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and order materials through a process of adjustments and re-measurements that demonstrates his
ability to participate in a range of situated literacy practices. This same labourer produced a
cbmpiicated drawing of an irrigation system, once more displaying his mastery at applying what
he had learnt under varying conditions (Prinsloo, 2000).

A study by Watters in Prinsloo and Brier (1996) highlights the power relations embedded in the
literacy practices between white management and black workers at a school in South Africa.
Political and cultural overtones are the deep underlying factors which engenders the context in
which these literacy practice are set.

Evidence of decontextualizing and measuring literacy in terms of technical aspects, (Street 1984;
1993; 1995 ) still abounds in South Africa. This was the case when a literacy levels audit was
made by a mining company with the participation of the National Union of Mineworkers on this
South African mining company.

Cooper (1985) found in her study of this project, that the union expressed “disappointment and
frustration” and workers a “deep sense of bitterness” at the results of the audit. These feelings
originated from the method in which the collection of data was done, as the method favoured
school based literacy and numeracy skills. Workers claimed that they “could perform better than
they could talk” (p 11) and therefore felt prejudiced by the method of data collection. Once again

the need for literacy practices to be framed within a context, is illustrated here.

The approach to the study of literacy practices has certainly changed from the traditional
decontextualized skill it was perceived to have been, to an inclusive social process it has since
proved to be. Street’s (1984) ideological model of literacy underpins the notion ofthe socialization
process in the construction of meaning for literacy participants. So too is the contributions of Lave
and Wenger (1991) and Barton (1994) who highlight the social relationship literacy practices have
with one another and how these practices are enacted through a process of apprentice learning in
communities of practices. These theories indeed provide for us guidelines and encouragement
when trying to understand literacy practices, especially in the workplace. Context and power
relations have proved to be highly contested domains in a post apartheid country, even more so in
the workplace today, where “empowerment” has become “first prize” for most of the previously

socially disadvantaged race groups.
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Globalization and its effects are being felt the world over with nations feeling its effects in one
way or another. In order that local companies can compete effectively in this new fast
capitalistic global economy they need to know and understand the “rules” that govern this
global economy, especially in the area of productivity, the most important driver of
globalization. Hull and others, (1996); Hull (1991); Scheeres (1999); Farrell (1999); Kleifgen
and Frenz-Belken (1996); Lewis and others (1995) and Gee, Hull and Lankshear (1994) are all
researching in the field of the “new work order” and are establishing a framework in order to
understand the “literacy rules” accompanying this new way of working. Societies, cultures,
language and organizational behaviour are central issues which require an indepth
understanding for effective literacy participation in this new work order. The old Fordist setting
and approaches to work are being “re worked” so that the workplace settings and processes can
conform and deliver at “maximum capability”. Needless to say, with these workplaces and
processes being “re worked” so too must workers, management and organizations be “re
worked”. This is indeed exciting times to be living in, particularly if you are South African and
have experienced apartheid , as our society is six years into the process of being “re worked”
into a democracy. Part of the governments plan for empowerment is to raise the literacy levels
of the people. The Ministers of Education, both past and present, have placed grandiose plans
on the table to “fast track” this process, (Prinsloo, 2000), with limited or no success. The time
is at hand to assess the literacy needs of South African workers, in restructured workplaces so

that an “African approach” to reorganising work may be understood and developed.

1 will now give a brief description of the background of the company and thereafter describe

how I gained access to the factory.
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Chapter 2

2.1 Background and growth of the company

Strongarms is part of an international automotive product manufacturer which had 17 896
“empowered employees” worldwide as at 01 January 2000, with primary manufacturing locations
being; United States of America, Europe, Canada, Brazil and South Africa (Information taken from
company website).

In 1935 a local company was appointed as sole agents for these automotive products in South
Africa, and 65 years on, it is still the top selling product of its kind.

Initially these products were imported from the USA to cater for the locally produced Ford and
General Motors vehicles, In 1962, the newly promulgated initiative of “local content programme”
also known as the “Buy South African” campaign, prompted the building of the first factory to
build these products locally in Plumstead, Cape Town. Hereafter followed a string of “firsts” as

the local producers excelled at producing for the local market.

