director of the

29. See the classic study by G.H. Horn, European Socialists Respond to Fascism: Ideology, Activism and Con-
tingency in the 1930s (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996).

30. In one of the most detailed histories of the SATLC it is described as being ‘under left-wing leadership’
and constituting a fragile unity between major trade unions. The inclusion of various political repre-
sentatives of the left, including communists, was enough for the German representatives to judge it as a
communist organisation ‘in disguise’. See further on the SATLC in J. Lewis, Industrialisation and Trade
Union Organization in South Africa, 1924–1955: The Rise and Fall of the South African Trades and
Labour Council (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984).

31. ‘Faschistische, Marxistische und Jüdische Vereinigungen in Süd-Afrika’, Deutsches Generalkonsulat
für Süd-Afrika; Cape Town, 14 May 1934, PAAA, R 77.617.
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international Jewish Telegram Agency, who at the time was traveling through
South Africa holding ‘Jew-friendly’ speeches and providing press interviews in
which he expressed ‘spiteful’ opinions about Germany. A last disquieting
example came from Port Elizabeth, where Jewish representatives had sued the
local Greyshirt leadership for slander.32

Top South African leaders were likewise included on the list of concerns: on
18 April 1934 General Smuts had set the cornerstone of a new synagogue in
Cape Town and apparently given a ‘Jew-friendly’ speech. He had used the
occasion to warn about South African antisemitism, adding that it had recently
been stirred up by the ‘poisonous doctrines’ arriving from other parts of the
world, clearly alluding to German Nazism. Wiehl could not fathom why
Smuts at ‘every opportunity’ underlined his friendly attitude towards the
Jews.33 Although Smuts found Nazism repulsive, he still advocated appeasement
with Germany as long as Britain was not directly threatened, and he had even a
certain understanding for Germany’s dissatisfaction with the terms set at the
Versailles Peace treaty in 1919.34

A major concern for the German legation was the ‘anti-German boycott
movement’ that since April 1933 had spread around the world. In South
Africa, the major transnational anti-fascist connection was made to the Non-
Sectarian Anti-Nazi League to Champion Human Rights that was headed by
lawyer and former vice-president of the American Jewish Congress Samuel
Untermeyr, in New York City. Untermeyr’s League had also a central part in
creating the World Non-Sectarian Anti-Nazi Council to Champion Human
Rights that was set up in London in November 1934.35 Of special interest for
the German legation in South Africa was that the boycott movement’s offices
in Johannesburg were in the same house where the SATLC had its own
bureau. For the German legation this was taken as confirmation of their conspi-
racy theory that it was the ‘Jewish world organisation’ that was standing behind
and financing this ‘communist’ agitation. The General Secretary of the Non-Sec-
tarian Boycott Committee in South Africa was A.G. Forsyth.36 Following the
international model used in the USA and Britain, the Boycott Committee in
Cape Town compiled a ‘white list’ of traders. Firms that refused to stock

32. Antisemitismus in Südafrika, Deutsches Generalkonsulat für Südafrika; Pretoria, 21 August 1934,
PAAA, R 77.617.

33. Judenfreundliche Rede von General Smuts, Deutsches Generalkonsulat fur Südafrika, Wiehl, to AA;
Cape Town, 19 April 1934, PAAA, R 77.619.

34. A. Lentin, General Smuts: South Africa (London: Haus Publishing, 2010), 125–133.
35. Hagemann offers also details on the local boycott movement, Hagemann, Südafrika und das ‘Dritte

Reich’, 142–144; M.R. Gottlieb, American Anti-Nazi Resistance, 1933–1941: An Historical Analysis
(New York: Ktav Publishing House, 1982); and R.A. Hawkins, ‘“Hitler’s Bitterest Foe”: Samuel
Untermyer and the Boycott of Nazi Germany, 1933–1938’, American Jewish History, 93, 1 (2007),
21–50.

