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Abstract 

The thesis is an historical and sociological study of the 

independent trade unions in South Africa in the 1970s. Several 

research methods were used: participant and non-participant 

observation, primary and secondary source 

and open-ended interviews. In addition, 

shown to t he unions for correction of 

clarification of issues. 

material, structured 

earlier drafts were 

factual errors and 

The fi ndings of the thesis are as follows: historically, 

the independent unions went through two stages in the 1970s. 

During the first stage they struggled for survival against 

capital and the state, which opposed their very existence. At 

the end of 1976 their future hung in the balance because of 

political turmoil, economic recession and state repression. But 

they survived and in the second stage they fought to gain formal 

recognition at a limited number of companies. 

Sociologically, the thesis focusses on two major themes: 

the efforts of the independent unions to be democratic 

organisations and their strategies to acquire power. A central 

finding is that the independent unions strove to build up their 

strength by organising democratically at the work place. 

Certain strategies in organising and tactics in industrial 

disputes were more successful than others in helping the unions 

build up their strength. 

The unions went through a democratisation process that 

entailed three phases: the creation of democratic structures in 

the unions, developing workers' capacities to take control of the 

structures, and the emergence of representative and accountable 

worker leadership. While this process had not been completed by 

the end of the period under consideration, the strong influence 
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initially exercised by intellectual leaders was reduced 

considerably. 

The empirical findings of the thesis are used to evaluate 

the appropr i ateness of relevant sociological theories of trade 

unions and related issues. They are frequently found to be 

inappropriate , being based on conditions very differenet from 

those that faced the independent unions. 

Finally , it is concluded that the democratic form of 

organisation adopted by the independent unions in the 1970s had a 

definite po l itical significance which started emerging in the 

1980s. 
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Part 1 

Theory and Background 

Introduction to Thesis 

This t hesis is a sociological and historical study of 

independent t rade unions in South Africa during the 1970s. The 

term 'independent' refers to the unions' strenuous efforts to be 

free from control by outside parties, particularly the state and 

management, i n order to determine their own form of organisation, 

policies and strategies. They also avoided domination by 

parental un i ons which had lent a hand in founding a few of the 

independent unions. Virtually all the members of the 

independent unions considered in the thesis were African workers 

except for a small proportion of Coloured and Indian workers 

organised by a few of the unions. 

Not all the independent unions that existed in South Africa 

during the 1970s are examined in the thesis. The ones that are 

examined have in common that they were all founded in the early 

seventies and that they initially organised only African workers. 

Furthermore, only unions that were operating in the Pretoria­

Witwatersrand-Vereeniging, Cape Town, and the Durban­

Pietermaritzburg metropolitan regions are included in the study. 

The one other major industrial region where an African 

independent union was also founded in the early 1970s, Port 

Elizabeth, is not incorporated in this study. (1) 

' The unions thus considered in the thesis are the following 

groupi~gs: most of the unipns affiliated to the Federation of 

South African Trade Unions (FOSATU), all but one of the 

Consultative Committee of Black Trade Unions which, with one 

exception, became the Council of Unions of South Africa (CUSA) in 
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1980, and the Western Province General Workers' Union. 

Noteworthy other unions also founded in the early 1970s that 

organised exclusively African workers which are not included i n 

the thesis are the Black Consciousness-oriented Black and Allied 

Workers Uni on (BAWU) and the Port Elizabeth branch of the United 

Automobile Rubber and Allied Workers' Union (UAW), an affiliate 

of FOSATU. The Pretoria branch of the UAW is however examined 

and BAWU har dly made any headway in the 1970s until it split and 

one section reconstituted itself in 1979 as the non-racial South 

African Al l ied Workers' Union (SAAWU). (2) The highl y 

significant National Union of Mineworkers is also not examined 

because it was only founded in 1982. Thus all the major 

independent unions which emerged in the early 1970s are included 

in this study . 

The hi storical aspects which the thesis examines are the 

origins, or ganisationaJ strategies, work place struggles, growth 

and development of the independent unions from around 1971 up to 

1979, the year in which most of the field work for the thesis was 

conducted. It also traces how the individual unions almost 

imperceptibl y moulded themselves into a trade union movement. 

The sociological themes which the thesis concentrates on are the 

strategies t o acquire power adopted by the unions, the efforts on 

the part of t he unions to establish internal democracy, as well 

as the role of intellectual leaders in the unions with regards to 

both these aims. 

unions. 

It is thus an organisational study of trade 

In order to specify the boundaries of the thesis more 

clearly it i s useful to state what it does not deal with. It is 

firstly not a study of the economic effects of the independent 

trade unions in the 1970s. It therefore does not examine, other 
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than in a few individual instances, whether the independent 

unions had any influence on raising the wages of Black workers or 

not. The reason why this question was not examined is because 

the centra l focus of the thesis is the struggle of the 

independent t rade unions to survive and create strong democratic 

organisations in the face of a hostile management and state in 

the 1970s. The effect that the independent unions had upon 

wages, espec i ally in the 1980s when they grew rapidly in size and 

strength, would have required a different focal point. 

The thesis is also not an in-depth study of the Black 

working class members of the independent unions. Other than 

some broad and general descriptions of the social and economic 

characteristics of the African working class in the 1970s, as 

well as drawing on the findings of two surveys of African workers 

done in the mid-1970s, the thesis does not focus on the working 

class as such. (3) While it would certainly have been greatly 

enriched by a study of the culture, class consciousness and 

political ideology of the African working class such an 

enterprise fell beyond the scope of this thesis. Nor does the 

thesis focus specifically on gender issues with regards to trade 

union organisation. It does not distinguish between 

organisational problems which unions encountered in organising 

women as opposed to men. This issue did not however arise in 

many of the unions since the overwhelming proportion of African 

workers in the industries which they were organising were men. 

The thesis is divided into five Parts. In Part One the 

groundwork is laid for a study of the independent unions in the 

1970s. Cha pter 1 commences with a study of theories of trade 

unions. It addresses questions such as the objectives of trade 

unions, what is trade union democracy, who are intellectual 

leaders and what role do they play in the trade union movement. 

' 
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Chapter 2 provides a picture of the political economy in which 

the independent unions emerged in the early 1970s. It considers 

the prior history of African trade unions in South Africa and 

reasons for t heir failures, as well as the structural changes of 

the South Afr ican economy in the 1960s and economic cycles in the 

1970s. It also examines the role the state played in 

subordinating the Black working class including the industrial 

relations system in South Africa and the changes it underwent 

during the 1970s. 

Parts Two to Four consist of detailed historical studies of 

the independent union groupings on a regional basis, namely in 

Natal, Transvaal and the Western Cape. While the sociological 

themes of t he thesis have been borne in mind in the historical 

exposition of the unions, the study concentrates on the rhythm of 

the struggles of the different union groupings. Their origins 

and initial objectives, their struggle for survival against 

implacable opposition from capital and the state, their advance 

and retreat as the balance of class forces changed due to 

economic fluctuations and as the deep-seated anger of Black youth 

ruptured the surface calm of the system in 1976, and their 

painstaking reconstruction afterwards, are all presented in 

considerable detail. 

The empirical details of the preceding three Parts and the 

theories considered in Part One provide Part Five with the 

material for a synthesis of the history of the independent unions 

in the 1970s and of the theory and themes considered throughout 

the thesis. Thus Part Five compares and evaluates the 

strategies for power adopted by the different union groupings and 

the common experience of the unions in trying to build up union 

strength and internal democracy at the same time. It furthemore 
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analysis the broadly similar processes the unions went through in 

trying to establish internal union democracy and investigates 

the contradictory role of intellectual leaders with regards to 

the . unions' aims of being internally democratic and building up 

their strengt h simultaneously. 

The la st chapter rounds off the thesis by considering the 

ways in wh ich the empirical findings confirm, modify and 

challenge the theories rehearsed in chapter one of the thesis. 

Finally, the political significance of the independent trade 

union movement in the 1970s is considered. It is argued that, 

while it may appear that the unions were avoiding politics during 

that period, their activities were actually of great political 

significance. Far from being apolitical the independent unions 

were laying the foundations which, in the long run, could 

potentially play a key role in the transfer of political power 

and the transformation of the social relations of production in 

South Africa. 

Notes on Terminology 

Because the thesis is an organisational study of trade 

unions it is important to define at the outset what meanings are 

attached to the word 'organisation' throughout the thesis. When 

referring to trade unions as organisations the commonly accepted 

sociological meaning of the word is implied. This has been 

defined by Bittner as 'stable associations of persons engaged in 

concerted activites directed to the attainment of specific 

objectives'. (4) More recently Donaldson has similarly defined 

organisations as -any social system which comprises the 

coordinated action of two or more people towards attaining an 

objective'. (5) Salaman has added to this the concepts of 

order and str ucture 'to describe the regular, patterned nature of 
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organisational activities and processes'. (6) 

When referring to organisation as an activity of the unions 

the meaning given to the word by trade unionists themselves is 

usually implied. it is derived from · their activity of 

organising workers in the union. To organise workers entailed 

some or al l of the following activities on the part of union 

organisers: visiting workers at their work place, holding 

frequent meetings with their shopfloor representatives and more 

occasional meetings with the general members of the plant. 

Usually such meetings would be held at the union offices, but 

they could also be held in the townships. By organisation in 

this context is thus meant creating an awareness of the union and 

its broad objectives amongst union members as well as a 

commitment on their part to attaining specific goals which they 

usually decided on collectively with the union organisers. 

The te rminology used to denote the different soc ial actors 

in the unions also generally follows the terms used by the unions 

themselves. The term office-bearer is usually used for worker 

representatives who themselves work on the shopfloor and are 

representatives at a higher level than shop stewards. Union 

officials on the other hand are staff employed by the unions in 

organising, coordinating and administrative capacities. For 

instance, union organisers, general secretaries and regional 

secretaries all fall under this category. 

The juridico-political division by the South African state 

of the country's citizens into distinct population groups based 

on colour and culture makes it necessary to develop a suitable 

terminology. Throughout t~e thesis I shall refer to the four 

groups as the African, Coloured, Indian and White groups and use 

the term Blacks to refer collectively to Africans, Coloureds and 

Indians. Although the term Coloured, rather than -coloured' or 
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so-called Coloured, is used throughout the text to reflect the 

reality of this political division, it in no ways implies 

condonation or acceptance of an essentially racist division of 

the country 's citizens into distinct population groups. 

Occasionally the term Blacks is used to refer only to Africans. 

This is usually done when quoting from official or other sources 

that defined the term in such a way. 
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Chapter 1 

Theories of Trade Unions 

Introduction 

The aim of this chapter is to consider some theories of 

trade unions concentrating on the question of trade union 

objectives and what trade unions need in order to attain their 

objectives. In the first section of the chapter Marxist and 

liberal pluralist approaches to the question of trade union 

objectives are first considered. Since there is not only one 

approach to this question that can be characterised as Marxist, 

three distinct theories falling within this approach are put 

forward. Thereupon I derive and explain my own position on the 

question. 

The subsequent sections of this chapter consist of an 

examination of three of the requirements of trade unions which 

were identified in the first section as being necessary if they 

are to attain their fundamental objective. Considerable 

attention is paid to defining and deriving a theory of trade 

union democracy. The concept of intellectuals and the role of 

intellectual leaders in unions are also considered and the 

chapter touches briefly on the neglected topic of trade union 

strategies for building up their strength. 
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1. Theories of Trade Unions 

Numerou s sociological approaches to the study of trade 

unions exis t . One of the most comprehensive classification of 

sociological writing on trade unions and industrial relations has 

been done by Michael Poole. (1) Amongst the major approaches he 

identifies are Marx 1 s historical materialism, Parson 1 s system 

theory, Dur kheim 1 s theory of values and division of labour and 

Weber 1 s act i on analysis. Trade union theorists were however 

not always consciously following one or other sociological school 

in their wr iting. However, their values, ideology and 

framework of ten make it possible to classify them within one or 

other of these sociological traditions. 

In th i s section I examine theories of trade unions 

propounded by Marxist and liberal pluralist schools of thought. 

This restric t ion of theories to the Marxist and liberal pluralist 

schools is done in order to place some limit on the wide range of 

possible theoretical avenues that could be explored and because 

the two theories appeared to be the most relevant for an analysis 

of the independen~ trade unions. 

An immediate fact that faces one when attempting to do- an 

analysis of Marxist theory on trade unionism is that there are 

different Marxist tendencies with different approaches towards 

trade union s. I shall first consider what I call a Marxist­

Leninist theory, then a contemporary British Marxist theory 

espoused by Richard Hyman, and finally Rob Lambert 1 s theory of 

political unionism. 

1.1 Marxist-Leninist Political Objectives 

One of the central themes from the writing of Marx, Engels 

and Lenin on trade unions was the political objective of trade 

unions. The following exposition of their theoretical position 
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on trade unions is an interpretation that had considerable 

influence. It does not include all the qualifications and 

alternative interpretations which could possibly be placed on 

their writing. 

Both Ma rx and Engels at first considered trade unions to be 

defensive or ganisations. They saw trade unions as combinations 

of workers formed in the first place to eliminate competition 

among the workers and resist the tendency of capitalists to 

reduce wages . But in their defensive struggle the workers soon 

became aware that they were fighting as a class against a united 

capitalist class whereupon their struggle became a political 

struggle. In the 1840s, Marx and Engels implied that trade 

unions themselves were to be the instruments for the overthrow of 

capitalism. (2) 

Twenty years later, in the 1860s, Marx and Engels had 

crystallized their views on the goals and limitations of trade 

unions more clearly. Trade unions still had as their aim the 

emancipation of the working class. Marx was the author of a 

resolution at the International Workingmen's Association on Trade 

Unions in 1866 which stated that trade unions had to support 

every social and political movement directed towards the aim of 

the complete emancipation of the working class. (3) 

But Marx had also come to the conclusion that the day-to-day 

struggles by trade unions over wages and working conditions had 

severe limitations: 

the working class ought not to exaggerate to themselves 
the ultimate working of these everyday struggles. They 
ought not to forget that they are fighting with 
effects, but not with the causes of those effects; 
that they are retarding the downward movement, but not 
changing its direction; that they are applying 
palliatives, nor curing the malady ... 

Trades unions work well as centres of resistance 
against the encroachments of capital. They fail 
partially from an injudicious use of their power. They 



fail generally from limiting themselves to a guerilla 
war aga i nst the effects of the existing system, instead 
of simu l taneously trying to change it, instead of using 
their organized forces as a lever for the emancipation 
of t he working class, that is to say, the ultimate 
aboliti on of the wage system. (4) 
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Marx pointed out the need for a working class political 

party which would unite with the economic struggles of trade 

unions in t heir drive for political power. His resolution 

adopted at the 1871 London Conference of the International 

Workingmen's Association (the First International) stated that 

the working class could not act as a class against the collective 

power of the propertied classes 'except by constituting itself 

into a politi cal party'. Furthermore, 

the combination of forces which the working class 
has already affected by its economic struggles ought at 
the same time to serve as a lever for its struggles 
against the political power of landlords and 
capitali sts ... (5) 

Marx th us committed the First International to a position in 

which the economic movement of the working class and its 

polttical ac t ion were 'indissolubly united'. (6) 

The re l ationship between trade unions and a political party 

was spelled out more explicitly in this interpretation of trade 

union goal s by Lenin in 1902. This he did in 

What is to be Done? although it has to be borne in mind that 

Lenin was engaged in an internal controversy within the Russian 

Social-Democratic Party and that he was concerned with the status 

of unions within Czarist Russia at the turn of the century. (7) 

Lenin contended that 'economic (factory) exposures were and 

remain an important lever in the economic struggle', but that 

'the working class, exclusively by its own effort, is able to 

develop only trade union consciousness' which only leads to trade 

union organisation and reforms in labour legislation. (8) In 

order to develop a revolutionary socialist ('Social-Democratic') 
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consciousness intellectuals drawn from 'educated representatives 

of the propertied classes' must actively take up the political 

education of the working class. 

explain to the workers that they 

It is however not enough to 

are politically oppressed. 

Agitation mu st be conducted with regard to every concrete example 

of oppressi on. (9) Lenin attacked Economism in Social­

Democratic politics by maintaining that Martynov's phrase 

'lending the economic struggle itself a political character' 

meant nothi ng more than the struggle for economic reforms. He 

dismissed it as 'trade uni-on politics'. 'Revolutionary Social­

Democracy1 on the other hand, subordinated 'the struggle for 

reforms ... to the revolutionary struggle for freedom and for 

socialism'. (10) 

It woul d be wrong to perceive this as Lenin's final and only 

· position on trade unions: Hyman has pointed out that both Lenin's 

earlier and later writings give considerable emphasis to the 

potential of trade union struggle in raising worker 

consciousness. (11) 

A more contemporary British view of the goal and role of 

trade unions in this Marxist-Leninist tradition has been provided 

by Perry Anderson. Writing in 1967, he had the advantage of 

viewing 

period. 

unions 

stressed 

the performance of trade unions over a longer historical 

Like his predecessors, Anderson had no doubt that trade 

should play a part in the socialist movement, but 

their structural limitations as vehicles for advancing 

towards socialism. He enumerated five of these limitations 

'inherent in the nature of trade unions as such'. (12) 

1. Trade unions are an essential part of a capitalist 

society because they embody the difference between capital and 

labour which defines capitalist society. 

As institutions, trade unions do not challenge the 



existence of society based on a division of classes, 
they merely express it. Thus trade unions can never be 
viable vehicles of advance towards socialism in 
themselves; by their very nature they are tied to 
capitali sm. (13) 
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Anderson does recognise though that 'trade unions are 

dialecticall y both an opposition to capitalism and a component of 

it 1
• (14) 

2. Trade unions simply reflect the organisation of the 

working class at its workplace in a passive way whereas a 

socialist po l itical party cuts across traditional class alliances 

in society. 

Trade unions ... are a passive reflection of the 
organizat ion of the work-force. By contrast, a 
political party is a rupture with the natural 
environment of civil society ... (15) 

3. The maximum weapon of trade unions, the strike, which is 

a withdrawal of labour, is by nature very limited. It can win 

wage increases and improvement in working conditions, even some 

constitutional rights, but it can never overthrow a social 

regime. 

As a political weapon, strikes are nearly always 
profoundly ineffectual... The reason is that socialism 
requires a conquest of power, which is an input of 
action, an aggressive over-participation in the system, 
which abolishes it and creates a new social order ... 
The strike is essentially an economic weapon, which 
easily boomerangs if used on terrain for which it is not 
designed. (16) 

4. Trade unions by themselves produce only a 'corporate 

consciousness• because they represent only the working class with 

a certain cultural-political bias. On the other hand 

A revolutionary movement - a party - requires more than 
this: it must include intellectuals and petit bourgeois 
who can alone provide the essential theory of socialism. 
Trade unions represent too limited a sociological base 
for a socialist movement. (17) 

5. Trade unions hve control over only a single strategic 

weapon, the control of labour power, whereas a political party 

has a multiplicity of strategies at its disposal. 



The uni ons' basic sanction is their control of labour 
power, and this is a singularly rigid and limited 
weapon. Indeed, a Marxist political party can be seen 
as prec i sely an attempt to create, by contrast, a 
polyvalent potential of revolutionary action, which can 
be crystallized swiftly and interchangeably in a number 
of differ€nt fields - elections, demonstrations, 
boycotts , agitation, political education, insurrections, 
etc. (18 ) 
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Anderson also considered three strategies adopted by trade 

unions to advance workers' struggles, namely encroaching control, 

occupation of factories, and the general strike. Encroaching 

control 'is the strategy of partial advances on the shopfloor, 

each one wrestling successive local prerogatives from 

management'. Although he viewed this as the most realist ic 

political st rategy of trade unions, Anderson was of the opin i on 

that 

The balance of power in any capitalist enterprise is so 
unequal that - without collateral intervention by party 
or State - no union can hope to wrest major management 
prerogati ves from the employers. (19) 

Similar ly, Anderson was pessimistic of the potential of 

factory occupation because workers could not operate the plant 

which would allow them to take it over. Likewise he did not hold 

out much hope for a general strike either: 

But pure reliance on the General Strike has nearly 
always been doomed to failure. The fundamental reason 
is evident: a stoppage, on however massive a scale, is 
not the same thing as a substitution of one social order 
for another. ( 20) 

Thus Anderson's analysis of the limitations of trade unions' 

political pot ential was based on two pillars: that trade unions 

face structural limitations, and that they have only one. weapon -

the power of withdrawal of labour. 

Contrary to his line of argument, Anderson pointed out that 

a reversal of roles had developed between unions and parties in 

Britain and, to some extent, Western Europe. The trade unions 

had become t he avant-garde in the struggle of the working class 
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and eclipsed the political parties in the drive for socialism. 

This was because a revolutionary political party was an unnatural 

superstructure that was not produced and reproduced automatically 

by social conditions. It could thus be assimilated into the 

society. Trade unions, on the other hand, were rooted in the 

natural organisation of capitalism - the labour market. 

The result is that trade unions are less easily 
chloroformed and suppressed totally than political 
parties, because they arise spontaneously out of the 
groundwork of the economic system. (21) 

Anderson does not resolve the contradiction between his 

theoretical analysis on the one hand and the historical 

developments in Western Europe o~ the other hand. For his final 

verdict on t he political role of trade unions he falls back on 

his theoreti cal interpretation: 

Trade unions thus everywhere produce working-class 
consciousness - that is, awareness of the separate 
identity of the proletariat as a social force, wi th its 
own corporate interest in society. This is not the same 
thing as socialist consciousness - the hegemonic vision 
and will to create a new social order, which only a 
revoluti onary party can create. But the one is a 
necessary stage towards the other. (22) 

Criticism of Marxist-Leninist Theory 

A number of criticisms can be levelled at the Marxist-

Leninist theory about the goal and role of trade unions. The 

first is that too much emphasis is placed on the political role 

of trade uni ons outside to the work place. By the same token it 

tends to undervalue the role of trade unions in production 

politics which, fundamentally, is the struggle between trade 

unions and capital over the control of production and allocation 

of financial resources. The task that trade unions are best 

able to perform, to defend and advance workers' interests and 

aspirations at the work place, are relegated to a secondary 



18 

position - behind the political role of trade unions in the 

broader poli t ical scene. By doing so they tend to discount the 

significance of gains made by workers in improving their living 

standards and increasing their control over their own work 

situations. 

The second criticism relates to the manner in which the 

theory suggests that workers' consciousness could be influenced 

and their struggles directed. Connected with this is the role 

ascribed to trade unions on these issues. At the vanguard of 

the labour movement is to be placed a political party led by the 

intellectual s who will direct the working class struggle. 

There are a number of problems with this approach. It 

places the trade union movement in an inferior rather than an 

independent role with regard to the party which is meant to take 

the lead in determining political strategies. It thus opens 

the possibility that the party can engage in strategies that are 

not in the direct interest of the trade union movement, a risk 

that can be avoided if the party and unions are autonomous 

partners in the labour movement. 

There is also the assumption that there are no intellectuals 

in the trade union movement itself. Furthermore, it is assumed 

that the leaders in trade unions are incapable of providing 

suitable theoretical guidance. Anderson stated this most 

clearly: 

Trade unions represent only the working class. A 
revolutionary movement - a party - requires more than 
this: it must include intellectuals and petit bourgeois 
who can alone provide the essential theory of socialism. 
(23) 

These assumptions are all highly questionable. I would 

argue that trade unions can and do have intellectuals and that 

they are best suited to provide workers with appropriate theory 

for two reasons: as members of the trade union movement they 
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are more in touch with existing worker consciousness, 

understanding and aspirations. They can also make the education 

of workers more effective and appropriate by linking it to 

organisational issues rather than trying to infuse ideas from 

outside into workers. 

The ana lysis also ignores the potential force of nationalism 

both as an ideology and a political movement. Such a 

possibility needs to be incorporated into an analysis that 

focuses on t he political role of trade unions. 

But the Marxist-Leninist interpretation of trade unionism 

represents only one theoretical approach within Marxism towards 

trade unions . An alternative Marxist approach towards trade 

unionism by Richard Hyman, one of the foremost contemporary 

British theor ists on trade unionism, meets many of the criticisms 

levelled at the Marxist-Leninist theory. 

1.2 Hyman's Theory of Trade Unions 

Hyman opposes what he terms the pessimistic interpretation 

of trade unionism by Marx, Lenin and other Marxists. Amongst 

them he includes Trotsky who argued that trade unions became 

incorporated by monopoly capitalism in that trade union leaders 

were used to assist capitalism to control workers. (24) Hyman 

maintains t hat an analysis that focuses only on the integrating 

tendencies of trade unions into capitalism is too one-sided in 

that it di sregards the dialectic relationship between trade 

unionism and capitalist society. As Perry Anderson himself 

noted, 'trade unions are dialectically both an opposition to 

capitalism and a component of it'. (25) Hyman thus warns against 

treating events specific to certain historical periods as 

absolute t ruths for all times. Referring to writing which 

concentrated on the integrative aspects of trade unions, he 
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points out that 'the historically specific context of these 

analyses must not be ignored: what is illegitimate is to present 

as absolutely valid what are essentially conditional 

relationships'. (26) 

For instance, experiences of British trade unions during the 

1960s revealed countervailing tendencies to those discerned by 

Lenin and others: there was an immense upsurge in the challenge 

to managerial control on the shopfloor. The rank and file 

challenge was led by shop stewards who negotiated directly with 

management over a wide range of issues. (27) The evidence, 

Hyman states, also fails to validate the presumption that the 

unions, in the absence of the alternative leadership of a 

revolutionary party, 'automatically succumb to the incorporating 

embrace' of capitalism. (28) On the contrary, in certain 

circumstances 'pure-and-simple trade union activity does pose a 

substantial threat to the stability of the capitalist economy ' . 

(29) 

'The essential insight of Marx and Engels', Hyman maintais, 

'is that trade unionism necessarily articulates the conflicts 

generated by capitalist industry'. It does so in two ways: 

firstly, unionism represents a reaction against economic 

exploitation and, secondly, it also raises issues of power and 

control. (30) The importance of this tradition in Marxist 

writing on trade unionism for Hyman is that they focus on 'the 

revolutionary potential of the power and control exercised by 

workshop uni on organisation'. (31) This strand of Marxist 

thought is reflected by contemporary British theorists on workers 

control with their concept of 'encroaching control 1
• Central to 

this apn roach is the insight that social revolution is a process 

rather than an act or event. They hold the view that inroads 
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made into capitalist control will eventually lead to socialism. 

(32) 

Hyman, however, is rightfully sceptical about the capacity 

of purely work place struggles and of trade unions by themselves 

attaining a t ransformation from capitalism to socialism. Such a 

transformation would only be possible by means of a strategy 

which extends to the broader structures of political and economic 

power. (33) He thus perceives a role for a political party in 

the struggles of the working class, but appears to support 

Gramsci's insistence 'that the party must not seek to dominate 

the spontaneous struggle ... Rather the party was to interact with 

the spontaneous movement in a single dialectical process of 

development'. (34) 

Hyman's con~lusion on the role of trade unions in creating 

a working cl ass consciousness that will challenge bourgeois 

domination i s that it depends upon the prevailing historical 

conditions and that it can shift radically within a brief passage 

of time. (35) He thereby emphasizes the importance of specific 

historical conditions in shaping the role of trade unions. He 

also differs f rom the Marxist-Leninist theory in that he does not 

underplay the role of trade unions challenging managerial control 

at the work pl ace. Yet another approach which also emphasizes 

the historical context, but is not rooted in advanced capitalist 

societies is Rob Lambert's theory of political unionism derived 

from a study of the South African Congress of Trade Unions 

(SACTU). 

1.3 Political Unionism 

Robin Cohen has pointed out that, due to the highly 

political na t ure of trade union activity in newly industrialised 

countries, t hey are often referred to as 'political unions'. 



Their form is usually considered to be distinct 

'economistic ' unions in advanced capitalist countries. (36) 
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from 

The 

distinctiveness of trade unions in Africa, Asia and Latin America 

is, accordi ng to Cohen, due to certain historical and social 

factors. These include the politicisation of the unions through 

contact with nationalist movements, the strategic position that 

the unions have in the industrialised sectors of ·the economy as 

opposed to t he relative weakness of authority and legitimacy of 

the political systems in which unions operate. Trade unions 

thus have a political influence quite disproportionate to 

membership and organisational viability. On the other 

their 

hand 

unions generally tend to be weak economically in these countries 

because of t he low level of skills required and the simultaneous 

existence of a huge reserve of unskilled labour. Consequently 

they rely on alternative systems of bargaining which are 

primarily in the political sphere. (37) 

Rob Lambert has developed a different conceptualisation of 

political unionism based on the emergence of the South African 

Congress of Trade Unions (SACTU) in the 1950s. Except for the 

link with nationalist movements and the economic weakness of the 

unions, very different historical conditions faced the Black 

working class in South Africa during that period. According to 

Lambert the factors that gave rise to the distinct form of 

political unionism of SACTU were the exclusion of the Black 

working class from the political processes, the reliance of the 

state on repression rather than consent in order to rule, and 

extensive· state intervention in social institutions and the 

private lives of Africans . through measures such as influx 

control. (38) 

Lambert considers the political unionism of SACTU to be a 

form of trade unionism distinct from Lenin's instrumental view of 



23 

trade unions, syndicalism and German Social Democracy before the 

First World War. Unlike the others, SACTU's political unionism 

set as its goal the 'transcendence of the economy-politics 

divide, thereby reconstituting the union-party relationship'. 

(39) It broke with the Marxist-Leninist interpretation which 

stresses a crucial but essentially limited function of trade 

unionism in the struggle for socialist transformation. As 

opposed to this Lambert mai~tains that the political unionism of 

SACTU allowed for an extended role of trade unions in that they 

could play a leading and not a secondary role in the political 

struggle. 

fundamental 

SACTU premised its approach to trade unionism on t he 

principle that the struggle against economic 

exploitation in the factory was inseparably linked to the 

struggle against political oppression by the state. It would 

therefore be tactically incorrect to first build a trade union 

movement around economic demands before taking up township issues 

and the question of state power. (40) 

. The essence of SACTU's organisational form was that it 

created factory committees in the unions which had the task of 

taking up factory as well as township and state power issues. 

As SACTU is considered in more detail in the following chapter 

only the three broad orientations which, according to Lambert, 

have to be dominant for political unionism to exist, are 

stipulated here. They are: 

first, a leadership strategy of interlacing economic and 
political struggle in such a way that a movement 
develops whereby workers act against exploitation at the 
factory, community and state power levels, not in terms 
of stages but simultaneously; second, the development 
of forms of organisation that facilitate this integrated 
politics, and finally, active engagement in an alliance 
that has the potential to extend working class influence 
beyond its own boundaries. (41) 

A criti cal examination of SACTU's organisational st~ategy 
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follows in the next chapter which provides an historical 

exposition of the organisation. Lambert 1 s theory of political 

unionism and various aspects of Hyman 1 s theory on trade unions 

are evaluated in the last chapter in order to draw on empirical 

material in t he thesis. 

A shar p contrast to Lambert 1 s theory of political unionism 

is provided by the liberal pluralist theory of trade unionism 

that stresses the role of trade unions exclusively in the work 

place. 

1.4 Liberal Pluralist Theory of Trade Unions 

As in other approaches to trade unions, numerous 

commentators can be characterised as liberal pluralists. Because 

· A 11 an Flanders and Alan Fox (in his earlier writing) were two 

prominent proponents thereof, I shall commence with a 

presentation of their analysis of the goals and roles of trade 

unions. It can be traced to two distinct sociological roots: 

on the one hand to Durkheim 1 s concept, anomie, and on the other 

hand to Parson 1 s systems theory as applied by Dunlop to 

industrial relations. In addition the liberal-pluralist theory 

is grounded on the historical and theoretical work of Sidney and 

Beatrice Webb. (42) 

Flander s and Fox, writing jointly, described anomie as 'a 

state of normlessness resulting from a breakdown in social 

regulation• and used it to explain shortcomings of the collective 

bargaining i n Britain in the 1960s. (43) They viewed collective 

bargaining as a norm-creating process and ascribed the growing 

industrial disorder in Britain at the time to an increasing 

fragmentatio n of existing regulative systems. (44) 

Flander s also drew on Dunlop 1 s systems framework by 

accepting t hat industrial relations constituted a ~stem of 



rules: 

Not unti l recently has it been explicitly stated that a 
system of industrial relations is a system of rules ... 
In other words, the subject deals with certain regulated 
or ins t itutionalised relationships in industry. 
(45) 
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The soc iological basis of their approach was provided by Fox 

who perceived a plural society as one with distinct interest 

groups. The task of government in such a society is to control 

and balance the activities of the sectional groups in order to 

ensure a maximum degree of freedom of association and action 

consistent with the general interest of the society. In 

industrial relations a pluralistic frame of reference recognizes 

the right of interest-groups to combine and have an 
effective voice i~ their own destiny. This means having 
a voice i n decision-making. (46) 

Fox spelled out some implications of this approach. The 

role of trade unions in the workplace are to regulate managerial 

relations, i . e. to regulate 'the exercise of management authority 

in deploying , organizing, and disciplining the labour force after 

it has been hired'. Consequently 'managerial prerogatives are 

thereby curbed'. (47) 

Furthermore, workers from different enterprises combine 

together in unions and develop different focuses of loyalty in 

which they owe their allegiance to leadership other than 

management. Some important consequences followed from this: 

Just as management is an alien authority from the 
viewpoint of the workpeople, so management in its turn 
has to come to terms with an alien authority, either in 
the form of a full-time union officer from outside, or 
in the form of a union representative within its own 
boundari es - the shop steward. 

Thus in , terms of the pluralist frame of reference, 
management has to face the fact that there are other 
sources of leadership, other focuses of loyalty, within 
th soci al system it governs, and that it is with these 
that management must share its decision-making. 

It follows from this that conflict is endemic to 



industrial organization. It does not follow, however, 
that trade unions introduce conflict into the industrial 
scene. They simply provide a highly organized and 
continuous form of expression for sectional interests 
which would exist anyway. (48) 
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Flanders arrived at a similar perception of the role of 

trade unions. His 'starting point in defining union purpose', 

he claimed, was to 'look at the behaviour of trade unions, to 

infer what they are for from what they do'. (49) He argued that 

the primary purpose of trade unions is to engage in collective 

bargaining. In addition to describing it as the defence and 

improvement of their members' terms and conditions of employment, 

he also considered collective bargaining as a rule-making 

process. Fl andia_rs explained the unions' interest and purpose 

with collecti ve bargaining: 

one of t he principal purposes of trade unions in 
collective bargaining is regulation or control ••• 

Unions and their members are interested in the effect of 
the rules made by collective bargaining, which is to 
limit the power and authority of employers and to lessen 
the dependence of employees on market fluctuations and 
the arbi t rary will of management. Stated in the 
simplest possible terms, these rules provide protection, 
a shield, for their members. And they protect not only 
their ma t erial standards of living, but equally their 
security, status and self-respect - in short, their 
dignity as human beings. (50) 

Another social purpose of collective bargaining for Flanders 

is that it permits members' participation in the affairs of their 

workplace. 

The constant underlying social purpose of trade unionism 
is, then, participation in job regulation. But 
participa t ion is not an end in itself; it is the means 
of enabl i ng workers to gain more control over their 
working l i ves. (51) 

Although liberal pluralists support the curtailment of some 

managerial prerogative in the workplace, Fox pointed out that 

this did not necessarily mean a weakening of managerial power. 

Managers operating within a pluralist frame of reference realise 

that they must win the consent of organised workers by 
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recognising t heir aspirations and letting them express it through 

their own l eaders. Management thereby integrate organised 

workers by negotiating with them. In this manner, Fox 

maintained, management could, paradoxically, retain their power 

by sharing it with workers. 

The plur alistic frame of reference, which . openly 
concedes the severe limitations on management power, 
constitutes thereby a source of potential strength 
rather than weakness. ( 52) 

Flanders echoed these views: 

The paradox, whose truth managements have found it so 
difficult to accept, is that they can only regain 
control by sharing it ~ (53) 

Criticism of Liberal Pluralist The~ry 

Remarkably, some of the harshest criticism of the liberal 

pluralist theory on the role of trade unions came from Fox 

himself! In his later writing he turned against liberal 

pluralism from what he termed a radical perspective. He argued 

that it was wro.ng to consider industrial society as being 

composed of i nterest groups and that trade unions met management 

on equal terms. ( 54) Instead, he maintained that 

industria l society ... is more convincingly 
character i zed in terms of the over-arching exploitation 
of one class by another, of the propertyless by the 
propertied ... (55) 

Stemming from this there is an immense imbalance of power 

between the ' owners and controllers of economic resources• on the 

one hand and ' those dependent upon them• on the other hand. (56) 

Trade unions and management therefore do not negotiate with each 

other as parti es with equal strength. Unions are subsequently 

too weak to challenge management on a whole range of issues. 

Trade un ions strive to effect marginal improvements in 
the lot of their members and to defend them against 
arbitrary management action. They do not - and here we 
come to the crucial point of what issues are not at 
stake i n the management/worker relations - attack 



management on such basic principles of the social and 
industri al framework as private property, the 
hierarch ical nature of the organization, the extreme 
division of labour, and the massive inequalities of 
financia l reward, status, control and autonomy in work. 
Neither do they try to secure a foothold in the majority 
of decis i ons made within the organization on such issues 
as management objectives, markets, capital investment, 
and rate of expansion. (57) 
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As a result, Fox maintains, the liberal pluralist theory 

props up an enlightened managerialist position. 

The pl uralist position remains open to the 
interpret ation of being no more, or no less, than 
enlightened managerialism, for there are signs that 
where t he objectives of efficient and effective 
management conflict with the objectives of would-be 
self-determining work groups, pluralist concern tends to 
be direc t ed towards finding ways by which the latter can 
be conta i ned within a regulative framework that promotes 
and main t ains the former. (58) 

The cr i ticisms by Fox of the liberal pluralist position are 

similar to t hose advanced by Hyman from a Marxist perspective. 

Hyman adds a further dimension by making explicit what is 

implicit in Fox's writing, namely that the study of trade unions 

cannot be wr enched from their social context. (59) With Fryer he 

wrote that 

To understand trade unions it is essential 
the env i roning institutions of power with 
interact : an adequate analysis of trade 
trade unionism must also be, in large 
analysis of the political economy within 
operate. (60) 

to analyse 
which they 
unions and 

measure, an 
which they 

Consequently Flanders, by deducing the role of trade unions 

from what t hey do, provides too restrictive a framework because 

he only enumerates the activities of trade unions that are 

considered to be legitimate by powerful external forces. 