The company soon established itself a reputation for the highest quality and unbeatable durability
in its products, and by 1970, the first export products left the shores of South Aftica.

By 1972, the South African plant became the first location to build their products along the lines
of new and innovative technology principles, and by 1980, this plant beat their counterparts in the
United States and Canada in the race to improve the designs of their products by using gas

technology. This technology is still used by all the plants worldwide.

Such was the success of these products, both overseas and locally, that to keep pace with demand,

the company invested in new state-of-the-art production facility built at Retreat, Cape Town.

In 1986 their present giant 3,5 billion dollar American parent company, who had 50 plants and 8
technical centres in 16 countries, bought out the previous owners worldwide, effectively taking
over the South African operations as well. This take over saw the introduction of the “TQS”

(Total Quality Systems) in 1993 which focuses on 3 specific work areas.
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These are:

. improving production processes through lean production
o the elimination of waste
. greater employee involvement (Readers Digest March 2000 : p 85)

Some seven years have now elapsed since the introduction of this new working system, and
workers have once again been elevated to greater heights of globalization, with the announcement
that their company has merged with one of the biggest automotive component manufacturing
companies in the world. This transaction has created a premier global supplier of a broad range of
mtegrated systems, modules and components for light vehicles, commercial truck, trailer and
speciality original equipment manufacturers (OEMs) and related aftermarkets. The new company
will have combined revenues of 7,5 billion US dollars.

(Company Newsletter : No.12, June 2000)

The combined product portfolio and technological expertise of the two companies will support
their goal of becoming a global provider of integrated solutions for light and heavy vehicle
undercarriage, drive train, exhaust, aperture modules and systems. The combination will also
expand their light and heavy vehicle systems product range and strengthen their presence in the

worldwide motor vehicle aftermarkets. (Company Newsletter : No.12, June 2000)

To celebrate this merger, the company invited their entire staff of the Cape Town operation to
breakfast. ( Field notes 14-07-2000) This event was hosted in a big marquee that had been erected
in the motorcar parking area for this specific purpose. It was a requirement of management that all
workers attend the function as they were paid in full for the day. The workers were neatly seated
around round tables which were decorated with protea blooms and indigenous greenery, which
contributed significantly to adding a patriotic flavour to the occasion.

Inside the tent, a stage had been erected, this platform was used as the base from which the MD
addressed the workers, as well as the area from which their entertainment originated.

The MD addressed the workers and his main points to them were:
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The motto for the new company was : “we have a part in it”. This relates to the company
manufacturing automotive parts and that each worker has a part in the products and the
company, and that by having or playing a “part” brings about involvement and

commitment from both employer and employee;

He urged all workers to become more involved and to actively participate in the team
concept of the new company, which may differ slightly from the concept to which they

presently subscribed;

He urged workers to focus more on quality of work which would translate into quality

products;

He said that the target turnover for the company over the next five years is 15 billion US
dollars worldwide, and that the South African operation has an important part to play in

attaining this target as they are the only plant that manufactures gas products worldwide;

He also emphasised the fact, and allayed all fears, that there would be no job losses linked
to this merger. This announcement was greeted with enthusiastic applause from the

audience. (Field Notes : 14 -07-2000)

At the conclusion of his speech, he answered a few questions from the audience, and hereafter bade

them a pleasant eating experience, at which he took in his place at a table amongst the workers.

The food on offer was halaal® “traditional beans and sausage” as a main course, with lots of side

dishes and pastries that could be washed down with either tea, coffee or fruit juice. An observation

that impressed me was the orderliness and patience with which these workers queued for their

food. I believe that this can be attributed to the “company culture” which I have sensed since

visiting this company for almost four months on a regular basis. There seemed to exist an air of

quietness, tolerance, respect and maturity amongst the four hundred odd workers. This I believe

3 This means that the Moslem employees could also partake of it
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