36. Antideutsche Hetze in Südafrika, Deutsche Gesandtschaft, Wiehl, to AA; Cape Town, 25 February
1936, PAAA, R 77.621. The Non-Sectarian Boycott Committee was located at 15 Trades Hall, Kerk
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German-made goods were to be favoured by traders and they encouraged com-
panies to confirm that they had neither stocked nor bought goods made in
Germany.37

The German traders and farmers in South Africa were still, in late 1934,
suffering under the ‘Jewish-Boycott’ and the ‘buy-British’ movement. The situ-
ation was particularly tense after the introduction of the Jewish laws in Germany
in September 1935. The German businessmen in the Union complained that
most of their larger orders fell through because there was ‘always a Jew or
Jingo’ in the way. On the business side, the situation was difficult because the
Germans were more or less dependent on doing business with Jewish business-
men. In these reports the German legation often noted how extraordinarily
powerful the Jews were in the Union. It was highlighted that after New York
City, Johannesburg had proportionally the most Jewish residents in the world
(in relation to the white population). This image of Jewish dominance was
seen as something permeating the whole South African society: allegedly, in
almost all larger cities the hotels, cinemas, radio broadcasters, department
stores, and textile and butcher shops were ‘in Jewish hands’.38 As in the
general antisemitic tropes of the time, the Jews were illogically both leading
businessmen and communist conspirators.

Significantly, the antisemitic vantage point also concerned the news that
was being reported in the South African press. The German legation strongly
critiqued the dominance of British-owned Reuters that was spotlighted as one
of the main reasons why the South African public had a very one-sided view of
the circumstances in Germany, directly implying that the anti-fascist move-
ment in the Union was based on false premises. The main information chan-
nels comprised radio, film and the press but, according to Wiehl, none of these
used news from German sources, or suppressed them purposely. Instead, the
South African public was offered ‘tendentious news’ from non-German
sources that gave a false impression about the ‘new Germany’. Wiehl was
quick to underline that the Jews of South Africa had a stronger influence on
the news media than anywhere else in the world and did everything possible
to use them for their anti-German/anti-fascist purposes.39 When, for
example, the Greyshirt movement held its second convention in April 1937
in Pretoria they were apparently completely muted by the press that refused
to give the occasion any coverage. This provided further proof to the
German legation of how much the ‘British-liberal circles’ hated the South

37. Boykottbewegung gegen deutsche Waren in Südafrika; Hamburg, 8 April 1936. Typescript of a circular
by the Cape Town Non-Sectarian Boycott Committee, February 1936. The Cape Town committee’s
secretary was W.H. Andrews, PAAA, R 77.621.
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African ‘Swastika movement’.40 As in more recent times, the far right was
complaining about a cancel culture directed against them that did not grant
them the right to defend and explain their far-right positions.

In conclusion, it is beyond doubt that the Jewish left in South Africa played a
significant role in the formation of anti-fascist activity, although antisemitic pro-
paganda made their activity exceedingly difficult. Mark Israel and Simon Adams
have argued that even in apartheid South Africa the existence of white dissent was
delegitimised with antisemitic narratives. Following an antisemitic logic, Jewish
involvement in anti-fascist and anti-apartheid movements provided an excuse
to the far right to characterise the entire ‘white opposition’ as Jewish-communist
controlled and un-South African. Consequently, to protect left anti-fascism
against such provocations, Jewish contributions to the resistance against both
fascism and apartheid was partly disregarded or even suppressed by the anti-fas-
cists themselves. More work needs to be done to spotlight the achievements of the
Jewish left in South Africa’s anti-fascist histories, but it is also important to keep in
mind that not all anti-fascists of Jewish origin identified as Jews; rather, some
identified as left internationalists. In other words, although they could be targeted
by the far right due to their Jewish origins, Jewishness did not necessarily function
as a central motivation to their global anti-fascist fight.41

‘Jewish communism’ as the main enemy

When reports on anti-fascism were sent to Berlin, it was without exception
framed as an anti-German smear campaign. For the Third Reich, the concepts
of ‘anti-fascism’ and ‘anti-German’ were from 1933 onwards intertwined and
sometimes used interchangeably. As noted above, even ‘pro-Jewish’ sentiments
articulated after 1933 could be directly interpreted as anti-German or anti-
fascist. In a similar vein the concepts of anti-fascism and communism were pur-
posely all the more mixed together and equated by the Nazis. Anti-fascism was
hence delegitimised as either a Jewish or/and communist-driven initiative that
according to the German legation did not represent South African society at
large but revealed itself as a dangerous distortion that, like a virus, threatened
to spread to all levels of society. The concept of communism was also loosely
used, largely meaning all Marxists groups. The more critical one was of the
Nazis, the more ‘communist’ one was deemed. The anti-fascist enemy image
was still not constant, and significant variations developed over time. In the
first few years, the Jewish element was seen by the German legation as more

