
2—War, Wits, Politics, and Ruth Meets Joe

JOE’S FIRST IMPRESSION of Ruth was that she and her intellectual 
friends at the University of the Witwatersrand were “just too big 
for their boots.” 29 It was 1946, Joe was just returning from the army 
and the Second World War, and Ruth was in the midst of her social 
science studies at the university. They were both engaged in political 
protests and actions through the Communist Party of South Africa, 
already committed militants and engaged intellectuals, each looking 
toward a life of struggle for justice and equality. Joe brought the grit 
and experience of the streets and the war; Ruth evoked the style and 
sensibility of the brilliant researcher and writer she would become. 
“So my life with Ruth,” Joe said later, “started off with quite a degree 
of political tension based on this nonsense.” 30

When Ruth First enrolled at the University of the Witwatersrand, 
Joe Slovo was sent to Italy by the South African Army to fight against 
Nazi Germany and fascist Italy. In June of 1941, Germany attacked 
the Soviet Union and the CPSA changed its policy of opposition to 
the Second World War, announcing that it would now support South 
African involvement in fighting against the Nazis. In addition, white 
members were encouraged to volunteer for military service. Because 
of the importance of South Africa’s corporate and imperialist con-
nections to the Allies, the country officially supported the war effort. 
Some Afrikaners felt a much greater sympathy for Germany and 
viewed Great Britain as the enemy. Some future leaders of the apart-
heid regime, most notably John Vorster, who went on to be prime 
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minister (1966–78) and then president (1978–79), were imprisoned 
as enemy sympathizers during the war as a result of their overt sup-
port of Nazi Germany. In spite of the schism, over half of the South 
Africans who served in the Second World War were rural Afrikaners.

Joe Slovo’s motivation for enlisting in the South African Army 
is not entirely clear. He was underage at eighteen, unemployed, and 
concerned about serving in a segregated army representing a segre-
gated and racist country. However, he opted to join the cause. Quite 
possibly his strong allegiance to the Communist Party, and thus the 
Soviet Union, was the key factor. As part of the CPSA he had par-
ticipated in Party recruiting efforts for white communists to fight the 
Nazis, but his analysis of harsh racism cuts to the core of the South 
African dilemma.

To the average member of the voteless majority, the regime’s 
exhortation to “save civilization and democracy” must have 
sounded like a cruel parody. And fight with what? At no stage 
was a black man allowed to bear arms; if he wanted to serve 
democracy he could do so wielding only a knobkierie (fighting 
stick, club), as a uniformed manservant of a white solder.31

Since he was only eighteen, and legal adult age was twenty-one 
in South Africa, Joe had to ask his father to give him permission to 
join the service. When Wolfus refused, Joe took it upon himself to 
declare himself twenty-two and scribble his name on the form. He was 
accepted without question, which he was sure was a common practice 
in South African recruiting offices. Assigned to the Signal Corps, he 
spent the next couple of months training. He was schooled in commu-
nications before traveling by train with other troops, all white men, 
to Durban. From Durban, Slovo departed by boat to Egypt before he 
was deployed to the front lines near Florence, Italy.

The exploits of the South African Army in the Second World War 
raised the country’s standing in the world. The army was a prominent 
force in freeing Ethiopia from Italian rule, beating the Vichy French 
forces in Madagascar, and fighting bravely in both North Africa and 
Italy. In addition, the war provided a tremendous boost for the South 
African economy. Joe Slovo’s tour of duty, however, saw none of this 
fighting. As a communications soldier, he was part of what has come 
to be known as the “chair corps.” He was assigned to the Signal Corps 
with his young activist friends Mike Feldman and Barney Fehler, the 
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latter from the family of the well-known Johannesburg Jewish delica-
tessen, Fehler and Flax. When the war ended in 1945, Joe celebrated 
on the streets, or more accurately, in the bars of Turin. His return 
to South Africa took a rather circuitous path as he spent six months 
vacationing by the sea in Italy before departing for Egypt. While in 
Italy, he was able to obtain Trotsky’s writings at a Catholic mission 
library. From Cairo, Joe and some other returning soldiers decided to 
take a detour and visit Palestine, not an easy journey at the time, as 
travel was restricted because of Zionist resistance to British occupa-
tion. Slovo and his companions were able to hitch rides with military 
vehicles and hop buses, landing in Tel Aviv after a two-day trip. Joe 
briefly described the Palestine experience, but there is no mention of 
the return to Cairo or the final trek back to Johannesburg. From Tel 
Aviv, they landed on a kibbutz, and Joe later reflected on both Zion-
ism and definitions of socialism:

Looked at in isolation, the kibbutz seemed to be the very epit-
ome of socialist lifestyle. . . . Social theory aside, the dominating 
doctrine on this kibbutz, as well as on the others, was the bibli-
cal injunction that the land of Palestine must be claimed and 
fought for by every Jew. And this meant (as it did eventually 
mean) the uprooting and scattering of millions whose people 
had occupied this land for over 5,000 years, more’s the pity.32

Issue can be taken with Joe’s assertion that all people in kibbutzim 
are Zionists, but his theoretical probing of socialism is consistent with 
his lifelong political journey.

When Joe returned to South Africa, Ruth was in her final year as 
a student at the University of the Witwatersrand. In her prison diary, 
117 Days, she refers to her college years:

My university years were cluttered with student societies, 
debates, mock trials, general meetings, and the hundred and 
one issues of wartime and postwar Johannesburg that return-
ing ex-service students made so alive. On a South African 
campus, the student issues that matter are national issues.33

Majoring in Social Studies, Ruth received a Bachelor of Arts 
degree in 1946. The bulk of her classes were in the social sciences—
Sociology, Social Economics, Social Anthropology, Social Legislation, 
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Democracy and Society, Theory and Practice of Social Work, Native 
Law, Native Administration. She spent five years at Wits, possibly 
as an outgrowth of her formal education being a secondary prior-
ity to both her political and social awakening. Before sharing a flat 
with Patsy Gilbert and Winnie Kramer, Ruth lived at home, totally 
involved in leftist political work—both at the university and in the 
community. She attended political meetings, the Left Book Club, and 
the weekly orations at Johannesburg City Hall. Norman Levy recalls 
the City Hall meetings where conflicts arose. “They were a spirited 
group of Party protagonists. . . . Mike Feldman, Monty Berman and 
Joe Slovo, to name only the most prominent of the frontline defend-
ers. . . . ready to move into action as soon as the heckling from the 
‘street fighters’ became too disruptive.”34

Like Joe and other political activists, Ruth spent time at 
Salmon’s Bookshop, People’s Bookshop, and Vanguard Bookshop 
where she could access Left Book Club publications as well as com-
munist sources. Ruth and Joe visited and debated with their friends 
at Florian’s Cafe, a Johannesburg coffee shop that was opened during 

Mike Feldman, Barney Fehler, and Joe—Second World War
(courtesy of Mike Feldman)
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their Wits years by German Jewish immigrants. In 1943, she for-
mally became a member of the Young Communist League and edited 
the organization’s paper, Youth for a New South Africa. Norman Levy 
cites a particular debate in which Ruth proposed, “All South Afri-
can politics are native affairs.”35 Levy described Ruth in his memoir, 
The Final Prize: “I still see her image as she was at that first meet-
ing: eighteen, curly-haired, short and ill at ease, pursuing her points 
at breakneck speed. She was earnest, self-conscious, and miserable 
with caring, but it was her energy and directness that marked her out 
from others.”36 As a precursor to the many letters she would pen two 
decades later as she was writing articles, books, and United Nation 
reports on Southern Africa, and in her position as the secretary of the 
Young Communist League, Ruth wrote to the director of the Insti-
tute of Race Relations, John Rheinallt-Jones, concerning government 
proposals on black farm labor. “The proposals are fascist in character 
and reminiscent of Nazi forced labour. Should they be adopted they 
will virtually reduce Africans to conditions of serfdom by restricting 
their freedom to seek more remunerative employment.”37 Although 
the Institute’s research challenged the government, Rheinallt-Jones 
warned against anti-government protests.