The effect of powerful external pressures on the 
definition of trade union objectives is too rarely 
considered in the study of industrial relations ... 

When Flanders writes that collective bargaining 'has 
been the condition for their survival and the basis of 
their growth' he underlines (perhaps unintentionally) 
these pressures. For the more ambitious and extensive a 
union's objectives, the more likely are the politically 
and socially powerful to express their hostility through 
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acts of repression. ( 61) 

While there is validity in the radical and Marxist 

criticisms t hat the liberal pluralist theory is not based on a 

class analysis and consequently underplays the imbalance of power 

between capital and labour and that it seeks to defend 

enlightened managerialism, they are too one-sided in interpreting 

it as merely a defence of enlightened managerialism. This is 

because libe ral pluralism ascribes a valid and justifiable role 

to trade unions in participating in decision-making with 

management over their own working lives thereby curtailing 

managerial prerogatives. This encroachment of managerial 

control in the workplace is a distinct advance for the working 

class and a position that liberal pluralism helps to ensconce. 

Radical and Marxist critics are right in pointing out that the 

frontier of control has only partially been advanced for workers, 

but they are wrong to interpret this as only being advantageous 

to management . To the contrary, it in fact represents a retreat 

for management to safer grounds given the advance of working 

class strength in the workplace. But trade unions can 

consolidate their new terrain and use it as a power base for 

making furthe r advances when conditions become favourable. 

Gramsci interpreted this limited advance of trade unions in 

the workplace in a similar way. He argued that the essence of 

trade union achievement is the winning of a form of 'industrial 

legality' wh i ch guarantees certain concessions by capitalists to 

employees. Such concessions represent 'a great victory for the 

working-class ' even though they constitute a compromise. (62) 

Gramsci wrote : 

The emer gence of an industrial legality is a great 
victory for the working class, but it is not the 
ultimate and definitive victory. Industrial legality 
has improved the working class's material living 
conditions , but it is no more than a compromise - a 



compromise which had to be made and which must be 
supported until the balance of forces favours the 
working class. (63) 
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Having outlined two approaches to the study of the aim and 

role of trade unions, it is appropriate to put forward the one 

adopted in t his thesis to these questions. 

1.5 Trade Union Objectives and their Requirements 

In order to arrive at a position regarding the basic 

objective of trade unions it is useful to define firstly what 

trade untons are. Although contemporary trade unions do not 

only organi se wage-earners, the unions that form the subject of 

this thesis consist exclusively of wage-earners and a small 

number of un i on officials. I therefore define a trade union as 

a continuous organisation consisting of wage earners who have 

combined together to defend and advance their interests and 

rights primar ily at the workplace, but also in the wider social 

formation. This definition accords broadly with that of the 

Webbs: 

A trade union, as we understand the term, is a 
continuous association of wage-earners for the purpose 
of main t aining or improving the conditions of their 
working l ives. (64) 

Trade unions owe their existence to the industrial 

revolution under capitalist relations of production, but they 

also exist i n other social formations. In existing socialist 

countries they tend to play a markedly different role from trade 

unions under capitalism as 'productionist 1 unions. This chapter 

only addresses their role in capitalist social formations because 

the thesis focuses on trade unions in South Africa which has a 

capitalist social formation . . 

In order to achieve their basic objective of defending and 

advancing workers' interests at the workplace and beyond, trade 

unions have four basic requirements: power to challenge 
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managerial control at the workplace as well as the state and 

other external forces, democracy to ensure that they reflect the 

wishes and aspirations of the worker members, leadership to give 

intellectual and strategic guidance to the organisation, and a 

common purpose shared by its members to ensure unity and 

solidarity amongst them. My reasons for identifying these four 

requirements of trade unions will be briefly motivated before 

discussing the first three of them in more detail. 

The need for power has been emphasized by Hyman and Fryer 

who maintain that trade unions 

constitute a constant challenge to the 'rights of 
capital 1

: first, to hire labur in the cheapest market; 
second, to deploy, manage and control labour 
irrespective of workers' own wishes and aspirations ... 
Trade unions - workers' collective organisations - are 
thus first and foremost a source and medium of power: 
and processes of power are central to their internal and 
external relations. (65) 

C. Wright Mills also observed succinctly that 

The union is a human institution established to 
accumulate power and to exert it. (66) 

Democracy is essential for trade unions if they are to 

represent the interests and aspirations of their members. It is 

also the means whereby the r ank and file members can ensure that 

they ultimately control their own organisations and that the 

unions' leadership remains accountable to them. This however has 

to be balanced with the need for leadership in the organisation. 

The leaders' tasks are to plan, str ategise, research and present 

to workers t he different courses of action open to them as well 

as the likely consequences of each of the courses of action. 

Flanders expressed the leaders' roles in a similar vein: 

Trade union leaders should be ahead of their members in 
thinking about their problems. It is their 
responsib i lity to to point out the further and more far­
reaching consequences of decisions... however, their 
principal task must be one of representation. (67) 
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Leaders thus have to perform an intellectual role in the 

unions, although it is not necessarily the case that all leaders 

are intellectuals. There could, on the other hand, also be 

workers who play intellectual roles in unions. The role of 

intellectuals and who they are is discussed in more detail later 

in this chapter. 

No less important is a common purpose shared by the members 

if trade unions are to advance workers' interests. A shared 

common purpose towards a goal is the requirement that turns a 

trade union into a part of the labour movement. But what is the 

labour movement? G.D.H.Cole perceives the labour movement 

historically as the 'child of modern capitalism ... and its 

essential basis is the modern class of wage workers - the 

pro) eta r i at 1 
• { 68) He provides a well-formulated definition of 

the labour movement as 

many forms of organisation, based upon the sense of a 
common status and a common need for mutual help ... The 
term 'movement' implies a common end or at least a 
community of purpose which is real, and influences men's 
thoughts and actions, even if it is imperfectly 
apprehended or largely unconscious ... 
Trade unions, cooperative societies, political parties 
and socialist organisations - these together make up the 
modern working-class movement. They are, at bottom, 
not three or four movements, but one and indivisible; 
for they arise out of a common need, and depend upon one 
and the same class, whose ideas and aspirations they 
seek, from their different standpoints, to express. 

Furthermore, he regards its 'most universal and spontaneous 

form' as the trade union: 

They (trade unions) are, and they remain, the essential 
basis of the the working class movement... Until there 
are trade unions, there is no labour movement. 

Trade unions are thus generally regarded as constituting the 

backbone of the labour movement. In addition to being an 

organisation, they are therefore also a movement. 

These aspects of trade unions have been linked together well 

by Flanders who has added an additional requirement, namely the 



need for vitality in order to flourish. 

Trade unions are a mixture of movement and 
organiza t ion ... 
One problem which has always confronted trade unions is 
how to convert temporary movement into permanent 
organiza t ion •.. 
While movement had to be converted into organization if 
trade unions were to flourish, they could not 
subsequently allow it to languish and disappear. Trade 
unions by their very nature have to be dynamic 
organiza t ions... To sum up, trade unions need 
organizat ion for their power and movement for their 
vitality, but they need both power and vitality to 
advance t heir social purpose. (69) 
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In add i tion to being a movement it has been argued above 

that trade unions need internal democracy, intellectual 

leadership and power in order to fulfil their basic objective of 

defending and advancing workers' interests and rights. But what 

is trade uni on democracy, who ar~ intellectuals and what role do 

they play in unions, and what is trade union power and how is it 

acquired? The next sections deal with these and related 

questions. 

2. Trade Union Democracy 

2.1 Definition of Trade Union Democracy 

Accordi ng to Hyman the traditional meaning of trade union 

democracy was : 

popular power, the active involvement in decision-making 
of the ordinary members of a community or institution or 
organisat ion. By derivation, the existence of positive 
control by the rank and file is inherent in the language 
of democ racy. (70) 

While t his approach to trade union democracy is valid, it 

only states the basic principle of trade union democracy and one 

is still l eft with the problem of how to determine whether the 

rank and file members do exercise control of the union and 

whether they really are involved in decision-making at all levels 

of the union . 

To complicate matters, the oligarchy found in many unions, 
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linked with the assumption that trade unions ought to be 

democratic, led many academic commentators to develop 'weak ' 

definitions of trade union democracy. These definitions laid 

down less and less stringent criteria for determining whether 

trade unions were democratic or not. In essence these 

definitions shifted the emphasis from active involvement on the 

part of the members to passive consent. (71) 

The 'weakest' definitions were provided by V.L.Allen and 

H.A. Turner. According to them a trade union can be termed 

democratic i f the leaders represent the economic interests of 

their member s and manage to improve their living standards. As 

long as the leaders' actions meet with the approval of the 

passive members the union can be termed democratic. Elections 

and the ab i lity to replace incumbents are of no importance as 

these can al ways secure their re-election in any case. 

trade-un i on organization is not based on theoretical 
concepts prior to it, that is on some concept of 
democracy , but on the end it serves. In other words, 
the end of trade-union activity is to protect and 
improve the general living standards of its members and 
not to provide workers with an exercise in self­
government. (72) 

... a second test of union democracy would well be the 
degree t o which such 'passive' members are also able to 
identify their leadership's policy and actions with 
their own interests. (73) 

The limitation of such a criterion of trade union democracy 

is that even the most autocratic union leadership can be termed 

democratic as long as it satisfies the economic interest of its 

members. 

Another approach to trade union democracy has been the test 

whether uni on leadership allows or tolerates opposing groups 

within the union that can challenge their leadership. If they 

do so, they are deemed to be democratic. This approach was 

pioneered by Lipset, Trow and Coleman in their study of the 
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International Typographical Union, 'the only American trade union 

in which organised parties regularly oppose each other for 

election to the chief union posts and in which a two-party system 

has been institutionalised'. {74) They found that the parties 

had often defeated each other in elections which led them to the 

conclusion that 

Democracy is strengthened when members are not only 
related to the larger organization but are also 
affiliated with or loyal to subgroups within the 
organisation. {75) 

Put more succinctly, they define union democracy as 'the 

institutionalisation of opposition'. {76) 

Such a definition of union democracy was however of limited 

value since the International Typographical Union was the only 

union that had an entrenched two-party system. However Edelstein 

and Warner have given a different intepretation of Lipset's ideas 

on union democracy. They maintain that it would be going too 

far to say t hat 'the institutionalisation of opposition' means a 

party system by definition. Instead, they argue that he 

stresses the existence of informal organisations, or 'autonomous 

suborganizations which can function as centers of opposition', 

and can consequently bypass the formal structures, as essential 

for trade uni on democracy. {77) 

In contrast to Lipset, Edelstein and Warner stress the 

importance of the formal organisation and formal structures of 

trade unions as a key determinant of union democracy. {78) The 

key indicator they use as a measure of democracy is the extent to 

which there i s competition in the election of top officers in 

unions. Th i s did not mean that they considered rank and file 

participation in unions to be irrelevant to trade union 

democracy, but that they stressed the importance of formal 

organisation t o giving expression to union democracy. 



A basic precondition 
participation in 
activists . Another 
(79) 

for union democracy is interest and 
union affairs by rank-and-file 

is suitable formal organisation. 

Organisa t ional specifics are important, we maintained, 
because a high level of democracy may be blocked by any 
of a number of obstacles: e.g. restrictive rules for 
nomination, a voting system which provides no 
represen t ation for minorities at the national level, or 
a distr i bution of the membership which permits one or 
two large regions to dominate elections. (80) 
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With th i s approach to trade union democracy they conducted a 

wide-ranging study of union democracy amongst 31 British and 51 

American un ions. Their finding was succinctly sunmarised by 

Clegg as fol l ows: 

democracy is likely to exist in any union where there is 
serious competition for the top posts. It does not 
matter whether the opposition succeed in ousting the 
administration or not, so long as the administration 
believe that there is a risk that they might, and are 
therefore under pressure to revise unpopular policies. 
(81) 

Clegg however pointed out that ~uch a test of democracy in 

the British unions was of limited value since there are unions 

which elect officials for life while others appoint all their 

full-time officials. He suggested a 'wider and less precise 

test of the contribution of opposition to union democracy' as 

strong evidence that opposition groups are able to push 
union administrations into policies or actions which 
they would not otherwise have favoured. (82) 

An even more generalised criterion of union dem~cracy based 

on the role of opposition within the union, was provided by 

Martin who suggested that 

Union democracy exists when union executives are unable 
to prevent opposition factions distributing propaganda 
and mobilizing electoral support. It does not require 
that opposition should be institutionalized, nor that it 
should be democratic ... - merely that it should survive 
as a recognized form of political activity. (83) 

Martin's underlying assumption is that 

union leaders will not tolerate faction unless 
constrained to do so, since the existence of any 
oppostion limits the range of alternative choices open. 
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Such 

democracy 

that would 

a criterion is however not sufficient 

i n a union in that it only specifies the 

be necessary to prevent totalitarian rule 
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to ensure 

conditions 

by uni on 

leaders. Even in the most undemocratic of unions it would be 

wellnigh impossible to prevent opposition from distributing 

propaganda and mobilising electoral support. {85) 

The ' weak' definitions of trade union democracy are 

unsatisfactory for two reasons. Firstly, they do not explicitly 

attribute any active role to the rank and file membership of the 

union in de t ermining whether a union is democratic or not. It 

seems essenti al that democracy must entail a method through which 

rank and fi l e memebers can and do influence decision-making in 

the union. In the second place, such definitions are totally 

unsuitable for a study of independent unions in the 1970s. 

These unions were emerging during this period and, in addition to 

being at a verey different stage .of their development, they were 

also very much smaller than the established British unions from 

which these concepts of democracy were derived. Whereas in 1979 

the total signed up membership of all the independent unions 

considered in the thesis was about 44 500 with an average size of 

approximately 2 300, no less than thirty nine unions in Britain 

had at least 50 000 members each, while eleven had more than a 

quarter of a million members each. (86) As the size of a union 

and the number of its branches increases, the structures and 

practices required to ensure internal democracy, and maybe even 

the extent of internal democracy possible in a union, would 

change. Another approach to trade union democracy is 

accordingly adopted in the thesis. 

Trade union democracy is assumed to exist when workers have 

ultimate control the union at all levels of the union's 
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activities. This requires three components: firstly, that 

elected worker representatives have a majority say at all levels 

of the union's structures in matters pertaining to the workers, 

as well as in union policy, and in strategic isues facing the 

union. Secondly it is necessary that worker representatives as 

well as un i on officials are representative of and remain 

accountable t o workers by holding appropriately frequent meetings 

with worker s . Thirdly, rank and file workers need to develop 

the capacity to understand issues pertaining to all aspects of 

their union so that they can take well-informed decisions and not 

simply be swayed by persuasive arguments of union officials. 

For this to happen it is not only necessary that rank and file 

wa.rkers need to be trained and developed, but also that relevant 

information about the union be made readily accessible to workers 

and delibera tely shared with them at meetings. 

But tr ade union democracy is not something that can simply 

be decreed t o exist by either its members or leaders. It is a 

delicate pl ant that has to be nurtured in order to grow and 

fortify itsel f over a long time. Furthermore, union democracy 

also has to contend with opposing forces that tend to undermine 

it. In order to gain an understanding of what these are, a 

useful star t ing point is the study of Michels of socialist 

organisations that set out with the intention of being 

democratic. 

2.2 Michels' Iron Law of Oligarchy 

One of the best-known theories on trade union democracy and 

oligarchy is that of Michels, first published in 1911. (87) In 

it, he is par ticularly concerned with the problems of attaining 

democracy i n socialist organisations of the working class. He 

examines the trends in both political parties and trade unions 
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and comes up with the 'law' that 'democracy leads to oligarchy, 

and necessa r ily contains an oligarchic nucleus'. (88) By 

virtue of its inherent nature, organisation implies oligarchy for 

Michels. 

Michels ' argument is that democracy is a self-defeating 

goal. Thi s is the case because 'democracy is inconceivable 

without organisation' and that organisation is vital for the 

political struggle of the working class. (89) However, there 

is an inevitable tendency towards oligarchy in every 

organfsation, no matter how hard it strives to be democratic. 

Therefore democracy is an unattainable goal for all organisations 

in the labour movement: 

Organisation implies the tendency to oligarchy. In 
every organisation, whether it be a political party, a 
professi onal union, or any other association of the 
kind, t he aristocratic tendency manifests itself very 
clearly ... As a result of organisation~ every party or 
professional union becomes divided into a minor ity of 
directors and a majority of directed. (90) 

The contention by Michels that all organisations become 

oligarchic is his central argument. It is therefore important 

to examine the analysis on which he bases this conclusion. 

Michels perceives the tendency towards oligarchy as inherent in 

the growth and development of an organisation. In particular, 

the size of an organisation is a determining factor. 'In the 

early days of the labour movement', while it is in its 'infancy' 

and is still very small, Michels maintains that its members 

attempt to practice a 'pure democracy' which enables them all to 

participate in its organisations. (91) This is achieved by such 

devices as rotating the appointment of delegates from among all 

the members in a trade union and by subordinating the delegates 

completely to the will of the mass. 

At the outset, the attempt is made to depart as little 
as possible from pure democracy by subordinating the 



delegates altogether to the will of the mass, by tying 
them hand and foot. (92) 
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However, as organisations grow in size they become more 

complex to run and start requiring leaders with special expertise 

to run them. In order to meet these requirements the labour 

movement starts training their own leadership and establish 

educational institutions such as Ruskin College, Oxford, for such 

a purpose. ( 93) 

The increased complexity of the organisations, according to 

Michels, places a full knowledge of their administrative and 

other requirements beyond the capacity of the worker members. A 

division of labour therefore becomes necessary and suitably 

qualified leaders have to take over the running of the 

organisation. As this happens, the rank and file lose control 

of their or ganisation. 

Nominally, and according to the letter of the rules, all 
the acts of the leaders are subject to the ever vigilant 
criticims of the rank and file. In theory the leader is 
merely an employee bound by the instructions he 
receives ... But in actual fact, as the organisation 
increases in size, this control becomes purely 

· fictiti ous. The members have to give up the idea of 
themsel ves conducting or even supervising the whole 
adminis t ration, and are compelled to hand these tasks 
over to trustworthy persons specially nominated for the 
purpose , to salaried officials. The rank and file must 
content themselves with surrrnary reports, and with the 
appointment of occasional special committees of 
inquiry •.. It is obvious that democratic control thus 
undergoes a progressive diminution, and is ultimately 
reduced to an infinitesimal minimum. (94). 

What i s more Michels maintains that, in working class 

organisations, as in the state, officials need to remain in 

office for a considerable time in order to acquire the necessary 

expertise to do the work efficiently and to develop a sense of 

loyalty and responsibility. (95) Their stability and expertise, 

coupled with such psychological factors as gratitude and the need 

for leader ship felt by the mass (96), makes the leaders 

irremoveabl e or at least difficult to replace. The leaders also 
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deliberately convey the impression to the rank and file that they 

are indispensable. {97) These phenomena therefore reinforce the 

tendency towards oligarchy in organisations. 

Michels encapsulates his contention that democratic 

organisations become oligarchic due to a division of labour by 

stating that: 

Every democratic organisation rests, by its very nature, 
upon a division of labour. But wherever division of 
labour prevails, there is necessarily specialisation, 
and the specialists become indispensable. {98) 

To summarise Michels' argument, he contends that democratic 

organisations inevitably become oligarchic because of the 

technical and administrative complexity required to run them. As 

a result a division of labour is required which places 

responsibility for running the organisation in the hands of 

professional leaders who have the necessary expertise. Control 

bf the organisation then inevitably falls into the hands of this 

minority of specialists. 

A fundamental mistake Michels makes in his exposition is the 

assumption that trade unions are incapable of finding ways to 

make officials with expertise representative and accountable to 

the rank and file membership. While it is the case that trade 

union officials can and do build up a considerable body of 

specialised knowledge, it does not necessarily imply that unions 

become oligarchic and that worker members cannot place some forms 

of democratic control on such officials. 

2.3 Goal Displacement and Bureaucracy 

Michels' book has been credited as the first extensive study 

of goal di splacement of organisations, in his case the goal of 

creating democratic socialist organisations. Since then 

numerous st udies have documented goal · displacements in a large 
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variety of organisations to the point where it has become a near 

common beli ef that organisations reverse their goals and t he 

means with which to attain these goals: 

The mil dest and most common form of displacement is the 
process by which an organization reverses the priority 
between its goals and means in a way that makes the 
means a goal and the goals a means. The most common 
means so displaced is the organization itself. 
Organiza t ions are instruments; they are created to serve 
one or more specific goals. But in the process of 
forming them, of granting them resources, and of 
recruiti ng personnel, interest gorups are formed which 
are frequently concerned more with preserving and 
building up the organization itself than in helping it 
to serve its initial purpose. (99) 

The goa l displacement of organisations is usually attributed 

to the fac t that they had become bureaucracies. In addition 

bureaucracy i s frequently presented as the opposite or at least a 

countervaili ng force to democracy in organisations. The 

problem with using the concept 'bureaucracy' as an analytical 

tool to signify the absence of democracy in organisations is that 

it has developed a multiplicity of meanings. As Albrow has 

shown, there exist no less than seven contemporary concepts of 

bureaucracy, some of which are completely incompatible with each 

other. ( 100) 

Because of the indeterminacy of the concept 'bureaucracy', 

the concept that is used throughout this thesis to signify the 

absence of democracy in trade unions is oligarchy. 01 i garchy is 

given the meaning in this thesis attributed by Edelstein and 

Warner to Lipset: the control of an organisation by a few 

individuals who exercise it in their own interests by virtue of 

their grip on strategic posts in the organisation. (101) 

When the term bureucracy is used in the thesis it is used in 

its Weberian sense to signify a legal-rational form of 

organisation to which Weber has attributed well-known 

characteristics such as hierarchical offices with a downward 



43 

chain of command, consistent application of a system of rules, 

and so on. (102) Such a concept of 'bureaucracy' does imply non-

democratic forms of organisation because of its hierarchical 

command str ucture. Weber was also of the opinion that as 

bureaucracy developed at the level of the state it severely 

undermined democracy. (103) 

Gouldner has attacked Michels and other social scientists 

for spreadi ng a ' metaphysical pathos' of pessimism and fatalism 

in theories of group organisation. 

Instead of telling men how bureaucracy might be 
mitigated, they insist that it is inevitable. Instead 
of expl aining how democrat i c patterns may, to some 
extent, be fortified and extended, they warn us that 
democracy cannot be perfect. (104) 

He pointed out that Michels completely ignored 

countervaili ng democratic tendencies in trade unions and 

conterpoised Michels' iron law with his own: 

Even as Michels himself saw, if oligarchical waves 
repeatedly wash away the bridges of democracy, this 
eternal recurrence can happen only because men doggedly 
rebuild them after each inundation. Mic hels chose to 
dwell on only one aspect of this process, neglecting to 
consider this other side. There cannot be an iron law 
of oligarchy, however, unless there is an iron law of 
democracy . (105) 

In addi t ion Hyman has pointed out that Michels has not given 

adequate attention to tendencies opposing oligarchy in trade 

unions. Amongst these are the normative assumption prevalent 

that trade unions ought to operate democratically and the 

involvement of members in shop floor trade unionism. (106) 

An alternative approach to trade union democracy and 

oligarchy is to see them as opposing tendencies co-existing in 

trade union organisation with their interaction unfolding in an 

historical context. Thus democratisation and the tendency 

towards oligarchy are both processes while their relative 

strength, and the dominance of the one over the other, depends 
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upon the organisational practices and structures in the union as 

well as the conjucture of factors operating on it at a particular 

time. This approach is embodied in the exposition of industrial 

democracy by the Webbs based on their knowledge of British trade 

union history.· 

2.4 Sidney and Beatrice Webb on Trade Union Democracy 

In the i r study of democracy in British trade unions, 

Industrial Democracy, first published in 1897, the Webbs 

demonstrated that the trade unions went through different stages 

of development. In certain stages democracy was in the 

ascendency while oligarchy and centralisation were paramount in 

other stages . The circumstances and forces that determined 

which of t hese tendencies dominated were closely linked with 

their histor i es. 

Participatory Democracy and its Oligarchic Consequences 

The fir st stage, one the Webbs termed 'primitive democracy', 

took place i n the local trade clubs of the eighteenth century and 

was a pure form of participatory democracy. The members strove 

to conduct all the business at the general meetings and were 

imbued with the principle that 'what concerns all should be 

decided by al l 1
• (107) The president was often only chosen for 

a particular meeting and the next most . important officers were 

usually chosen by rotation. The early 'trade clubs' were thus 

organisations in which all members participated without 

differentiated officials. 

However , when the local unions started federating into 

national unions between 1824 and 1840, it became necessary to 

depart from their practice of participatory democracy. They 

dropped the custom of rotating the officials as it became 
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necessary for the national unions to elect full-time secretaries. 

They still tried to continue vesting supreme authority in · the 

members by means of the Referendum which was the right of any 

section of t he union 'to insist on its proposals being submitted 

to the vote of the whole electorate'. (108) 

These constitutional arrangements were however a recipe for 

oligarchy. The appointment of a full-time general secretary 

soon turned him into a powerful official by virtue of the 

expertise he developed. 

Spending all day at office work, he soon acquired a 
professional expertness quite out of the reach of his 
fellow-members at the bench or the forge... The work 
could no longer be efficiently performed by an ordinary 
artisan, and some preliminary office training became 
almost indispensable. (109) 

In order to try and restrict the growing power of the full­

time salaried officials the unions resorted to laying down strict 

rules in their written constitutions. Even the drafting and 

amending of these rules were not relinquished by the members: 

branch delegates were granted no discretion and merely had to 

convey the votes already taken in their branches. (110) 

Over time the meetings of delegates were replaced by the 

Referendum because it was more economical. The Referendum 

however had t he opposite effect of what was intended: instead of 

the members retaining a real say in the affairs of the union, 

control was centralised and enabled the development of oligarchic 

rule by the officials and executive. This happened because 

the righ t of putting questions to the vote came 
practical ly to be confined to the executive ... Any 
change which the executive desired could be 'stated in 
the most plausible terms and supported by convincing 
arguements , which almost invariably secured its adoption 
by a la r ge majority... The reliance of Trade Union 
democrats on the Referendum resulted, in fact, in the 
virtual exclusion of the general body of members from 
all real share in the government. (111) 

Thus, afer about a century of organisational experience, the 
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oligarchic t endency was dominant in the British trade union 

movement towards the last decade of the nineteenth century. 

This, the Webbs maintained, was because of the attempt to retain 

participatory democracry in the national organisations. (112) 

Up to this stage the Webbs' findings· confirmed the 

conclusion reached by Michels that all organisations inevitably 

became oligarchic. They did however not subscribe to Michels' 

view about i t s unavoidability, no matter what. They stated that 

the more advanced trade unions had become aware of the existence 

and causes of oligarchy 'after a whole century of experiment ' . 

Trade union constitutions were undergoing a 'silent revolution' 

and trade unions with 'a typically modern form of democracy' 

emerged after 1889. (113) The form of democracy the Webbs were 

referring t o was representative democracy which, in their 

opinion, was successful in solving 

the fundamental problem of democracy, the combination of 
administrative efficiency and popular control. 
(114) 

Representative Democracy as a Countervailing Tendency 

The two unions that best embodied the principle of 

representative democracy at the time the Webbs conducted their 

research, were the Coalminers and Cotton Operatives although 

other unions had also followed suit. At that stage the 

member ship of the Coalminers union was 200 000. (115) The 

central feature of the system of representative democracy was the 

election of an assembly of representatives as the supreme body in 

the union. Not only was the representative assembly the supreme 

policy-maki ng body of the union, but it also appointed an 

executive committee which governed the union between conferences 

of the assemblies. (116) 

The unions with representativ~ democracy had undergone 
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considerable evolution from the early forms of 'primitive 

democracy 1
• No provision was made for the Referendum and the 

'Rotation of Office' wa s dropped. Of particular significance 

was the fact that the unions found it necessary to abandon 

completely t he use of delegates and to replace them with 

representatives. (117) The distinction between a delegate and a 

representative was that, although both had to put forward the 

mind of their constituency, the representative, unlike the 

delegate, was 'not a mechanical vehicle of votes on particular 

subjects'. (ll8) The tasks of a representative were much more 

sophisticated as a result. According to the Webbs, the trade 

unions had gradually come to realise the need for representatives 

as a method of restoring a balance between democracy and 

efficiency i n their organisations. They realised that the 

workers needed their own working-class representatives with 

sufficient expertise to control the professional officials. 

However, if a representative gave up his trade to devote all his 

time to trade union duties, this created a dilemma because 

This un fortunately tends to alter his manner of life, 
his hab i t of mind, and usually also his intellectual 
atmoshpere to such an extent that he gradually loses 
that viv i d appreciaion of the feelings of the man at the 
bench or the forge, which it is his function to 
express. . . If he remains essentially a manual worker, 
he fail s to cope with the brain-working officials; if 
he takes on the character of the brain-worker, he is apt 
to get out of touch with the constituents whose desires 
he has t o interpret ... (119) 

In order to obtain a balance between workers' aspirations 

and efficient administration, the unions had thus made provision 

for representation of mental and manual labourers on their 

assemblies and executive committees. 

As it is, the presence in their assemblies of a large 
proportion of men who are still following their trade 
imports into their deliberations the full flavor of 
working-class sentiment. (120) 

The executive of the Cotton Operatives, for instance, 
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consisted of three office bearers as well as thirteen additional 

members, seven of whom had to be working spinners while the 

remaining six were permanent officials. (121) This had the 

effect of restoring some popular control in the unions. 

Although the officials still tended to dominate at the assembly 

conferences the worker representatives frequently intervened 

'with effect' in the procedures. (122) 

Thus contrary to Michels, the Webbs perceived a 

countervailing democratic tendency within the trade union 

movement. Oligarchic rule did not establish itself permanently 

in the unions, but was challenged by worker representatives who 

endeavoured to restore popular control to the unions. This 

worker parti cipation however only took place at the level of the 

supreme representative assembly, not the shopfloor. This not 

only limited t he potential for trade union democracy through rank 

and file participation, but also opened the way for oligarchic 

tendencies to re-assert themselves in the unions. 

2.5 The Assertion of Workplace Bargaining: 
Trade Union Democracy Rises from the Ranks 

However, in the same year that the Webbs completed their 

first edition of Industrial Democracy, 1897, a major industrial 

dispute took place in the engineering industry that was to lay 

the foundati ons for shopfloor democracy in British trade unions 

more than hal f a century later. Management in the industry made 

a bid to break the hold craftsmen had over their occupation up to 

that time. It was enforced by shop stewards who were the 

craftsmen's representatives and had the task of retaining their 

monopoly over the craft. The employers won the dispute, but an 

unforeseen consequence of their victory was 'a widening of the 

scope for shop steward action' as the shop steward became 'both 
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the guardian of the craft rules and a workplace negotiator'. 

(123) A revolutionary shop stewards movement briefly sprung up 

in the engi neering and shipbuilding industries as a response to 

t he impetus given to job dilution during the First World War. 

But the movement was short-lived and the economic depression in 

the interwar years caused workshop organisation to fall back. 

( 124) 

Although shop stewards re-emerged once the British economy 

started recovering and during the Second World War, it was not 

until the 1950s and especially the 1960s that they came to the 

fore in industrial relations by shifting the emphasis to 

workplace bargaining. The drive to this was provided by the 

rise in rank-and-file strength and militancy generated by the 

establishmen t of near full employment and frustration with 

managerial and trade union practices and policies. During this 

period 

Its characteristic expression was the unofficial strike 
which i gnored union authority and side-stepped 
established procedures for wage and dispute settlement. 
(125). 

This ' great upsurge of union activity' (126) constituted, 

in the words of Flanders, 'a challenge from below'. (127) 

Goldthorpe characterised the change in post-war Britain as an 

increase in 'the economic and organisational strength of the 

workers on t he shopfloor - in consequence of which, the degree of 

effective control that can be exercised over them by either 

managements or unions has been significantly diminished'. (128) 

This resulted in a shift in the bargaining advantage to the 

workers on t he shopfloor. (129) 

In opposition to many liberal-pluralist commentators who 

were concerned about the 'challenge from below', Hyman, writing 

in 1975, perceived it as 'the reassertion, far beyond their 
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original craft context, of prior traditions of autonomous worker 

control 1
• (130) Shop stewards were playing a central part in 

the upsurge of workplace bargaining in post-war Britain. Their 

role was no longer one of protecting a craft, but negotiating 

directly wi t h management on the shopfloor over wages and a wide 

range of working conditions. A survey conducted in 1973 

established t hat, besides wages, shop stewards negotiated most 

frequently with management over general conditions in the 

workplace i ncluding safety and health, dismissals and other 

disciplinary actions, overtime, the introduction of new machinery 

or jobs, and transfers from one job to another. (131) 

Because of the resurgence in shopfloor bargaining the number 

of shop stewards, already large, increased considerably during 

the 1960s. Although no absolutely reliable measurements are 

available, Clegg estimates that there were about 175 000 shop 

stewards in 1959. A survey conducted twelve years later led to 

the conclus i on that there were between 250 000 and 300 000 shop 

stewards in Britain in 1971. (132) 

. The up surge in autonomous workplace ba rgaining under the 

leadership of shop stewards made its impact felt on trade union 

organisation as well. The most significant change was the 

incorporation of shop stewards into the union structures. This 

resulted not only from the unions' desire to restore the control 

over industrial relations they had lost by the 1960s, but also 

the power shopfloor representatives had acquired in the 

workplace. By impelling themselves onto the various bodies of 

the unions, shop stewards did much to restore democratic 

practices in the unions once again. Shop stewards replaced 

branch officers as the lay members on the unions' executives and 

conferences as well as on regional and district committees. The 

significance of such a structural change was that decision-making 
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in the union shifted towards the shopfloor as pressure could be 

brought to bear from the shop stewards who had autonomous power-

bases in t he workplace. (133) In this way democracy was 

advanced in t he unions as Clegg explained: 

Trade union workplace organizations have therefore 
promoted democracy within British trade unions by 
bringing important decisions closer to the members; by 
exercisi ng a direct influence over their trade union 
leaders; and by assisting in the development of 
factions . In addition a number of important unions have 
adapted their constitutions to give workplace 
organiza t ions a recognized place within the machinery of 
government. (134) 

In summarising the changes in British trade unions since the 

Second Worl d War, Clegg considered the structural changes that 

accommodated the growth of workplace bargaining an outstandi ng 

development since 

This development ... has substantially strengthened union 
democracy. The opportunities for trade union members to 
have a say in the decisions which affect their working 
lives have been increased by the larger share which 
their wo rkplace representatives now enjoy in the central 
and regional government of the unions; by the greater 
volume of issues affecting employment which are now 
settled by plant and company bargaining conducted by 
these representatives; and by the direct participation 
of trade union members in deciding these issues through 
either ballots or votes at mass meetings. (135) 

2.6 The Cycle Continues: Oligarchy on the Shopfloor? 

The presence of both democratic and oligarchic tendencies in 

trade union organisation is further underscored by the 

development of a centralisation of control amongst shop stewards. 

Writing in 1979, Hyman cast doubt on the democratic nature of 

shop floor representation: 

A central feature of the past ten years has been the 
consoli dation of a hierarchy within shop steward 
organisation... Workplace negotiation has become a far 
more centralised process... The introduction and 
operati on of centralised bargaining arrangements has 
been t he responsibility of a new layer of full-time 
convenors and shop stewards ... the small cadre of full­
time or almost full-time stewards within a co11TI1ittee 
often possess the authority and the informational and 
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With t he development of centralisation and specialisation 

amongst shop stewards British trade unionism appeared to have 

come the ful l cycle. The 'primitive democracy' of shop stewards 

was giving way to leadership by full-time experts, only on this 

occasion they were located directly on the shopfloor. Some of 

Hyman's con t entions were however exaggerated in that he assumed 

that there was necessarily an undemocratic quality to the 

specialisati on and division of labour that was taking place 

amongst shop stewards. As Clegg has pointed out, 

An oligarchy exists only if leaders are willing to 
exploit t he opportunities created by apathy and have the 
power to do so. (137) 

Hyman overlooked the scale aspect of shop steward 

representati on. On average the number of members a shop steward 

represented was about fifty. Combined with that he underplayed 

the importance of direct contact shop stewards had with their 

constituents whom they saw every day. (138) The pressure on 

shop stewards to be representative of a small number of members 

was therefore much higher than the pressure could be on more 

remote union officials. In his study of workers at the Ford 

plant in Halewood, Beynon also vividly demonstrated that shop 

stewards we re subjected to both bureaucratic and representative 

forces and that they became vulnerable if they lost the support 

of 'their t roops'. (139) Beynon was thus closer to the mark 

than Hyman about the role of shop stewards in writing: 

The tension between the need for trade union 
organization and mass participation in that organization 
is a vital and irresolvable one. A gap exists between 
the shop stewards and the rest. A gap created by the 
very fact of sustained activism and enforced by its 
organization... In coping with this the steward finds 
himself torn between the forces of representation and 
bureaucratization. Between the need to represent the 
immediate wishes of their members and to provide a long-
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term strategy that will protect the interests ' of those 
members. { 140) 

Enough exposition on trade union democracy and oligarchy has 

been presen t ed to draw some conclusions about democracy and 

o l i gar c hy i n u n i on s . The experiences of the British trade 

unions over two centuries deny Michels' iron law of oligarchy, 

but rather confirm that tendencies towards democracy and 

oligarchy are both present in trade unions. The tendency 

towards democracy arises from the members' conviction that their 

trade unions have to represent their interests and aspirations. 

To this end they desire to have a say over union policy as well 

as accountability of their representatives and officials. The 

say over un i on policy and accountability of officials have been 

remote at ti mes, but remained the driving force of democracy in 

the unions. Democracy was thus usually impelled into the unions 

by the worke r s. 

The re l ationship between the tendencies towards democracy 

and oligarchy in trade unions unfolds in a historical context. 

Neither democracy nor oligarchy establishes a permanent or 

decisive hegemony although the one or the other can dominate for 

a considerabl e time. It is also possible for both tendencies to 

manifest themselves simultaneously in trade unions with the 

unions displ aying both democratic and oligarchic characteristics 

at the same t ime. {141) The forces that determine the dominance 

of oligarchic or democratic tendencies may be either internal or 

external to the unions. 