40. Jahrestagung der südafrikanischen Greyshirt Bewegung in Pretoria; Deutsche Gesandtschaft to AA;
Pretoria, 15 April 1937, PAAA, R 105.080.
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dominant, but by early 1936 the legation noted that the communists and trade
unions had taken the driver’s seat.42 The turn coincided with the Communist
International’s turn to new forms of broader mass politics of the Popular
Front kind in South Africa. The political line of the preceding years had been
devastating for the Communist Party’s membership, which had plummeted
from 3000 members (1929) to just 60 (early 1932). Although the CPSA’s line
did not change until official decisions were made at the Comintern World Con-
gress in Moscow in September 1935, anti-fascist mass politics had already been
commenced by various anti-fascist committees and initiatives that involved the
CPSA’s representatives.43 The minuscule size of the CPSA in 1933 perhaps also
explains why it did not immediately stand out as a major threat from the
German perspective.

The German hunger for information about communist activity in South
Africa was endless. One such report could begin with praising National Socialist
clairvoyance that had been able to foresee that ‘Jewish mentality’ and ‘Jewish
political work’ in the end always ended up with communism. For South
African conditions, this was deemed especially true, with the often-repeated
strong position of the Jewish population.44 However, still in late 1936, general
consul Wiehl reported that the communist party had, contrary to his expec-
tations, not become the centre point of Jewish political activity. The German
legation spotlighted instead the so-called communist subsidiary organisations,
which according to Wiehl were operating under ‘harmless names’ like the
Relief Committee for the Victims of German Fascism, but that supposedly
were pushing for a communist agenda in camouflage.45 The top threat was
the SATLC. It was allegedly dominated by Jews, and the legation singled it
out as the organisation mainly responsible for the persistent campaign for an
anti-German boycott of goods. This was especially clearly articulated at the
SATLC’s five-year conference held 20–24 April 1935 in Durban. Wiehl could
report that it had produced a significant anti-fascist programme: the SATLC
had now called for the organisation of a mass movement against fascism and
the protection of democratic rights and liberties of the working class. It co-oper-
ated with the League against Fascism and War and urged the formation of an
international anti-fascist united front. The SATLC opposed political
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dictatorships. It supported the workers imprisoned in Germany, Italy, Austria,
Spain and other countries where fascist terror was taking place, mentioning
among others the imprisoned German communist party leader Ernst Thäl-
mann. Moreover, it advocated the refusal to work at industries producing
munitions and supplies to the enemies of the Soviet Union. In South Africa
the SATLC protested the government’s use of resources on rearmament and
supported a South African war of liberation. For the black South African popu-
lation it supported their struggle against the government’s terror directed
against them.46

The SATLC won new notoriety with the pamphlet ‘Does Your Liberty Mean
anything to You?’ (1935) followed early the next year by ‘The Price of Liberty
Is Eternal Vigilance!’ (1936). It was explained to Berlin how the SATLC publi-
cations argued that in the Third Reich the German majority population was
being oppressed by the Nazi dictatorship, that the churches were suffering perse-
cution and that the spread ofNazism in SouthAfricawas taking place through the
Greyshirt movement that allegedly was German financed. The pamphlets called
repeatedly for the boycott of Germany or used the ‘Boycott German Goods’
slogan. The latter pamphlet at least was, according toWiehl, printed in thousands
of copies and spread in the larger cities, and even distributed from door to door.
As a further step, it was revealed that the SATLC had turned individually to firms
that handled German goods. They urged them to get rid of German imports
within a month and pledge to abstain from selling any more German goods. If
they did not comply, the firms were threatened with boycott.47

InNovember 1936, it was the League against FascismandWar thatwasmarked
by the German legation as one of the most active anti-fascist groups. The lega-
tion’s analysis of the organisation’s leaflets convinced them it had a ‘socialist-
communist’ tendency with a Jewish origin. Other organisations that were per-
ceived as under the direct influence of the communist party (although including
left-socialists and Trotskyists too) were the Friends of the Soviet Union, the
Friends of the Spanish Republic, the Jewish Workers’ Club, the Lenin Club, the
League against Imperialism, and the International Red Aid. Other organisations
that were placed into this group of communist-socialist character were scientific
organisations such as the JewishUnitedCultural Front, whichwas organising lec-
tures with ‘pro-communist and anti-fascist’ themes. The University Democratic
League and the Peace Movement were likewise judged to have communist ten-
dencies although they included elements from liberal-pacifist groups and
intellectuals.48