Spurred by the war, membership in the Communist Party had 
grown exponentially; from 1941 to 1943 the growth was fourfold. 
Correspondingly, there was a greater call to action in the African 
National Congress. Although there were still years of debate ahead 
regarding a CPSA-ANC alliance, some of the black leaders of the 
CPSA—Moses Kotane, J. B. Marks, and Edwin Mofutsanyana for 
example—were making their mark in the ANC. In addition, the youth 
movement of the African National Congress, including Nelson Man-
dela whom Ruth knew at the University of the Witwatersrand, was 
calling for political action despite the fact that they were distrustful 
of the CPSA. Ruth participated in one of the first joint CPSA-ANC 
movements, the Anti-Pass Campaign of 1944–45. She was one of 540 
delegates at the conference that was chaired by Dr. A. B. Xuma, then 
president of the African National Congress. The conference elected a 
National Anti-Pass Council and collected tens of thousands of signa-
tures for Yusuf Dadoo to present to the “liberal,” Jan Hofmeyr, acting 
in the absence of Prime Minister Smuts. Hofmeyr, however, refused 
to meet with the delegation. 

The Anti-Pass Conference was one of many acts of Ruth First’s 
political defiance during her university years. Harold Wolpe recalled 
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that most of Ruth’s political work was off campus. Conversely, she was 
involved in Wits’ Students Representative Council and was one of the 
founders, along with her companion, partner, and lover at university, 
Ismail Meer, of the Federation of Progressive Students (FOPS). Dur-
ing Ruth and Joe’s time at Wits, it was one of two South African 
universities, the other being the University of Cape Town, that were 
designated as “open” universities. “Open” is a loaded phrase, since 
nonwhite students were permitted to do their coursework but were 
excluded from all social, political, cultural, and athletic activities.

Some students at the university did challenge the racism that 
existed, while other students protested the presence of black students 
on campus. An example of the latter was the Afrikaanse Nasionale 
Studentebond (ANS), an affiliation of the fascist Ossewabrandwag 
that served as the political base for racist students. Not only did ANS 
hold protests against black students, the organization petitioned the 
university to remove black students as well as their fellow travelers, 
specifically communists and Jews, whom they viewed as one and the 
same. However, other students demanded an end to social segregation 
on campus—dining halls, sports, medical laboratories, and more. Med-
ical students were successful in ending some discrimination, including 
the elimination of segregated anatomy dissecting halls. There were 
symbolic demonstrations of integrated sports, a tennis match for exam-
ple, but both the administration and the majority of white athletes kept 
the fields, pools, and locker rooms segregated. Clearly, there was a fear 
of black and white students mixing socially. One parliamentarian spoke 
of the relationship of Ruth First and Ismail Meer: “He said that he had 
been told that ‘there was a very painful love affair between a European 
girl and one of the non-European students at Witwatersrand . . . ‘This 
state of affairs,’ he declared, ‘can no longer continue.’ ”38

The student left was an eclectic group with liberals, Trotskyists, 
socialists, and communists represented when Ruth First enrolled at 
the university. The glue that kept the activism flowing was a general 
belief in non-racialism, the goal being South Africa as a democratic 
society. There was reason for some hope with South Africa’s entry 
into the Second World War, ostensibly, a battle between democracy 
and fascism. In spite of the bolstering of already existing racist laws by 
the South African government in 1936, there were those who believed 
that through institutions like the Institute of Race Relations and poli-
ticians such as Jan Hofmeyr, a liberal, non-racial society might soon 
be a reality in South Africa.
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