One of the reasons for the tendency towards oligarchy in 

trade unions arises from their need for leadership, in particular 

intellectual leadership, in the organisation. This makes the 

role of intellectuals and the question of who constitutes 

intellectuals in the organisation an important question to 



54 

consider. 

3. Intellectuals in Trade Unions 

The role of intellectuals in trade unions and the labour 

movement in general has been subject to widely different 

interpretations. In particular, the role of intellectuals who 

are leaders and have a socialist persuasion has been subjected to 

negative criticism by some while others have ascribed 

constructive roles to them. On the negative side have been 

authors such as Michels and Selig Perlman while on the 

constructive side have been analysts such as Gramsci and Wright 

Mi 11 s. 

Michels perceived intellectuals as -persons possessing 

knowledge' who had played a special role in social life. (142) He 

viewed the greatest contribution to the labour movement to have 

been made by Marxism because -it intellectualized the modern 

labour movement'. (143) These intellectual socialists are 

however 'in some ways untrustworthy as leaders' even though they 

may initially be perceived in heroic terms by the proletariat. 

When a movement is still naive and inchoate, the 
intellec t ual who offers his services appears as a 
saviour and as such worthy of confidence and admiration. 
Even when the supply of intellectual leaders has 
increased and new, 'really proletarian' leaders have 
begun t o develop from the workers' ranks, the 
intellec t ual is indispensable because of the increasing 
complexi ty of the problems ••• 1 (144) 

Problems however start arising with the role of these 

intellectual s . They 'tend toward impossibilism': by 'becoming 

dogmatic and pedantic, they ride a movement to death for the sake 

of 11 immortal 11 principles'. (145) In addition 

intellectuals first tend to have utopian illusions 
concerni ng the character of the proletariat; and their 
subsequent discovery that workers are also human beings 
sometimes makes them cynical. (146) 

Perlman similarly held views about Marxist intellectuals' 
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dogmatism which could subsequently be abandoned. (147) He 

however went further than Michels and argued that workers and 

intellectuals actually had conflicting interest and that workers 

had to struggle against the intellectuals' attempts to dominate 

them. 

Trade unionism, which is essentially pragmatic, 
struggles constantly, not only against the employers for 
an enlarged opportunity measured in income, security, 
and liberty in the shop and industry, but struggles 
also, whether consciously or unconsciously, actively or 
merely passively, against the intellectual who would 
frame its programs and shape its policies. (148) 

As opposed to labour's 'home-grown' philosophy, 

intellectuals endeavour to impose an alien anti-capitalist 

ideology on workers: 

All intellectuals ... are alike desirous to make their 
own ideology also the ideology of labor. (149) 

Although Perlman acknowledges that labour history 'cannot 

deny to the revolutionary intellectual a truly pivotal part in 

the labor struggles of the past', (150) he and Michels only focus 

on negative characteristics of socialist intellectuals in the 

trade union movement. While these characteristics are familiar 

ones that do exist amongst some of the intellectuals, they are 

not the only features nor are they held by all intellectuals. 

The only conclusion that could be drawn from their analysis would 

be that intellectuals should stay away completely from the trade 

union movement. Yet there is a need for intellectuals in the 

movement and a more appropriate question to ask would be how such 

engagement could take place to try and ensure that intellectuals 

played a di rective role while yet not undermining democracy in 

the unions. 

Gramsci paid considerable attention to the role of 

intellectuals in capitalist society and their part in struggles 

attempting its transformation to socialism. Although his 
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analysis pertained mainly to the role of intellectuals in a 

revolutionary party, much of it is highly applicable to trade 

unions. Wh i le his theory of intellectuals was i ncomplete (151) 

and unresolved difficulties remained (152) it contained valuable 

insights on the role of intellectuals. A division was made by 

Gramsci between 'traditional 1 and new or 'organic' intellectuals 

which, for t he purposes of this thesis, it is not necessary to 

explore. 

His sta r ting point lay in his definition of intellectuals 

who, he mai ntained, were not identified by their professions, 

but by the fu nction which they perform. 

By 'intel lectuals' must be understood not those strata 
commonly described by this term, but in general the 
entire social stratum which exercises an organisation 
function in the wide sense - whether in the field of 
production, or in that of culture, or in that of 
political administration. (153) 

Furthermore, with every class in society emerges 

intellectuals who function on behalf of that class by giving it 

'homogeneity and an awareness of its own function not only in the 

economic but also in the social and political fields'. (154) 

Likewise the working class, if it wishes to emancipate itself 

from its position as a subaltern class and acquire a hegemonic 

position in society, requires to develop its own 'organic' 

intellectuals. The function of these intellectuals would be to 

organise in economic, cultural and political spheres. A 

revolutionary party would be the key organisation through which 

they would operate. Their role as intellectuals had to be 'in 

active participation in practical life, as constructor, 

organiser, "permanent persuader" and not just a simple orator 1
• 

(155) This has been expanded upon as follows by Sassoon: 

The organic intellectual of the working class is a 
builder, an organiser, a permanent persuader so that he 
is able t o engage in all aspects of the struggle. He is 
aware of the complexities of production, he is able to 
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able to prepare the political struggle which will 
culminate in the seizure of power. (156) 
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Sassoon' s elaboration also applies to the role which 

intellectuals in support of the working class could be expected 

to play in trade unions. (Since the distinction between 

traditional and organic intellectuals was not gone into, what 

Gramsci woul d call organic intellectuals are henceforth referred 

to as intel l ectuals.) The key feature of it is that they 

should be able 'to engage in all aspects of the struggle': 

whether economic, · political or cultural. Over and above that 

they also have to perform the key tasks of administrative co-

ordination and strategic thinking and guidance of the unions. 

Two pr oblems in applying Gramsci's definition of 

intellectuals to trade unions is that he did not specifically 

elaborate the functions of intellectuals in a trade union. The 

other difficulty is to determine who the intellectuals are in a 

union and distinguishing them from other leaders. 

Intellectuals cannot simply be assumed to be all those people in 

the unions with university level education. On the other hand 

not all l eaders, whether union organisers or worker 

representatives, function as intellectuals in the union movement. 

In deciding who the intellectuals are in the independent unions 

the function s of administrative co-ordination and strategic 

planning in t he union will be used as key criteria. 

A more concrete study of the role of intellectuals in trade 

unions was pe r formed by C. Wright Mills in his examination of the 

American un i on movement. He identified four kinds of 

intellectuals. Firstly, professionally trained intellectuals 

such as researchers, economists or lawyers. They were on the 

labour leader ' s staff, but did not share his power. Secondly, 

there were t he 'radical party' intellectuals who followed the 
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'line' of the party and sought to promote it amongst the rank and 

file leaders within the unions. Such intellectuals tried to 

redirect the workers from 'pure and simple unionism' to more 

political act i on. Thirdly the free-lance research intellectual 

who has no foothold in the .institutions of the labour movement. 

These kinds of intellectuals, with the exception of the party 

intellectual, tended to be weak in the unions. (157) The fourth 

type of intellectuals with power and influence in the unions, 

bears resemblance to Gramsci's description of intellectuals of 

the working class as the following quote from Mills bears out: 

The effective intellectual member of the team of power 
and ideas will have to combine features of the party 
intellectual, the staff thinker, and the free-lance 
research man. In his actual working operations, he must 
unite these three role... He must, in brief, master 
every skill that is needed to be a labor leader. He 
must be what we may call a union-made intellectual ... 
They are union thinkers, with a big job on their 
hands... such men are in themselves a link between 
ideas and action ... they compete by having their ideas 
acted ou t , for better of for worse .•• (158) 

Mills refer s glowingly to union-made intellectuals and links 

their presence in unions with democracy and power in the unions: 

One basi c test of a union's democratic vigor is whether 
or not it generates a broad stratum of union-made 
intellec t uals... In the end such men are the only 
guarantee of the union of power and ideas. (159) 

He does not however provide empirical evidence in support of 

this assert i on. Nor does he show an awarenes of the tensions 

between strong i ntellectual leadership and union democracy or 

elaborate on the link between intellectuals and union power. 

Mills was however aware that trade unions strove to accumulate 

power. It is this requirement of trade unions that we consider 

next. 
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4. Trade Union Power 

There is an awareness amongst theorists that trade unions do 

need to acquire power to achieve their basic objective. In 

addition to Mills' insight Hyman and Fryer have pointed out that 

Trade unions • workers' collective organizations • are 
thus first and foremost a source and medium of power: 
and processes of power are central to their internal and 
external relations. (160) 

The critical focus of an analysis of power for them is 'the 

differential distribution of control over and access to resources 

and sanctions, both material and ideological 1
• (161) A more 

precise, if somewhat philosophical, definition of power as such 

has been provided by Steven Lukes. He defines 'the concept of 

power by saying that A exercises power over B when A affects B in 

a manner contrary to B's interests'. (162) The exercise of 

power involves 'the double claim that A acts (or fails to act) in 

a certain way and that B does what he would not otherwise do ••. 

In the case of an effective exercise of power A gets B to do what 

he would not othe·rwise do'. (163) Lukes's conceptualisation of 

power is adopted in this thesis with the assumption that A 

represents t rade unions and B generally represents agents of 

capital or, on occasion, the state. 

Although there is a realisation that power is essential to 

trade unions there is a remarkable absence in the literature on 

the strateg i es they have adopted in order to accumulate power. 

Furthermore, when there has been a focus on the acquisition of 

power it has tended to focus on the external environment facing 

trade unions rather than the strategies adopted by unions to 

build up the power they need to advance workers' interests. For 

example, in presenting 'some of the determinants of the power 

which unions can exercise', Hyman and Fryer maintain that 'the 

starting point for any realistic analysis must be the massive 
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power imbalance between capital and labour'. (164) The actual 

determinants of union power which they identify are objective and 

subjective: 

Of the fo rmer, the most significant are the strength or 
density of organization among the potential membership, 
and the st rategic importance of the workers covered 
power al so depends on the manner in which the workers 
perceive their situation and interests, and the 
solidarity and determination with which they pursue 
their objectives. Workers who perceive no major 
conflict of interests with their employers are unlikely 
to organi ze effectively. (165) 

While these general perceptions are valid, there are however 

no account of the strategic ways in which unions try to increase 

their density of organisation or how they attempt to influence 

workers' perception of their workplace situation. This could be 

due to Bain's authoritative research on aggregate union growth. 

He concluded that 'only a very small amount of union growth can 

be unambiguously attributed to the independent influence of union 

leaders and their policies'. (166) 

However, countervailing research of specific unions by Undy 

and others came up with different findings. They found that 

unions' 'structure, government, policy and leadership 

significantly affect disaggregrated and aggregated union growth'. 

(167) The study by Undy and others however focuses on union 

growth as op posed to union power. While there usually would be 

a positive correlation between union size and and union strength, 

this need not necessarily always be the case. In addition, 

strategies t hat affect the power of unions are not the same as 

factors that determine union growth. 

On the other hand Phelps Brown did conduct a study on the 

historical origins of trade union power in Britain and three 

other countr ies, but focused primarily on the influence of 

external fac t ors to trade unionism. In summarising his findings 

on the histor ical origins of trade union power, none of the eight 
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headings re ferred to strategies adopted by the trade unions 

themse 1 ves. (1 68) 

One of t he main tasks of this thesis will accordingly be to 

examine the strategies the independent unions adopted to acquire 

and hold onto power. 
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Chapter 2 

The Political Economy of African Labour in South Africa 
in the 1970s 

Introduction 

The aim of this chapter is to sketch the milieu which faced 

the independent trade unions as they emerged, struggled to 

survive, and grew during the 1970s. It thus presents the 

historical heritage of African trade unionism and the political 

economy of African labour in South Africa in the 1970s and is 

divided into four major sections. The first section presents 

the history of African trade unions in South Africa preceding the 

advent of the independent unions. Their upsurge and the reasons 

for their decline are examined with most detail being paid to the 

South African Congress of Trade Unions (SACTU) in the 1950s and 

early 1960s. 

The second section considers economic aspects that were of 

relevance to the independent unions. It traces the structural 

changes in the economy during the 1960s as well as economic 

fluctuations in the 1970s. The extent of foreign ownership and 

control over investment and policy decisions of South African 

subsidiaries of multinational corporations are briefly examined. 

Characteristics of the South African labour force concentrating 

on African employment, unemployment and wage levels in the 1970s 

are also presented. 

The third and fourth sections examine the ways in which the 

South African state regulates and controls the African working 

class with a view to subordinating it politically and 

economic a 11 y. Section three deals with ways in which the state 

has fortified divisions in the working class along racial lines, 
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the state's control over the movement of Africans and the 

allocation of their labour by means of influx control, and the 

state's · expanding repressive powers in the 1960s and 1970s. 

Finally, sect i on four carefully analyses the system of industrial 

relations in South Africa, the changes it underwent during the 

1970s, and the reasons for these changes. 

1. African Trade Unions in South Africa before 1970 

The Long Struggle: from ICU to SACTU 

Trade unions and strikes are not new to African workers in 

South Africa. Strikes by African workers have been recorded as 

early as mi d-nineteenth century. (1) African trade unions 

already existed before 1920 and by 1970 African trade unionism in 

South Africa had gone through three major cycles of growth and 

decline before 1970. 

ICU 

The fir st significant large-scale African worker and farm 

labour tenan t organisation was the Industrial and Commercial 

Workers' Union of Africa, the ICU, which was founded in Cape Town 

in 1919 by Cl ements Kadalie from Nyasaland. The ICU was neither 

the first no r the only African worker organisation existing at 

that time. In 1917 the Industrial Workers of Africa (IWA), a 

general union of African workers, was founded in Johannesburg 

under the aegis of the International Socialist League, a 

precursor of the Communist Party of South Africa. (2) At that 

time there was ~a broadly based movement of working class 

opposition' on the Witwatersrand which concentrated on the mining 

industry. I t finally reached a climax in February 1920 when, 

over a peri od of a week, a strike wave by 71000 African mine 

workers hit t he mines. (3) 

The !WA extended its organisation to Cape Town in 1919 and 
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competed to some extent with the ICU for African members. (4) 

But it was the ICU which grew to a remarkable size and received 

support at one time or another during its existence from more 

than 150 000 members. (5) But the ICU was not purely a trade 

union. It started off as a town-based general trade union, but 

from 1927 onwards 'the movement became a peasants' revolt.' (6) 

It has been described as a combination of trade union, political 

pressure group, and mass movement; (7) also as a Black protest 

movement. ( 8) 

But by 1930 the ICU had collapsed. Its demise can be 

attributed to four factors. Firstly, incompetent leaders who 

1 acked 

any adequate theory of how economy and society 
functioned in South Africa, and this in turn prevented 
them from evolving any adequate strategy to promote 
change. (9) 

Not only was the leadership incompetent, but some also had 

bourgeois as pirations, such as starting on business ventures, 

that were inappropriate to a mass worker organisation. There 

was also co rruption amongst the organisers who used their 

position for personal aggrandisement. (10) 

Secondly, the ICU failed to organise workers in the) 

factories and thus did not build itself up as a trade union with 

a power base at the workplace. However, in saying this it is 

important to bear in mind that the South African economy was not 

heavily indu strialised in the 1920s and that the large majority 

of African workers were semi-proletarianised . migrant workers. 

Appropriate conditions for industrial unionism therefore did not 

yet exist. (11 ) 

Thirdly, the ICU made promises to the farm labour tenants of 

their politi cal and economic liberation that it was not in a 

position to fulfil. Initially it enjoyed an immense surge of 
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rural popula r ity, but then disillusionment and disaffection set 

in when the promises of the ICU leaders proved to be empty. (12) 

Finally, the ICU was hounded by farmers and harassed by the 

state. Although the state repression was mild by comparison to 

measures taken after the 1950s and not all employers were opposed 

to the ICU, the hostility of agricultural capital and the state 

played some role in disrupting and disorganising the ICU. (13) 

CNETU 

The second upsurge of African worker organisation took place 

during the Second World War. Although this revival of the trade 

union movemement had its roots in african unions that were 

started in the late 1930s, it grew immensely in size and strength 

during the Second World War. This was due to an increased 

militancy on the part of African workers and a strengthening of 

their bargai ning power because they were in high demand as a 

result of the shortage of skilled White workers who were engaged 

in the War effort. · (14) The industrial base for the growth of a 

proletariat i n South Africa also expanded considerably during the 

War. In the manufacturing sector net output increased by 116% 

from 1939 to 1945. Total employment in manufacturing over the 

same period i ncreased by 53% to 361 000 with the faster increase 

being that of Africans whose employment rose by 74% from 143 000 

to 249 000. (15) 

The Council of Non-European Trade Unions (CNETU) was founded 

in November 1941 with Gana Makabeni as its first president. The 

following yea r African worker militancy soared reaching a peak in 

December whe n 8000 African workers across a wide range of 

industries we nt on strike. The strike wave ebbed after the state 

promulgated War Measure 145 that made all strikes illegal after 

December 1942 . (16) Thereupon the CNETU leadership, supported in 
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their stance by the African National Congress (ANC) and the South 

African Communist Party (SACP), dissuaded workers from going on 

strike. Thei r reason for doing so was to assist South Africa and 

its Allies in the war against fascism. (17) This policy caused a 

division in CNETU: a group of unions, under the leadership of Dan 

Koza, opposed the policy and formed themselves into the 

Progressive Trade Union Group which subsequently acted as an 

opposition in side CNETU. (18) 

These f actors served to weaken CNETU, but accounts of its 

size and strength appear to contradict each other. According to 

one source, CNETU had a membership of 119 unions situated in all 

the major centres of the country with a combined membership of 

158 000 in 1945. (19) However, no in-depth research into CNETU 

has been done to establish whether these unions were well 

organised in the workplace or whether they simply signed on 

masses of members. Nor has it been established how reliable 

these membership figures were. According to another source the 

unions were losing members at the end of the War because they 

could no longer win improvements. The Council was further 

weakened by i nternal divisions that led to a splintering in 1945. 

Firstly the Progressive Trade Union Group was expelled, and then 

Makabeni was removed as president of CNETU for being too 

reformist. He was replaced by J.B.Marks, chairman of the 

African Mine Workers' Union (AMWU). Makabeni thereupon tried 

to form a sp l inter organisation, the Council of African Trade 

Unions, but without lasting success. (20) As a result the 

Transvaal CNETU was too weak to cope with the demands of the 

African mine workers' strike in August 1946. (21) 

The AMWU was by far the most important union in CNETU. It 

was founded i n 1941 after a conference had been called for that 
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purpose by the ANC. It grew rapidly and by 1944 claimed to have 

a paid up membership of 25 000. (22) In response the state 

passed War Measure No. 1425 which prohibited meetings of more 

than 20 persons on mine property without a special permit. (23) 

Although this was disruptive to the union it carried on 

organising and called a strike in August 1946 in demand of higher 

wages after both the Chamber of Commerce and the Government had 

refused to have any dealings with it. 

The strike by 76 000 African mine workers was viciously 

repressed by the state. Police drove the striking miners back 

to work and violence erupted resulting in nine deaths and 1248 

injuries. (24) The Transvaal CNETU called a general strike in 

support of the mine workers, but the leaders were arrested and 

the movement was too weak and dispersed to take up the call. 

The general strike never took place. (25) 

The outcome of the African mine workers' strike hastened the 

collapse of the trade union movement. At the Annual Conference 

of CNETU in 1947 thirty six unions were represented. (26) 

Further state repression followed in 1950 with the passage of the 

Suppression of Communism Act which was used to expunge trade 

union leaders. By 1953 CNETU had virtually ceased to function. 

On existing evidence it would appear that state repression 

was the majo r cause of the collapse of CNETU and that internal 

divisions also played a role albeit more minor. But this 

interpretation needs to be treated with caution. 

answer for the demise of CNETU cannot be given 

A definitive 

until more 

research has been done on the level of organisation in its 

affiliated uni ans, the degree of cooper a ti on between the 

different unions and groups within the Council, and the nature 

and consequences of its relationship with the ANC and SACP. 
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SAC TU 

The thi rd resurgence of African trade unionism took place 

with the foun dation of the South African Congress of Trade Unions 

(SACTU) in 1955. The initiative came from progressive unions in 

the former Trades and Labour Council, a multi-racial federation 

of registered trade unions, which were opposed to the new South 

African Trade Union Council (soon to change its name to TUCSA) 

because of its refusal to allow African unions to affiliate. 

The banned SACP evidently also played a role in the formation of 

SACTU. (27) The remaining few CNETU unions were invited to join 

the progressive unions in forming SACTU. ( 28) SAC TU was 

therefore not a confederation composed exclusively of African 

trade unions. The largest unions at the formation of SACTU were 

the Food and Canning Workers Union, the Textile Workers' 

Industrial Union, the National Union of Laundering, Cleaning, and 

Dyeing Workers and their associated or parallel African unions. 

(29) In 1956 SACTU had 19 affiliated unions with a claimed 

membership of 20 000. (30) 

From its very inception SACTU perceived the struggle against 

economic exploitation to be inextricably linked to Blacks' 

political oppression. At its first annual conference in 1956 it 

accepted as a main point of policy that 

SACTU i s conscious of the fact that the organizing of 
the mass of workers for higher wages, better conditions 
of life and labour is inextricably bound up with a 
determined struggle for political rights and liberation 
from all oppressive laws and practices. It follows that 
a mere struggle for the economic rights of all the 
workers without participation in the general struggle 
for poli t ical emancipation would condemn the trade union 
movement to uselessness and to a betrayal of the 
interests of the workers. 

SACTU t herefore committed itself fully to the broader 

political st ruggle as well as organising workers into trade 

unions. Fr om the outset SACTU allied itself with the Congress 
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Alliance whose other members were the ANC, the South African 

Indian Congress, the Coloured People's Congress and the (White) 

Congress of Democrats. (31) 

In the first two years of its existence SACTU's central 

thrust was to organise new unions and strengthen the weaker ones. 

According to Lambert, its · organising strategy right from the 

outset was based on the establishment of factory committees. 

These committees were intended to exist of 'the most trained, 

experienced, and politically conscious workers at factory level 1
• 

(32) They had two functions: 

first, they created a union membership base in the 
factory directed at the development of collective 
struggle around immediate factory issues; second, they 
generated the direct involvement of factory workers in 
township and state power issues through involvement in 
the alliance resistance campaigns. (33) 

These committees were widely established, particularly in 

Natal where meticulous factory organisation was taking place. 

However in Transvaal, where SACTU organisation was the weakest, 

they never really developed. (34) 

SACTU also decided to start up local committees which would 

organise workers into unions in certain strategic industries. 

Initially it decided that mining and agriculture were beyond 

their means to organise even though they were crucial to the 

country's economy. It decided that they should concentrate on 

organising the metal and transport industries as well as the 

docks. 

With one or two exceptions, the local committees did not 

however make much headway and, in 1958, National Organising 

Committees (NOCs) were set up to take over these tasks. The 

following year the NOCs also commenced organising mining and 

agricultural workers and in 1960 started up General Workers' 

Unions in industries too small to organise into industrial unions 
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at first. (35) These efforts did increase SACTU's trade union 

membership: by 1961 it had fifty one unions with a combined 

membership of 53000. (36) But although a couple of the new 

unions that were founded by SACTU grew fairly large, they did not 

survive the subsequent state repression. The major establihed 

and registered unions, namely Food and Canning, Textile, and 

Laundry unions remained the backbone of SACTU's trade unions. 

(37) 

Persistent problems that dogged SACTU's attempts to organise 

trade unions were a drastic shortage of finance and consequent 

lack of sufficient organisers; (38) Many organisers were also 

overburdened with too many tasks laid upon them. The heavy load 

was, according to Feit, due to the great variety of campaigns and 

political issues the Congress Alliance entered into and that 

SACTU had to help carry out. (39) 

The established SACTU unions however carried on 

concentrating on workplace organisation and increased their 

membership. Th~ Food and Textile unions also entered into 

industrial conflict with powerful employers that developed into 

trials of strength at times. The FCWUs were involved in a 

strike at Spekenham in Cape Town in 1957 and a lockout at 

Langeberg Kooperatiewe Beperk in Port Elizabeth in 1959. While 

the strike was lost, the unions won the lockout because of the 

solidarity between the workers and the unions as well as the 

support of the Congress movement which threatened a potential 

national boycott of the company's products. (40) 

Major strikes the TWIUs engaged in were at the Hex River 

Textile Mills in the Western Cape in 1956, which was successful 

in gaining substantial wage increases, at the Frame Group's 

Consolidated Textile Mills in Durban, which resulted in the 

rooting out of union leadership at the plant, and at Amato 
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Textile Mills in Benoni in 1958. The Amato strike was 

exceptional as no less than 3 800 of the mill's 4 400 African 

workers went on strike after the unions had sustained 

organisation there for over a decade. Management were however 

implacable and the strike was lost after police ferociously baton 

charged the strikers leaving 73 injured. The defeat also 

completely shattered the unions' organisation in the factory 

which was never to recover. (41) 

After t he Alexandra bus boycott that heightened African 

militancy and political consciousness, SACTU decided in 1957 to 

adopt a new strategy and to embark on mass campaigns. The major 

one, which was inspired by the Congress Alliance and was to 

carry on for five years, was the Pound-a-day Campaign. It had 

two aims: the one was to win a minimum wage of a pound a day 

through government legislation, the other was to induce African 

workers to join SACTU. The intention was to recruit 20 000 new 

members into the organisation. (42) 

SACTU considered the Pound-a-day Campaign to be its most 

successful achievement in the 1950s and 1960s. Employers' 

Associations and the government took note of the Campaign. 

After a one day stay-away in 1957 in support of the Pound-a-day 

Campaign the re was a marked increase in Wage Board sittings. 

New determinations were made in a number of industries that 

reversed the trend of declining real wages. (43) The Associated 
~ 

Chamber of Conference (ASSOCOM) agreed to meet with SACTU at a 

round-table conference in 1959 and the South African Federated 

Chamber of Industries (SAFCI) corresponded with SACTU. (44) 

However, the minimum wage legislation never materialised and even 

SACTU-affiliated unions could not always take up the pound-a-day 

demand in their negotiations with management. (45) This was due 
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to the fact that the demand for a national minimum was not 

organisationally linked with the unions and what they could 

feasibly demand in negotiations with management. 

However, in the opinion of SACTU the main achievement of the 

Pound-a-day Campaign was not higher wages, but the recruitment of 

thousands of new trade union members and the education of workers 

through the process of mass campaigning itself. (46) The 

Pound-a-day Campaign was in fact intertwined with four stay-away 

campaigns t hat SACTU immersed itself in. 

of crucial s i gnificance to SACTU. 

These campaigns were 

The first stay-away called by the Congress Alliance on 26 

June 1957 was inspired by the upsurge of militancy generated by 

the Alexandra bus boycott. Although the one day stay-away was 

called over a range of issues it included the Pound-a-day demand 

that coinci ded with SACTU's Campaign. The call was well 

supported on the Rand where 80% of the African workers stayed 

away from wo rk, but not in other industrial centres. 

The second stay-away turned into a complete failure and 

revealed that SACTU occupied an inferior status in the Congress 

Alliance: SACTU called a National Workers' Conference in March 

1958 to plan the stay-away. However, what started out as a 

trade union undertaking was soon extended to become a Congress 

Alliance campaign. In the process it lost its worker 

orientation as well. Chief Luthuli, who was president of the ANC 

at the time, stressed that two errors would have to be avoided in 

connection wi th the Conference: 

Firstly the error of assuming that a "Workers 1 

Conference" is the same thing as a trade union 
conference. It is not, especially in this country where 
the ove rwhelming majority of workers .aren't organised 
into un i ons. Secondly, the error of forgetting that 
Congress is not exclusively a workers' organisation; it 
has in i t s ranks businessmen, professionals, housewives, 
etc. (47) 
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As a result the demands formulated at the National Workers' 

Conference for the stay-away were extended from a Pound-a-day to 

include the abolition of pass laws and an extension of the 

franchise. By so doing the leadership of the Congress Alliance 

had transformed an essentially working-class campaign into a 

popular multi-class campaign. The stay-away was planned for the 

three day period from 14-16 April 1958 to coincide with the White 

parliamentary elections and the slogan 'The Nats must go' was 

adopted. However, there was division within the ranks of the 

ANC over the campaign and officials of five African trade unions 

on the Rand dissociated themselves from the stay-away. Employers 

expressed threats to potential strikers and the state mobilised 

its military and police forces on an unprecedented scale. (48) 

The stay-away turned into a damp squib as most of the 

workers round the country failed to heed the call. At the end 

of the first day the ANC leadership, without consulting SACTU, 

called off the stay-away. This unilateral action on the part 

of the ANC caused a serious but temporary strain between SACTU 

and the ANC. The question was raised whether SACTU had equality 

with its partners in the Alliance. SACTU leaders came to 

realise that many ANC members did not regard SACTU as an 

important force in the struggle. They perceived that SACTU 

would have to take a more independent stand on matters directly 

affecting the working class in future. (49) 

The dismal failure of the stay-away led to considerable 

analysis and self-criticism on the part of the Congress movement. 

Amongst others, Dan Tloome maintained that there was confusion 

over the issues on which the stay-away was based, and that trade 

unions and factory organisation was not strong enough. (50) The 

failure also resulted in a reformulation of worker organisation 

strategy on the part of the ANC and Congress movement as a whole 
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where a far clearer realisation of the importance of organising 

the working class emerged. There was thus a shift towards more 

basic methods of mobilising people with considerable emphasis 

being given to the organisation of workers at the factory level. 

(51) 

The ANC subsequently adopted the position that all workers 

in the Congress should become trade unionists. The Congress 

Alliance set up an Action Committee in 1961 whose task it was to 

boost and direct SACTU 1 s efforts to strengthen the trade union 

movement. These proposals at first raised fears in the minds of 

some SACTU members that the Congress Alliance was again placing 

SACTU in a subordinate position, but they were placated when 

further deliberation made it clear that SACTU was to lead the 

organising campaign. (52) 

Although these plans tended to get overlayed by further 

political campaigns and their drastic repercussions for the 

Congress Alliance, Lambert found that in regions where the 

alliance was strong a SACTU mass base developed rapidly. Thus 

SACTU had its largest union membership in Natal and the Eastern 

Cape where the leadership of the ANC was sensitive to the need to 

develop a trade union base. On the other hand SACTU was weakest 

in the Transvaal where the ANC leadership paid little attention 

to the unions. (53) 

However, the plans to build up really strong work place 

organisation were lost in the rapid onrush of events that 

commenced with the PAC mass pass campaign that resulted in the 

Sharpeville massacre on 21 March 1960. (54) The ANC called on 

workers to ~tay-away on a day of mourning on 28 March and in most 

large industrial areas there was a 90% response by African 

workers. (55) The government reacted by rushing the Unlawful 
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Organisations Act through parliament that allowed it to ban both 

the ANC and PAC on 30 March 1960. 

As SACTU was the only remaining mass movement in the 

Congress Allaince able to operate legally, the burden henceforth 

fell on it to run mass campaigns initiated by the Alliance. The 

stay-away was prolonged for ten days in Sharpeville and Langa and 

was accompanied by mass popular protests. The state reacted 

harshly with intensive military and police operations and 

detained 11 300 Africans under the powers of the state of 

emergency it had declared. Hundreds of SACTU leaders and rank-

and-file wor kers were amongst the detainees. In some regions 

virtually all the full-time staff and leading members were 

detained. SACTU thus paid a heavy toll in the 1960 stay-away. 

(56) 

The fourth and final stay-away SACTU engaged in was against 

the formation of a White dominated Republic in May 1961 with a 

call for a national convention of all the people in South Africa 

to draft a new constitution. SACTU played a crucial role in 

organising wo rkers in various areas for the stay-away. The call 

to stay at home was however only partially heeded by Black 

workers throughout the country. A survey conducted at the time 

by SACTU (and possibly biased in favour of trade unionism) 

reported that the strongest response took place where workers 

were most organised: 

Workers who are organized into trade unions are more 
responsive to a political call than unorganized workers. 
Their tr ade union activity has given them heightened 
political consciousness and they also respond more 
readily when the appeal is made on a factory, as 
opposed t o a residential basis, as they feel that there 
is less chance of dismissal if the whole factory is 
involved. (57) 

However the state also took intensively repressive steps 

against the pl anned stay-away. All SACTU meetings were banned 
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for three months as from the end of March 1961 which meant that 

they had to carry out their operations clandestinely. (58) 

The state armed itself with greater powers of arrest and truly 

went on the of fensive: 

(Township s) were surrounded by tanks and armoured cars. 
Houses we re searched nightly by armed police, backed by 
riot squads. Helicopters, fitted with searchlights, 
flew over townships; 10 000 Africans were arrested and 
held without charges. With the townships sealed off by 
police and army roadblocks and newspapers taking part in 
the 'conspiracy of silence•, the state was able to take 
advantage of the confusion by distributing pamphlets 
from 'the pathfinders•, 'Sons of Zululand 1 and used the 
radio to call on workers not to strike. Under police 
pressure, employers were encouraged to dismiss workers 
who did not report for work. Townships were toured by 
police using loudspeakers to threaten workers with 
deportation to the "Reserves 11 if they took part in the 
stay-away. ( 59) 

A yet mo re intensive state onslaught followed after Umkhonto 

we Sizwe, the military wing of the banned ANC, embarked on its 

first act of sabotage in December 1961. Because many of SACTU 

militants were also active in Umkhonto, it received further blows 

as the state took retaliatory action after the passage of the 

'Sabotage Act• (General Law Amendment Act) in 1962. (60) 

Although SACTU was never declared an unlawful organisation, 

it was effectively destroyed inside South Africa by the end of 

1963. It car r ied on as a movement in exile. 

Different reasons have been advanced for the demise of SACTU 

inside South Africa. Luckhardt and Wall, whose book was edited 

by a SACTU Editorial Board which accepted final responsibility 

for it, attri buted the demise entirely to state repression. The 

book, however fails to come up with any but the mildest of 

criticisms of SACTU. (61) Feit has attributed it to the 

pol i ti ca 1 unionism of SACTU. He maintained that SACTU 

consequently neglected workplace organisation because it was 

over-extended by involvement in numerous other activities. (62) 

Lambert and Bonner, on the other hand, do not attribute the 



77 

demise of SACTU to its political trade unionism as such, but to 

the subordinate role assigned to SACTU and trade union 

organisation in the Congress Alliance. 

More specifically, Lambert has contended that it was the 

dominance of the ANC and the Conmunist Party of South Africa as 

well as the failure of SACTU leaders to distinguish between the 

strategic roles of the different organisations that led to 

SAC TU 1 s demise: 

here lies the essence of SACTU's failure: it was not 
that the leadership undervalued trade unionism or shop­
floor organization, nor did failure lie in their 
inablility to develop a mass base, rather it lay in 
their subordinate position within the alliance. The ANC 
and SACP leadership decided on the pace of events and 
SACTU followed as the means of realizing long-term 
strategy. SACTU had no independent leadership. At 
every level of the organization, SACTU members were 
members of ANC, and could not distinguish, in their own 
minds, the difference between the two forms of 
organization, or which had priority in achieving goals. 

Because of SACTU's subordinate position, decisions to 
launch national strike campaigns were taken with little 
reference to the level of preparedness and maturity of 
working class organisation. It was the dominance of the 
ANC and SACP in the alliance, that finally led to the 
smashing of SACTU, at the very point that it was both 
developing a mass base and an experienced leadership. I 
refer here to the SACP-led decision to embark on the 
sabotage campaign against the state. The campaign led 
to extreme repression by the state, with the ninety day 
Act detentions and the long-term imprisonment of the new 
wave of experienced SACTU leadership that had developed 
in the past five years. Leaderless, the less 
experienced layers were lost. (63) 

Bonner has put a slightly different emphasis on his 

interpretation in that he attributed SACTU's decline to an 

analysis of the national liberation struggle which required the 

subordination of the trade union movement to that struggle: 

Wedded to the idea of a proletarian revolution, the 
SACTU leadership, like that of the SACP, believed that 
it could take place only after a national bourgeois 
revolution; consequently the trade unions were to be 
incorporated in that struggle and subordinated to 
national revolutionary ends ••• This idea seems to have 
been transferred to SACTU's analysis of the national 
struggle, leading them to subordinate the trade union 
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SACTU also underestimated the significance of industrial 

strikes in mobilising and organising workers. In an earlier 

study Lambert contended that 

the Congress Alliance emphasized the mass strike 
campaigns rather than industrial strike action. SACTU 
supported industrial strike action when it occurred, but 
such action was not a central tenet of its strategy for 
political change. (65) 

The analysis of Lambert and Bonner appear valid explanations 

of SACTU's disintegration and collapse. An added factor was 

that SACTU's leadership in Transvaal and possibly other regions 

as well, did not sufficiently appreciate the arduousness of 

building strong trade unions at the point of production. In--.. 

these regions there was a continuous attempt to take shortcuts in 

the time-consuming struggle of building up a powerful trade union 

movement in the factories. The shortcuts took the form of 

repeated attempts to mobilise workers into unions by means of 

mass campaigns, but such mass mobilisation was inappropriate for 

organising and strengthening unions at the workplace. 

There was also an underestimation on the part of the 

Congress Alliance as a whole of the state's capacity to expand 

and utilise its repressive powers. SACTU's interwovenness with 

the Alliance t herefore incurred the state's oppressive wroth at a 

stage when i t was not strong and resilient enough to withstand 

the onslaught . 

2. The Economy 

2.1 Economic Growth and Structural Changes in the 1960s 

After t he banning of the ANC and PAC in 1960, the crushing 

of SACTU and the destruction of African working class leadership, 

the South Afr ican economy experienced a boom in the early 1960s 

and sustained a high growth rate right up to 1971. In the ten 

~ 
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year period commencing in 1962, the economy maintained an average 

annual growth rate of no less than six per cent. 

During this period of high growth there was an increase in 

the concentration and centralisation of capital in South Africa. 