46. Der Kommunismus in der Südafrikanischen Union, Deutsche Gesandtschaft, Wiehl, to AA; Pretoria,
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Wiehl, as the senior German representative in South Africa, was seemingly
bothered by the activity of all these different organisations. From his perspective
it was especiallywithin theBritish circles that these socialist-communist ideas had
penetrated. Although his report does not make note of it, these facts reveal that
therewas a strong link to anti-fascism inBritainwhere themovementwas becom-
ing increasingly popular and a vital political topic of the day.49 These trends were
not seen as dominant in South Africa, but were still described by Wiehl as ‘very
irritating’. He complained further that in British circles in South Africa,
fascism was now generally perceived with distrust while communism, despite
its obvious flaws, was seen as the superior state form. This ‘confusion’ had
gone so far that the chief editor of Natal Mercury – the largest newspaper in
Natal – had argued that the Soviet Union was developing all the more towards
a West European form and represented now the ‘highest form of democracy’.
Such anti-fascist propaganda had, according to Wiehl, a clear effect on their
world view: now the Soviet Union was perceived as a power advancing world
peace and collective security while the fascist countries were allegedly doing
their utmost to break down collective security in order to realise their imperialist
expansion.50 These trends followed a general Western enthusiasm for the Soviet
experiment in the mid 1930s and were strongly articulated in Britain’s left-liberal
press and literature.51 The German legation could not fathom how Soviet devel-
opment could be seen as something expanding the freedoms of their citizens,
while the fascists were supposedly dismantling the last freedoms in Germany.
Again, while prosperity was on the rise in the Soviet Union, the South African
press described how Hitler’s Germany was moving in the opposite direction. In
Wiehl’s assessment it was only D.F. Malan’s party, the Purified Nationalist
Party (founded inOctober 1934), and theGreyshirts thatwere taking the commu-
nist danger seriously, and they were allegedly among the first to realise that the
‘communist question’ was closely entangled with the ‘Jewish question’ in South
Africa.52 Malan’s political movement was positioned as the party of the poor
whites who rallied under the banner of Afrikaner nationalism. However, as
shown in later reports by theGerman legation, forMalan’s party to grow stronger,
he needed to neutralise the competing far-right groups such as theGreyshirts and
integrate them into his movement instead.53
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Another notable oppositional voice was the League against Fascism and War,
which, according to Wiehl, constituted a typical example of the ‘communist-
Jewish’ initiative in South Africa. When it held a major meeting in Johannesburg
3–5 October 1936 several other ‘Jewish-communist’ organisations had allegedly
participated, forming an umbrella organisation called The Peoples Front. Via a
go-between the German legation had gained access to the protocol of the
meeting that provided a valuable list of affiliated organisations and the names
of the delegates. On the basis of this material the legation described how
‘Jewish and communist’ speakers had taken the lead in the discussions to
advance ways in which they could ‘hinder the further development of the
National Socialist movement’. Worryingly, the meeting demanded action
against Nazi activities in the Union and the deportation of all Nazi agents
from South Africa and South West Africa. In Berlin the meeting protocol was
forwarded to the Gestapo, the propaganda ministry and the NSDAP’s foreign
office department.54

In a direct effort to promote these goals, the League against Fascism and War
in Johannesburg targeted the Greyshirts by exposing their close affinity to
Nazism. One leaflet sent to Berlin was titled ‘The Truth About the Greyshirts’;
in it four main anti-fascist lines were described. Firstly, it stated that the Grey-
shirts ‘are inspired by the propaganda of Nazi Germany and serve its interests’.
Secondly, it argued that ‘the German Nazis work together with the Greyshirts in
South Africa’. Thirdly, it claimed that ‘the Nazis and their agents, the Greyshirts,
are the biggest enemies of Christianity’. Lastly, it concluded that ‘the Greyshirts
constitute the greatest threat to liberty and democracy; they stand for the impov-
erishment of the masses and the destruction of the workers’ parties’. The anti-
fascist unity was, on the other hand, perceived by the League as broadly as poss-
ible: ‘All South Africans who love their religion and political liberty, who wish to
see South Africa free from barbarous dictatorship, and religious persecution,
must fight this movement’. Moreover, the idea was introduced that the Grey-
shirts were in fact helping the Nazi government to regain possession of their
former colony, South West Africa (Namibia), that allegedly would be used as
an air force base to attack South Africa.55 In this anti-fascist repertoire a
perhaps often-overlooked issue was that of the relation between Nazism and
Christianity. Here, the issue was brought prominently to the attention of the
public, describing how the German Lutheran church had been attacked by

and openly praised their handling of the Jewish question. See further in Furlong, Between Crown and
Swastika, 68–69.