As a rsult the South African economy had reached a stage by the 

1970s where monopoly capital was dominant i.e. where, in most 

industrial sectors, a single or small number of companies played 

a decisive and dominant role. (66) In other words, the 

economy had become highly oligopolistic. The Mouton Commission 

of Inquiry into the Regulation of Monopolistic Conditions Act of 

1955, performed an in-depth investigation into the concentration 

of economic power for four major divisions in the South African 

economy, namely the manufacturing, construction, wholesale and 

retail trade, and transport divisions. It's findings were based 

on censuses conducted between 1969 and 1972. It found that, in 

all four divisions, ten per cent of the largest firms controlled 

at least 74,6% of the respective markets and concluded that 

The Commission's investigation, based on internationally 
accepted methods, confirms an exceptionally high degree 
of concentration of economic power in the four major 
divisions of the South African economy that were 
analysed ••• It seems reasonable to infer that those 
sectors of the economy not included in the survey, would 
show more or less similar results. (67) 

The Commission also found that the manufacturing industry 

was particul arly oligopolistic. It established that in 37 out 

of 181 manu facturing subgroups, i.e. in 20,5% of all the 

subgroups, t he share of the single largest firm was in excess of 

50% of turnover. ( 68) A more detailed study of economic 

concentration in the manufacturing industry was conducted by 

P.G.du Plessis. He found that, in 1972, 30% of the 

manufacturing sectors were highly concentrated, i.e. the ten 

largest firms in the sector controlled at least 70% of turnover. 
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A further 20% of the sectors were concentrated, i.e. the ten 

largest firms controlled between 50 and 69% of turnover. Thus 

50% of the manufacturing sectors was either concentrated or 

highly concentrated. (69) 

A consequence of the growing centralisation of capital in 

the 1960s was that the structure of the manufacturing industry 

shifted towards large plants employing more than 500 employees 

and intermediate plants with between 200 and 499 employees. 

Table 1 presents the increase in the number of small, 

intermediate and large establishments between 1961/62 and 1972 

for some of the manufacturing sectors in which the independent 

unions organised as well as for the manufacturing industry as a 

whole. The Iron and Steel Basic Industries, the most capital­

intensive sector in the manufacturing industry, is divided 

slightly differently with a category for very large plants with 

over 1 000 employees. 

The trend is clearly visible for the manufacturing industry 

as a whole. The number of small plants (employing up to 199 

employees) stayed more or less constant over the period whereas 

the number of intermediate size plants increased 1,6 times from 

511 to 833 and the number of large plants more than doubled from 

199 to 414. There was thus an upward shift from 31,6 to 41,7% 

of the employees working in large plants in the manufacturing 

industry. The structural change in the Food sector was very 

similar with the number of small establishments declining 

slightly and the large plants doubling from 30 to 60. 
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Table 1 
Increase in Manufacturing Establishments from 1961/2 to 1972 

Employment 
Size Group 

No. of Establishments and Percentage Employed 
1961/2 1972 Prop.Change 

No. i Empl. No. i Empl. of No. 
(1) (1) (2) 

Iron and Steel 
1-199 

200-999 
1000+ 
Total 

Basic Industries 
120 16,6 

13 14,4 
6 68,9 

139 100,0 

98 
31 
11 

140 

9,1 
18, 7 
72,7 

100,0 

Fabricated Metal Products (Excluding Machinery) 
1-199 1181 49,8 1823 50,9 

200-499 48 21,1 82 22,2 
500+ 23 29,0 33 26,8 

Total 1252 100,0 1938 100,0 

Machinery (Excluding Electric Machinery) 
1-199 458 46,8 817 40,6 

200-499 24 20,7 58 26,9 
500+ 8 32,4 23 32,5 

Total 490 100,0 898 100,0 

Electrical Machinery 
1-199 939 53,4 414 31,6 

200-499 25 27,6 35 20,4 
500+ 7 19,0 21 48,0 

Total 971 100,0 470 100,0 

Textiles 
1-199 168 22,1 440 21,8 

200-499 35 25,5 64 19,7 
500+ 22 52,3 52 58,5 

Total 225 100,0 556 100,0 

Food (excluding Beverages) 
1-199 1449 47,1 1378 39,0 

200-499 83 27,2 106 23,6 
500+ 30 25,7 60 37,3 

Total 1562 100,0 1544 100,0 

Manufacturing - Total 
1-199 11093 45,6 11424 36,0 

200-499 511 23,0 833 22,4 
500+ 199 31,6 414 41,7 

Total 11803 100,0 12671 100,0 

Notes (1) Employment includes all population groups. 

0,8 
2,4 
1,8 
1,01 

1,5 
1,7 
1, 4 
1,5 

1, 8 
2,4 
2,9 
1,8 

0,4 
1, 4 
3,0 
0,5 

2,6 
1,8 
2,4 
2,5 

0,95 
1,3 
2,0 
0,99 

1,03 
1,6 
2,1 
1,1 

(2) The proportional change of number of establishments uses 
the number of establishments in 1961/2 as the unit. A figure 
less than one thus shows reduction in no. of establishments. 

Sources: Bureau of Statistics, 1961-2,Table 3; 
Dept of Statistics, 1972, Table 1.7.1. 
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The greatest structural change took place in the Electrical 

Machinery sector where the number of small plants fell by more 

than half, the intermediate plants increased from 25 to 35 and 

the large plants trebled from 7 to 21. As a result the 

proportion of all the employees in the Electrical Machinery 

sector engaged in large plants shot up from 19 to 48%. The Iron 

and Steel Basic Industries showed a similar though less 

pronounced change: the number of small plants declined by about 

20%, whereas the plants employing between 200 and 999 employees 

increased markedly from 13 to 31, and the very large plants 

almost doubl ed from 6 to 11. 

Some of the manufacturing sectors did not however undergo a 

structural change in terms of the size of their plants during the 

1960s. What rather happened was that these sectors grew 

extensively and that all the establishments, whether small, 

intermediate or large, increased by more or less the same 

proportion. In the Fabricated Metal Products all the 

establishments regardless of size grew at almost the same rate 

and increased their numbers by about one and a half times. The 

proportion of employees in large establishments in this sector in 

fact decreased slightly from 29 to 26,8% over the period. 

Similarly, in the Textile sector the number of small and large 

establishmen t s went up about two and a half fold with the small 

plants growi ng at a slightly faster rate than the others. 

It has been argued that a suitable industrial base did not 

yet exist at the time SACTU was organising and, in particular, 

there were not enough large establishments in which the union 

movement could consolidate its shopfloor organisation. (70) 

But Table 1 indicates that the foundations of industry had 

already been firmly laid by 1961/2 and was already extensive 

enough to have provided SACTU with up to about 700 intermediate 
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and large establishments if it had intended to concentrate on 

shopfloor or ganisation. In addition there were another 721 

establishments employing between 100 and 199 employees in the 

manufacturing industry by 1962. (71) Nonetheless the rapid 

expansion of the manufacturing industry in the 1960s did lay a 

more solid base with considerably more large plants on which the 

emerging independent unions could build. 

In order to gain a wider perspective of the economy and the 

role the Afri can working class played within it in the 1970s, the 

employment pattern for the South African labour force as a whole 

is briefly considered in the next section. 

2.2 The South African Labour Force in the 1970s 

By 1970 the total economically active population in South 

Africa was 8, 1 million of which 5,7 million or 70% were Africans, 

1,5 million or 19% were Whites, and the remaining 11% were 

Coloureds and Indians. 

The South African labour force was occupationally highly 

differentiated by colour. Simkins and Hindson have clearly 

demonstrated this for all the sectors of the economy outside 

agriculture and domestic service. They established that 

Whites were ensconsed in the upper occupational echelons as they 

constituted over 90% of senior and lower executives, 

professionals and senior clerical staff. (72) At the bottom end 

of the occupational spectrum they found that Africans 

predominated equally overwhelmingly. Throughout the 1970s 

Africans filled more than 88% of the unskilled labour 

occupations. (73) Furthermore the proportion of the African 

labour force in wage employment that they categorised as working 

class was no less than 90% in 1971, but decreased slightly to 87% 

by 1979. (74) The Coloured and Indian labour forces fell 
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between these two extremes with Indians constituting a greater 

than average proportion of owners and executives in small private 

firms while a greater than average proportion of Coloured workers 

were in skilled and semi-skilled occupations. (75) 

In 1970 agriculture still absorbed by far the largest 

proportion of the African labour force. It accounted for 

almost 40% of the African labour force of which half were engaged 

in subsistence agriculture in the 'homelands'. The service 

sector was the next largest employing 19% of all Africans, over 

half of whom were women in domestic service. Mining was the 

third largest sector in terms of employment with 11% while 

manufacturing was the fourth largest with only 9% of the African 

labour forc e . The other sectors employed even smaller 

proportions of the labour force. (See Table 2) 

Table 2 
Economically Active Africans in South Africa, 1970 

Industrial Division 

Agriculture, forestry and fishing 
Services 
Mining and quarrying 
Manufacturing 
Commerce and finance 
Construction 
Transport and coll111unication 
Electricity, gas and water 
Unemployed and not classifiable 

Total 

Nu.mer 

2 260 386 
1 088 950 

609 823 
513 926 
346 477 
289 851 
138 459 

29 918 
429 045 

5 706 835 

% 

39,6 
19,1 
10,7 
9,0 
6' 1 
5,1 
2,4 
0,5 
7,5 

100,0 

Source: Central Statistical Services, South African Statistics 
1982, Table 7.5. 

It is worth noting that the independent unions built their 

base in the 1970s within manufacturing, commerce and finance, 

construction, transport and communication which, between them, 

employed only 22,6% of the African labour force. Unlike mining 

(where most of the workforce was impounded in compounds) or 

agriculture (where the workforce was subject to patriarchal 
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controls), t hese sectors of the economy were more readily 

available for organisation. 

2.3 Foreign Investment and Control in South Africa 

Changes were also taking place during the 1960s in the 

composition and role of foreign investment in South Africa. 

Manufacturing overtook mining as the most important recipient of 

foreign capital. Whereas, in 1960, approximately 33% of foreign 

holdings were in mining with 27% in manufacturing, by 1969 about 

31% of South Africa's private sector liabilities (excluding 

banking) were in the manufacturing industry whereas the share of 

mining had dr opped to second place with 25%. (76) 

Most fo reign investment in South Africa was held by Britain 

although its share declined steadily during the 1960s. For 

instance, in 1960 it held 64% of foreign liabilities and in 1966 

this had dropped to 57%. The share of the United States, 

traditionally the second largest foreign investor in South 

Africa, remained · more or less constant at around 14% during the 

1960s, while the Western European share rose rapidly from 14% in 

1960 to 25% by 1972. (77) 

United States investment in South Africa reflected the 

monopoly str uctures of the host country. While more than 300 

American companies had invested in South Africa, twelve of the 

largest domi nated the field by supplying over three quarters of 

the United States capital invested in 1972. These were mainly 

motor and oil corporations.(78) 

The form of foreign investment also shifted increasingly 

from indirect to direct investment. Between 1956 and 1969 

direct investment rose by as much as 120% while indirect 

investment only increased by 26%. As a result the proportion of 

foreign liab i lities composed of direct investment rose from 61% 
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in 1956 to 74% in 1969. (79) 

During the 1960s the lion 1 s share, around 70%, of direct 

investment in South Africa came from Britain, most of which was 

concentrated in the manufacturing sector. (80) The United 

States also concentrated the bulk of its direct investment in 

manufacturing. 

importance of 

(81) 

direct 

There were two reasons for 

investment. The first is 

the growing 

that many 

British and American transnational corporations were already 

established in South Africa and much of their investment was 

financed from unremitted profits. During the four year period 

ending in 1971 no less than 81% of British direct investment came 

from unremitted profits, while, in the case of the United States, 

an average of 68% of direct investment was provided by this 

source over a ten year period ending in 1971. (82) The second 

reason is that high profits were earned by these investments. 

(83) 

The significance in the rise of direct investment lies in 

the fact that it increases the extent of foreign control over the 

South African economy. This is because 'the essential 

difference in motives of the two investors is that the non-direct 

investor does not seek to control the manner in which the return 

on his investment is appropriated, while the direct investor 

does... Di rect investors •.. are continually seeking new 

opportunities as a source of the future growth of their 

organizations. They desire control over the application of 

their funds'. (84) 

The precise extent of foreign control of South African 

manufacturing is hard to determine. A United Nations study in 

1968 stated t hat 22% of manufacturing capacity was controlled by 

foreign interests, but a South African Commission of Enquiry in 
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1970 argued that as much as 40% of the country 1 s industry was 

foreign-controlled. The Afrikaanse Handelsinstituut had even 

placed the figure as high as 80%, but is probably an 

overstatement for political reasons. (85) 

However, it is important to bear in mind that statistics of 

capital shares alone do not present a full picture of the extent 

of dependency of the South African economy. This is because 

there is a further reliance on foreign technology, technical 

know-how and expertise. A survey conducted amongst South 

African affiliates and branches of foreign companies in the early 

1970s found that only 4% of local companies said that the parent 

company had no direct influence over decisions in regard to the 

production process. Sixty seven per cent of the affiliates were 

prescribed to in regard to choice of machinery, while only eight 

per cent claimed complete autonomy. (86) 

Thus even though the South African economy was relatively 

highly industrialised with its own large corporations, it was 

nonetheless characterised by a considerable amount of dependency 

on and control from advanced capitalist countries. As we shall 

see below, the independent trade unions tried to exploit this 

dependency to their own advantage in the 1970s. 

Another economic factor that was of considerable importance 

to the independent unions during the 1970s was the economic 

recession that commenced in the second half of 1974. The next 

section therefore considers economic cycles during the period. 

2.4 Economic Fluctuations in the 1970s 

From 1966 to 1975 the real gross domestic product (gdp), 

excluding agriculture, forestry and fishing, grew at an annual 

average rate of 4,8%. Then, in 1976 and 1977 the economy 

slumped severely with the rate of increase of the non-



88 

agricultural gdp slowing down to only 0,6% per year. The slump 

was due to a number of factors including the political upheavels 

in Southern Afric a resulting in the transfer of power to Frelimo 

and the MPLA i n Mozambique and Angola, the South African military 

invasion of Angola late in 1975, the Soweto uprising of June 

1976, and t he protracted and severe international recession in 

capitalist countries, including South Africa's major trading 

partners, dur i ng 1974 and 1975. Economic activity in South Africa 

recovered slowly in 1978, but gained a strong momentum from about 

the middle of 1979. During the period from 1978 to 1981 the non­

agricultural gdp rose at an average annual rate of 4,7%. (87) 

Within t he long run growth trend there were also cyclical 

fluctuations in the level of economic activity during the 1970s. 

The cycles have been classified by Smit and van der Walt as 

follows. 
Upward Phase Downward Phase 

January 1968-December 1970 
September 1972-August 1974 
January 1978-August 1981 

January 1971-August 1972 
September 1974-December 1977 

According to Smit and van der Walt, the moderate slow-down 

of economic activity in 1971 was followed by a more pronounced 

cyclical decline in 1972. However, in the second half of 1972 

the economy was stimulated again and the economic upswing gained 

considerable momentum in 1973. The downward swing that 

commenced in September 1974 was not only due to cyclical factors, 

but also due to the political and external factors outlined 

above. As a result, the downward phase of the business cycle in 

this period lasted no less than 40 months, almost three times the 

length of an average post-war phase. The economic upswing that 

followed only gained significant momentum as from the middle of 

1979 and sustained a high growth rate until the third quarter of 

1980. The upward swing of the economy ended a year later. (88) 
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Figure 1 illustrates the business cycle of the South African 

economy. It is constructed on a Composite Index of Coincinding 

Indicators which attempts to present the historical turning 

points of the economy 1 s business cycle. (89) Figure 2 

demonstrates that the different industrial regions experienced 

broadly similar trends in economic fluctuations as indicated by 

the Regional Economic Activity Levels. 

Figures 3, 4 and 5 present the production fluctuations in 

the manufacturing industry. These fluctuations demonstrate most 

directly the impact on workers and the unions under 

consideration in terms of the demand for labour by employers. 

They also indicate that, although the manufacturing and motor 

industries as a whole experienced the most severe fall in 

capacity utilisation in 1976 and 1977, particular manufacturing 

sectors experienced their slumps at different times. The 

textile, cotton and paper sectors, for instance, experienced a 

steep fall in capacity utilisation and production volume in 1974 

and 1975, while the machinery industry reached its lowest turning 

point as late as 1978. The food industry, on the other hand, 

was virtually unaffected by the severe slump of 1976 and 1977 -

capacity utilisation in the industry remained relatively high 

throughout the 1970s. 

On account of the economic recession during the mid-1970s, 

but also because of long-run structural forces at work in the 

South African economy a high level of African unemployment 

existed throughout the 1970s. The next section gives an 

indication of the extent of the unemployment and of the 

structural forces that were at work over the period. The 

consequences of this and other factors on the wage levels of 

Africans are also considered. 
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2.5 African Unemployment and Wages 

Although it is irrefutable that African unemployment existed 

throughout the 1970s, it is hard to provide an exact measure 

thereof because of the unreliability and paucity of statistical 

material available. Several academics made exhaustive 

statistical studies to try and arrive at a measure of 

unemployment. (90) Probably the best known and most 

controversial estimates are the ones done by Charles Simkins. 

He calculated that total African unemployment increased from 

650 000 in 1960 to 850 000 in 1970, rising to 1,9 million by 1 79. 

During the first period from 1960 to 1970 the rate of 

unemployment remained stable at around 11-12% of the African 

labour force, but rose to 21% in 1979. (91) This rise wa s 

mainly due to a fall in the growth rate of national output 

between the two periods. In the first period it was 5,9%, but 

dropped to 3,9% in the second. (92) 

Most other academics who were engaged in statistical 

analyses came up with unemployment estimates that were more or 

less of the same order, although usually somewhat lower, than 

those of Simkins. In addition to the estimates of the magnitude 

of African unemployment, Prof . P.J. van der Merwe from the 

University of Pretoria calculated the increase of 

unemployment from 1970 to 1976. He concluded that 

African 

it had 

increased by a staggering 107 000 on average every year over this 

period. (93) 

After academics had thoroughly discredited the existi ng 

official statist ics on African unemployment, the Department of 

Statistics embarked on a monthly Current Population Survey of 

African unempl oyment. The Survey was much more reliable than 

previous off ic ial statistics and used internationally accepted 

criteria for defining unemployment. A major drawback of the 
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Survey was its exclusion of African underemployment by only 

counting Africans who were totally unemployed, i.e. who had 

worked for less than five hours in the preceding week and had 

been looking for work during the previous month. (94) 

Nevertheless, the Current Population Survey found that African 

unemployment hovered around half a million during 1978 and 1979 

and decreased by about 50 000 over the period. (95) 

The most fundamental challenge to these findings came from 

Brian Kantor who argued that the unemployment was voluntary in 

view of the fact that the real wages of Africans increased during 

the 1970s. (96) Kantor's assumption that a free labour market 

existed for Africans was however very unrealistic and his 

conclusion was in serious discord with the findings of studies 

of the unemployed based on extensive field work. (97) 

The high level of African unemployment was of immense 

significance for the emerging independent trade unions. It 

meant that a reserve army of labour was available throughout the 

periqd to replace victimised or striking workers who had 

relatively low levels of skill. Since most of the African 

working class constituted unskilled and semi-skilled workers it 

meant that they always took industrial action under the threat 

that they could be replaced by unskilled workers. Contract 

workers were in an even more vulnerable position than permanent 

residents. They ran the risk of not only ·losing their jobs, but 

of being sent back to a rural reserve where nothing but poverty 

faced them and their dependents. 

The consequences for the African working class of such high 

levels of unemployment combined with their lack of education 

and low occupational skills, were to keep their earnings 

extremely low. In addition influx control also created a 
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segmented labour market for Africans. As a result the earnings 

of the Afr ican labour force in 1976 fell into four clearly 

distinguishable categories: transfer earnings such as pensions 

which were the lowest at around Rl50 per annum, rural incomes 

which were around R300 per annum, mining and service sectors' 

earnings of about R750 per annum, and manufacturing and other 

industrialised sectors with incomes of approximately Rl500 per 

annum. (98) It is noteworthy that the independent trade 

unions were only organising African workers in the highest paid 

sectors of t he economy in the 1970s. 

In the manufacturing sector the money wages of Africans more 

than trebled during the 1970s from R52 per month in 1970 to R187 

per month in 1979. In real terms this represented an increase 

of 49% and rose faster than that of any other population group. 

Even with t he rapid increase African wages were still meagre: 

in 1979 average African wages in manufacturing still fell below 

the Supplemented Living Level calculated by the Bureau of Market 

Research and described as a 'modest low-level standard of 

living'. (99) 

In addition to the economy, the state has also played a 

crucial role in determining the economic and political position 

of the African working class in South Africa. 

3. State Regulation and Control of African Working Class 

There are numerous ways in which the state in South Africa 

has ensured the political and economic subordination of the 

African working class. The principle ones up to the end of the 

1970s were the following: 

- it divided the working class by several means which 

included the granting of full political rights to Whites, and 

denying them on a differentiated basis to Coloureds, Indians, and 
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Africans; by creating a division of labour stratified on grounds 

of colour; and t~rough residential segreration of the different 

population groups. 

- it controlled the movement of members of the African 

working class and the allocation of their labour by means of 

influx control laws and the labour bureau system; 

- it curtailed and repressed organisations of the working 

class deemed to be a threat by means of security legisation 

backed up and implemented by the repressive machinery of the 

state. 

- it i ntroduced an industrial relations system designed to 

exclude the African working class from collective bargaining and 

from acquiri ng negotiating power. 

These methods of state regulation, control and intervention 

in the lives of the African working class are considered below 

with particular attention being paid to the changing system of 

industrial relations in South Africa in the 1970s. 

3.1 Division of the Working Class in South Africa 

Differential Political Rights 

The den i al of political rights to Blacks in South Africa has 

historical and social roots going back to its colonial heritage. 

Upon the formation of the Union of South Africa in 1910 these 

foundations were built on by providing virtually full universal 

franchise to White males in South Africa and a highly restrictive 

franchise to Coloured, Indian and African males. Over the next 

half century the political polarisation was taken to its ultimate 

extremity by extending universal franchise to all White adults 

above the age of 18 years and removing all Black representation -

Coloured, Indian and African - from parliament, the central 

legislative body of the country. All Blacks, including the 
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African work i ng class, were thereby excluded from having any say 

over the control and allocation of the country's wealth and 

resources controlled by parliament. They were thereby also 

denied access to the state and the accompanying leverage which 

Whites had. 

The ext ension of full political rights to the White working 

class and its denial to Blacks was one of the principle means 

through which a fundamental fissure was created in working class 

solidarity in South Africa. Particularly after the National 

Party first came to power in 1924, the White working class 

systematically turned to the state and to political organisations 

having access to the state, rather than the Black working class, 

to advance its interests. Frequently the White working class 

was in fact making use of the state to secure its own class 

interests at the expense of the Black working class. Class 

solidarity between the White and Black working classes was 

thereby made impossible. 

But in addition to being built on racial 

South African state was also founded upon 

foundations, the 

a predominantly 

capitalist mode of production. It therefore also had to provide 

the infrastructure, laws and economic conditions for capitalist 

production and capital accumulation to take place. In order to 

do so it was necessary for the state to ensure the availability 

of a supply of labour that could meet the skill requirements of 

an expanding capitalist economy. The state did so by giving a 

deliberate racial bias to the acquisition of skills of the labour 

force in favour of Whites against Coloureds, Indians and 

particularly Africans. By so doing it reinforced the racial 

cleavage of the working class in South Africa. 
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Racial Division of Labour 

The racial division of labour in the labour process of South 

African industry has origins that can be traced far back into the 

country's history. It was entrenched in a stark form in the 

mining industry after the discovery of gold in 1884 with 

immigrant White miners performing skilled and supervisory work 

while migrant African workers had to do unskilled work. 

The industrial colour bar, which can be defined as the 

ensemble of legal, institutional, social and political forces 

that retards or blocks the occupational advancement of Blacks, 

particularly Africans, had its origin? in the mining industry. 

The Mines and Works Act of 1911 as amended in 1926 excluded 

Africans from specified occupations. (100) 

in operation up to and throughout the 1970s. 

The Act remained 

Legislation that excluded Africans from more skilled 

occupations i n other industries also came into existence. For 

instance, the Bantu Building Workers Act of 1951 curtailed the 

employment of Africans in skilled occupations in the building 

industry in urban areas other than African townships. (101) 

The 'job reservation clause', section 77 of the Industrial 

Conciliation Act introduced in 1956, made explicit provision for 

the reservation of work for members of different population 

groups. In 1971 twenty six job reservations preserving certain 

occupations exclusively for Whites were in force, but the 

shortage of skilled labour led to a slight relaxation and at the 

end of 1975 twenty four were in force. (102) 

A more hidden yet more pervasive barrier that kept Africans 

out of skil l ed occupations was the closed shop agreement 

practised by i ndustrial councils. It came into operation when 

the parties to an industrial council agreed that certain 

occupations, usually the more skilled ones, would only be open to 
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members of t he trade unions belonging to the industrial council. 

Since Africa n trade unions were prohibited up to 1979 by law from 

belonging t o industrial councils, they were automatically 

excluded fr om the occupations specified in the closed shop 

agreement. 

The cl osed shop practised in industrial council agreements 

was very pervasive in the 1970s. The Wiehahn Commission found 

that, from 1976 to 1977, clauses with closed shop provisions 

were contained in 49 of the 102 industrial council agreements in 

existence and that 'the employees directly affected by the closed 

shop provisions number approximately 255 000'. (103) A number 

of agreements also contained provisions similar to a closed shop 

clause. For instance, some employers in the leather industry 

were required to give preference to trade union members in 

employing workers. (104) 

African workers were not only prevented from entering 

skilled occupations, but also from obtaining the necessary 

trai~ing that would qualify them as more skilled workers such as 

artisans. The Apprenticeship Act of 1944 made provision for 

apprenticeship committees in the different industries which could 

regulate the intake of apprentices. The committees were 

composed of an equal number of registered trade union and 

employer association representatives. African trade unions were 

therefore also excluded from the apprenticeship committees. The 

White and other registered unions therefore effectively 

prevented Africans from being apprenticed. The White unions 

were politically strong enough to prevent even the indenturing of 

Coloured and Indian artisans in those industries in which . White 

trade union members were employed. (105) 

During the 1970s there was a relaxation of the barriers to 
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apprenticesh i p for all Blacks because of the shortage of skilled 

labour. (106) However the policy of the Department of Labour 

was not to allo~ the indenturing of Africans as apprentices 

outside the African 'homelands' and townships. (107) As a 

result Afr i cans were therefore virtually excluded from 

apprenticesh i p training in the 1970s. The number of Africans 

who took ar t isan tests went up from a mere 71 in 1975 to 217 in 

1978. Thi s still represented only a very small fraction of the 

total of approximately 10 000 apprentices attaining artisan 

status over these years. (108) In 1973 the government did 

however co11111ence with the establishment of pre-service and in­

service industrial training centres that trained Africans in 

basic and lower operational skills. Although relatively large 

numbers of st udents enrolled at these centres, the qualifications 

they obtained were at a lower level than that of artisans. 

(109) 

Another factor that blocked Africans from becoming artisans 

was that very few of them had obtained even the minimum education 

necessary to qualify for entry into an apprenticeship. 

Even as late as 1970 41% of the African labour force in 

South Africa had never been to school at all, 44% had been to 

primary school with almost half receiving only the first four 

years of education. Only 15% had therefore obtained any 

education at a secondary school level. (110) During the 

following ten years the educational level of the African labour 

force increased only slightly. By 1980 25% of the African 

labour force had attended secondary school (two-thirds of them 

for only two years up to standard seven), about 40% had attended 

primary school and the remaining 35% had never received any 

formal education. (111) The African labour force was 

therefore educationally grossly underdeveloped in the 1970s. 
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This was cl early one of the crucial reasons why the overwhelming 

proportion of them were employed in the least skilled 

occupations. 

The consequence of the industrial colour bar was to create a 

racial divi sion of labour in which Whites tended to occupy 

positions i n which they either controlled the labour process or 

performed t he more skilled jobs while Africans tended to be in 

least skilled positions where their labour power was controlled. 

These trends were clearly demonstrated by Simkins and Hindson who 

performed a macro-study of the division of labour during the 

1970s in all sectors of the South African economy except 

agriculture and domestic service. Some of their findings are 

presented in Table 3. 
Table 3 

Percentage of Each Population Group in Specific Occupational 
Categories 

Occu- Whites Coloureds Indians Africans 
pat ion 1971 1977 1971 1977 1971 1977 1971 

06B 94 91 2 2 3 4 2 
OBA 58 57 6 8 2 2 34 
08B 76 61 7 9 4 4 14 
09 69 60 11 13 3 3 17 
11 13 9 22 18 8 7 58 
12 1 1 8 8 1 2 90 

Total 31 29 10 10 4 5 55 

Occupational Categories: 

06B = Seni or clerical and white collar technical 
OBA = Blue collar technical 
08B = Supervisory and inspectional 
09 = Skilled manual 
11 =Semi - skilled 
12 = Unskilled 

1977 

3 
31 
26 
23 
67 
88 

56 

1979 

2 
28 
21 
34 
64 
89 

55 

Total = All Occupational Categories, not only the six above. 

Sources: 

Simkins and Hindson, 1979a, Tables IXA - D, pp.30-3; 

To-
tal 

100 
100 
100 
100 
100 
100 

100 

Schneier, 1983, Table 2, p.28, for 1979 figures for Africans. 

It shows that, in the senior clerical, white and blue collar 
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technical, supervisory, and skilled manual occupations Whites 

were proportionately heavily over-represented while in the semi­

skilled and unsk illed occupations Africans were over-represented. 

More specif i cally, Whites constituted no less than 90% of all 

senior clerical and white collar technical employees during the 

1970s. Although Whites constituted a smaller percentage of the 

blue collar technical employees (around 58%), and Africans made 

up more or less 30% during the period, Africans were still under­

represented in this occupation. There was however a remarkable 

increase in the proportion of Africans classified in the skilled 

labour category: their percentage no less than doubled from 

17% in 1971 to 34% in 1979. In spite of such a dramatic 

increase, African workers were still substantially under­

represented in this occupational category as well while Whites 

remained heavily over-represented (even though they were 

declining as a proportion). Although Africans made up the 

largest fraction of semi-skilled workers it was particularly 

Coloured workers who were over-represented in this category. 

Aprroximately 20% of semi-skilled employees were Coloured. 

Indian workers were also over-represented in this category. 

Finally, African workers constituted the main bulk of unskilled 

labourers in the 1970s, ranging from 88 to 90 per cent of all 

unskilled workers over the period. 

The division of labour in the industrial sectors of the 

South African economy thus served to stratify and divide the 

working class along racial lines. In particular, the 

concentration of Whites in the skilled and controlling 

occupations in the labour process and of Blacks in the less 

skilled occupations with control being exercised over them, 

considerably strengthened the cleavage between the White working 

class on the one hand and the Black working class on the other 
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hand. 

Residential Segregation 

Another method through which the state reinforced divisions 

within the working class was by means of residential 

segregration. Once again the origins of residential 

segregration go far back in South African history. As early as 

1923 the Natives (Urban Areas) Act laid down that local 

authorities had to provide segregrated residential areas for 

Africans. But it was the Group Areas Act of 1950 that was more 

far-reaching and comprehensive than any previous legislation. 

This Act was instrumental in the upheaval of many Black 

communities in order to enforce strict segregration of all the 

population groups. 

The physical seperation of people into White, Coloured, 

Indian and African residential areas meant that communities were 

established which reinforced group identities along the lines of 

colour or culture or sometimes both. The strong social 

cohesiveness which living together created was taking place on 

the basis of colour and culture, thereby weakening the bonds 

between members of the same class. Furthermore the deprivations 

which Africans, Coloureds and Indians experienced in their 

townships was perceived by them as forms of racial discrimination 

against their population groups, thus reinforcing a group 

consciousness based on colour rather than class. Finally, the 

residential segregration of the population groups made it more 

difficult to organise the working class on a non-racial basis. 

It was often far easier to organise on a local regional level 

which meant the exclusion of members of other population groups. 

All these factors therefore contributed towards the division of 

the working class on the basis of colour and culture. 
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To summarise, cleavages in the working class were reinforced 

by the South African state by extending political rights to 

Whites while denying it to Blacks, a legally enforced racial 

division of labour, and residential separation of the different 

population groups. Another method (discussed exensively below) 

was a discriminatory industrial relations system which extended 

the same rights to White, Coloured and Indian workers, but denied 

them to Afri cans. While the planes of these cleavages within 

the working class thus criss-crossed each other in complex ways, 

a sufficient number of them reinforced each other to create a 

divided working class in South Africa with the principal cleavage 

being between White workers on the one side and African, Coloured 

and Indian on the other. 

3.2 Influx Control 

Another way in which the state has ensured the economic 

exploitation and political subjugation of the African working 

class has been through the system of influx control. The system 

consisted of a number of laws which were armoured and implemented 

by several bureaucratic and repressive state departments. 

The three basic laws on which the enforced influx control of 

Africans rested in the 1970s were the Black (Urban Areas) 

Consolidation Act of 1945 as amended in 1952, the Black Labour 

Act of 1964, and the Black (Abolition of Passes and Co-ordination 

of Documents) Act of 1952. The first-mentioned Act divided 

Africans into different legal categories - those who qualified 

under sections lO(l)(a), (b) or (c) of the Act to reside 

permanently i n urban areas (the 'prescribed' areas), and those 

who qualified under section lO(l)(d) to reside temporarily in the 

urban areas as migrant labourers or commuters. All other 

Africans were not allowed by law to be in any prescribed area for 
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more than 72 hours without official sanctioning. 

According to official statistics, economically active 

Africans with permanent residence rights in prescribed areas and 

on White-owned farms totalled 4,25 million in 1970. This 

constituted 75% of the total African labour force. Another 20% 

or 1,17 million of the African labour force were migrant workers 

and the remaining 5% frontier conmuters. (112) As regards the 

urban African labour force alone, Francis Wilson estimated that 

approximately 50% of those legally employed were migrant workers 

in 1968. (11 3) 

The Black Labour Act made provision for the formation of an 

elaborate system of labour bureaux in prescribed areas as well as 

the 'homelands'. It compelled all African workseekers to 

register at labour bureaux. In addition, migrant workers had to 

have their contracts of employment attested at the labour bureaux 

in their 'homelands'. 

Contrary to its title, the Abolition of Passes Act, as 

amended in 1957, made it compulsory for all African men and women 

in South Africa over the age of 16 years to be in possession of a 

reference book. Any policeman or authorised officer could at 

any time call upon an African to produce such a reference book in 

which had to be recorded details of the person's legal status and 

emp 1 oyer. The reference books therefore constituted the basic 

means whereby influx control could be enforced. 

The extent to which the set of pass laws has been used to 

enforce influx control is vividly demonstrated by the fact that, 

since the time of the formation of the Union of South Africa, 

over 17 million Africans had been arrested and prosecuted under 

the pass laws and influx control regulations. (114) During the 

decade under consideration in this thesis, namely 1970-1980, no 
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less than 4,2 million pass law prosecutions took place. (115) 

Historically, influx control, which has roots going back 

more than two centuries in the country 1 s past, played the 

principal role of securing and retaining a cheap unskilled 

African labour force for major sectors of the South African 

economy. However, during the interwar period another function 

of influx control gradually started becoming more prominent so 

that by the 1950s its principal role was to prevent Africans from 

freely entering and residing permanently in the urban areas. 

This transformation has been explained by Hindson as follows: 

The for ces of attraction of capital began to yield to the 

forces of repulsion, generating a growing surplus population. 

Prior to the Second World War the dominant objective of state 

interventions in the area of African administration had been to 

sever African workers from the means of rural production and 

drive them t o the centres of capitalist production. After the 

Second World War state interventions were reorientated towards 

the opposite function, namely to block freed African workers 

moving to the towns and drive them back to the rural peripheries. 

(116) 

But whil e the main function of influx control for the state 

had changed after the war, capital still had a strong vested 

interest in the retention of the system up to the 1970s. 

Influx control continued to play the role of providing capital, 

particularly industries where wages 

conditions unpleasant and/or dangerous, 

cheap migrant labour. 

were low and working 

with a large supply of 

The reasons why the principle role of influx control changed 

were, on the one hand, the collapse of agricultural sectors of 

the 'homelands 1 which had the effect of driving their inhabitants 

to the metropolitan areas, and, on the other hand, the exclusion 
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by the sta t e of as many Africans as possible from these 

metropolitan areas. The exclusion constituted a crucial 

continued component i n the government's strategy to ensure the 

political subjugation of Africans in South Africa. 

concerted effort by the ruling National Party to make its 

In a 

policy 

of Separate Development work, it was essential for the state to 

locate as many Africans as possible in or as close as possible to 

the Bantustans {subsequently referred to by the state as 

'homelands' and then as national states). The other side of the 

same coin was to keep the number of Africans residing permanently 

in the metropolitan areas as low as possible. As the crucial 

instrument which the state used to expel Africans from the urban 

areas, influx control thus played a pivotal role in the 

government's policy of denying political rights to Africans in 

the central legislative and executive bodies of the state. {117) . 

Influx control also worked against the creation of working 

class solidarity amongst African workers because it divided them 

into two distinct social groups. Permanent residents tended to 

live in family housing whereas migrant workers were crammed 

together in single-sex compounds and hostels, often in 

geographically distinct areas. {118) Migrant workers also 

tended to fill less skilled posts in the labour process. The 

combination of these factors therefore contributed towards a 

social division between permanent residents and migrants. 

3.3 Growing Repressive Powers of the State 

The third way in which the South African state had retained 

the continued subordination of the Black working class in South 

Africa was by means of repression. During the 1950s and 1960s 

the repressive legislation enacted by the government to deal with 

the growing political challenge from the Congress Alliance 
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expanded immensely. In the 1970s yet more repressive powers 

were added. Much of the legislation was subsequently used with 

the intention of destroying, curtailing or harassing the t rade 

union movement. This section concentrates on the major laws and 

measures that were used to repress progressive unionism in the 

1950s and 1960s and which the emerging independent trade unions 

had to face i n the 1970s. 

The Suppression of Communism Act of 1950 was one of the Acts 

that was mos t deliberately aimed at oppressing ~he progressive 

trade union movement and was used very extensively to that 

effect. It was frequently amended during the fifties and 

sixties, usual ly to extend the repressive powers conferred on the 

state author i ties. In 1976 its terms were embodied in the 

Internal Security Act. The principal Act declared The 

Conmunist Par ty of South Africa unlawful, empowered the State 

President to declare other organisations unlawful and prohibit 

the publicati on or dissemination of any publication if, in his 

opinion, the organisation or publication were promoting any of 

the aims of conmunism as defined in the Act. 

When an organisation had been declared illegal, the Minister 

of Justice could direct the liquidator of the organisation to 

compile a li st of persons who were office-bearers or members of 

the organisat ion. The Minister could then prohibit listed 

persons from becoming office-bearers of an organisation of any 

particular ki nd specified by him. 