54. Kommunistisch-jüdische Tätigkeit in der Südafrikanischen Union, Wiehl to AA; Cape Town, 27 Feb-
ruary 1937, PAAA, R 105.067.

55. When the war broke out in September 1939, all pro-Nazi agitators in South West Africa were interned
as Smuts indeed perceived it as a veritable security concern for South Africa. Due to limited space, the
situation in South West Africa cannot be discussed here in detail. See further K. Bachmann, Genocidal
Empires: German Colonialism in Africa and the Third Reich (Peter Lang: Berlin, 2018), 223–253.
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the Nazis, and how Nazism intended to occupy the place of the Christian faith.56

Such propaganda was directed not to leftists or atheists, but to fellow Christians
in South Africa who thereby could be drawn into the broader anti-fascist front.

Places that were particularly well linked to the international movement of
people and goods, like the harbour cities, were especially effective for the
spread of anti-fascist propaganda. Dockworkers had, for example, refused to
load ships with materials for the Italian war effort in Ethiopia in 1935, but
ships arriving at South African ports were targeted in other ways too. A Japanese
ship in Cape Town had been the target of one such campaign in August 1936.
The pamphlets discovered on the ship Arizo Maru had been written in Japanese
and attacked imperial and fascist governments. The German consulate in
Durban had again noted that the German Africa Lines had been the target of
similar attacks and during one incident the communist Ernst August Rech
had been escorted off the ship Watusi. Although the German Africa Lines
had been warned about such attempts, the problem was that when the ships
were anchored in the harbours, they were swarmed with curious visitors and
gave communists ample opportunities to smuggle propaganda material on
board.57 When the German consul in Durban visited another German ship he
discovered upon returning to his car that communist leaflets and publications
had been placed in it. A German official at the main office of the German-
Africa Line in Durban had also one day discovered the same communist
materials placed on his desk, which was promptly reported to his superiors.58

The CPSA was one of the few anti-fascist actors that directly approached the
German Consul General himself, who forwarded the letters to Berlin. On 7
November 1936, CPSA Secretary E.T. Mofutsanyana wrote to express his ‘stron-
gest indignation and horror at the latest foul deed committed by your Govern-
ment in Germany’. It concerned the German communist Edgar André, whose
brutal beheading was seen as ‘nothing more than legalised murder’. André
was instead presented as a ‘brave fighter in the cause of humanity’. In this
spirit the CPSA was sending on behalf of ‘thousands of South Africans’ their
sympathy to the German people, and advanced the idea that the Nazi govern-
ment did not represent the ‘true feelings of the German people’ and thus dele-
gitimised its very existence.59

When the CPSA called for the support of the Spanish Republic, it ended with
a ‘demand an end to Fascism in S.A’. It called its followers to ‘learn the lesson

56. The Truth about the Greyshirts (April 1937), PAAA, R 105.080.
57. Der Kommunismus in der Südafrikanischen Union, Deutsche Gesandtschaft, Wiehl, to AA; Pretoria,

24 November 1936, PAAA, R 105.067; ‘“Red” Literature on a Ship. Placed on Board at Cape Town’,
Star, 13 August 1936.

58. Deutsches Konsulat to the Deutsche Gesandtschaft in Cape Town; Durban, 9 June 1939, PAAA, R
105.068.

59. Communist Party of South Africa, Secretary E.T. Mofutsanyana, to the Consul General of Germany in
Pretoria; Johannesburg, 7 November 1936, PAAA, R 105.067.
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from Spain’ and to demand active measures against the Nazi agents and spies.
The communists demanded the dissolution of all fascist organisations in
South Africa because they were ‘plotting against the freedom of the people’
and ‘organising violence against South African citizens’.60

Such efforts to draw parallels between the fight against international fascism
and the fight against domestic fascism were also made by Duncan Burnside, left-
socialist and member of parliament for the SALP. At a meeting of the League
against Fascism and War in Umbilo, Natal, he declared that if ‘fascism came
to reign in South Africa it would be a brand that would put the European var-
ieties in the shade. The racialism that existed in South Africa was a soil in which
Fascism would flourish’. He went on to say that

Hitler and Mussolini, two men whom I can only describe as madmen, are prepared
to precipitate Europe in a war which must inevitably spread to the rest of the world.
It will be a war so terrible in its effects that it is doubtful if civilisation will be able to
survive. 61