The Min i ster of Justice was also granted the power to place 

restrictions on the freedom of a listed person or anybody who, in 

the opinion of the Ministe~. was furthering the aims of 

conmunism. These restrictions imposed on a person, commonly 

referred to as a banning order, usually included a prohibition 
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from attending gatherings, confinement to a particular 

magisterial district, prevention from performing any specified 

act, and reporting at stated intervals at a police station. {119) 

Many of the banning orders served prohibited the banned 

person from performing the following acts: 

{a) 

{b) 

from entering any group area or African 

from entering any factory, mine premises, 
or harbours, hospital, premises where a 
produced; 

township; 

railway premises 
publication was 

{c) from giving any form of educational instruction. {120) 

The Suppression of Communism Act was used by the state to 

undermine what remained of CNETU yet further in the early 1950s 

as well as SACTU's organisation inside South Africa in the early 

1960s. By 1956 seventy five trade unionists had been placed on 

the liquidator 's list. Of these, 56 had been forced to resign 

from their trade unions. {121) SACTU was equally hard hit and by 

early 1964 more than 50 of its prominent members had been served 

with banning orders which made it impossible for them to continue 

organising in trade unions. {122) 

During t he 1970s the state repeatedly imposed banning orders 

on officials in the independent trade union movement in attempts 

to squash the unions, but without success. 

The rep ressive power of the state to detain people without 

bringing them to trial grew alarmingly during the 1960s. At the 

beginnipg of 1961, as various Black groups planned demonstrations 

and a stay- at-home in support of a call for a national 

convention, the Criminal Procedure Act was amended to prevent the 

release on bail of anyone arrested until twelve days after 

arrest. In 1962, a time when there were numerous acts of 

sabotage in the country, the General Law Amendment Act or 

~Sabotage Ac t ' was passed. {123) The following year it was 

amended to al low a commissioned officer of the police to arrest 
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without warrant a person suspected of committing or intending to 

commit sabotage. Such a person could be detained in solitary 

confinement for interrogation for a period of up to 90 days, but 

a person could be re-detained upon expiry of the period for 

another 90 days, and this process could be repeated. In 1965 

the state's powers of detention were widened to allow for the 

arrest and de t ention of potential state witnesses for a period up 

to 180 days. As in the case of 90 day detention no court of law 

was given jurisdiction to order the release of a detained person. 

The Ter rorism Act of 1967 however placed unbridled 

repressive 

after the 

movements 

powers in the hands of the police. It was enacted 

guerilla warfare campaign of the banned national 

wa s making itself felt. Section 6 of the Act 

empowered the police to arrest without warrant a person suspected 

of being a guerilla or withholding from the police information 

relating to guerilla fighters. Such a person could be detained 

for interrogation for an unlimited period. Nobody other than 

officers of t he state were allowed access to the detainee. In 

passing the legislation the Minister ~f Justice gave the 

impression t hat these unrestricted powers were only to be used 

against guer i lla movements in terrains or under conditions that 

required dra stic measures. (124) However, Section 6 was 

subsequently used to detain trade unionists in solitary 

confinement where they were subjected to harsh and prolonged 

security poli ce interrogation. These powers of detention were 

also used on occasion against members of the independent trade 

unions in the 1970s. 

In 1976 yet another form of imprisonment without trial was 

introduced. Section 10 of the Internal Security Amendment Act 

made provisi on for the Minister to detain any person in custody 
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in a prison for a period of up to twelve months if he was 

satisfied that the person was engaging in activites which 

endangered the security of the state or the maintenance of public 

order. (125) This provision was also used against the 

independent t rade unions in the 1970s. 

Another area in which the burgeoning repressive legislation 

disrupted and stifled trade union organisation was in the 

prohibition of meetings, a vital component of worker mobilisation 

for unions. The main law through which this was achieved was 

the Riotous Assemblies Act which was first passed in 1914 and re­

enacted in 1956. It empowered the Minister of Justice to 

prohibit publ i c gatherings in public places in the open air if he 

considered t hat these might seriously endanger the public peace 

or might cause feelings of hostility between Whites and Blacks. 

The powers of the state to prohibit gatherings were extended over 

the following years by amending the Riotous Assemblies Act. In 

1961 it was also made an offence to encourage or try and coerce 

people into attending a prohibited meeting. In 1974 all types 

of gatherings of any number of persons, not only public 

gatherings of twelve or more people, could be forbidden. 

The powers of magistrates were increased under the 1974 

amendment. A magistrate could, without recourse to the Minister 

of Justice, prohibit any kind of gathering everywhere in his 

district for a period not exceeding 48 hours if he had reason to 

believe that t he public peace was seriously threatened. But the 

Minister's powers became pretty well all-encompassing. The 

Minister cou l d prohibit any kind of gathering anywhere or 

everywhere i n the Republic for any period if he deemed such 

action to be necessary for the maintenance of public peace or to 

prevent feelings of hostility from being engendered between 

Whites and Blacks. (126) 
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In addition to repression as a way of subjugating the Black 

working class, the state has also used co-option of working class 

organisations. This strategy has been applied in the field of 

industrial relations to Coloured and Indian trade unions. 

However, during the 1970s forces were at work that eventually 

compelled the state to make major concessions to Africans in the 

industrial relations system. Because of their immense 

importance to the independent trade unions, the changes in the 

industrial relations system during this period are examined in 

considerable detail in the next section. 

4. The Changing System of Industrial Relations in the 1970s 

4.1 The Industrial Relations System in the Early 1970s 

At the start of the 1970s South Africa's formal industrial 

relations system was dualistic and discriminatory: one system 

extended collective bargaining rights to White, Coloured and 

Indian workers, while the other system denied it to African 

workers. As early as 1924 the Industrial Conciliation Act was 

passed which enabled White, Coloured and Indian workers to 

establish registered trade unions. 

Registered unions could make use of the principle collective 

bargaining institution provided by the Industrial Conciliation 

Act. Along with employers' associations registered unions 

could form industrial councils in a particular industry and 

region if they were deemed to be sufficiently representative by 

the Minister of Labour. An equal number of union and employer 

representatives served on an industrial council which negotiated 

an agreement on statutory minimum wages and substantive rules 

with regards to working conditions. The Act enabled the 

Minister to extend the agreement to the whole industry and 

region, so that even non-parties to the industrial council were 
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also subject to its terms and conditions. This was usually done 

in order to prevent competitors from undercutting parties to the 

industrial council. 

In 1973 there were 103 industrial councils in existence. 

Their agreements covered 197 000 White, 213 000 Coloured, 60 000 

Asian, and 528 000 African workers, a total of 998 000 workers in 

all. (127) Thus although African workers were not represented 

on the industrial councils, they nonetheless constituted the 

majority of workers whose wage levels were determined by the 

councils. This helps to explain why these levels were very low: 

in 1973 the median for unskilled workers was less than 20% that 

of artisans' median minimum wage level. (128) 

Instead of trade union rights, the state provided African 

workers with plant-based statutory works committees under the 

Native (later Bantu) Labour (Settlement of Disputes) Act of 1953. 

When the Act was passed in 1953 the Minister of La bour said in 

parliament that, if these provisions were 'effective and 

successful 1
, 

the Natives will have no interest in trade unions, 
and trade unions will probably die a natural death'. 
(129) 

But instead, African workers showed no interest in statutory 

works committees. By January 1973, when the Durban strike wave 

broke out (which is considered below) there were a mere 24 

statutory works committees in existence. (130) 

The right to strike for African workers was also totally 

prohibited by the Bantu Labour (Settlement of Disputes) Act. An 

amendment to the Act in 1973 did away with the total prohibition 

of strikes by African workers. It made strikes legal under 

certain very restricted conditions (discussed below) similar to 

those that applied to White, Coloured and Indian workers under 
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the Industrial Conciliation Act. 

However, throughout the 1970s the legal right to strike in 

South Africa was meaningless because workers who went on a legal 

strike could be dismissed by management on the grounds that they 

had broken their contract of service under common law. (131) 

This interpretation of the law was based on a Supreme Court case 

in which the judge had to rule whether an employer was entitled 

to terminate the jobs of employees refusing to work during a 

strike that was lawful under the Industrial Conciliation Act. 

He ruled that 

All that the Act has done is to declare that striking in 
certain cirucmstances constitutes a criminal offence. 
If these circumstances are not present, then no criminal 
offence is committed and in that limited sense, the 
strike is legal. It does not follow that an employer is 
deprived of his common law right to dismiss an employee 
who refuses to work. (132) 

African and other workers were therefore without any legal 

protection during the 1970s if they chose to use the strike 

weapon. 

4.2 The Durban Strikes of 1973 and the Bantu Labour Relations 
Regu1ation Amendment Act 

After the destruction of SACTU in the early 1960s an uneasy 

calm settled into industrial relations in South Africa. Strikes 

almost totally receded for the remainder of the decade and into 

the start of the 1970s. The first significant sign of African 

worker discontent came from Namibia (South West Africa) in 

December 1971 when 13500 African workers went on strike against 

the contract labour system. (133) The following year isolated 

strikes started taking place in South Africa. The most notable 

were a sit-in strike in by African bus drivers employed by the 

Public Utility Transport Corporation (PUTCO) on the Rand in June 

as well as a strike by Durban dockworkers in November. (134) 

Both these strikes were in demand of higher wages. 
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The industrial calm was totally shattered in January and 

F.ebruary 1973 when a strike wave hit Durban and extended to other 

parts of Natal. Between 61 000 and 100 000 African workers and 

an unspecified but much smaller number of Indian workers went on 

strike primarily in demand of higher wages. (135) But the 

impact of the Durban strikes reverberated far beyond wage demands 

and sparked off fundamental changes in 

throughout the remainder of the 1970s. 

industrial relations 

As a result of the 

strikes African workers in Durban avidly joined trade unions that 

emerged soon after the strikes and African unions grew rapidly in 

number and size. During this period, and even earlier, African 

worker organisations were also emerging in other major industrial 

centres. 

Management however soon went on a counter-attack against the 

emerging African unions. They were strongly assisted in this by 

the state. The state's assistance to management against the 

independent African trade unions in the early and mid-seventies, 

took on four main forms: legislation to assist management to try 

to undermine African trade unions; the adoption of policies snd 

practices by the Labour Department that were specifically aimed 

against the advancement of African unions; harassment of union 

leaders and members by the Security Police; and outright 

repression of the unions by banning their leaders. 

In response to the Durban strikes, the government amended 

the Bantu Labour (Settlement of Disputes) Act of 1953 to try and 

meet the challenge from emerging African trade unions. The Act 

was renamed the Bantu Labour Relations Regulation Act. The 1973 

Amendment to the Act introduced company-based liaison committees 

and revised the provisions regarding the establishment and 

functions of the works committees. A liaison committee could 
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be established at the initiative of an employer in any concern 

employing Afr ican workers. At least half the members of the 

committee we re to be elected by the African employees while the 

remaining members were to be appointed by the employer who could 

also appoint the chairman of the committee. The functions of 

the liaison committee were 

to consider matters which are of mutual interest to the 
employer and his employees and to make to the employer 
such recommendations concerning conditions of employment 
of such employees or any other matter affecting their 
interests.(136) 

Liaison committees were therefore powerless advisory bodies: 

employees on the committees were not granted statutory bargaining 

powers which would enable them to negotiate agreements on wages 

and working conditions with their employers. At best they could 

only make recommendations to their employers about their working 

conditions. 

Works committees contained more potential for African 

workers, although they were also limited to being company-based, 

and not industrial bodies. They were also commensurately harder 

to establish. The entire works committee was to be elected by 

African employees, but could only be established in enterprises 

where no liaison committee existed. (The converse did not apply 

to liaison committees.) Unless an employer wished to establish 

a works committee of his own volition, a majority of the African 

employees in the establishment had to inform the employer that 

they wished to elect a works committee. It was then up to the 

employer to convene a meeting of his African employees where they 

could proceed to elect a works committee . The meeting also had 

to take place under the chairmanship of the employer. A 

considerable amount of control over the formation of a works 

commitee was therefore placed in the hands of the employer. 

However, because works committees were elected entirely by 
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the African employees, they could be seen as representative 

bodies of the workers. The Amendment also made provision for 

members of t he committee to be re-elected after periods ranging 

from one to two years thereby helping to ensure that the 

committee members still had the confidence of the African 

emp 1 oyees. 

The functions of a works committee were 

to conmunicate the wishes, aspirations and requirements 
of the employees in the establishment .•. to their 
employer and to represent the said employees in any 
negotiatings with their employer concerning their 
conditions of employment or any other matter affecting 
their interests. (137) 

Compared to liaison committees, works committees were at 

least granted the statutory right to negotiate with their 

employers about their conditions of employment. However the 

Amendment did not explicitly state that wages could be negotiated 

(although they could), nor did it grant agreements reached 

through such negotiations any statutory power. The Amendment 

also created an anomaly in that it did not specify how agreements 

reached through works committee negotiations were to be 

reconciled with Industrial Council Agreements which could cover 

African wor kers represented by a works committee. This 

indicated that the government probably did not intend the works 

committees to negotiate binding agreements with their employers. 

The Ame ndment extended some rights, albeit very limited 

ones, to African workers. It strengthened the provisions that 

prohibited victimisation of African workers participating in the 

establishment or activities of liaison committees or works 

committees. Whereas the 1953 Act prohibited all strikes by 

African workers, the provisions of the 1973 Amendment legalised 

strikes or lock-outs under certain very limited conditions. A 

strike could still not take place legally where a wage 
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determination by the Wage Board or an order was binding and where 

it has been in operation for less than one year; during the 

period of cur re ncy of an agreement, award or determination made 

under the Industrial Conciliation Act; in certain industries 

deemed to be of strategic significance by the Minister of Labour; 

and when an unresolved dispute had been reported to the Minister 

for a Wage Board recommendation. In other instances a strike or 

lock-out cou l d legally take place provided thirty days had 

elapsed since an unresolved dispute had been reported to a Bantu 

Labour officer in the area concerned. (138) Given the fact that 

840 160 African workers were covered by agreements, awards or 

determinations in April 1973, the legal right to strike was 

severely curtailed for many African workers. (139) In any case, 

as had been pointed out above, the legality of a strike did not 

protect any st rikers from being dismissed. 

4.3 The Managerial and State Counter-Offensive 1973-1976 

Management was quick to make use of the new legislation in 

their counter-offensive against the African unions that were 

emerging throughout the country's major industrial centres. 

With the support and assistance of the Department of Labour they 

engaged in a drive to establish liaison committees in their 

enterprises i n order to try and prevent African unions from 

taking root in their factories. As a result liaison committees 

increased rapidly over the following five years as Table 4 below 

indicates. 
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Table 4 

Number of Liaison Committees and Works Committees 1973-77 

As at 31 Liaison Works 
December Committees Committees 

1973 773 125 
1974 1 482 207 
1975 2 042 287 
1976 2 382 299 
1977 2 503 301 

Source: SAIRR 1973:302 

During t he first three years of the Amendment Act 1 s 

existence no less that 2042 liaison committees were established. 

Thereafter t he rate of formation of liaison committees slowed 

down, but sti ll kept up a high enough pace to ensure that 2 503 

liaison commi ttees existed at the end of 1977. In some cases 

employers took the initiative in forming works committees, but 

many of the 301 works committees established up to 1977 were due 

to the initi atives of the emerging African worker organisations. 

The most disruptive counter-offensive against African trade 

unions by the state took place soon after a new wave of strikes 

had broken out in Durban in January 1974. Four of the White 

organisers in TUACC were banned for a period of five years under 

the Suppression of Communism Act. The bannings imposed 

restrictions on the four trade unionists that prevented them from 

carrying on wi th their trade union work. 

In spite of the disruption and intimidatory effects of the 

bannings and the hostile attitude of management to African trade 

unions, they carried on organising African workers. Then, in 

November 1976 the state administered its most severe blow to the 

emerging independent trade unions yet by banning no less than 24 

people directly or indirectly associated with the unions. 

Amongst the banned people were some of the most prominent leaders 

and organiser s of the independent un i ons in Natal, the Western 
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Cape and on t he Witwatersrand. {139) The bannings appeared to be 

an attempt by the state to administer such a severe blow to the 

independent union movement that it would collapse. The unions 

however had sufficient resources, resilience and experience to 

survive the onslaught and carried on organising and consolidating 

their positions during 1977. 

The state complemented its repressive action with a co-

optive strategy by endeavouring to make the liaison committee 

system more palatable to African workers by amending the Bantu 

Labour Relations Regulation Amendment Act in 1977. Whereas 

before liaison committees could only make recommendations to 

management, they were now given the power 

to negotiate and enter into agreements with the employer 
in relation to the wages or the conditions of 
employment of the employees concerned ... (140) 

Provision was also made for the establishment of more than 

one liaison committee in any enterprise by setting up liaison 

committees in different sections. Liaison co11111ittees in one 

enterprise could be linked together by a co-ordinating liaison 

committee that would assume the role of negotiating with 

management. Although works committees could co-exist with 

liaison co11111ittees in the same enterprise, the works corrmittees 

retained an inferior position as only the liaison committees 

would then be entitled to negotiate an agreement with management. 

These attempts to improve the stature or bargaining power of 

liaison committees however proved fruitless and futile . By 1979 

no evidence could be found that a single agreement had been 

negotiated by a liaison committee or co-ordinating liaison 

committee with management. (141) 

The Durban strikes of 1973 followed by an unprecedented high 

level of industrial coflict since 1960, the political turmoil 

sparked off round many parts of the country by the Soweto student 
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revolt, as well as other forces at work (see below), put pressure 

on the state to reform the industrial relations system. As a 

result it appointed a Commission of Inquiry into Labour 

Legislation under the chairmanship of professor Nicholas Wiehahn 

in June 1977. The terms of reference of the Commission were to 

make recommendations on legislation regarding labour relations 

and the ut i lisation of labour for laws administered by the 

Departments of Labour and Mines. Two months later a 

complementary Commission of Inquiry into Legislation affecting 

the Utilisation of Manpower was appointed with dr. P.J.Riekert as 

its sole member. This Commission was required to examine the 

regulation and utilisation of African labour by other 

Departments, particulary the Departments of Plural Relations and 

Development, and of Education and Training. 

4.4 The Wiehahn and Riekert Commissions 

Reasons for Appointment of Co11111issions in 1977 

The most important reasons why the Wiehahn and Riekert 

Commissions were appointed were the high levels of industrial and 

political conflict in the country that erupted in the 1970s, the 

re-emergence of African trade unions, the shortages of skilled 

manpower that became apparent during the boom of the 1960s and 

threatened to put a stranglehold on economic growth, and 

international pressure against racial discrimination in South 

Africa with the possibility that it could disrupt investment and 

trade with South Africa. 

Industrial disputes in the 1970s, commencing with the Durban 

strikes in 1973, were at an unprecedented high compared with the 

previous decade. Whereas in the ten years preceding 1973 the 

number of Africans involved in industrial disputes never rose 

above 10 000, the number involved in industrial disputes between 
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reached in 1973. {142) 

In addition to industrial disputes there were 

aways by Blacks in 1976 that were last seen in 1961. 
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of 100 000 

also stay­

The Soweto 

student uprising led the Soweto Student Representative Council to 

call four stay-aways between August and November 1976. These 

stay-aways were in the nature of political demonstration 

stoppages rather than strikes. {143) Three of the stay-aways 

gained support from workers and lasted two to three days each. 

In the first stay-away Johannesburg firms reported an absenteeism 

of 50-60% and in the second one the rate of absenteeism went up 

to between 70 and 80%. The third stay-away was the largest 

demonstration stoppage since the Second World War and spread to 

the Reef as well as the Cape Peninsula where Coloured workers 

joined in. At least half a million workers stayed away. In 

Johannesburg 300 000 did so and in the Cape Peninsula 200 000. 

{144) 

It was thus an urgent task of the Wiehahn and Riekert 

Commissions to propose solutions that would put an end to such 

uninstitional i sed and unpredictable outbursts of conflict in the 

society. 

Another major issue for the state was the re-emergence and 

growth of African trade unions in the 1970s. An aspect that 

worried the state was the potential of the unions 

African worke rs to make broader political demands. 

to mobilise 

The Wiehahn 

Commission expressed the concern that the unions could form 

alliances with other political organisations and use its growing 

muscle power to make political demands. The sympathy and 

financial support that the independent unions were receiving from 

the interna t ional trade union movement also perturbed the 
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Commission. (145) 

It came to two conclusions about the emerging independent unions. 

The fir st is that Black trade unions, not being 
reg i stered and therefore being outside the statutory 
industri al relations system, could well bring extreme 
stress t o bear on the existing statutory system... The 
second conclusion is that a very real danger exists that 
this development is in the process of creating, by 
precedent , an informal system which it might in the long 
run not be possible to dismantle or restructure even if 
registra t ion were to be permitted at a lat.er stage. 
~Wiehahn Commission, 1979:19, para. 3.35.14) 

The hi gh growth rate of the economy during the 1960s that 

was more or less sustained up to 1974 stretched the country's 

supply of skilled manpower beyond its limits. The Wiehahn 

Commission also noted that there was a 

general concern in economic circles that, in the event 
of a continued upswing in the South African economy, 
serious shortages of skilled labour will result and that 
these shortages could become a distinct threat to the 
rate of recovery and the maintenance of a satisfactory 
rate of economic growth. (146) 

Concern on the part of the state about the shortage of 

skilled labour was also expressed by the Minister of Labour in 

1978 when he predicted that there would be a shortage of 180 000 

technical and professional workers and 758 000 skilled and semi­

skilled worker.s by 1990. (147) This was a matter of great 

concern to the government since it required a strong economy to 

ensure that the resources were available to maintain White 

political domination. According to Simkins, the high growth 

rate of 5,3% per annum was required to prevent the rate of 

African unemployment from increasing yet further. (148) The 

state could not afford to let African unemployment rise too high 

because of the political risks involved. In particular, the 

rising expectations of young ·educated Africans in the townships 

was a matter of grave concern to the Wiehahn Commission and, 

presumably, t o the Riekert Commission as well. (149) 



124 

On the other hand one of the main obstacles to sustaining a 

high economic growth rate was the industrial colour bar that 

prevented African workers from acquiring skills. As was explained 

above, the registered unions, especially the White registered 

unions, were instrumental in barring African workers from 

acquiring training as artisans and entering skilled occupations. 

(150) Since a central assignment of both the Wiehahn and 

Riekert Commissions was to eliminate the bottlenecks that stood 

in the way of the acquisition of skills by African workers, (151) 

this was yet another reason why the question of African t rade 

union registration would have concerned the Wiehahn Commission. 

Another factor that accounted for the appointment of t he 

Commissions was the growing international pressure against raci al 

discrimination in the country. The changing structure of the 

economy during the 1960s gave many multinational corporations 

prominent positions in the South African economy and therefore 

made them ready targets for demands of disinvestment from 

pressure groups concerned about racism and exploitation in South 

Africa. In response to the disinvestment lobbies, which 

included such important bodies as the International Labour 

Organisation, the parent companies and countries drew up Codes of 

Conduct such as the Sullivan Code and European Economic Community 

(EEC) Codes. The aims of these Codes were to lay down 

guidelines for behaviour of the multinational corporations that 

would exonerate them from the accusation that they were 

practising racial discrimination or paying wages below the 

poverty datum line. These Codes were not enough to placate the 

disinvestment lobbies and thus there was a need for the South 

African state to respond. (152) 

There was not only a potential threat of disinvestment in 

South Africa, but also of a boycott of trade with South Africa. 
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An example of such pressure that could still have been fresh in 

the government's mind was the boycott of South African coal in 

1974 by American dock workers on the grounds that it was produced 

under indentured labour conditions. The boycott had the effect 

of leading to the speedy withdrawal of the penal provisions of 

the Masters and Servants legislation by the government. (153) 

The appointment of the Wiehahn and Riekert Commissions could were 

thus also responses to these international pressures. 

Recommendations of the Wiehahn and Riekert Conmissions, 1979 

The first part of the Wiehahn Commission was released on May 

Day, 1979. The Commisssion had however judiciously leaked many 

of its recommendations beforehand so that its major findings did 

not come as a surprise. In fact, a strike by White mineworkers 

in March 1979 was in all probability aimed as a warning to the 

Wiehahn Commission and the government not to undermine job 

reservation and other privileges enjoyed by White mineworkers. 

(154) The Riekert Commission was completed earlier in August 

1978, but was made public about the same time the Wiehahn 

Commission was released. 

The Wiehahn Commission paid attention to the lack of state 

control over the emerging African trade unions, the racially 

discriminatory provisions in the industrial relations legislation 

and the measures that prevented Africans from acquiring training 

and access to skilled occupations. The Commission was 

concerned that the unregistered African unions 

enjoy much greater freedom than registered unions, to 
the extent that they are free if they so wished to 
participat e in politics and to utilise their funds for 
whatever purposes they see fit. (155) 

Registered unions, on the other hand, had to comply with 

administrative regulations specified . by the state. These 



126 

included keeping audited accounts, membership registers, and 

their consitutions had to comply with provisions specified in the 

Industrial Conciliation Act. They were also prohibited from 

affiliating to any political party, and from granting financial 

assistance t o a political party or a candidate for election to 

parliamenent, provincial council or local authority. (156) 

In order to try and bring the African unions under state 

regulation and control, the Commission recommended that they 

should be allowed to register. Registration should be voluntary 

and unregistered unions should not be declared illegal as this 

would drive them underground and turn African workers against t he 

capitalist system. (157) 

Racially discrimatory measures were to be removed from t he 

labour laws by allowing unions to be open to members of all 

population groups and introducing a unitary system of industrial 

relations, 

industrial 

the Commission recommended. In order to do so, the 

council system as well as the plant-based committee 

system were to be retained, but on a non-racial basis. The 

liaison committees were to be renamed works councils and their 

membership be opened to all population groups. The industrial 

council system was however to be given predominance over the 

committee system. (158) Implicit in the recommendations of the 

Commission was the notion that trade unions would negotiate at 

the national or regional level on industrial councils, and that 

works councils, not trade unions, would function at the plant 

levels. 

The Commission had to bear in mind the risk of a White 

backlash against its findings. It therefore recommended that 

any of the existing parties to an industrial council could veto 

the admission of an African union to the council. 

Addressi ng itself to the bottlenecks that prevented Blacks 
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from acquiring skills and skilled occupations, the Wiehahn 

Commission recommended that the principle of statutory work 

reservation should be abolished by the immediate removal of 

Section 77 of the Industrial Conciliation Act. However the 

realities of power in White politics prevented the Commission 

from applying the principle consistently. Job reservation in 

the mines was retained and the Commission recommended that the 

closed shop practice should be retained even though five of the 

Commissioners expressed themselves strongly against the decision. 

They wrote 

The closed shop is a means of restricting skills 
training at a time of dire need of such skills, and of 
limiting entry to the skilled trades - be it for motives 
of enhancing the market value of union members by 
creating artificial shortages or for reasons of 
sectional interests on the part of a particular 
population group. (159) 

The Wiehahn Commission also recommended the establishment of 

an Industrial Court that would interpret labour laws and 

adjudicate on industrial relations issues such as unfair labour 

practices. It would build up a body of case law and be 

accessible to all persons and organisations. The costs of 

litigation should be kept as low as possible. (160) The 

Commission furthermore recommended the establishment of a 

National Man power Corrnnission that would continuously monitor 

developments i n the labour field. 

The Riekert Commission focused mainly on trying to improve 

the living and working conditions of Africans with permanent 

residence ri ghts in the prescribed areas (the Insiders). To 

this end the Corrnnission made a number of recommendations aimed at 

increasing the occupational and regional mobility of the Insiders 

as well as improving their opportunity of leading a family life 

and having a house to live in. Recommendations were also made 
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to facilita t e the creation of an African middle class from 

amongst the permanent residents. 

However the recommended improvements in the living standards 

of the Insi ders were to take place at the cost of the Outs i ders 

who did not have these rights, i.e. commuters, migrant workers 

and farm labourers. The primary method whereby this was to be 

achieved wa s to keep the Outsiders out of settling in the cities 

and towns by tightening up the system of influx control. 

Preference for employment thus always had to be given to 

permanent residents and Riekert was particularly concerned about 

the employment of Africans who did not have legal rights to be in 

urban areas. Because he found such employment to take place on 

a large scale, the Commissioner recommended that employers hiring 

'illegal 1 workers should be made to pay increased fines and that 

the penalties should be strictly enforced. 

In line with these recommendations the government amended 

the legisation in the same year to increase the penalty for 

employers employing Africans not legally in an urban area to a 

maximum of R500 for a first conviction, and for second and 

subsequent convictions to a minimum of R500. (161) 

The Riekert Commission was thus aimed at creating a deep 

division between urban Africans with permanent residence rights, 

and rural-based Africans who, 

came to work in the cities. 

either with or without a contract, 

By giving preference to permanent 

residents in employment and housing, the burden of 

and poverty would fall on the outsiders who were 

located in the rural areas. 

unemployment 

all to be 

An obser ver with extensive knowledge about the operation of 

influx control summarised the implications of the Riekert 

Commission as follows: 

The Riekert Report is a very clever and highly 



sophisti cated piece of work which will probably result 
in a l onger period in which the status quo will be 
maintained through the creation of a relatively small 
African privileged group which may serve as a buffer 
against unrest. In the interim, dreadful human 
suffering in the homelands, and problems experienced by 
migrant and non-permanent workers will increase. 
(162) 
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For African trade unions these proposals contained the 

threat that the African working class could become divided 

between permanent urban residents and temporary contract workers. 

The permanent residents would occupy the more skilled occupations 

and become more stabilised while the rural migrants and commuters 

would be in temporary less skilled jobs with lower wages. 

4.5 The Industrial Conciliation Amendment Act of 1979 

The government cautiously accepted the major recommendations 

of the Wiehahn Corrmission. It consequently amended the 

Industrial Conciliation Act in 1979 to incorporate the 

recommendations in part. Nonetheless the amendments heralded a 

most significant change in the state's approach to African trade 

unions because, for the first time in the country's history, 

Africans were allowed to belong to registered trade unions and 

participate i n the central industrial rel·ations machinery. The 

African trade unions were thus granted recognition and some legal 

rights by the state. Although the state's intention was to try 

and co-opt the growing independent trade union movement, it was 

also forced to make some legal and political concessions to 

African working class organisations. 

The Industrial Conciliation Act was amended to extend the 

definition of employee to include African workers with permanent 

urban resident rights. Thus contract workers, corrmuters and 

foreign Africans were excluded and could therefore not belong to 

registered un ions. (163) After substantial criticism from the 

trade uion movement across the board, and probably realising the 
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unfeasibility of the provision, 

1979, extended the definition 

the Minister, on 28 September 

of employee to included all 

Africans except foreign workers from internationally recognised 

countries. (164) Pr ovision was also made for the provisional 

registration of unions, but unions displayed no interest in it 

and the provi sion was repealed in 1981. 

Although this measure was a great stride for the government, 

it did not accept the Wiehahn recommendations in full. Trade 

unions coul d not freely open their membership to all population 

groups, but were still required to be uni-racial. Registration 

to mixed unions would however still be granted where the number 

of employees of any population group was too small to enable them 

to form an effective separate union or where the Minister deemed 

it expedient. (165) The Black Labour Relations Regulation Act 

was also left in tact which meant that a separate co111Tiittee 

system still existed for African workers. 

The fea r existed that African trade unions would 

and then dominate industrial councils also existed 

government's mind. It therefore accepted the 

register 

in the 

Wiehahn 

Commission's proposal to grant existing parties to industrial 

councils 

additional 

the right to veto membership of African unions. No 

t rade unions would henceforth be admitted to an 

industrial council unless all the parties to an industrial 

council had agreed to their admission in writing. (166) 

In accordance with the need to remove bottlenecks on the 

utilisation of manpower and remove racial discrimination from 

labour laws, the 'job reservation' clause, section 77 of the 

Industrial Conciliation Act, was repealed. 

The two other important provisions of the Amendment Act were 

the establishment of an Industrial Court and National Manpower 
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Commission. The Industrial Court was granted jurisdiction to 

adjudicate on any matter arising out of the application of the 

provisions of the laws administered by the Department of Labour. 

The Court was given a significant new power in that it would 

deliberate on a new type of dispute, the unfair labour practice. 

It was left up to the Court to decide what it considered to be an 

unfair labour practice. The Minister could also order an 

employer to restore the status quo in the case of an unfair 

labour practice until the Industrial Court had given a ruling on 

the dispute. Contrary to a Wiehahn Commission proposal, no 

provision was made in the Act for a right of appeal from the 

Industrial Court to the Supreme Court. (167) 

The Nati onal Manpower Commission was appointed to do a 

continual su r vey and analysis on a broad front of labour issues 

including the efficacy of labour legislation, manpower needs and 

the internati onal labour front. It would submit its findings 

and recormiendations directly to the Minister of Labour. 

4.6 Developments After the Wiehahn Commission and the Labour 
Relations Amendment Act of 1981 

Contrary to the expectations of both the Wiehahn Commission 

and the government, the independent African trade unions did not 

rush into registration. At first much of the independent 

unions' hostility against registration was aimed at the exclusion 

of migrant workers and commuters from registered unions, but 

after these workers had been granted Ministerial exemption to 

belong to registered unions, more fundamental objections to 

registration f rom some of the independent unions came to the 

fore. 

The strongest and most clearly articulated opposition 

against regis t ration came from the Western Province General 

Workers' Union. The union's fundamental argument against 
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registration was that it would mean a loss of workers' control of 

their union. It was joined in this stance by other unions, 

especially t he more corrmunity based unions such as the South 

African Alli ed Workers' Union (SAAWU) that started growing 

rapidly in East London in 1980. But not all the independent 

unions were opposed to registration. The Federation of South 

African Trade Unions (FOSATU) adopted a different approach and 

weighed up the pros and cons of registration. It came down in 

favour of registration provided its affiliate unions could 

register non-racially and maintain their policy of shop-floor 

bargaining. The Consultative Committee of Black Trade Unions 

(which became Council of Unions of South Africa in 1980) decided 

to register after deliberating on the matter for some time. 

Further developments took place that also served to 

undermine the government's labour reform plans. The 

unregistered unions grew very rapidly during 1980 and also 

succeeded in 

sectors such 

engineering. 

gaining recognition from employers in industrial 

as harbour transport, motor assembly and 

These achievements were not restricted to 

unregistered unions. Independent unions that registered also 

grew rapidly after 1979 and similarly signed recognition 

agreements with employers. The most significant aspect was that 

companies whi ch were parties to industrial councils signed 

agreements giv i ng the unions the right to plant-based negotiation 

with the employers. Equally pathbreaking was the fact that the 

Federated Chamber of Industries and a giant corporation, Barlow 

Rand, released statements to the effect that their companies 

would be prepared to negotiate with representative unions 

regardless of whether they were registered or not. (168) 

Worker militancy also started to increase sharply after 
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1979. The number of workers involved in strikes in 1980 shot up 

to 61 785, almost three times higher than the previous year's 

figure. In 1981 the trend continued as 92 842 workers went on 

strike either to defend their falling real wages eroded by 

inflation or to challenge arbitrary managerial control. (169) A 

new aspect of the strikes after 1979 was that some of them were 

trials of strength rather than demonstration stoppages as was the 

tendency before. The strikers could rely on community support 

which came in the form of financial assistance and consumer 

boycotts. 

In the l i ght of these developments, the government decided 

to amend the Industrial Conciliation Act in order to try and make 

its policy of control through reform more effective. (170) It 

amended the Industrial Conciliation Act in 1981 and changed the 

name thereof to the Labour Relations Act. The name of the 

former Department of Labour, which was changed to Department of 

Manpower Util i zation in 1979, was shortened to the Department of 

Manpower. 

The amendments of 1981 to the Labour Relations Act were to 

some extent a continuation of the reforms proposed by the Wiehahn 

Commission. In certain respects it completed the reforms 

commenced in 1979. The most notable of these were the 

introduction of a unified system of industrial relations by 

repealing the Black Labour Relations Regulation Act and removing 

all overt racial discrimination from the Labour Relations Act. 

The exclusively African works and liaison committees were 

replaced by works councils open to all population groups. The 

functions of the councils were not specified in the Act, but in 

structure they were similar to liaison committees with management 

constituting up to half of a council's representatives. (171) 

But the Amendment Act's main provisions were aimed at 
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extending the state's control over unregistered trade unions and 

trade union federations as well as tightening up the existing 

controls on trade unions. Most of the existing administrative 

controls and restrictions on registered trade unions' activities 

were extended to unregistered trade unions, and new restrictions 

were imposed on both registered and unregistered unions. All 

unions, whether registered or not, were required by the amendment 

to submit to t he Industrial Registrar annually the number of paid 

up and signed up members as well as audited financial statements. 

The names and addresses of officials and office bearers also had 

to be submitted to the Registrar . ( 172) 

The most serious restrictions imposed on unregistered unions 

were in connection with political activities and strikes. The 

existing prohibitions on the political activities on registered 

unions were extended to unregistered unions. In addition 

The restricted political activities have been extended 
beyond af filiation and financial assistance so as to 
include all activities aimed at influencing members with 
the object of giving assistance to politicial parties ... 
Previously, registered trade unions were prohibited from 
giving fianancial assistance to a candidate seeking 
election to a legislative body; now trade unions will 
neither be able to support such a candidate (e.g. 
through the union newspaper) or grant any assistance to 
a person seeking a position (e.g. party secretariatship) 
in a political party. (173) 

The legal right of all unions to assist striking workers was 

curtailed by the Act. It was made an offence for all trade 

unions or fede rations to grant financial assistance to a striker 

with the object of 'inducing' or 'enabling' him or her to take 

part in an ill egal strike. The effect of this was to make it a 

crime for a un i on or federation to provide strike pay for workers 

engaged in an i llegal strike with a fine of RlOOO attached to the 

crime. (174) 

Since vir t ually all strikes with only one or two exceptions 
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were illegal, this measure denied trade unions the right of 

assisting their striking members. The independent trade unions 

were strongly opposed to this measure and at a conference of the 

independent unions held in August 1981 they agreed that they 

would 

support each other in defying the restrictions on 
supporting striking workers... The prohibition on 
financial support for strikers will not be obeyed. 
(175) 

Conclusion 

The industrial relations system in the country after the 

amendments based on the Wiehahn Commission was thus very 

different fr om the one facing the country at the start of the 

1970s. The two greatest changes were the removal of the 

discriminatory dualistic system and the institution of a unified 

system that did not make distinctions based on colour, and the 

entrance of the independent trade unions as significant actors in 

the system. How this entry was achieved and the process 

through which the union became significant forces ate considered 

in the next th ree parts of the thesis. 