The newspaper clippings with Burnside’s statements were sent to Berlin, but
what perhaps concerned the German legation the most were Burnside’s ideas of
direct anti-fascist practice:

We can endeavour to check Fascism and Nazism by boycotting economically every-
thing German and Italian. […] Individually we can refuse to buy anything made in
Germany or Italy. You owe yourself, your children and your generation in the interest
of world peace to make this individual intelligent little contribution against Fascism.62

While violent confrontations with fascists have often been highlighted as a
crucial militant anti-fascist protest practice, cultural efforts must likewise be
included as a vital part of the anti-fascist histories of South Africa. This was
acknowledged by the German legation that reported on the formation of anti-
fascist cultures too. Theatre forms one transnational example: the German lega-
tion reported that Clifford Odets’ anti-Nazi Broadway play Till the Day I Die –
described as ‘the well-known anti-German smear play (Hetzstück)’ – had found
its way to South Africa. It had been performed on 22 July 1937 in Cape Town by
the drama section of the ‘purely Jewish and communist’ South African Socialist
Party that had been launched by the above-mentioned Duncan Burnside earlier
that year. The German consulate in Cape Town informed Berlin that the play
would be further propagated by Jewish circles in South Africa and the
German legation in Pretoria had been directly informed so that they could
submit their protests to the South African government. Such official protests

60. Defend the Gallant Spanish Workers and Peasants Army! Manifesto of the CPSA, Johannesburg, 1936,
PAAA, R 105.067.

61. ‘Socialism Now “Respectable”. Support for “Reds” in Cape Town, The Rand [clipping sent to Berlin]
1937; ‘SA 75 Per Cent Fascist Says Mr Duncan Burnside’ [clipping sent to Berlin], PAAA, R 105.067.

62. ‘SA 75 Per Cent Fascist Says Mr Duncan Burnside’ [clipping sent to Berlin], PAAA, R 105.067.
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constitute clear examples of how the German legation was trying to subdue the
formation of anti-fascist opinion in South Africa, by arguing that even the per-
formance of anti-fascist theatre plays constituted a hostile act towards Nazi
Germany.63 In another instance, it was reported that the film The Defence of
Madrid, directed by British communist Ivor Montagu, was being shown in
Cape Town while fundraising for the ‘Solidarity Fund of the British Trade
Union Congress’ or for ‘Spanish Workers’ was being realised.64

As one last spectacular example, the German general consulate itself became a
site of anti-fascist politics on the night of 5/6 August 1937, when protestors
placed a red flag decorated with the hammer and sickle at the garden entrance.
The Germans perceived this as further proof of rising communist activity in
South Africa. The police in Pretoria believed that the main culprits were
‘black communists’, although this suspicion was never confirmed. The
renowned German photographer Ilse Steinhoff, who at the time was making a
photo reportage of Germany’s old colonies, had by chance been in Pretoria
and eternalised the moment. A photo of the red flag attached to the general con-
sulate’s brick fence was attached to the report and sent to the German Foreign
Ministry and the NSDAP’s foreign organisation. Spectacularly, the red flag itself,
with hand-painted hammer and sickle, was sent to Berlin too and is still pre-
served today in the Foreign Ministry archives.65

The examples in this section have shown the substantial role played by social-
ists and communists in the South African anti-fascist movements. Organisations
highlighted by the Germans, such as the SATLC, the Non-Sectarian Boycott
movement and the League against Fascism and War made serious efforts to
counter Nazi propaganda and present the truth about local far-right groups
and discredit them as puppets of Nazi Germany. Much more detailed research
needs to be done on these organisations on the local level, which would also
provide more answers about their influence and strength. Irrespective of this,
the sources from the German legation show that the Germans were seriously
concerned about these particular adversaries. If they became successful
enough, the German legation feared, they could even have influenced the
South African authorities to ban the Nazi-inspired movements in South Africa.

Fighting South African anti-German anti-fascism

Anti-fascism was a theme repeatedly discussed between the German legation
and leading South African politicians. The boycott campaign was seen by

63. Kommunistische Regsamkeit in Kapstadt, Deutsches Konsulat to AA; Cape Town, 27 July 1937, PAAA,
R 105.067.

64. Kommunistische Tendenz der Kapstädter Presse, Deutsches Konsulat to AA; Cape Town, 12 Septem-
ber 1937, PAAA, R 105.067.

65. Deutsche Gesandtschaft to AA in Berlin; Pretoria, 19 August 1937, PAAA, R 105.067. The flag rep-
resents a valuable artefact, but it is poorly stuffed into an envelope in the named file.
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Wiehl as especially harmful, and official complaints were repeatedly made. Ger-
many’s reputation was on the line when scandalous claims about the Third
Reich were allowed to influence public opinion unchecked. According to
Wiehl, it turned public opinion against Germany and therefore placed a
serious strain on the official relations between the two countries. Wiehl had
suggested that active efforts by the South African government against the
anti-fascists would be an adequate way to show good faith towards Germany.
A nice gesture, Wiehl put forward in talks with South African Secretary of
State for External Affairs H.D.J. Bodenstein, would be to publicly condemn
this sort of anti-German propaganda, perhaps through a speech by one of the
ministers.66

Although the Greyshirts were lauded for their antisemitism, the German lega-
tion did not believe that they would gain a more formal political role or major
political influence on the national level. Malan’s Purified Nationalist Party
became instead the central point of interest for the German legation. Malan
had positioned his party as the only protector of the white race in South
Africa that would guarantee a continued white rule of the land.67 Malan had
fully embraced the fight against the rising communist danger during the parlia-
mentary election campaign in 1938. Significantly, there was now also a secret
connection between the Malan party and the Third Reich. The German consu-
late in Cape Town had found a secure, non-compromising way to send material
produced by the Berlin based Anti-Comintern to Malan’s influential secretary
and the Malan party’s Cape Town newspaper Der Burger. The consulate
asked that the monthly journal Contra-Komintern, that had recently been pro-
moted by the propaganda ministry to all German consulates, be regularly sent to
the consulate so that they could feed the Malan party Nazi-produced anti-com-
munist material.68 The propaganda was consequential. When Malan’s Purified
Nationalist Party became the main opposition to the South African war effort
against the Axis powers, many of its party leaders sympathised with the Nazis.69

In Bruno Stiller’s assessment, Malan’s nationalists had been very skilled in
utilising the Jewish question and thus had taken the wind out of the Greyshirts’
sails and partially co-opted their Nazi programme into their election propa-
ganda. This had helped to bring the question of Jewish immigration to centre
stage, which, according to Stiller, was met with even higher levels of anti-
fascist ‘counter-propaganda’.70 Stiller was not optimistic about their own

66. Antideutsche Hetze in Südafrika, Deutsche Gesandtschaft, Wiehl, to AA; Cape Town, 25 February
1936, PAAA, R 77.621. Bodenstein was an anti-British Afrikaner nationalist and also one of the
closest advisors of Prime Minister Hertzog.

67. See Koorts, DF Malan and the Rise of Afrikaner Nationalism, 326–328.
68. Kommunismus in Südafrika, Deutsches Konsulat to AA in Berlin; Cape Town, 2 September 1937,

PAAA, R 105.067; Jahrestagung der südafrikanischen Greyshirt Bewegung in Pretoria; Deutsche
Gesandtschaft to AA; Pretoria, 15 April 1937, PAAA, R 105.080.

69. J.J. Guy, ‘Fascism, Nazism, Nationalism and the Foundation of Apartheid Ideology’, 427–466.
70. Vertraulich, Report from Stiller to Wiehl; Cape Town, 24 November 1936, PAAA, R 105.080.
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odds. He believed that the NSDAP would, due to the persistent anti-fascist
mobilisation, soon be condemned in the same way as those in Germany
judged Bolshevism and Soviet conditions. The pressure executed by Jewish,
economic, political and church circles – including in part their own Volks-
deutschen – could provide sufficient reason for the government to ban the
NSDAP in the Union. Stiller was convinced that the South African government
was quietly collecting material against the NSDAP so that they could stage a
‘scandal process’ (Skandalprozess) against them. Like many other countries,
the South African government was in a difficult situation as they were facing sig-
nificant pressure on the domestic front to ban the NSDAP, but at the same time
they were very conscious that public measures against the Nazis would inevita-
bly have ‘foreign political consequences’. No ban was realised in South Africa
before the war.71