136 

Part 2 

NATAL 

Part Two focuses on the emergence and development of the 

unions in t he Federation of South African Trade Unions (FOSATU) 

in the Natal region from their origin in 1972, through the years 

they were constituted as the Trade Union Advisory and Co­

ordinating Council (TUACC), up to the end of 1979. 

This prologue commences with a description of relevant 

features of t he Durban and Pietermaritzburg metropolitan regions, 

the two industrial areas in which the independent unions took 

root in Natal . It is followed by an examination of the roots 

of the FOSATU unions in 1972 and the impact of the Durban strikes 

of 1973. In t he wake of the strikes a large number of unions and 

other organi sations that related to each other in fairly complex 

ways sprung up. In order to clarify the nature of the 

organisations and their relationship to one another, the 

structural development of FOSATU from 1973 to 1979 is also 

presented in t his prologue. 

This is followed by a detailed historical analysis of each 

of the unions over four chapters. The unions that are 

considered are the National Union of Textile Workers (NUTW), 

Metal and Allied Workers• Union (MAWU), Chemical Workers• 

Industrial Union (CWIU) and the Transport and General Workers• 

Union (TGWU). 

Besides t he intrinsic value of a detailed historical account 

of the emergence and struggles of the unions, it also provides 

the basic in formation for the two major themes that are 

considered in t he thesis, namely the strategies for power adopted 

by the unions and the extent of internal democracy they 
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established. Thus after presenting a synopsis of the major 

historical trends of the unions affiliated to FOSATU in Natal, 

the strategies for power and the democratisation of the movement 

are critical ly evaluated. Finally, the approach of TUACC, and 

later FOSATU , towards the KwaZulu government and Inkatha during 

the period i s analysed. 

1. The Durban and Pietermaritzburg Metropolitan Regions 

After the Durban strike wave which also spread to 

Pietermaritzburg, independent unions emerged in both metropolitan 

areas. The Durban metropolitan area was of considerable 

economic si gnificance, being the second largest in the country 

with the largest port in Africa in terms of the cargo handled. 

(1) Although Pietermaritzburg was considerably less 

industrialised, it did employ sufficient Africans in the 

secondary and tertiary sectors for unionisation to commence in 

the region. 

Table 1 provides an overview of the employment of Africans 

in the Durban and Pietermaritzburg metropolitan regions in 1970. 

It shows that Durban employed four and a half times as many 

Africans as Pietermaritzburg and that a larger proportion of the 

African labour force was employed in secondary industry in Durban 

(25,8% as opposed to 17,6%). 
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Table 1 

African Employment by Economic Sector, 1970 

Sector Regi on(l) 

Durban Pietermaritzburg 
No. % % No. % % 

wo- wo-
men men 

Primary { 2) { 2) 
Agriculture 8545 5,7 16,6 4149 12,5 21,1 
Mining 646 0,4 0,6 290 0,9 0,7 
Total 9191 6, 1 15,4 4439 13,4 19,8 

Secondary 
Manufacturing 27436 18,3 7,0 3415 10,3 3,7 
Constructi on 9948 6,6 0,4 2208 6,7 0,6 
Electricity 1333 0,9 0,1 186 0,6 0,5 
Total 38717 25,8 5,1 5809 17,6 2,4 

Tertiary 
Commerce 17288 11. 5 10,6 3228 9,8 13,3 
Finance 4606 3,1 6,2 383 1,2 10, 7 
Transport 13754 9,2 0,4 1862 5,6 0,5 
Services 66390 44,3 59,6 17338 52,4 65,1 
Total 102038 68,1 40,9 22811 69,0 38,7 

Total 149946 100,0 30,1 33059 100,0 38,7 

Note 
(1) The Durban region includes the magisterial districts Durban, 
Pinetown and Inanda while Pietermaritzburg includes only one 
district. 
(2) The ~ % women• indicates the proportion of employees in each 
sector and region who were women; for instance, in the 
manufacturing sector 7,0% of the employees in Durban and 3,7% in 
Pietermaritzburg were women. 

Source: Department of Statistics, Population Census 
Occu~ation and Industry £l. District and Economic Regions, 
No.a -05-06-:-'"Table D2, pp.213-4. ~ 

1970, 
Repott 

A striking feature of both metropolitan regions is the fact 

that the primary sector employed relatively few Afr icans whereas 

the tertiary sector dominated in the employment of Africans. 

It provided more than two-thirds of the employment of Africans in 

both cases {68% and 69%). The preponderance of the tertiary 

sector in bot h regions was due to the services sector which 

provided approximately one in every two jobs for Africans in both 

regions. The majori.ty of Africans in the service sector were 

women in domes t ic service. 
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The severe gender discrimination against women is 

highlighted by the contrast between their employment in the 

service sec t or as opposed to other sectors of the economy. As 

Table 1 shows , no less than 59,6% of the African employees in the 

service sector in Durban, and 65,1% in Pietermaritzburg, were 

women. On the other hand all the other sectors - even 

agriculture - consisted overwhelmingly of men. An indication 

of the extent to which African women had been discriminated 

against in the labour market is shown by the fact that, if 

services and agriculture are excluded, women only constituted an 

average of 5,5% of the total African employment in the remaining 

sectors. A consequence of this was that the independent unions 

were organising sectors of the economy where there were mostly 

African men and very few African women. 

However, a considerable proportion of the labour force in 

the metropolitan regions consisted of Indian employees as well. 

Some indication of this is given by Table 2 which provides a 

profile of th employment of Indians and Africans in a selection 

of the industries in the manufacturing sector of Durban in 1979. 

The selection includes all the manufacturing industries which the 

independent unions considered in the thesis organised in the 

1970s. 

Table 2 shows that whereas almost half (47,6%) of the total 

labour force in the manufacturing sector consisted of Africans, 

no less than 35% were Indians. If one adds to this the 7576 

Coloured employees in the sector at the time, then almost 40% of 

the labour force in manufacturing in Durban were Indians and 

Coloureds. Total African employment in manufacturing was 

therefore not far greater than total Indian and Coloured 

employment in Durban in 1979. 
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Table 2 

Employment in Manufacturing Sector in Durban 1979 

Industry Indian African Total 
No. % No. % No. % 

(1) ( 1 ) ( 1 ) 
Textiles 5169 18,8 19961 72,4 27565 100,0 

Clothing 26249 74,3 5194 14,7 35296 100,0 

Wood and 
Furniture 2948 46,2 2575 40,4 6368 100,0 

Chemicals 
and Plastics 3137 16,3 10956 56,8 19274 100,0 

Metal and 
Machinery 2916 17,5 9461 56,7 16677 100,0 

Motor 1557 20,5 3927 51,8 7582 100,0 

Total (all 
industries) 63500 35,0 86348 47,6 181434 100,0 

Note 
(1) The percentages give the proportion of Africans and Indians 
employed in each industry. They do not add up to 100% because 
White and Col oured employement figures have been omitted. 

Source: 
Central Stati stical Service, Census of Manufacturina 
Principal Sta tistics~~ Regional Basis,"l""able 4, pp.57- . 

1979. 

The proportion of African and Indian employees however 

varied signi f icantly between the different industries. In the 

clothing industry Indians consisted of no less than 74,3% of the 

labour force whereas in the textile industry the ratio was 

reversed with Africans making up no less than 72,4% of the labour 

force. The historical reasons why such a high proportion of the 

labour force in the textile industry consisted of Africans is 

discussed in chapter three which deals with the National Union of 

Textile Workers. 

Another aspect of the Durban and Pietermaritzburg regions 

that had a bearing on the independent unions was the proximity of 

KwaZulu, the Zulu 'homeland'. In particular, Durban was 

pincered between Kwazulu from the north and the south. The 
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'homeland' penetrated so deeply into Durban that its two largest 

African town ships, Umlazi in the south and KwaMashu in the north, 

which served as labour supplythg dormitories to the region, were 

both actually situated in KwaZulu. (2) In 1970 KwaMashu supplied 

49172 workers of which 8861 were in manufacturing while Umlazi 

supplied 57037 workers of which 14361 were in manufacturing. A 

better indication of the enormity of the townships is provided by 

their popul ation figures. It was estimated that, in 1977, 

Umlazi had a population of 271 700 and KwaMashu a population of 

161 000. (3) 

The significance of the extension of KwaZulu into the Durban 

metropolitan region for the independent unions was that the 

KwaZulu government and Inkatha constituted important political 

forces in the region. The independent unions were accordingly 

forced to take cognizance of these political forces in their 

midst. 

2.The Emergence and Development of FOSATU 1972 - 1979 

2.1 Origins and Structural Development of FOSATU in Natal 
1972 - 1979 

The ins t itutional development of FOSATU in Natal from 1972 

onwards was quite complex with a number of distinct, but 

interrelated organisations springing up. The form these 

organisations took, and the methods in which they operated were 

mainly deter mined by the response of the Black working class to 

their working and living conditions, but also by the political 

and economic situations prevailing at the time. At another 

level the ins t itutions developed a dynamic and force of their own 

and developments within them were shaped by the events that had 

preceded them and the structures that were already in existence. 

In the expo sition that follows these interrelated forces ate 
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taken into consideration when tracing the institutional 

development of FOSATU in Natal. 

The Origins of FOSATU in Natal 1970-1972 

The origins of FOSATU in Natal can be traced to several 

independent but interrelated strands. These were the commitment 

of the Durban trade unionist Harriet Bolton to organising African 

workers, the founding of the students' Wages Commission on the 

Durban campus of the University of Natal, the intention of former 

SACTU member s to revive trade unions amongst Africans, and the 

wave of strikes in Durban during January and February 1973. 

Harriet Bolton was general secretary of the Natal branches 

of the regi stered Textile Workers' Industrial Union (TWI U}, 

Garment Work ers' Industrial Union as well as the Furniture and 

Allied Worke rs Industrial Union (FAWIU} in 1970. She was 

politically on the left in TUCSA and around that time she 

commenced employing young White intellectuals as assistants in 

order to revive the flagging registered unions. Thus by April 

1970 Rob Lambert was employed as assistant secretary of the 

Furniture union. During one of his factory visits to Indian 

workers Lambert was challenged by a former member of a SACTU 

furniture union, Aurelius Mcwabe, that the FAWIU was doing 

nothing for African workers. Mcwabe, who was in favour of 

organising African workers into a separate union, was invited to 

a meeting with Lambert and Bolton, but Bolton proposed that a 

benefit fund for African workers should be started instead. Thus 

it was that Lambert started recruiting African workers into a 

benefit socie ty. From that time on Bolton also took up the 

approach of ~o r ganisin~ the unorganised 1
, namely African workers. 

(4) 
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In another development the first Wages Commission was set up 

by students at the University of Natal, Durban, in mid-1971. 

The Wages Commission had three activities: to investigate wages 

of staff on the university campus, to give evidence at Wage Board 

enquiries, and to publish and distribute a worker newspaper, 

Isisebenzi, through which workers were advised on Wage Board 

hearings. Their approach was that they, as White students, 

could make their resources available to Black workers instead of 

offering all their skills to management as White students usually 

do in the end. Dave Hemson was in charge of Wage Board hearings 

and Halton Cheadle edited Isisebenzi. In addition they were in 

favour of the formation of African trade unions and in touch with 

Harriet Bolton. Thus it was that Hemson became employed by the 

TWIU in June 1972 to organise African workers. The prevailing 

mood he foun d amongst African workers was a fear of trade unions 

because of their previous experiences in SACTU unions. 

The word which is repeated by the workers over and over 
again i s 'fear'. There is a perpetual fear of 
victimisat ion by the employers and sometimes fear that 
~he indunas will report them to the employers. (5) 

This con f irmed the validity of Bolton's proposal to commence 

organising African workers into a benefit society first. Hence 

Lambert and Hemson spent their energies recruiting African 

workers into the benefit society which was seen as a forerunner 

to trade unions. By June 1972 it had about 500 members and on 9 

September 1972 the General Factory Workers' Benefit Fund (GFWBF) 

was officially -launched with over a 1000 signed on members. (6) 

In this endeavour they wanted to involve former SACTU 

members as much as possible. Quite independently, and preceding 

these events, erstwhile members of SACTU had been trying for 

several months to revive SACTU. The idea was abandoned because 

of police harassment. They thereupon decided to support the 
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GFWBF and Wages Commission and to get involved in organising 

workers. (7) 

Black worker militancy in Durban was on the increase during 

this period. In April 1969 almost 2000 African dockworkers went 

on strike for higher wages. (8) In October 1972 dockworkers in 

Durban went on strike again over the delay in wage increases 

following the Wage Board sitting in June that year. At the 

sitting the dockworkers had demanded an increase from R8,50 to 

R18 per week, the existing Poverty Datum Level at the time, which 

was recommended by the Wages Commission through Isisebenzi. (9) 

In January and February 1973 a strike wave hit Durban in 

which at least 61 000 African workers went on strike. In some 

cases they we re joined by Indian workers as well. The stri kes 

commenced at a steady trickle for the first 2 weeks, but then 

they turned into a flood for two weeks occuring mainly in 

factories in t he textile and engineering industries. No 1 ess 

than 146 establishments were hit by strikes. Of these 26 were 

in the text ile industry followed by 22 in engineering. 

Particularly noticeable were the strikes in the textile mills in 

Pinetown-New Germany and Jacobs-Mobeni industrial complexes. 

Many of these were owned by the Frame Group. Low wages were the 

predominant reasons for the strikes. Where statutory works 

committees had existed, they were totally ignored by workers as 

negotiating bodies. (10) The strikes were all of short duration 

and were demonstration stoppages rather than trials of strength. 

Three quarter s of the strikes were less than three days duration 

and the longest was seven days. (11) The workers' 

vulnerablility and their inability to sustain themselves rapidly 

forced them back to work. 

The effects of these strikes were to heighten African worker 

militancy and consciousness of the need to organise themselves. 
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Consequently membership of the Benefit Fund shot up rapidly and 

six African unions emerged over the next two years in Durban and 

Pietermaritzburg. These formed the basis of FOSATU in Natal. 

Because of the complex interrelatedness of the unions with other 

institutions i n the movement, it is useful to present an overview 

of the str uctural development of FOSATU in Natal before 

considering t he history and struggles of the individual unions. 

2.2 Structural Development of FOSATU in Natal 1973-1979 

The fir st institution to develop after the Durban strikes 

was an admi nistrative body. During the strikes in January-

February 1973 a committee comprising Harriet Bolton, Archbishop 

Dennis Hurley , TUCSA trade unionists, Richard Turner, and others 

was set up to raise funds. Partly as a result of their efforts 

the Central Administration Services (CAS) was established in 

March 1973 to administer the funds. (12) CAS was however also 

established to control as well as provide an institutional base 

for new African unions envisaged by its founders. By having 

Whites on its controlling committee, CAS enabled the new African 

unions to ci rcumvent the Group Areas Act by operating from an 

area declared White by the Act. At that stage these activities 

were centred at Bolton Hall, a trade union centre that housed, 

amongst other s , the registered Textile, Garment and Furniture 

unions. Acco rding to another account CAS was started in order 

to draw al l the registered unions in Bolton Hall into a 
concerted drive to form parallel-type unions to the 
registered ones ... the unions involved were thus Garment, 
Furniture, Textile and Motor Assemblies. B.F.(Benefit 
Fund - JM] , U.T.P.(Urban Training Project - JM), and 
Wages Commission representatives sat on C.A.S. also. 
(13) 

In the wake of the heightened worker consciousness and 

militancy Afr i can trade unions were set up in fairly rapid 
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succession. On 28 April 1973 the Steering Committee of a Metal 

and Allied Workers' Union (MAWU) held its first meeting in 

Durban. Due to independent organisational efforts in 

Pietermaritzburg an elected Branch Executive Committee (BEC) of 

MAWU for that region met on 9 June 1973 for the first time. , 

After furthe r organisation the Durban branch held its first BEC 

meeting on 10 November 1973. Organisation amongst African 

textile workers proceeded apace under the auspices of the 

registered TWIU. In June a Caretaker Committee was elected to 

organise Afr i can workers and on 23 September 1973 the National 

Union of Text ile Workers (NUTW) held its inaugural meeting with 

about 500 wor kers attending. Amongst the guest speakers was the 

Kwazulu Executive Councillor of Co11111unity Affairs, Mr Barney 

Dladla. On 30 August 1973 the Union of Clothing and Allied 

Workers was founded. From its inception it had a close 

relationship with the registered Natal Garment Workers' 

Industrial Union and very soon moved away from TUACC into its 

parent union' s bosom. In February 1974 the Furniture and Timber 

Workers' Uni on (FTWU) was formally launched. A driving force 

behind the union was Aurelius Mncwabe, a former SACTU member, 

even though Dave Hemson, who was assistant secretary of the 

registered Furniture union at that time, formally founded the 

union. (14) 

The GFWBF was growing extremely rapidly during this period 

of high worker militancy. Whereas in August 1973 the Benefit 

Fund had 6 000 members, by March 1974 it had between 15 000 and 

17 000 members. (15) It was also building up considerable 

funds in view of its massive membership. Members of the Benefit 

Fund from Afr ican Explosives and Chemical Industries started 

organising themselves towards the end of 1973 and expressed the 

desire to belong to a union. As a result an organiser was 
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appointed in June 1974 to start organising chemical workers. 

Eventually, on 24 November 1974, the inaugural meeting of the 

Chemical Workers' Industrial Union (CWIU) was held. 

However in May 1974 the state moved in against the GFWBF 

because it was acting as the base of new trade unions and 

building up a potential reserve strike fund for the unions. The 

state prosecuted officials of the Fund for running an illegal 

Benefit Society. As a result the Executive of the GFWBF decided 

in September 1974 to transform the organisation into a union, the 

Transport and General Workers' Union (TGWU). (16) The union was 

divided into two sectors, the Industrial Sector for members from 

the organised factories, and the General Sector for members from 

unorganised factories. The overwhelming majority of members were 

placed in the General Sector. The union was thereupon formally 

founded in 1975. 

Not only trade unions were founded as a result of the 

workers' mil i tancy in Durban in 1973. On 30 May 1973 the 

Institute fo r Industrial Education (IIE) was launched with CAS 

funding. Its founders, who included Harriet Bolton, Richard 

Turner and Foszia Fisher, discovered that workers were unaware of 

their rights as workers during the Durban strikes. As a result 

the Institute 's aims were to provide education for workers on a 

broad front by means of a correspondence course through which 

workers coul d learn about their rights as workers and how to 

organise themselves into trade unions. 

The IIE was very concerned about its own legitimacy in the 

eyes of the state and to this end it obtained people with status 

to serve on its Council as a protective umbrella over its Working 

Committee. Thus it put a great deal of emphasis on links with 

the Kwazulu Government and appointed .Chief Gatsha Buthelezi as 
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life Chancel l or of the Institute. In addition it also desired 

to have li nks with potentially supportative organisations and 

people. To this end it granted representation to TUCSA, UTP 

and the SA Institute of Race Relations on the IIE Council. 

It was not only the IIE that set store by contact with the 

Kwazulu Government. The unions also did and they successfully 

developed a close relationship with Executive Councillor Barney 

Dladla who assisted the unions and workers in the settlement of 

strikes. In order to formalise the unions' relationship with 

the Kwazulu Government and to co-ordinate the affairs of the 

unions the Trade Union Advisory and Co-ordinating Council (TUACC) 

was established in January 1974. Regular three-monthly meetings 

between four KwaZulu Government officials and two representatives 

from each of the unions was built into the constitution. (17) 

Contradictions however started emerging between the 

interests of the unions and the KwaZulu Government when Dladla 

fell into disfavour in the Kwazulu Executive Council because of 

his popular support from Zulu workers. As a result he was 

removed from his post in May 1975 and the KwaZulu Government 

withdrew their support from TUACC and the unions. As a result 

TUACC was reconstituted in June 1975 with the central purpose of 

uniting the 

fund- r a i sing 

the unions, 

(18) 

unions in a co-ordinating body. It centralised 

and the provision of infrastructural resources to 

as well as the formulation of policy of the unions. 

The emergent unions also considered it advisable not to 

isolate themselves and they initially sought to obtain support of 

the kind given to the NUTW by the TWIU from the larger and more 

significant unions in TUCSA. Consequently in 1973 and 1974 

the unions accepted invitations to attend the TUCSA Annual 

Conferences as observers where their representatives also spoke. 
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However these efforts were seriously jeopardised by David Davis 

who gave a speech supporting SACTU and attacking TUCSA at its 

1973 Conference. This and other events soured the relationship 

between TUCSA and the TUACC unions and efforts to gain TUCSA's 

support came to a halt in 1975. 

Structurally TUACC was a representative body. Its Counci 1 

consisted of the Branch Executive Committees (BECs) of the 

affiliated unions and its Secretariat was composed of two 

representati ves from each union at least one of which was an 

elected worker representative. In practice however the 

Secretariat was dominated by the unions' secretaries. The 

unions affiliated to TUACC in mid-1975 were MAWU, NUTW, CWIU, 

TGWU and t he FTWU. The Natal branch of the TWIU was also 

closely allied with TUACC, but not constitutionally a member. 

Relationships between TUACC and the Union of Clothing and Allied 

Workers had by that stage deteriorated to merely maintaining 

informal contact. (19) The following year the FTWU collapsed 

due to financial corruption of its secretary who embezzled about 

R500 of the union's funds. (20) What remained of the Furniture 

union was absorbed into the TGWU. 

TUACC expanded structurally in the later seventies. In 

1978 it changed from a regional to a national co-ordinating body 
' 

by uniting with the Transvaal-based Council of Industrial Workers 

of the Witwatersrand (CIWW). This followed on the heels of the 

amalgamation of the Natal and Transvaal branches of MAWU the 

previous year . In April 1979 the Federation of South African 

Trade Union s (FOSATU) was founded after two years of 

deliberations between TUACC and other unions. TUACC therefore 

dissolved itself as its unions merged into the new Federation. 

Details of the structures of FOSATU are elaborated in the chapter 
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on FOSATU in the Transvaal. To summarise the main points, 

FOSATU constituted a tight-knit federation with centralised 

sharing of financial and infrastructural resources as well as a 

common policy. Nonetheless each region exercised considerable 

autonomy and the former TUACC unions in Natal along with the 

registered National Union of Motor Assembly and Rubber Workers of 

South Africa (NUMARWOSA) and its parallel union, the United 

Automobile Rubber and Allied Workers' Union (UAW), operated 

together on the Natal Regional Executive Committee. This was 

the structural situation that prevailed in the Natal region up to 

the end of 1979. 

The fin ancing of TUACC and FOSATU in Natal was a matter of 

great importance to the movement and the way in which this was 

done from 1977 to 1979 is considered next. 

2.3 TUACC and FOSATU (Natal) Finances 

The TUACC unions, like other independent unions in the 

country, rel i ed heavily in their early stages on financial 

donations from overseas. However as union organisation deepened 

and became more stable an increasing proportion of the movement's 

revenue was raised from worker subscriptions. This is indicated 

by Table 3 which sketches the financial situation of the unions 

in TUACC and FOSATU in Natal from 1977 to 1979. 
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EXPENDITURE SUBS AS % 
(2) OF 

EXPENDITURE 

N-UTW 19 77 RJ /OU 
1978 RS 500 Rll 700 47 
1979 R9 900 

MAWU (Natal) 1977 R2 500 
1978 R4 900 RIO 000 49 
1979 RB 000 

TGWU 1977 R3 600 
1978 R4 100 R6 800 60 
1979 Rl 600 

CWIU 1977 Rl 400 
1978 Rl 400 R4 600 30 
1979 R2 000 

TWP 1977 R17 800 
1978 R16 800 R18 000 (3) 93 
1979 R14 500 

Sources: 1977 and 1978 - A. Erwin, 17 Dec 1 79 
1979 - Unions: interviews with secretaries, Oct-Nov 1 79 

TWP: Financial Statement for Sept 1 79. 

Notes: (1) Income from subscriptions for 1979 are estimates based 
on average monthly subscriptions provided by union 
secretaries. In the case of TWP the annual figure 
was extrapolated from September's subscriptions. 

(2) Expenditure of the unions excludes rent and 
ma i ntenance of vehicles, but not petrol costs. 

(3) The TWP's expenditure constituted mainly benefits. 

Table 3 shows that, in 1978, excluding rent and maintenance 

of vehicles, the unions covered from 30% to 60% of their 

remaining current costs from worker subscriptions. MAWU and the 

NUTW, the two largest unions, were covering about half these 

current costs which included wages and fuel, two major items of 

union expenditure. Subscriptions for three of the four unions 

indicated an upward trend. 

For FOSATU as a whole income from subscriptions were 

estimated to constitute about 30-40% of total expenditure in 

1979. (21) In the financial year ending in July 1979 FOSATU 

raised no less than R84 719 in donations from trade union 
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federations in Western Europe, principally the International 

Confederation of Free Trade Unions (ICFTU). Substantial grants 

totalling R72 664 had to be made to the unions during the 

financial year. Broken down by union, the grants were 

distributed as follows: MAWU - R36 043, TGWU - R16 784, 

NUTW - RlO 073, CWIU - R9 764. (22) 

FOSATU did not accept money with any strings attached by the 

donors. In order to minimise the potential for control from 

overseas dono rs, TUACC/FOSATU policy was to raise money centrally 

through the federation and not through the individual unions. 

The requirements of the unions would not be itemised, but be 

presented as lump sums in order to prevent the donors from 

specifying what their money was to be used for. (23) 

Although none of the unions in FOSATU Natal were financially 

self-reliant by the end of 1979 they were all raising a 

reasonable proportion of their current costs from worker 

subscriptions. Worker representatives were encouraged to keep a 

check on how organisers were handling their money. (24) In 

practice it was however difficult for members working a full day 

to keep a check on the officials' handling of their money. The 

union officials did however institute elaborate methods to try 

and prevent embezzlement of workers' money for 

antagonising t he workers and losing their support. 

fear of 

Having outlined the structural development and financial 

position of FOSATU in Natal up to 1979, the foundations have been 

laid for cons idering the detailed history of each of the former 

TUACC unions i n FOSATU. 
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Chapter 3 

The National Union of Textile Workers (NUTW) 1973-1979 

The aim of this chapter is to provide an historical account 

of the NUTW f t om its origin up to November 1979. The history of 

the union can broadly be divided into three phases during this 

period: The first phase, a relatively short one lasting up to 

about mid-1974, was one of mass membership and high expectations 

on the part of the union. The second phase was one of 

transition t o workplace organisation which placed an emphasis on 

the tole of the shop stewards. In the thitd phase, whic h 

commenced in 1977, the union concentrated on organising a few 

factories we l l and fought a campaign to renew the recognition 

agreement it had with Smith and Nephew. 

1. Origins and Formation of the NUTW 

Although the Durban strikes of 1973 provided a big impetus 

in the formation of the NUTW, the foundations of the union were 

laid before the strikes. (1) The NUTW origins ate to be found 

in Harriet Bolton's commitment to organise African workers in the 

early 1970s. On het recommendation to Norman Daniels, general 

secretary of the national Textile Workers' Industrial Union 

(TWI U), Dave Hemson was appointed national organiser to revive 

the flagging Durban btanch of the TWIU in July 1972. From that 

position Hemson was able to recruit African textile workers into 

the GFWBF once it had been founded. By January 1973 when Halton 

Cheadle replaced Hemson, African textile workers wete already 

organised to some extent in the GFWBF. (2) 

Outing t he 1973 Durban strikes that commenced in the same 

month, the registered TWIU was the only union that intervened 
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directly on behalf of striking workers. At the height of the 

strike about 8000 textile wotkets went out on strike and thete 

was one day, 

operation in 

29 January, when not a single Ftame factory was in 

Natal. Of the 41 textile mills in Natal 26 had 

strikes while the remaining 15 experienced some fotm ot othet of 

industrial conflict. (3) 

The TWI U was in touch with wotkets ftom a number of mills, 

but it only teptesented striking workers at two of them: Smith 

and Nephew, and Consolidated Textile Mills (CTM). In the case 

of Smith and Nephew the TWIU organiser managed to negotiate a 

considerable increase in the male wotkets' basic wage to R18 pet 

week by proposing to management an amalgamation of the lowest 

paid workers' bonuses with the basic wage. The women's wages 

however still lagged behind at R12 pet week. In this way the 

striking wot kets' demand was met without increasing the total 

wage bill · 'dramatically'. At CTM where the workers struck fot 7 

days the union managed to wring a couple of concessions ftom the 

comp~ny before the wotkets reluctantly decided to return to work 

without theit major wage demands met. The concessions were that 

one day's strike pay would be paid and no workers would be fired. 

The TWIU's interventions in the strike considerably strengthened 

the support of the union ftom both Indian and African workers. 

(4) It was to catty on playing a meaningful tole in organising 

African worke rs until a split developed between the TWIU and NUTW 

after Novembe r 1976. 

The registered union also carried on actively intervening on 

behalf of African workers. In August 1973 when 500 African 

workers at Frame's Wentex Mill in Jacobs went on strike ovet a 5% 

wage increase that they considered to be too low, the TWIU made 

teptesentations on their behalf at the Industrial Council as well 
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as the TUCSA Annual Conference a week after the strike. (5) The 

strikers were fired and the company only selectively re-employed 

workers refusing 'to re-engage those it clearly regarded as 

troublemakers, including nine works committee members'. (6) 

TUCSA donated R3500 in aid of 75 of the dismissed workers and 

appealed to the Minister of Labour to order the Frame Group to 

reinstate them, but the Minister used a technical point as an 

excuse for doing nothing. (7) 

However the organisational thrust of African textile workers 

came from the work being done through the GFWBF. By June 1973 

organisation was sufficiently advanced to form a Steering 

Committee of African textile workers to draw up a constitution 

for a new union. Cheadle drafted the constitution by 

amalgamating about ten different constitutions including ones 

from British and American unions. (8) 

The inaugural meeting of the NUTW was held on 23 September 

1973 with mr Barney Dladla, Kwazulu Executive Councillor of 

Conmunity Affairs, and over 500 textile workers in attendance. 

Dladla assur ed the meeting the the Kwazulu Government 'would 

pledge their fullest support especially because their wages are 

made out of workers' money.' He also assured the workers of his 

immediate support in cases of emergency. 'Once the workers are 

faced with any difficulty, they could ring him and he himself 

would call a meeting.' (9) 

Cheadle thereupon explained the activities of the BEC and 

members were elected with representatives from Smith and Nephew, 

Dano Textiles, Nortex, 

the Committee. Two 

Seltex, Frametex and Afritex serving on 

other factories, Pinetex and Ropes & 

Mattings were also to elect representatives soon, 

of 8 mills t hat were organised at that stage. 

the union alr eady stood at over 800. (10) 

making a total 

Membership of 
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2. Phase of Mass Membership. Sept 1973 to Mid-1975 
-

Support for the union from workers in the wake of the Durban 

strikes was strong and paid up membership increased rapidly. 

Over a six-week period ending in October 1973 the union collected 

R1690,70 from subscriptions indicating a paid up membership of 

about 1300. { 11) 

In the third month of its existence the NUTW gained an 

immense achievement by getting Smith and Nephew to agree to 

recognise the unregistered African union. This followed after a 

work stoppage at the company in November 1973. The strike took 

place after management, in breach of an understanding with t he 

TWIU, announced new wage levels without negotiating with the 

uni on fit st. One Wednesday in November, the weekday on which 

the union or ganiser could visit workers in the plant, the workers 

streamed out of the factory with the Indian workers leading the 

way just as the organiser, Halton Cheadle, arrived. 

The organiser asked management for the opportunity to speak 

to all the workers alone to try and coax them back to work. 

Once he was alone with the 650 Indian and African workers, they 

went through the union 1 s demands. They decided that they would 

not accept the wages offered, that they wanted protection against 

dismissal, and they wanted an agreement for the unregistered 

union. Thereupon the workers returned to work while the 

organiser and a shop steward negotiated with the Smith and Nephew 

management. The following day management announced that they 

were prepared to recognise the NUTW in principle and to sign an 

agreement with it. {12) 

Although the NUTW was given the de facto right to elect shop 

stewards in each department at Smith and Nephew soon afterwards 

in January 1974, it took a considerable time before the Agreement 

was finally signed on 19 July 1974. This was in part due to the 
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disruption the union experienced as a result of the banning of 

Cheadle at the end of January 1974. It was also due to the fact 

that workers were primarily interested in the wage levels, not 

the Agreement and its contents. Consequently there was no 

pressure from workers on the company when the Agreement was 

finally negotiated by an organiser, John Copelyn, who joined the 

TWIU as a national organiser in May 1974, along with shop 

stewards from the company. (13) This was reflected in the 

terms and conditions of the Agreement finally negotiated by the 

unions. 

A unique feature of the Agreement was that it was signed 

between Smith and Nephew on the one hand and both the TWIU and 

NUTW on the other hand. ·The Agreement granted the unions access 

to the company's premises outside of working hours and for three 

hours on Wednesdays around lunchtime. The company also 

recognised shop stewards by agreeing that 'each department, where 

practicable, shall elect a shop steward who will represent the 

unions in such department.' (14) The shop stewards were however 

not given explicit powers to negotiate directly with management. 

In the case of disputes or grievances all cases would 

eventually end up at the arbitration procedure which was to be 

'the exclusive means for the determination and settlement of all 

disputes and grievances.' (15) The -unions thereby agreed not to 

resort to strike action during the currency of the Agreement 

which was to last for three years. The unions also undertook 

not to 'encourage or support any strike, picketing, stoppage or 

slow-down of work by any of their members' while the company 

agreed not to engage in any lock-out of its employees. (16) 

In terms of the employment rules the union managed to 

negotiate annual wage increases linked to the Consumer Price 
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Index with a two and a half per cent 'standard of living 

increase'. Workers could also earn a production bonus equal to 

a third of t he basic wage if they met 100% of their production 

targets as well as a joint service allowance and attendance 

bonus. 

Thus while the Agreement did allow the NUTW access onto the 

company's premises and the recognition of shop stewards on the 

shopfloor, it also curtailed the union's rights by forbidding 

resort to strike action for the three years duration of the 

Agreement. However, John Copelyn felt afterwards that 'the 

serious benefits of that Agreement' were 'really substantial 

organisational 

Agreement has 

gains for workers. 1 (17) Furthermore, the 

to be seen in the light of the conditions that 

prevailed at the time. In a situation where the entire state 

machinery was hostile to the union's existence, the Agreement 

constituted a commitment on the part of the company not to rely 

upon the state to resolve conflict. Although the rights of 

workers in the Agreement were limited, they were tremendously 

important to the union in that situation. (18) 

An example of the organisational gain made by the union at 

Smith and Nephew was provided in November 1974 when a shop 

steward, Moffat Sabela, was issued with a final warning for 

allegedly holding a meeting during company time. The NUTW took 

up the issue and established that Sabela was encouraging workers 

during an hour-long work stoppage over a grievance to commence 

working again and to take up their complaint through the regular 

channels. When presented with these facts, the final warning 

served on Sabela was withdrawn. (19) 

The buoyancy of the NUTW was sustained when a renewed wave 

of strikes hit the textile industry in Durban in January 1974. 

The strikes were a direct response to the Cotton Order made by 
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the Minister of Labour that came into operation on 7 January 

1974. Workers had no say whatsoever in the wages determined by 

an Order. The Minister would make an Order on the 

recommendation of an employer association after consultation with 

the Wage Board and the Central Bantu Labour Board. (20) The 

Order could be made binding on all companies in the industry. 

Wages in the cotton sector were the lowest in the textile 

industry, and workers had pinned their hopes on a substantial 

improvement in this sector. However the increases contained in 

the Order were far below expectations. The largest increase was 

for Grade 1 labourers and cleaners whose wages rose from Rll,50 

to R13 per week for men and from R8,50 to Rl0,40 per week for 

women. In the top Grade 4 there were no increases at all. (21) 

At the Frame Group's Pinetex Mill about 1800 workers struck, 

and, when the police arrested 250 of them, the strike spread 

three days later through ten more textile mills, four of which 

were from the Frame Group at Pinetown-New Germany, namely Natal 

Knitting Mills, Nortex, Seltex and Frametex. The NUTW was 

resourceful in finding mediators who would help strengthen the 

workers' demands. It drew in Kwazulu's Executive Councillor 

Barney Dladla, who dramatically led 5000 striking workers through 

the streets to the Frametex factory gate where he successfully 

insisted that management negotiate with the NUTW. The paltry 

increases offered by the Frame Group were reluctantly accepted by 

the workers who were in a weak bargaining position as not all 

mill sections were out on strike. (22) 

A week after the strikes took place Cheadle and Hemson were 

banned on 31 January 1974. However White intellectuals 

continued to play an active part in the NUTW. Cheadle was 
' 

followed by Humphrey Glass who came into the union in February 
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1974, but he left three months later because he had -come to feel 

there was no positi,ve role he as a White man could play'. (23) 

The BEC never accepted that as a valid reason as was demonstrated 

by the fact that Copelyn carried on playing an active role in 

the NUTW. 

State disruption of the NUTW also manifested itself in 

another way. In April 1974 the NUTW decided it would try to 

organise a legal strike at, Pinetex, a Frame mill in Pinetown, 

over an apparent victimisation of six contract workers. The 

union accrdingly went through all the steps it deemed necessary 

to legalise the strike. On the morning of the intended strike an 

organiser, Wiseman Mbali, threatened workers coming onto morning 

shift with dire consequences if they did not go on strike. (24) 

This was contrary to the union's wishes and the strike attempt 

failed. The state however prosecuted Mbali for inciting 

workers to strike. (25) In the end he was found guilty 

-through a most minor technical error, namely handing in a letter 

to the Labour Officer in Pinetown rather than Durban. 1 (26) 

In spite of the bannings, expectations were still high in 

the NUTW that quick gains could be made through obtaining 

recognition from companies. This was probably because union 

membership was still high and rising on account of worker 

militancy as evidenced by the strikes and because of the quick 

recognition gained at Smith and Nephew. For instance, the 

expectation existed in March 1974 that SA Fabrics would recognise 

the NUTW even though only 48 out of 300 workers had joined the 

union. Copelyn captured the mood that existed then: 

In 1974 there was expectation - Smith and Nephew had 
signed an agreement, SA Fabrics was negotiating one with 
us, there were all sorts of things in the air. People 
were expecting big breakthroughs any minute. (27) 

However these expectations were dashed as the strike waves 
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in Durban's textile industry came to an end after early 1974. 

There was still a somewhat belated strike in August 1984 over a 

minimal Rl wage increase of the Cotton Order at the Texfin and 

Ultex mills of the Frame Group's Consolidated Fine Spinners and 

Weavers. Even though the striking workers did not win their 

wage demand of a RlO weekly increase, the NUTW succeeded in 

preventing management from victimising any of the striking 

workers and they were all re-employed. On this occasion the 

union managed to arrange the intervention of the United Party 

Member of Parliament for Pinetown, Graham Mcintosh, on the side 

of the workers. (28) The strike most probably gave a spurt to 

organisation at the two mills in 1975. (29) 

Although the strike waves came to an end after January 1974 

the second wave sustained the NUTW's high membership enrolment 

throughout the first half of 1974 and even into 1975 in spite of 

the banning of Cheadle. By February 1974 it had approximately 

3500 signed up members. (30) This figure rose to over 5000 in 

June 1974. (31) A year later signed up membership had risen to 

no less than 7000. (32) But these figures were not a reliable 

indicator of the union's actual organisational strength. A more 

reliable indicator of the state of the union was paid up 

membership. 

According to paid up union membership figures the NUTW 

reached a serious turning point during the second half of 1975. 

Paid up membership remained more or less steady at the level 

attained in October 1973 up to about mid-1975, although it 

declined slightly from the fourth quarter of 1974 up to July 

1975. From July to September 1974 the union collected R1437 per 

month on average from subscriptions and from September 1974 to 

July 1975 it dropped slightly to Rll08 per month on average. (33) 

In . the second half of 1975 paid up membership of the union 
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however slumped very heavily to less than half its previous 

level. From September to December 1975 subscriptions amounted 

to R501 pet month on average. In 1976 this dropped even further 

with the monthly average subscriptions being round about R430. 

(34) Thus paid up membership in 1976 had dropped to about one­

thitd of the level the union had sustained throughout 1974 and 

into the fir st half of 1975. 

This dr op in paid up membership could partly be explained by 

a gradual decline in worker militancy as reflected by the 

decrease in strikes after January 1974, as well as by a severe 

recession that commenced in the textile industry in about 

September 1974 due to the importation of cheaper fabrics from the 

Fat East, particularly Japan. By Match 1975 newspapers reported 

that mote t han 10 000 textile workers in South Africa had been 

laid off, t hat thousands more were on short-time and that large 

sectors of the industry were working at 60% of capacity ot less. 

(35) 

Textile workers in Natal, and therefore the NUTW, received a 

heavy blow with the large scale retrenchments. At Nottex a 

shift was cut out and at Ropes & Matting the same happened after 

a successful strike that resulted in a small wage increase. 

Management used the occasion to dismiss the workers' spokesman 

who had 19 years service in the company. Wentex and SA 

Fabrics had two rounds of retrenchments while Dano had three 

t ounds. ( 36) 

But the decline in wotket militancy and the recession only 

partially explain the decrease in membership of the NUTW. Heavy 

import duties were imposed on a wide range of imported textile 

goods and by May 1975 employment in the textile industry was 

recovering and had risen above the 1973 level again. (37) 
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There were other very important forces at work that influenced 

the strength of the NUTW. They were a managerial counter-

offensive against the union that commenced almost as soon as the 

union came i nto existence, ineffectiveness of the organisational 

strategy of t he union, ideological and political conflict within 

the union, as well as a state offensive against the union. 

These forces accounted for the end of the phase of mass enrolment 

of members by the union and gave rise to a new phase of 

transition towards in-depth shop floor organisation that 

commenced as early as the second half of 1974 even though the 

union still retained an upward momentum in signed up membership 

for another year. In order to understand the dynamics that 

brought thi s about it is necessary to examine each of these 

aspects in detail. 

3. Phase of Transition to In-Depth Work Place Organisation 
Mid-1974 to 1976 

3.1 Change in Organisational Strategy 

The in i tial organisational strategy of the NUTW was for 

organisers simply to sign on members in the union office and 

outside the factory gates. This was possible because workers 

were streami ng into the union because of the raised worker 

consciousness as a result of the 1973 strike wave. It was also 

due to the i nexperience of the organisers and their unawareness 

of the consequences of such an organisational strategy. 

The fir st change was brought about at Smith and Nephew when 

its management agreed to recognise the union and the negotiation 

of the Agreement commenced. The NUTW organised a shop stewards 

committee wi th representatives from each department. Some of 

them, with t he TWIU shop stewards and an organiser, negotiated 

the agreement with management. ( 38 )_ At that stage of the 
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union's development the shop stewards at Smith and Nephew thus 

developed a much greater awareness and involvement in the union 

than the rank and file members did. 

The in t roduction of shop stewards at Smith and Nephew was 

not immediat ely accompanied by a general switch away from mass 

recruitment to in-depth shopfloor organisation in the union even 

though the acting secretary Halton Cheadle had reformulated a 

new organisa t ional strategy shortly before his banning in January 

1974. His reason for doing so was becaus~ the union was not 

achieving anything substantial. 

I did a s tatistical analysis of what was happening and 
we were just going factory by factory like a wind just 
blowing through them leaving them no better off - just 
an entra nce fee and two or three subscriptions the worse 
afterwar ds. (39) 

The organisational method of 'blowing through factories like 

the wind' explains why the cumulative signed up membership of the 

union kept increasing while the paid up membership remained 

fairly cons t ant. There was effectively a large turnover of 

membership with existing members lapsing as rapidly as new 

members wer e being signed on. With the lapsed members still 

being counted as signed on members the union would appear to be 

growing in si ze when it was in fact not doing so. 

By the t ime Cheadle was banned in January 1974 the strategy 

that he had devised for the NUTW was 

essentia l ly one of consolidation: membership in depth 
organised, rather than a wide ranging unorganised 
membersh i p. While workers from other Textile factories 
would be signed on if they wished to join, it was made 
clear t hat until a majority of the workers of their 
particul ar firm joined the Union, the Union would be no 
more tha n a benefit dispenser, advice bureau, and legal 
protector . ( 40) 

As a result of this strategy the factories which the union 

was to organ i se were divided up between organisers, each of whom 

was given on ly two to four factories to organise. (41) Between 
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ten and fi f teen factories where the union only had 5% to 10% 

membership were dropped. (42) 

The in t roduction of shop stewards into the factories was 

another strand of the strategy. This proceeded more slowly and 

it was only Smith and Nephew which had elected shop stewards by 

January 1974. Five factories were in the process of electing 

shop stewards, but in spite of the intention that shop stewards 

were to recruit members, collect dues and handle complaints of 

workers, these tasks were still performed by organisers at the 

time. ( 43) 

The move towards in-depth factory organisation was given a 

further boost at a staff meeting of the NUTW in July 1974 when 

it was generally felt that the rush for buses and the 
huge size of these factories makes it very difficult to 
rely much on organizing outside the factory gates. 
Factory organization inside the factory is the only way 
for us to proceed further than we have. (44) 

But even then the new strategy of shopfloor organisation was 

not fully worked out and starting to be implemented until as late 

as the second half of 1975. There were a number of reasons for 

this including the time required in properly formulating and 

implementing the new policy, structural obstacles to 

organisation, and an alternative approach to trade unionism 

deliberately adopted by some of the NUTW organisers. These are 

discussed in turn. 

The procedure for joining the union was the first innovation 

to be worked out. According to Chris Albertyn, an organiser who 

joined the NUTW in June 1975, a worker could no longer simply go 

to the union office and join the union, but was required to join 

the union through the shop steward in his department. Then, 

once a worker has completed a joining form the worker 
brings it to the next shop steward meeting where a new 
membership card is prepared ... and his membership is 
motivated in the meeting. The membership card is then 
kept until the next general factory meeting, which 



should occur at least every 6 weeks, where the member 
joins i n front of all the other members, receiving his 
card in front of them. (45) 
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The advantage of the new strategy was that the shop steward 

would know all the members in his department. The tasks as 

envisaged by Albertyn, was for shop stewards to take union 

organisation to the work place: 

The task s of shop stewards were, primarily, to convene 
meetings , before and after shop steward meetings, of the 
workers i n their departments to learn of problems and to 
report back on shop steward discussions and decisions; 
to enrol l new members; to introduce new workers and new 
members to the union members; to isolate workers opposed 
to the union; to collect the members' subscriptions each 
week and to return their receipts for the money paid; to 
urge workers to continue with their subscriptions and to 
discuss carefully with them the reasons for their 
arrears; to raise complaints of workers with management; 
to plan t actics with the workers of the department; to 
communicate the important issues of the department to 
the union office at shop stewards meetings; to transmit 
educational and instructive pamphlets, books and 
newspapers from the union office to the members, and to 
report t he workers' responses. The task was numerous 
and di fficult: co-ordination, organization, and 
primarily, passing information so that members and 
official s could act on the basis of a clear 
understanding of the issues. (46) 

The new strategy turned out to be difficult to put into 

practice si nce the shop stewards had not yet developed a 

sufficient grasp of their organisational responsibilities. As a 

result the organisers concentrated on training the shop stewards 

in their new responsibilities at the expense of all else. 

A short-sighted mistake the organisers made was to assume 

that by encouraging shop stewards to hold meetings with the 

members of their departments, instead of actually organising and 

preparing those meetings, the shop stewards would do so, when, in 

fact, they were not. The general factory meeting was also not 

stressed as a priority and thus the rank and file union members, 

the mass of members, were neglected and did not actively 

participate in the union's organisational thrust. It was only 

towards the end of 1976 that regular factory meetings were being 
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called at roughly six-weekly intervals at the union offices. (47) 

A struc t ural obstacle to effective organisation arose due to 

the fact tha t the NUTW concentrated on the cotton section, which 

included the large Frame factories in Pinetown. With the 

union's limi ted resources at the time, it encountered a 

structural difficulty in organising factories with 2000 to 4000 

members. In a single company there could be as many as 7 mills, 

each with t heir own shift system. These would be staggered so 

that 

workers would come in at different stages and it would 
just be impossible to organise shop steward committees, 
impossib l e to collect subscriptions. (48) 

The intended change in organising strategy to concentrate on 

in-depth organisation in fewer factories heralded the end of the 

union's phase of mass membership recruitment. It was as much a 

response to the new circumstance facing the union as was the mass 

recruitment phase. 

However, the change in union strategy did not take place 

ins~antly as an event, but was rather a process that took 

considerable time to reach fruition. One of the reasons why 

the process was time-consuming was the existence of ideological 

and political differences between the organisers in the union. 

These differences also weakened the union in the ways described 

below. 

3.2 Ideological and Political Conflict in the NUTW 

Ideological and political differences emerged in the union 

and came t o a head early in 1975 when three organisers started 

supporting a Black Consciousness (BC) orientation. Two of them 

consequently joined the Black Allied Workers' Union (BAWU) while 

they were st ill working for the NUTW. 

Accord i ng to Copelyn, their BC orientation was not the real 
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bone of contention in the union. It was the fact that the three 

organisers wi shed to be undisputed leaders of the union and would 

not accept the duty to account to others in a systematic way. 

(49). It weakened the union to have organisers who were 

unaccountable for their activities to the union's members. 

Other intellectuals thought it was due to resentment of the 

surveillance by Whites of the handling of union funds by one of 

the union organisers. 

The BC organisers however attributed the union's lack of 

progress to the presence of Whites in the union. They diagnosed 

that the problem with the union was ~Whites who were dominating 

and that was why the union had collapsed so badly'. (50) They 

canvassed support for their position amongst other organisers 

where they gained fairly extensive support. They finally made a 

bid for power to change the non-racial orientation of the union 

towards a Black Consciousness one. 

The confrontation was resolved through the Branch Executive 

Committee (BEC). At a meeting where the Black Consciousness 

organisers were absent, the White organisers asked the BEC to 

decide whom they wanted because they could no longer continue 

under those conditions. The BEC unanimously decided to fire 

the Black Consciousness organisers who appealed against the 

decision an d a second BEC meeting was held where both sides 

mustered all the support they could get. Events thereupon took 

a somewhat bizarre turn: 

Five BAWU members turned up at the meeting and, when 
asked to leave, one of the BAWU reps made a short speech 
and gave a Black power salute to which the three 
organisers in question responded in kind. The BEC 
meeting had to be abandoned and when it reconvened the 
three or ganisers were dismissed. (51) 

The BC organisers then decided to take their case to the 

workers in the Pinetown factories where they had been leaders 
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during the 1973 and 1974 strikes. After three weeks of struggle 

for the support of workers, the BC organisers were neutralised at 

the shopfloor level. (52) The non-racial policy in the union 

was reinfor ced in the union by these events which had a 

disruptive effect on the union. The conflict between the 

organisers over the ideological direction of the union had 

ramifications on the members who perceived the conflict and took 

sides over t he issues as well. The union therefore lost some 

membership support on account of the conflict. 

A simil ar type of conflict between the organisers was to re­

emerge late r in the year. It had a much greater disruptive 

effect on t he union by setting back organisation at a number of 

factories. The conflict centred around Thizi Khumalo, an 

elderly organiser who came into the union after being fired from 

Consolidated Textile Mills during the 1973 strikes and working 

voluntarily for 6 months for the NUTW. Although he had little 

formal education, he was a very astute and respected worker 

leader. During 1974 he worked closely with John Copelyn in 

organising Smith and Nephew and signed the Agreement on behalf of 

the NUTW. However, late in 1975 when union membership and 

organisation was deteriorating, the new organisational strategy 

was implemented with a new determination. One of the 

requirements was for organisers to write reports of their 

activities for BEC meetings in order to provide the BEC with some 

measure of control over the organisers. 

As eat ly as May 1974 this had become an issue between 

Khumalo and t he BEC. At a meeting when a query arose over the 

factory reports Khumalo explained that all the organisers had 

refused to f i ll them in. The BEC members took exception to this 

and one member argued that 



there was a principle here which was that the BEC 
employed the organisors to do its work and they were not 
allowed to refuse. (53) 
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The chairma n thereupon demanded that factory reports had to be 

presented to the next meeting. (54) 

Khumalo ' s · reluctance to present written reports to the BEC 

became the issue over whkh a conflict between him and other 

organisers, particularly John Copelyn, erupted at a BEC meeting 

in October 1975. Copelyn proposed that the practice of writing 

reports be re-introduced whereupon Khumalo objected on the 

grounds tha t he wrote with difficulty. This brought the 

simmering conflict between them to the open in the BEC. Copelyn 

criticised Khumalo for implying that the union was only to be 

organised by educated people and for putting forward such 

arguments outside the BEC. (55) Copelyn was refening to a 

meeting of shop stewards from Carpet Manufacturing Company (CMC) 

the previous month where Khumalo had engaged in a major diatribe 

against Cope lyn, claiming that the latter was trying to squeeze 

him out of the union because he, Khumalo, was just a simple, 

uneducated worker and the union had become a place for 

intellectuals. (56) 

Accordi ng to Copelyn Khumalo was reluctant to write factory 

reports because he did not want to be accountable to the BEC. 

He could wr i te, although he did so with difficulty in English, 

but there was no requirement for him to write in English. (57) 

His reluctance to submit written accounts could have been related 

to his organisational method. According to organisers that 

worked with him, he was particularly good at dealing with 

workers' complaints, but reluctant to visit factories. He slowed 

down and di srupted shop steward committee meetings by raising 

trivial issues and having women around him who made copious teas 

before the meetings. (58) For instance, at Ropes and Matting 
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Khumalo had organised an induna committee by July 1975 that only 

met once. At the end of the year another African organiser was 

employed by t he union, but Khumalo was not prepared to introduce 

the new organiser to the established contacts in the plant. He 

also tried t o humiliate the organiser in front of workers because 

Khumalo saw him as a threat to his own position and status. {59) 

Due to an accident Khumalo was confined to hospital for 

about two months. Outing that time Albertyn and Nala 

successfully managed to get organisation well under way at 

Jacobs. They established or revived four shop stewards 

committees at significant factories. When Khumalo returned he 

sensed that he had been dislodged from his dominant position in 

the Jacobs office. {60) At a subsequent staff meeting he was 

allocated new but less significant factories to concentrate on 

organising. {61) He disliked this change and interpreted it as 

an undermini ng of his position. {62) 

Khumalo subsequently interpreted these events in racial 

terms and felt that White organisers were imposing themselves on 

him: 

• Then I started to work with Humphrey Glass and John 
Copelyn. From 1974 to 1975 we worked hand in hand like 
I did wi t h Halton Cheadle. Late in 1975 things changed. 
There was no understanding of each other. The White 
organisers became bosses of mine. They wanted to 
instruct me like a manager. {63) 

The con f lict carried on and developed into a power struggle 

for the domi nant influence within the union between Khumalo and 

the other organisers. In December 1975 he tendered his 

resignation from the union to the BEC on the grounds that his 

argument wi t h Copelyn made it impossible for him to work in the 

union and al so that 'there was a conspiracy in the otganisation 

to have him fired. 1 After a heated exchange in which the other 

organisers {i ncluding an African organiser) attacked Khumalo, one 
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alleging that he had thteatened to desttoy the union, anothet 

that the CMC shop stewatds committee had collapsed due to 

Khumalo's in s inuations, they absented themselves ftom the meeting 

fot the BE C to take a decision. The BEC then decided that 

Khumalo should catty on wotking for the NUTW provided he cattied 

out the dec i sions of the BEC meetings. Khumalo accepted these 

tetms. The chaitman of the BEC also exhorted the otganisets to 

wotk togethet as theit dispute 'was tettible fot the motale of 

the wotkers. 1 (64) 

The conflict temained deadlocked until Match 1976 when a 

plan was made to temove Khumalo without loss of face ftom the 

NUTW and to the potential advantage of the TGWU. The acting 

secretaty of the TGWU 'tequested' the NUTW BEC to telease Khumalo 

in otdet to handle complaints in the General Sector of the union. 

(65) The BEC agteed to this, but only after it had teceived 

what appeated to be an unequivocal assutance from Khumalo that he 

was completely happy with the move. (66) 

Khumalo had howevet not revealed his ttue feelings and was 

too astute t o be taken in by the plan. What he resented most 

was being temoved ftom his powet base in the NU TW: aftet his 

temoval shop stewards ftom Ropes and Matting (where Khumalo was 

the otganiset) kept distupting meetings by alleging that he had 

been victimised by the union. In order to allay the shop 

stewards do ubts on this mattet two organisets, Khumalo and the 

chairman of the BEC attended a shop stewatd meeting. All went 

well until Khumalo contradicted the fotmet speakets and told the 

shop stewatds in no uncertain terms that he had been temoved ftom 

the union against his will. This ptevented the union from 

breaking through to the wotkers at Ropes and Matting. (67) 

Khumalo also encoutaged workets from other Romatex factoties, 



173 

namely CMC and Feltex, as well as two other factories, 

Consolidated Textile Mills (CTM) and Van Dyck to leave the NUTW 

because, according to him, they were not really told why he had 

been moved out of the union. (68) 

Khumal o 's removal from the TGWU had a particularly 

devastating effect at CMC because his popularity with the CMC 

workers wa s extremely high. He had played a crucial role in 

helping them win a work stoppage of over 24 hours in September 

1975 in one department of the factory in order to have a fired 

shop stewa rd reinstated. (70) The shop steward was fired for 

hitting a White mechanic in self-defence. Management instantly 

dismissed t he shop steward whereupon workers refused to work by 

simply standi ng next to their machines. When management 

arrived, t he workers demanded that the shop steward be 

reinstated, but management refused. This happened during the 

morning 8- hour shift and the same pattern repeated itself with 

the subsequent 3 shifts until the afternoon of the following day 

when the morning and afternoon shift workers all gathered 

together outside the factory with Khumalo mingling in the crowd. 

The general manager told them that he would be prepared to 

reinstate the shop steward, but that he would have to be 

suspended for two weeks first. Khumalo, hidden in the crowd, 

managed to persuade the manager to give a written assurance to 

that effect and to pay the shop steward while being suspended. 

He also persuaded the workers to accept the offer. The strike 

was a victory for the workers and it increased Khumalo's 

influence i n the shop stewards committee. (71) 

When Khumalo thereupon led the CMC shop stewards to believe 

that he had been fired from the union they actually refused to 

meet as a shop steward committee unless it was convened by him. 

Thus unio n organisation at CMC totally collapsed and by November 
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1976 it had a mere ten members at the company. (72) 

The co nflict within the NUTW around Thizi Khumalo therefore 

weakened t he union and set back the union's organisation at a 

number of factories. especially at CMC and Ropes and Matting. 

Although hi s removal to the TGWU ended the conflict between 

organisers in the NUTW. it precipitated much larger strife 

subsequentl y in the TGWU and TUACC. (This is discussed in the 

chapter on t he TGWU.) 

3.3 The Managerial Counter-Offensive 

Management was 

strikes in 1973. 

caught on the wrong foot by the 

The fright they received led them 

Durban 

to make 

concessions to African workers and, occasionally. to the African 

unions tha t emerged thereafter. For the NUTW the Smith and 

Nephew reco gnition and the apparent undertaking by SA Fabrics to 

recognise t he union comprised such concessions. However. by 

1974 management had marshalled their forces again and embarked on 

a counter-offensive against the NUTW. It consisted of promoting 

and establishing liaison comm i ttees in their factor i es as a way 

of keeping out trade unions. In this they were actively 

assisted by the Labour Department who always took sides with 

management against the union on any issue. 

The struggle between management and the NUTW was also 

car r ied into the Industrial Council for the Textile Manufacturing 

Industry t hrough the union's close links with the registered 

TWIU. The union's organisational efforts were also seriously 

advanced or retarded by the attitudes and policy towards the 

union on the part of top management and personnel managers. 

These three terrains of struggle between management and the union 

are conside red next. 
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NUTW and Liaison Committees 

Management's liaison committee counter-offensive against the 

NUTW was well under way by March 1974. At a staff meeting of 

the union during that month it was noted that Wentex management 

had established a liaison committee, at Frametex a liaison 

committee was to be started the following month with a worker 

being approached by management to serve on it, while at Dano in 

Hammersdale workers were being forced to form a liaison 

committee. Even SA Fabrics (SAF) which had said it would 

~accept' the union, favoured a liaison committee. (73) 

SAF in Jacobs, which employed about 500 men to produce 

cloth, proved particularly difficult for the union to handle 

because it adopted a two-edged policy towards the NUTW. It was 

owned by the British Cautaulds group and after the 1973 strikes 

it improved workers' wages dramatically and was pushed by the 

holding company to enter into negotiations with the union. The 

local management of SAF was however strongly opposed to the union 

and 

they di d all they could to ensure that the process of 
negotiat i ng an agreement with the union was fraught with 
delays, interruptions, and obstructions ... (74) 

While management engaged in a strategy of procrastination, 

it gave the union the impression that it was genuinely willing to 

recognise t he union. In June 1974 the NUTW optimistically 

reported that it had free access to the SAF factory at all times 

and was going to negotiate an agreement. (75) However gradually 

disillusionment set in with regards to SAF. Ten months later 

the union sti ll reported that it was hoping to sign an agreement 

with SAF, and by October 1975, when the union had reached a point 

of meeting fortnightly with the company, SAF was deliberately 

stalling negotiations. (76) 

By tha t stage SAF worker support for the union was 
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dwindling. According to Albertyn this was partly due to 

managerial strategy of not making any concessions to the workers 

at times when the union was strong at the factory, but very 

readily mak i ng concessions when the union weakened. This 

confirmed i n many workers' minds that improvements could be 

obtained by f lattering management rather than fighting them. (77) 

At the same time SAF management was also promoting its 

liaison commi ttee. Management recognised the liaison committee 

as the authentic voice of the workers and could thus even afford 

to allow organisers access onto the premises fortnightly to hold 

meetings with the shop stewards in the canteen. 

the 2-10 shift were given 45 minutes off work 

Shop stewards on 

to attend the 

meeting. These meetings were largely irrelevant because of 

management's policy of resolving issues through the liaison 

committee. Finally, the lack of progress and the loss of 

worker support made the NUTW decide to stop organising the 

factory in mid-1976 and not to return until the workers 

approached t he union for support. (78) Management's counter­

offensive had won the first round against the union at SA 

Fabrics. 

Up to 1974 there was a prevailing policy amongst the TUACC 

unions of boycotting liaison committees (79) even though Junetose 

Nala, an ou t standing organiser, had suggested as early as Match 

1974 that t he union should approach liaison committee members at 

SA Fabrics t o become the union's shop stewards. (80) It was 

however not until early 1975 that the NUTW decided to switch its 

policy from straight boycott to a more strategic and flexible 

one. In cases where the union felt its organisation could be 

advanced by taking over a liaison committee it would try and do 

so. Otherwi se it would boycott the committee. 
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An oppo r tunity to apply its new strategy came to the union 

at Feltex, t he industrial division of Romatex, where management 

had established a liaison committee, but was worried about t he 

lack of suppor t for the committee. The union decided to try and 

gain control of the liaison committee in about June 1975 and the 

company 1 s pe rsonnel manage-r accepted a proposal from a union 

organiser to allow union candidates to have the inscription 

'National Union of Textile Workers• beneath their photographs in 

·the liaison committee elections. In one half of the factory 

union members stood for election and all those who stood were 

elected. 

The first setback the union received was that it did not 

gain a worki ng majority on the liaison committee because of the 

additional management nominees on the committee. The second 

setback was that attendance at shop stewards meetings by shop 

stewards serving on the liaison committee became sporadic after 

about four months. This meant that the union could not 

meaningfully discuss liaison committee issues at the shop 

stewards meetings. 

The third setback was that the 1976 wage increase for 

workers at Feltex was delayed by 8 months up to August while 

other workers in the textile industry received their wage 

increases negotiated by the Industrial Council in January. 

Feltex had applied to the Minister of Labour for an exemption 

from the Industrial Council wage increase and withheld a wage 

increase until it came through in August. But the rank and 

file at Feltex was not well organised because the leaders were 

part of Khumalo 1 s group. (81) The NUTW consequently advised the 

workers not to go on strike and informed them that the wages 

would be increased very soon. However, the chief responsibility 

for reconciling the workers to the delay fell on the shoulders of 



178 

the liaison committee. As the months dragged by without an 

increase the liaison committee became discredited. The union 

suffered as a result of this because management blamed the delay 

for t he wa ge increase on the union. (82) Thus at Feltex the 

union 1 s attempts to counter managerial strategy by taking control 

of the liaison committee ended up in failure. 

The case study of Feltex illustrates the challenge and 

difficulty t he union encountered with management 1 s opposing 

strategy of promoting liaison committees. Although there were 

factors beyond the control of the union that accounted for its 

failure to ut ilise the liaison committee, the major significance 

was that the liaison committee failed to help the union establish 

a stable presence at Feltex. 

At Fel t ex the Industrial Council negotiations conducted by 

the TWIU were beyond the control of the NUTW. A complicating 

factor was t he fact that not only representatives fr om the Natal 

branch of t he TWIU, but from all the branches of the union 

negotiated on the national Industrial Council Agreement. The 

representati ves from other regions did not always share the same 

objectives as the Natal representatives with the result that the 

NUTW's plans were at times thwarted on the Industrial Council. 

The consequences of this complex interplay of fotces on the 

Industrial Council ate consideted next. 

The NUTW and the Industrial Council 

In order to understand the interaction between the NUTW and 

the Industrial Council it is necessary to sketch the structural 

framework of the situation first. The NUTW and the TWIU Natal 

branch worked extremely closely together ftom 1973 to 1976. 

Organisers appointed by the TWIU wete all actively engaged in 
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organising the NUTW as well. The Natal branch of the TWIU was 

part of the national union whose general secretary, Norman 

Daniels, re sided in Cape Town where the largest branch existed 

with about 4000 members. The Pott Elizabeth branch had some 600 

members and the Durban branch had 500. (83) The union's 

representati on on the national Industrial Council was thus 

dominated by the Cape Town branch. 

The TW IU was the only union on the national Industrial 

Council for t he Textile Manufacturing Industry. It negotiated an 

Agreement on the Council with the national employers' association 

on the Counc i l. Regional Committees of the Council existed for 

each of the provinces where purely regional issues could be 

raised. (84 ) Because of the close relationship between the 

NUTW and the Natal TWIU issues regarding African workers and the 

NUTW were ra i sed on the national and regional Councils. 

The Fr ame Group's Consolidated Textile Mills (CTM) composed 

of Aftitex and Wentex mills which both produced blankets in 

Jacobs-Mobeni, provide an illuminating example of how the 

Industrial Council was used by the NUTW and the problems that 

arose from doing so. (85) In 1975 CTM was employing about 5000 

workers who were mostly African women. The reason why the 

workforce was predominantly African women was due to the 

company's history. In the mid-fifties the Frame Group employed 

mainly Indian workers and the registered TWIU was a strong union. 

After an Industrial Council Agreement in which the Frame Group 

drove a tough bargain that increased the intensity of piece­

workers' effort, but without increasing their rate of pay, 

workers at Wentex went on a strike which lasted about two weeks 

and was settled by SACTU. Thereafter the Frame Group decided to 

break the power of the registered union by replacing organised 

Indian workers with unorganised African workers. (86) 
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In November 1975 CTM applied fot an exemption from the 

Industrial Council Agreement to allow women to wotk the same 

overtime hours conceded to men, i.e. to extend overtime to 20 

hours instead of the existing 10 hours pet week. In practice 

the women were already working 17 hours overtime a week in 

addition to the normal 46 hour-week, making a total of 63 hours a 

week. The TWIU, as the registered union on the Council, granted 

the exemption fot a six months trial period. At the end of 

that period, in May 1976, the Frame Group applied fot a renewal 

of the exemption. 

The organisers in the TWIU and NUTW had, in the meanwhile, 

been building up theit contact with shop stewards from Aftitex 

and decided that they would hold out fot only 10 hours overtime 

pet week even though the women were prepared to wotk 13 hours 

overtime. At the regional Industrial Council meeting the TWIU 

Natal representatives informed the employers that they wete not 

willing to renew the exemption. The employers refused to accept 

theit posi t ion until a full national Industrial Council meeting 

was held in July 1976. This meant that the Cape Town delegates 

as well as all the officials including the general secretary, 

Norman Dani els, would be present. 

At the caucus meeting before the national Industrial Council 

meeting, t he Cape Town delegates were well briefed on the degree 

to which women workers were opposed to an extension of overtime. 

The general secretary was also taken to a shop stewards meeting 

ftom Aftitex, the better organised mill, to heat ftom the African 

wotkets at first hand about their opposition to the extension. 

As a resu l t the union stood fitm at the Industrial Council 

meeting which lasted fot two days and reached deadlock. 

Management argued that the TWIU could not speak for African 
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workers, but that they, the managers, could. At the end it was 

agreed that the status quo would be retained for a month while 

both sides would prepare evidence of the desires and intentions 

of the worke r s. 

The fo l lowing day management started circulating a petition 

through thei r liaison committees at Afritex and Wentex which the 

workers all signed. The union also started circulating a 

counter-peti t ion inside the factories, but it moved slowly 

because the shop stewards feared that they would be fired if they 

were found encouraging workers to sign a counter-petition to 

management. The unions realised that they would not be able to 

present the i r petition because they had far too few signatures. 

They therefore had to look for alternative ways of challenging 

management. 

The organisers thereupon went into the women's position more 

thoroughly. They found that, while the women at Afritex and 

Wentex were opposed to 17 hours overtime per week they preferred 

to work 13 hours overtime a week in the folowing manner: 2 

hours an evening for four nights a week (not Fridays) and 5 hours 

on Saturday mornings commencing at 6.15 a.m.. The crucial issue 

for the women was that this afforded them the opportunity to shop 

for one brief period a week before the supermarkets closed and to 

be able to spend one and a half days uninterruptedly with their 

families. (87) 

The major feat on the part of the women was that they would 

be forced onto the loathed 3-shift system by management if they 

refused to work overtime. The organisers discovered that the 

women's feat was justified at Wentex where the liaison committee 

had taken management's petition around and threatened workers 

that if they did not sign it they would be put onto a 3-shift 

system. Furthermore, at Aftitex the liaison committee members 
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of the departments concerned told the workers that all overtime 

would be cut off if they did not sign the petition. 

This gave the union officials the opportunity to put their 

position on t he issue to the workers: that they did not want to 

cut off over t ime, but restrict it to 13 hours a week as the women 

requested, and that they wanted to demand time and a half payment 

for overtime work in excess of 10 hours instead of the existing 

time and a third. The union also calculated that management 

would not catty out the threat of switching to a 3-shift system 

because it would actually increase the wage bill and would remove 

the flexibi l ity that management had under the existing 2-shift 

system with overtime. 

These arguments won so much support that the workers' 

representati ves on the liaison committee at Afritex questioned 

the manner i n which management's appointees on the committee had 

canvassed t he support of workers fot management ' s petition. 

Although the chairman of the committee quickly dismissed the 

representati ves' objection, the unions managed to obtain a copy 

of the minutes of the meeting which read that 'workers' delegates 

were displeased with the manner in which the consent of the 

workers had been obtained'. 

The stage was now almost set for the Natal Regional 

Committee of the Industrial Council to reconvene. African 

workers' vi ews were officially to be represented at the meeting 

by the Bantu Labour Officer as well as representatives ftom the 

liaison commi ttees at Afritex· and Wentex. On the day before the 

meeting Albertyn, a union organiser went through the unions' 

position with the Aftitex liatson committee representative at the 

Council, Mt Manyathi, who was a union supporter. 

At the Industrial Council meeting the management spokesman, 
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Mt Lurie, presented what he thought was irrefutable evidence of 

the workers support for the exemption application. He indicated 

that all t he workers affected by the exemption had signed a 

petition approving the application. Mr Dlamini, chairman of the 

Wentex liai son committee, confirmed this and said that the 

options had been presented fairly to workers. 

The un i ons then went on the attack. John Copelyn asked 

Dlamini whe t her he agreed with a specific proposal of the 

exemption application and it turned out that Dlamini did not know 

anything about that proposal. Copelyn was thus able to argue 

that Dlamin i could not claim that the proposals had been fairly 

presented t o the workers when he himself did not even know all 

the provisions of the exemption application. Chris Albertyn then 

argued that the position had been seriously misrepresented to 

workers who were either threatened with a 3-shift system or the 

abolition of overtime if they did not sign the petition. With 

the aid of the minutes of the liaison committee he maintained 

that worker s were opposed to the way in which their support had 

been canvas sed. The Bantu Labour Officer supported these 

contentions by confirming that, at Wentex, the issue had been 

presented t o workers as a choice between a 2-shift or 3-shift 

system and t hat, at Afritex, workers were displeased with the way 

the petition had been prese~ted to them. 

The fi nal blow to the Frame managers was administered when 

the workers representatives were asked to put forward the 

workers' views. Dlamini reconfirmed that workers wanted to work 

overtime and that they did not want a 3-shift system, thereby 

undermining management's position yet further. Manyathi argued 

convincingly that women wanted to work only 13 hours overtime and 

that they were opposed to the exemption application. 

Management's case lay in pieces with their petition firmly 
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discredited. 

The un i on then presented its full set of demands most of 

which management acceded to after a lengthy caucus meeting. The 

one issue on which they would not give ground though was to pay 

time and a half to overtime in excess of 10 hours a week. 

Neither side was willing to give ground on the issue and the 

meeting ended with the exemption refused thereby restricting 

overtime fot women to 10 hours. This was however not the 

optimal sett lement desired by the women who wanted to work 13 

hours overtime. This indicated a disjunctute between issues 

inside the factory where overtime work was the primary 

consideration and issues inside the Industrial Council where t he 

wage rate was made the key focus. Reflecting on events 

afterwards, A 1 bet tyn felt that he had not i nfot med Copelyn 

adequately of workers' feelings before the Industrial Council 

meeting. Albettyn also believed that he had 'focused too much 

on winning t he issue itself, and too little on using the issue as 

the basis for organising the factories'. (88) However, the 

final outcome was to be what the workers wanted. 

The company suspended overtime for two weeks while it 

reflected on what to do. Once again it turned to the national 

Industrial Council and announced its intention of resubmitting 

its exemption application to this body which it deemed to be more 

representative than the Regional Committee. When the national 

Industrial Council met around October 1976 the union accepted 

management's concessions as adequate and the exemption was 

granted subject to them. It was accepted as union strategy to 

press fot ti me and a half payment at a later stage. 

According to Copelyn, the Frame Group was not dependent on 

the Industrial Council and only prepared to put up with it as 
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long as it was less of an irritant than the Department of Labour. 

On the other hand the TWIU was crucially dependent on the 

Industrial Co uncil. Consequently, whereas the NUTW was prepared 

to push the Frame Group to the limits of what it would endure on 

the Industrial Council, the national leadership of the TWIU was 

not. Thus the two unions divided on the issue. (89) 

The strategies management adopted towards African workers 

and the NUTW, whether through liaison committees ot on the 

Industrial Council, depended on the orientation of senior 

management and personnel managers. This aspect of the 

managerial strategy is considered next. 

NUTW and Management: the NCWM Strike 

The attitude and policy of management played a crucial tole 

in determining the NUTW's success in penetrating a factory. 

This was frequently, but not always, carried out through 

personnel managers. A managing director ot personnel manager 

favourably disposed to the union could do a considerable amount 

to ease the union's entry and help it gain recognition while very 

hostile management could actually make it impossible fot the 

union to gain a foothold in the company. 

At Smith and Nephew, where the union rapidly gained 

recognition, a senior factory manager, Mt Kinder, was sympathetic 

towards the union and 'fought hard to maintain a union presence 

in the factory.' (90) He was prepared to make concessions where 

workers had grievances and was sometimes invited to the monthly 

shop stewar d meetings inside the factory to discuss workers' 

problems. (91) A good spirit of cooperation existed through a 

real process of negotiation. Production was higher because 

workers knew why decisions were made and there was less need fot 

supervision. The union tried to prevent strikes among the 
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workers because it tried to make managent in Durban mote 

favourably disposed towards the NUTW by showing that the union 

could play a disciplining function. (92) The close co-operation 

between Smith and Nephew and the NUTW during this period 

demonstrates the effectiveness to the company of a well­

administered human relations approach. 