The German legation’s fear of a growing anti-fascist public opinion had a
direct influence on how openly they could endorse Nazi sympathisers in
South Africa. The NSDAP was even advised by Wiehl to do everything in its
power to avoid causing scandals and to provide as little ammunition as possible
that could be used for anti-Nazi attacks. If they forcefully rushed their own
activities and propaganda, no positive results were to be expected.72 The
problem was that the NSDAP had a hard time keeping calm. Minister Oswald
Pirow, who as an anti-Semite had deep sympathies with Nazism, expressed to
the German legation in February 1937 that the NSDAP still allowed ‘too
much shouting, importune, and too much obvious propaganda’. Pirow was con-
cerned that the general atmosphere could turn quickly against the Germans even
in circles that normally would have been benevolent towards Germany. The
NSDAP’s very existence in South Africa, Pirow maintained to Wiehl, offered
the attentive and active anti-German circles ‘new nourishment’ that made it
all too easy to launch new anti-fascist campaigns against them.73

Conclusions

Bricks, flags, film, theatre, pamphlets and leaflets have all served our purposes to
illustrate the significance of analysing how the German legation in the Union of
South Africa monitored and actively tried to subdue anti-fascist activities. To
distract attention from the issues raised by anti-fascist critics, the German lega-
tion purposely delegitimised anti-fascism as a ‘Jewish-Marxist subversion’. If a
foreign government was willing to tolerate the existence of anti-fascist

71. Ibid.
72. NSDAP in der Südafrikanische Union, Deutsche Gesandtschaft, Wiehl, to the AA; Cape Town, 27 Feb-

ruary 1937, PAAA, R 105.080.
73. Aufzeichnung über Mitteilungen des Ministers Pirow betreffend NSDAP-Betätigung in Südafrika;

Cape Town, 27 February 1937, PAAA, R 105.080.
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movements that openly mobilised against Nazi Germany, this was perceived by
the German government as detrimental to their foreign relations with Germany.
This global engagement with public opinion explains also the German legation’s
constant quest for information about their anti-fascist foes. In the process it pro-
duced a substantial archive that documents different forms and practices of anti-
fascism in South Africa. While the sources inform us about central persons and
vital organisations that were involved in these activities, it also reveals what the
German legation thought relevant enough to report to Berlin. In terms of the
history of South African anti-fascism, this source base forms a fundamental col-
lection for the transnational history of anti-fascism in southern Africa. Although
it does not provide a full picture, it tells a revealing story from the perspective of
the German legation, especially general consuls Emil Wiehl and Bruno Stiller.
The German representatives had a complete understanding of the South
African far right’s antisemitic and anti-communist tropes and narratives,
many of which had been inspired and borrowed from the European fascist
and Nazi movements. Most importantly, they further delegitimised anti-
fascism through unhinged efforts to connect it to a Jewish world conspiracy
standing against them. From a global perspective, South Africa stands out as
a fascinating example exactly because the German legation was so fearful of
the relatively strong Jewish community. The South African ‘Jewish question’
provided an opportunity for the German legation to inspire and support local
antisemitic and anti-communist circles via different channels, including both
the local NSDAP organisation and the Anti-Comintern network based in
Berlin. These could form the basis for a broader adherence to Nazi Germany’s
global fight against the ever-present ‘Jewish-Bolshevik’ menace. In their best-
case scenario a sufficient number of anti-fascists could be delegitimised if it
was propagated loud enough that they formed part of an illegitimate opposition
that tried to manipulate public opinion towards communism. However, the
German representatives were consistent in their assessment that the strong
Jewish presence could result in a failed antisemitic ‘opportunity’ and make
South Africa an overwhelming hotbed of anti-fascist resistance instead.

The history of antisemitism in South Africa has not yet been sufficiently con-
nected to the ways in which all forms of anti-fascism were discredited and
defamed through the spread of antisemitic and anti-communist jargon. By
conflating anti-fascism with communism, the far-right propagandists argued
that the anti-fascists represented a ‘foreign ideology’ (communism) that was
advanced by a ‘foreign race’ (Jews). Setting aside these propagandistic efforts,
the article has shown that the South African anti-fascist movement was
locally embedded in various organisations and movements that were transna-
tionally connected to communist, socialist, liberal and Jewish networks in the
USA, Europe and the Soviet Union. They need to be located as a part of trans-
national protest against Nazi Germany, fascist Italy’s aggression on Ethiopia,

SOUTH AFRICAN ANTI-FASCISM AND THE NAZI FOREIGN OFFICE 53



and the Spanish Civil War. To the utmost annoyance of the Third Reich’s repre-
sentatives in Pretoria, the anti-fascists made serious efforts to shift public
opinion against both Nazi Germany and domestic Nazi sympathisers, and to
link these two struggles into one. Furthermore, the anti-fascist side was attentive
to what a South African fascism might look like, and produced in the process a
broad range of both militant and cultural practices to fight it.
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