A completely different situation faced the NUTW at Natal 

Cotton and Woollen Mills (NCWM) in Jacobs during 1975. The 

company, whi ch was started as a private company by Mt Daitz and 

had the Swiss Holding Bank as the majority share holder, employed 

a labour fo rce of 650 workers, all male, 150 of which were 

Indians. It initially adopted a benevolent paternalistic 

attitude towards its labour force and paid wages considerably 

above the Industrial Council minima. This was largely due to 

the · policy of the managing director, Mt V.Daitz (son of the 

founder of NCWM), who tan the company as a family business and 

could be app roached directly by workers. The registered TWIU 

also had a good relationship with the firm. The company had had 

no strike for 18 years (93); even during 1973 and 1974 it 

experience no strike except for a brief work stoppage in 1974 

which led to a wage inctese. (94) 

Two separate but interrelated developments gradually changed 

the company's policy from benevolent paternalism to authoritarian 

labour contr ol. The one was the rapid promotion of Mt Johnson 

from quality control 0fficet to production manager and company 

director. (95) Johnson was in favour of strict control of 

labour and op posed to trade unions at the company. He wanted to 

promote a rac i ally segregrated liaison committee in the place of 

the NUTW. 

The second development was the organisational strengthening 
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of the NUTW at NCWM during 1975. It acquired a signed up 

membership of about 200 African workers by October 1975. (96) A 

shop steward committee was elected with representatives from each 

department while, at the same time, pursuing a policy of 

boycotting t he liaison colTITiittee. The boycott continued 

successfully for almost 6 months with the workers demanding the 

recognition of the shop steward committee instead .. (97) 

In another development the registered TWIU forced an actoss­

the-boatd twelve and a half per cent wage increase during 1975 

fot the whol e industry through the Industrial Council. This hit 

the NCWM doubly hard because they were paying substantially 

higher wages than their competitors and they had many long 

service wotket who were earning yet higher wages. The managing 

director Dai t z felt the TWIU had treated his company unfairly and 

subsequently moved closet towards Johnson's position. (98) 

The stt enghthening of the NUTW organisation at NCWM and its 

non-racial al ignment with the TWIU, led workers to adopt a mote 

aggressive approach to resolve grievances during 1975. They 

engaged in a series of brief work stoppages at NCWM to enforce 

thei t deman ds. They were generally conducted in the following 

way: 

After tea, fot example, all the workers of a department, 
usually t he weavers, the leading force in the factory, 
would s i t at their machines and refuse to start wotk. 
The departmental manager and the production 
managet ... would heat workers' grievances, and usually 
either rectify the matter or promise a reply by a 
definite date. If no reply was forthcoming by that date 
a stoppage would again follow, and the management would 
be forced to make the requited adjustment. The tactic 
was well coordinated with the night shift so that the 
same issues were asserted by both shifts through a 
similar method. (99) 

The company decided to confront the liaison committee 

boycott and wotk stoppages head on, so they dismissed the 

existing personnel manager who was fairly open to union 



188 

approaches, 

unions, Mt 

and appointed a virulently hostile opponent to the 

C.J. Steenkamp, btothet of the head of the Natal 

Security Police. 

Steenkamp rapidly proceeded on a policy of worker 

repression and trade union destruction in the company. He fited 

employees who appeared to be the leading spokesmen of the 

workers. When he fired two workers fot questioning the manner 

in which he planned the liaison committee elections, wotkets' 

resolve became temporarily depleted. So the union adopted a 

quick switch in policy by ending the liaison committee boycott 

and trying to dominate it by participating in the committee 

elections. (100) The new personnel manager also hired 80 new 

workers ftom the firm where he was previously employed. These 

constituted a serious threat to the old employees: ovet a 3 

months period ending in October 1975 he dismissed 20 long service 

employees. In some cases workers feared that he was bringing in 

his own "izimpimpi" (spies). (101) 

Steenkamp did a great many other things that angered the 

workers and united them in bitter opposition to him. He insulted 

workers with racist and coarse language. Chris Albertyn, the 

union organiser, was also allegedly abused, insulted and 

manhandled by Steenkamp. The personnel manager instructed the 

liaison committee representatives not to report back to the 

workers of t heit departments. (102) 

Finally , the African workers organised a strike which the 

union organ i sers only heard of 4 days before it occuted on 

Monday, 27 October, 1975, and tried in vain to suggest a work 

stoppage to t he workers. (103) After the morning tea bteak on 27 

October, Afr i can workers stayed on in the canteen while a list of 

grievances against Steenkamp was handed to Johnson. He 

thereupon met the workers, but refused to dismiss Steenkamp as 



189 

the workers demanded. 

were all di smissed. 

The workers refused to return to work and 

About 200 policemen who had been filing 

into the company's stores department while the meeting was taking 

place, rema i ned there until all the workers had left the 

premises. (104) 

The 

longest 

supported 

wo rkers remained on strike fot 14 days, 

in the textile industry's history. (105) 

t he workers in strategic ways. It 

one of the 

The union 

held union 

meetings, i t arranged a system of surreptitious pickets to guard 

the factory gates each day to persuade workers not to go to the 

factory, bu t rather to attend union meetings. 

provided substantial loans to union members 

financial ci rcumstances. (106) 

The union also 

in desperate 

The un i on was quite successful in its picketing of the NCWM 

because 11 days after the strike only 53 workers had returned to 

work and 63 new ones were taken on. (107) This helped force 

management's hand into negotiating with the TWIU. On 6 November 

they agreed, through the Regional Committee of the Industrial 

Council, that Daitz would meet with Daniels to try and reach a 

settlement. The outcome was that Steenkamp would be fired, but 

not immediately so that the company would not appear to have 

acceded to the workers' demands. Workers who were to be re­

employed would not have their service broken not would they have 

their wages cut. Daitz was however not prepared to 

undertaking that all the workers out on strike would 

employed. The union organisers encouraged workers to 

this settlement because they had won their principal 

give an 

be re­

accept 

demand. 

Workers were however not prepared to return to work unless they 

were all taken back. (108) 

On 10 November the strike collapsed as most workers 
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unexpectedly streamed back to the factory. This left about 150 

of the mor e steadfast union members who remained out and still 

wanted to negotiate the total re-employment of all workers in a 

vulnerably exposed position. Only 15 of them were subsequently 

re-employed. (109) 

~atly i n 1976 Steenkamp was dismissed. His appointment and 

his removal had cost the NUTW its organisational base at the 

company as well as the loss of jobs for about 135 of the most 

stalwart members of the union. (110) The whole episode 

demonstrated the crucial importance of the attitude and policy of 

the personnel manager and top management towards the union. 

A brief sequal to these events at NCWM served to underline 

the importa nce of the personnel manager to the union once again. 

Steenkamp's successor, Mt Weedman, believed that employees worked 

better when t hey had good wages and working conditions, and if a 

real avenue existed for reporting and discussing grievances. He 

brought about substantial improvements in the workers' canteen, 

their industrial training, and dealt with individual workers' 

grievances to the union's satisfaction. He supported the 

suggestion by Albertyn to establish a registered union shop 

steward committee which would meet him monthly with a union 

official present. Then, once the registered TWIU's presence had 

been firmly re-established, to attempt to reorganise the shop 

steward committee on a non-racial basis to represent African 

workers as well. As a result of this a TWIU shop steward 

committee was revived. Then Weedman held a meeting with senior 

management where he proposed the re-entry of the union into the 

factory's labour relations system. After a considerable 

argument with Johnson he resigned on the grounds that he was not 

prepared to work in a factory where workers were not given 

adequate representation. Thereupon the Indian workers' 
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participation in the TWIU dwindled at NCWM and African worker 

organisation a the company came to an end. (111) This lasted for 

at least 3 years: by October 1979 the factory had Rot been 

reorganised yet although the union was trying to do so. (112) 

The ma nagerial counter-offensive was not the only opposition 

the NUTW encountered. The state was also continuously on the 

offensive against the union. 

3.4 State Of fensive and Consequences 1976 

In May 1976 the state detained Junerose Nala and Obed Zuma, 

secretary and organiser of the NUTW respectively under Section 6 

of the Te r rorism Act. Both of them were organising in the 

Pinetown region and their removal struck a blow to organisation 

in that area. The loss of Nala and Zuma was offset to some 

extent by Pat Horn who replaced them temporarily, but before 

Nala and Zuma were released after being in detention for 7 

months, she , Copelyn and Albertyn were banned for 5 years in 

November 1976. The union was thus left without any of its 

experienced and leading organisers. Only J Dubazane, who had 

commenced as an organiser in December 1975, was left. But here 

too the state was at work, albeit surreptitiously: in October 

1978 he was expelled from the NUTW and TUACC for being seen on a 

number of occasions with Security Police members. (113) 

A consequence of the banning was that the general secretary 

of the TWIU, Norman Daniels, took steps to separate the TWIU from 

the NUTW by proposing that the the TWIU office be moved away from 

the NUTW. He was also opposed to the TWIU working closely with 

TUACC on the grounds that the TWIU was affiliated to TUCSA. On 

the other hand the BEC of the TWIU Natal branch continued to 

remain in favour of the close relationship with the NUTW. (114) 

Indian members of the TWIU at Smith and Nephew felt the same 
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about the matter. They were angered by a visit on the part of 

Daniels to management in March 1977 without, in their opinion, 

adequately consulting local organisers or shop stewards 

beforehand. As a result of these events, and with local 

encouragement and organisational support, they resigned from the 

TWIU and joined the NUTW. By May 1977 the entire TWIU 

membership at Smith and Nephew, about 60 Indian workers. had 

become members of the NUTW. (115) 

These events were to be decisive in wrenching the two unions 

apart. Smith and Nephew management also seized the dispute 

between the unions as one of their excuses for announcing that 

they would not renew their Agreement with the NUTW shortly before 

it expired on 18 July 1977. For the following 14 months the 

union mobilised most of its resources in a struggle to make Smith 

and Nephew reverse its decision. This also heralded the 

commencement of the period when the NUTW concentrated on in-depth 

workplace organisation at a small number of factories. 

4. Phase of In-Depth Organisation 1977 - 1979 

4.1 Struggle at Smith and Nephew 

Shortly after the bannings of NUTW officials in November 

1976, Smith and Nephew management suggested to union officials 

that the shop stewards committee be changed into a statutory 

works committee. According to the union, management argued that 

it would reduce pressure being applied by the State 
which was a major market for them (particularly for 
surgical dressings, plasters etc). 

The union opposed the proposal and the matter was left in 

abeyance for the time being~ Then, on 9 May 1977, the NUTW 

received a letter from Smith and Nephew management indicating the 

company's intention not to continue with the 0 Gentleman's 
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Agreement' which the company had with the TWIU and the NUTW 

0 since thes e two unions would now appear to be in open dispute.• 

( 116) 

This sparked off the struggle between Smith and Nephew and 

the NUTW. Smith and Nephew's initial strategy was to try and 

reintroduce the TWIU into the company and to set up a liaison 

committee for African workers. (117) But management soon 

realised the futility of trying to secure a foothold for the TWIU 

amongst wo r kers, as well as its defenceless position against 

overseas cr itics if it established a racially segregated liaison 

committee sanctioned by the South African state. The NUTW 

conducted an informall poll amongst workers in July on whether 

they wanted the union or a liaison committee to represent them. 

(118) The result was overwhelmingly against the liaison 

committee. While none of the workers voted in favour of the 

liaison committee, over 430 of the 700 employees wanted the 

Agreement wi th the union to stand. (119) 

Cosnequently Smith and Nephew announced a new strategy in 

August 1977. It intended to set up a non-racial Works Council 

which would have Indian and African workers as well as management 

representat i ves. It was clearly intended to replace the NUTW 

and management put heavy pressure on workers to cooperate with 

the Works Council while making every effort to disestablish the 

union at Smith and Nephew. 

Because the shop stewards committee refused to cooperate, 

management set up an Advisory Group onto which it invited four 

shop stewa rds in their personal capacities to discuss the draft 

constitutio n of the Works Council. The remaining six members of 

the Adviso ry Group were managerial and supervisory men. At a 

shop stewards meeting it was decided that the four shop stewards 

should participate on the Advisory Group in order to try and 
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protect the workers' rights. (120) In late October the 

Managing Di rector, Mr. K.Lunn, and other senior management went 

round the factory from department to department and, according to 

the union, 

instruc t ed the workers to nominate representatives to 
the Wor ks Council. Lunn threatened that if there was no 
Works Council then there would be no wage increases. 
Even more serious were clear threats that people in any 
way interfering with the nominations would be dismissed 
and the police called. (121) 

Throug hout all this time the union was actively organising 

against every move made by management. It regularly demanded 

meetings wi th management to discuss and argue with them about 

their plans . The union secretary Obed Zuma and the shop 

stewards resolutely defended the right of workers to be 

represented by their own union. The union issued newssheets, 

Textile Fo r um, to workers in order to keep them informed on 

developments. 

In sp i te of opposition from the majority of workers, 

management went ahead with nominations and the election of a 

Works Council in November. The union claimed that a majority 

of the nominees had their names placed on the ballot by 

management. One worker who was chairman of the shop stewards 

committee, Moffat Sabela, considered taking legal action to have 

his name removed from the list of nominees for the Council 

election. The outcome was that 353 of the company's 533 African 

employees as well as 68 of the 120 Indian productive workers (a 

further 94 were clerks) boycotted the Works Council elections. 

At the first meeting of the 11-member Council on 11 November 

three of t he seven African representatives announced that they 

wanted to resign on the grounds that the election had shown that 

a sizeable majority of the shop floor workers had rejected it. 

(122) 



195 

Smith and Nephew was also trying to give the impression that 

none of the workers' rights had really changed, and that it could 

do more fo r its workers in terms of housing than it was allowed 

to do unde r the Agreement. This information was particularly 

aimed at Britain and Europe. (123) As a subsidiary of the 

British Smi t h and Nephew Associated Companies, it was mindful of 

pressures t hat could be exerted on it from various quarters such 

as the Brit i sh TUC and trade unions. 

Consequently, in addition to mobilising workers on the shop 

floor against Smith and Nephew's strategy, the NUTW put a great 

deal of ene r gy into conducting an international campaign against 

the company. Between July and October 1977 the unions wrote 

four detai l ed reports on Smith and Nephew that were sent to the 

International Confederation of Free Trade Unions (ICFTU), the 

International Textile, Garment and Leather Workers' Federation 

(ITGLWF) and the British TUC. In October it also sent a 

petition to the TUC signed by 491 workers in Smith and Nephew in 

Pinetown requesting the TUC and British trade unions 

in Smith & Nephew to help them in their struggle 

recognition as a matter of urgency. (124) 

organising 

for union 

However, it soon became apparent to the NUTW that no 

meaningful international pressure was being applied on Smith and 

Nephew. In November 1977 the union accordingly switched its 

approach and decided to inform unions that were directly 

represented at the British parent company. This change in 

tactics soon bore fruit as members of British unions such as the 

Amalgamated Textile Workers' Union took up the issue of NUTW 

recognitio n at their plants. 

The most significant development took place at the Smith and 

Nephew pl ant at Nelson where shop stewards circulated a petition 
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on the sho p floor calling on management to recognise the NUTW. 

This alarmed Smith and Nephew management at Nelson where 70% of 

the union members were Pakistanis who supported the petition 

strongly. The company thereupon called on the TUC to try and 

stop the pe t ition. 

Before the end of the year the new approach of the NUTW bore 

fruit. While in Britain to report to the parent company, the 

Pinetown managing director of Smith and Nephew met with the 

chairman of the parent company and a TUC representative. They 

prevailed upon him to reinstate the lapsed Agreement. In a 

statement i ssued after the meeting, Smith and Nephew reaffirmed 

its willin gness to continue with the 1974 Agreement and to 

negotiate with the union on the basis of the Agreement until 

legislation based on the Wiehahn Commission had been passed. 

(125) 

The NUTW remained sceptical of management's intentions and 

continued i ts struggle to have the Agreement renewed without 

letting up. The struggle entered a new phase when negotiations 

commenced i n January 1978 between top management in Smith and 

Nephew and the secretary of the NUTW assisted by the general 

secretary of TUACC, Alec Erwin. Although shop stewards were 

involved to some extent they did not participate directly in the 

negotiation s that stretched over an eight month period. 

Consequentl y negotiations were even tougher than they would 

otherwise have been. For instance, it enabled a company 

director to make the misplaced complaint to the union negotiators 

that 

whilst the Union had expressed the sentiment that they 
would l i ke to help us solve a problem which we obviously 
have, t he Company felt that the Union were being 
governed . by the view of the shop stewards rather than 
the Com pany viewpoint. (126) 

The negotiators gained and lost some ground for the union. 
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They also had to be on their guard against management's firm 

intention t o carry on with the Works Council and remove as many 

issues as t hey could from the scope of the Agreement by placing 

them in the hands of the Council instead. The areas in which 

ground was gained for the union were: increasing the role and 

responsibil i ties of the shop stewards in the factory, most 

notably the right of shop stewards to be involved in changes of 

work pract i ce. In addition shop stewards were given the right 

to hold me etings amongst tehmeselves and with employees on the 

site in t heir own time; a tightening up of the dismissal 

procedure before management could fire a worker; a retrenchment 

clause on t he basis of the last-in-first-out principle, but on a 

sectional basis; and preferential re-employment for women who 

leave employment to have a child. 

The areas in which the negotiators lost ground were the 

denial of access onto company premises at a set time duri ng the 

week - 0 reasonable' access with management's approval was the 

most they could obtain for the union. The annual two and a half 

per cent 0 standard of living increase' was also scrapped for 

increases based on improvements of productivity. (127) In 

retrospect Erwin considered that he and Zuma 

made a very fundamental and bad mistake of getting 
trapped into the two of us negotiating so that we lost 
political issues in the renegotiated Agreement and in 
partic ular we lost access which was bad. We got 
condit i onal access which we subsequently lost 
disastrously because it's never even been made use of. 
(128) 

Even the most significant gain made in the negotiations was lost 

because of the lack of active shop steward participation: 

We did a few positive things; we won the right of shop 
stewards to be involved in changes of work practice. I 
think a very significant advance if it had been made use 
of, but it's been a disaster: it just hasn't been 
used. (129) 
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The renegotiated Agreement between Smith and Nephew and the 

NUTW was fi nally consented to on 27 Sept 1978. Even though the 

company re t ained the Works Council. the union shop stewards 

committee was re-asserting itself: in November 1979, the shop 

stewards opposed a proposal by management that the union should 

not confer with the shop stewards before the new wage increases 

were announced. (130) 

Althou gh the NUTW's organisational efforts concentrated 

heavily on Smith and Nephew during 1977 and 1978, a small number 

of other fa ctories ·were also being organised. The organisation 

of these factories as well as the stage of development of the 

union are considered next. 

4.2. The NU TW in 1979 

In Oc t ober 1979 the NUTW, although small in terms of its 

potential membership in Natal. was a relatively large union in 

FOSATU in t he Natal region. It had approximately 6000 signed up 

and 1000 paid up members. Monthly subscriptions from members 

ranged between R700 and R950. The deficit of expenditure over 

revenue wa s met by FOSATU. Although it was an open non-racial 

union, the NUTW was still predominantly African: it had about 

220 Indian members 215 of which were from Smith and Nephew and 5-

10 from SA Fabrics. About half the members were in the Pinetown 

area while the remaining half were evenly divided between Jacobs 

and Hammarsdale. 

The union was concentrating on organising a few factories 

in-depth: with four organisers (including the secretary) it was 

organising t en factories at the time. The secretary regarded a 

factory to be well-organised when it had a majority of members 

and a sho p stewards group functioning properly. By these 

criteria he considered four factories to be well-organised. 
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These were Smith and Nephew, Frametex, 

and Processing Mills (CWPM) and SAF. 

organisatio n of these four companies 

below. 

Consolidated Woolwashing 

(131) The state of 

are briefly considered 

Shop stewards committees operated at all four these 

companies. The four committees comprised 67 shop stewards who 

were all elected on an annual basis except for Smith and Nephew 

where they could hold office for three years. The shop stewards 

committees met weekly; usually they were brought to the union 

offices wit h union transport. 

Althou gh the union had abandoned organising SAF in mid-1976 

after a lon g and fruitless struggle to gain recognition, it had 

commenced reorganising SAF again and was once more involved in a 

struggle fo r recognition with the company. By 1979 a familiar 

pattern wa s playing itself off. The company had a liaison 

committee which it was in the process of changing into a works 

council. The union and its members rejected the works council 

and were i nsisting on recognition of the union and the shop 

stewards committee instead. SAF management, as in the past, 

were using stalling tactics against the union. After months of 

corresponde nce the union organisers and shop stewards met with 

management on 31 October 1979. The union claimed 60-70% 

membership, but management advanced the excuse that they could 

not recognise the union yet because certain departments had 

consisted mainly of Indian workers who were not union members. 

(132) 

At 

1978, 

Towards 

CWPM, where organisation had commenced again 

the union experienced severe repression of its 

the end of the year management became aware 

early in 

members. 

that the 

union was organising once more and embarked on an intensive 
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campaign against the union's members. Management intimidated and 

threatened union members. they searched members and confiscated 

their union cards. Finally the union proceeded with litigation 

against the company. but a settlement was reached out of court. 

In the sett lement CWPM acknowledged the right of workers to be 

active in the union and undertook 0 not to take any steps to 

interfere wi th or discourage any such activities.• (133) 

Frametex was characterised by good and able worker 

leadership and was organisationally carried by the shop stewards 

committee. In late June 1979 the union secretary became aware 

of a dispute between management and the shop stewards committee 

over wages. Early in July 500 workers downed tools in demand of 

higher wages. (134) Frame tried to address the workers, but they 

refused to give him a hearing, so the chairman of the shop 

stewards committee. Jabulani Gwala, was requested to talk to the 

workers. Gwala's first act was to obtain an undertaking from the 

workers that they would remain together and not allow management 

to fire anybody. The shop stewards committee then negotiated 

with Frame that if he could give an undertaking that he would not 

fire anybody and agree to a wage increase, Gwala would be 

prepared to try and persuade the workers to return to work. The 

outcome was that a wage increase due in six months' time was 

brought forward to September and none of the striking workers 

were fired. (135) 

Gwala, who was also chairman of the union's BEC. was one of 

the worker leaders who had emerged in the NUTW by 1979. 

Although it was generally felt that he handled the strike well. 

he subsequently said that he still needed to learn how to conduct 

a strike and what to say and do during a strike. He was of the 

opinion that shop stewards could organise a factory better than 

an organiser could: whereas shop stewards knew the work situation 
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intimately. an organiser had to ask many questions and did not 

know what the difficulties were in approaching management. (136) 

5. Summary and Conclusion: the NUTW up to November 1979 

The NUTW remained a relatively stable union throughout the 

period under consideration in spite of the fact that its 

membership and organisation at factories fluctuated. Three 

factors were predominantly responsible fo r this. The first was 

the recognition the union obtained at Smith and Nephew very early 

in its his t ory. The Agreement helped the union to maintain a 

presence at the factory and to sustain continuous organisation 

even during difficult periods in the union's history. 

The second was the continuous presence of capable organisers 

and assistants. many of whom were White intellectuals. in the 

union. The White intellectuals played a crucial role in shaping 

union poli cy and strategy in the face of managerial and state 

hostility. Junerose Nala rapidly played a similar type of role 

in the un i on while Obed Zuma provided steady and competent 

leadership t o the union once he became secretary. Thizi Khumalo 

also emerged as a powerful worker leader. but with his own brand 

of trade un i onism. As a result he constituted such a threat to 

the NUTW that he had to be removed. 

The th i rd reason was the emergence of able and reliable shop 

stewards i n various factories. Although the impressive 

committee at CMC fell away with the r emoval of Khumalo. others 

remained t hereby creating a continuity of worker leaders such as 

Moffat Sabe l a at Smith and Nephew and Jabulani Gwala at Frametex. 

Three phases could clearly be observed in the history of the 

NUTW betwe en 1973 and 1979. The first phase was one of mass 

membership recruitment and lasted up to the first half of 1974 
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even though membership maintained an upwrd momentum for another 

year. It was due to the high worker militancy in Durban and 

the mass demand on the workers' part for thei r own organisation. 

According to Copelyn, notwithstanding the renewed wave of strikes 

in January 1974, the banning of Halton Cheadle a week after the 

strikes sufficiently disorganised the union to start the demise 

of its organisation. (137) 

The second phase was one of transition for the NUTW and 

lasted up to the end of 1976. It was a response to the decline 

in union membership and its inability to win any meaningful 

rights for workers in the factories. The union was not making 

any lasting organisational gains and a change in strategy was 

required. The new strategy formulated by the union was to try 

and organise inside the factories by concentrating on the work 

place and giving shop stewards a central role in the union. 

Although the strategy had been worked out in theory in 1974 it 

was to take three years before it was fully and properly put into 

practice. This was partly because some of the organisers were 

not committed to the new approach as well as a number of setbacks 

which the NUTW experienced during the transition pe r iod. 

The setbacks up to late 1976 were the severe slump in the 

textile industry from about September 1974 to March 1975, the 

expulsion of three Black Consciousness organisers in January 

1975, the conflict between Thizi Khumalo and other organisers 

from about September 1975 until his removal in March 1976, the 

detention for seven months of Junerose Nala and Obed Zuma from 

May to December 1976, and the banning of three White organise~s 

in the unio n in November 1976. Throughout this period management 

also engaged in a counter-offensive against the union. Given 

that some of these events overlapped, it has been impossible to 

disentangle the consequences of these setbacks neatly from each 
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other. Copelyn however suggested that these events effected the 

NUTW in the following way: the un i on managed to hold its own 

against 

textile 

the managerial counter-offensive until the slump in the 

industry and the inner turmoil in the union led to a 

decline in union membership. The union however received a sharp 

blow with the detention of Nala and Zuma which was exacerbated 

further ~ i t h the banning of three of its organisers. Thus at 

the end of 1976 the NUTW was at its lowest ebb since being 

founded. (1 38) 

The t hird phase from 1977 to 1979 was one of in-depth 

oganisation concentrating on a few factories and giving shop 

stewards a central role in the union. During this period the 

union conc entrated a vast amount of its resources on Smith and 

Nephew and was successful in forcing the company to renew its 

agreement wi th the union. 

By 1979 the NUTW had achieved non-racial policies and 

practices. worker controlled structures although organisers and 

FOSATU advi sers still remained influential in the union. The BEC 

had been built up into a stable institution overseeing the 

affairs of t he union. The union also had a strong shop stewards 

base at fou r of the factories. In addition there were a couple of 

shop stewards committees. notably at Smith & Nephew and Frametex. 

where compe t ent worker leadership had been established. 



204 

Chapter 4 

The Me t al and Allied Wotkets' Union (MAWU) 1973-1979 

1. Formation of MAWU 1973 

Ftom August to September 1972 an attempt was made by fotmet 

SACTU trade unionist to revive the organisation, but the idea was 

abandoned due to police hattassment. It was then decided to 

cooperate wi th the General Factory Workers' Benefit Fund and the 

Wages Commi ssions. Thus it came about that Alpheus Mthethwa 

started working with the Wages Conmission in Durban. In the 

Durban strikes which erupted in January 1973 no less than 22 

factories i n the metal industry experienced strikes. (1) 

Mthethwa then started organising metal factories with a view to 

forming a union. (2) These efforts were to beat fruit and lead 

to the forma t ion of the Metal and Allied Wotkets 1 Union (MAWU). 

On 28 Aptil 1973 a Catetaket Conmittee was established in 

Durban as a fotetunnet to a BEC of the nascent MAWU. The first 

BEC meeting of the Durban branch of MAWU was held on 10 November 

1973. It consisted of representatives ftom three factories 

including Leylands and Non-Ferrous Metal Wotks. The meeting was 

directed by David Davis ftom the Wages Commission who explained 

the structure and function of the BEC to the members present. 

After the election of office-bearers Alpheus Mthethwa was 

appointed as secretary and organiser of the branch. 

The formation of a branch of MAWU in Pietermatitzbutg had 

separate, but related toots. Dave Hemson started organising 

textile workers in Pietermaritzburg. At the same time he 

started up the GFWBF with the assistance of the Pietermatitzburg 

Wages Commission, patticulatly Mike Murphy. In the process of 

organising the GFWBF Hemson started meeting a group of metal 
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workets ftom Alcan Aluminium and Scottisch Cables. (3) Workets 

ftom these two factories fotmed the basis of t he BEC of a 

Pietetmatitzbutg btanch of MAWU that was founded on 16 June 1973. 

Moses Mbanj wa was appointed sectetaty/organiser while Halton 

Cheadle and Jeanette Cunningham-Brown wete given signing powets 

fot the subsctiption receipt books. (4) 

2. Early Militancy of MAWU 1974-1975 

MAWU gtew tapidly as a tesult of the high wotket militancy 

following the Dutban sttikes. In January 1974 it collected R1254 

in subsctip t ions 

1440 wotkers. (5) 

which indicated a paid up membetship of about 

By June 1974 it had 2327 signed up members in 

Durban and claimed to be well established in at least seven 

fitms, whil e in Pietermaritzbutg it claimed to have 1556 members 

disttibuted ovet no less than 55 factoties. (6) 

The uni on quickly sought recognition ftom companies, but was 

met by the response from management that they had works and 

liaison committees to tepresent the workers and that management 

did not wa nt outside interference. This was part of a 

managerial 

r epea tedl y. 

counter-offensive that the union had to face 

The Durban BEC therefote initially adopted a policy 

of oppositi on and total boycott of wotks and liaison committees 

in December 1973. The BEC resolved that union members serving 

on such commi ttees had to resign from them. (7) 

The ea rly petiod of MAWU was charactetised by aggressive 

action on t he patt of its members. The union therefote 

expetienced some significant sttikes and disputes up to 1975 when 

worker militancy was still high. The union was also confronted 

with managet ial hostility and state teptession during this 

period. It therefote did not enjoy · smooth and uninterrupted 
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growth over this time. To illustrate this the experiences of 

MAWU at five of the companies it organised during this period ate 

considered. 

The union's first encounters with the managerial counter­

offensive were at Glacier Beatings and Caravans International. 

Glacier Beatings in Pinetown was one of the companies that MAWU 

officials ap proached fot recognition in September 1973 when about 

80 of the 150 African employees belonged to the union. Within 

days of the union's approach the company obtained a copy of the 

liaison committee constitution drafted by the Labour Department. 

It set up a liaison committee and used it as an excuse fot not 

recognising t he union. The high wotket militancy combined with 

the inefficacy of the liaison conmittee led to a strike at 

Glacier Beatings by African workers on 25 January 1974 in demand 

of higher wages which had been promised for early January, but 

had not been forthcoming. The workers won only a small fraction 

of the wage increase they demanded: instead of gaining an 

increase to R30 pet week, the minimum wage fot trainees was 

increased from R15,64 to R17,64 pet week. (8) 

At Ca r avans International management set up a wot ks 

committee af ter the 1973 Durban strikes and the union started 

organising t he firm in the middle of the same yeat. As an 

organising strategy Mthethwa went to work there as a tocht 

worker, but was fited by lunch time of the fitst day of his 

employment fot recruiting workers to the union. (9) In November 

1973, when t he union had acquired 30% membership, it approached 

management fot recognition, but they claimed that the works 

committee was fully representative of the wotkets and that they 

would not tol erate outside interference. Union organisation at 

the company f ell away soon afterwards. (10) 

The state however struck a blow at MAWU on 31 January 1974 
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when it banned David Davis and Jeanette Cunningham-Brown. This 

led to an organisational slump at some, but not all, of the 

factories organised by the union. In particular organisation 

and membership. at Glacier Beatings fell away for three years 

before organisation there was revived in 1977. (11) 

Leyland Motor Corporation was one of the factories where 

union agitation and worker agression carried on regardless of 

state repression. The union pressed ahead with a demand fot 

recognition by the company, but ran up against managerial 

intransigence. (12) Three months after an organisational drive 

commencing in June 1973 at Leyland in Mobeni, the union acquired 

95% membership of the African work force. In August the union 

wrote to the managing director of Leyland requesting recognition 

of the union. It received a reply that the company would 

implement 'the procedure for communication between employer and 

employee as laid down in the Bantu Labour Relations Regulation 

Act' and would not recognise MAWU either formally or informally. 

The company proceeded to try and change an existing non­

statutory works committee into a statutory liaison committee with 

the aid of the Labour Department. In January 1974 the workers 

however refused to cooperate and boycotted the elections for the 

liaison committee. They continued stressing that they were all 

members of MAWU and demanded representation through the union. 

Finally matters were driven to a head by the union. On 4 March 

1974 worker s demanded a reply from management to a memorandum 

written to Leyland demanding a referendum to ascertain the true 

feelings of the workers. Management responded that they were 

not willing t o accede to the request. Workers thereupon downed 

tools while remaining on the premises. On the advice of the 

Labour Department the company fired 104 of the 177 striking 
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workers. {13) 

Mindful of potential overseas criticism, the company decided 

to negotiate with the union. The financial director, dt F 

Jacobz requested a meeting with the union secretary. At this 

meeting the company appeared to give in to the union's demands. 

Dt Jacobz indicated that Leyland would probably negotiate with 

MAWU and that the workers who had been fired would be reinstated 

by 11 Match. The company even went as fat as signing an 

agreement with the union stating that it would accept shop 

stewards of the union on the works committee provided they were 

called 'workers' delegates'. The impression was created that 

Leyland's in t ention was to recognise the union and their decision 

was heralded as a 'great leap forward' by the Financial Mail. 

Even the uni on's secretary hailed the event as 'quite a victory'. 

{ 14) 

But Leyland had engaged in a strategy of de stroying the 

union at the plant while giving the impression of recognising it. 

Under the pretext that it had to engage in retrenchments due to 

the recessi on in the British motor industry, it ended up 

dismissing 65 of its previous employees. In the process the 

company car efully weeded out the strongest and most influential 

trade unionists. Fout of the six elected 'worker delegates', 

some of whom had been with the company fot 8 to 10 years, were 

fit ed. 

So what appeared to be the beginnings of recognition of 
the union by management was in fact a clever tactic on 
the part of management to crush the union. {15) 

The union managed to hold the dismissed workers together fot 

a while by starting up a relief fund financed by the union and 

Leyland workers. Attempts by management afterwards to employ 

new workers were successfully hampered by the union and workers 

on occasion, but management had effectively succeeded in breaking 
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the repressive arm of the state. 
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In this they were assisted by 

Attempts to nationalise the 

union's representation at Leyland by organising the Elandsfontein 

plant on the Witwatersrand in November 1974, led to the 14 hour 

detention and interrogation of the union secretary and Pindile 

Mfethi, an organiser in the Metal Wing of the Johannesburg-based 

IAS, by the security police. This event, plus the instant 

victimisation of a union recruiter in the Elandsfontein plant, 

made it impossible for the union to carry on organising the 

Leyland Motor Corporation. 

The Leyland dispute held in one advantage for MAWU. When 

the union was founded it experienced hostility from the UTP­

serviced Engineering and Allied Workers• Union (EAWU) based in 

Transvaal for starting up a rival union. (16) Subsequently its 

initial application for affiliation to the International 

Metalworkers Federation (IMF) was not successful because the 

unions concerned informed the IMF that MAWU was not 

representative of African workers. (17) However, it was 

impressed by the Leyland strike and invited MAWU to affiliate. 

As a resu l t MAWU became a member of the South African 

Consultative Committee (SACC) of the IMF, a body that Werner 

Thonessen, assistant general secretary of the IMF, initiated at 

the 1974 TUCSA Conference in Port Elizabeth. (18) 

MAWU 1 s relationship with EAWU remained tense, especially 

when the IAS Metal Wing, which had a close relationship with 

MAWU, openly started organising in the metal industry on the 

Witwatersrand in 1975. Discussions on amalgamation of MAWU and 

EAWU bore no fruit because there was not sufficient trust on 

either side . (19) On the other hand an IAS delegation held a 

meeting with MAWU on 24 May 1975 where it was decided to 
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establish a Co-ordinating Committee with representatives from the 

Metal Wing of the IAS and MAWU because it was considered to be 

premature to form a national union. At the meeting MAWU also 

spelled out its policy towards the IMF Consultative Committee: 

MAWU had used its discretion and caution in affiliating 
to IMF with a view to continueing its membership as long 
as the going is good, but it would not hesitate to pull 
out if things became difficult. This arguement was 
reinforced by the reason that if MAWU decided to stay 
out of the Consultative without any motivation nothing 
would be gained except allowing the tight-wing and 
conservative unions cashing in financial and moral 
support provided by this body. This would not only 
make these unions strong and effective, but MAWU would 
find the competition very hard to withstand as it will 
be in isolation. (20) 

Outing 1975 there was still some attacking spirit left in 

workers who had joined MAWU. They entered into two big 

disputes, the one at Defy Industries in May and the other at 

Conac Engineering during September and October. The outcome of 

both conflicts were however detrimental to the union. 

MAWU started organising at Defy in Jacobs during 1974 and by 

May 1975, when the dispute occurred, the union had recruited 

about half of the 45 African workers in the Assembly Department. 

(21) The 65 Indian workers in the same Department were members 

of the registered Engineering Workers Industrial Union (Natal 

Branch). MAWU initially tried to do away with a liaison 

committee at Defy, but when that did not succeed the union 

switched its strategy by trying to advance its organisation 

through the committee. As a result union members were elected 

onto the liaison committee. (22) Frustrations however built up 

over management's tardiness in taking up issues raised by the 

liaison committee. One of these issues was the production bonus. 

Management at Defy had become dissatisfied with the existing 

production bonus system in the Assembly Department after a move 

to a new workshop where assembly workers' productivity increased 
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due to techno l ogical advances such as ait-operated screwdtivets. 

As a result wotkets in the Assembly Department were eatning mote 

than wotkets i n other depattments. In the words of management, 

this led to an 'attificial standatd of living' because bonus 

eatnings had become 'unrealistic'. Management's hands wete 

however tied by an existing Industrial Council Agreement which 

specified that they could not alter the existing incentive bonus 

scheme unless they had come to a mutual agreement with theit 

employees. 

In mid-Aptil management introduced a new arrangement that 

assembly wor kers would teceive a bonus based only on the stoves 

that had passed the quality control tests. The Assembly 

Depattment wotkets agreed undet ptotest and on the ptoviso that 

they would not be penalised fot defects arising in eatliet stages 

of production. 

Matters came to a head on 16 May 1975 when wotkers received 

only apptoximately half the bonus they would have teceived under 

the old bonus system. They could not work out why their bonus 

eatnings had dtopped so radically and felt that they were being 

unfairly penalised for defects not of their making. When they 

quetied the matter they wete issued with an ultimatum either to 

accept the new bonus system unconditionally and indefinitely or 

to leave. Faced with such a choice, the 45 Aftican and 65 

Indian workets of the Assembly Depattment theteupon left their 

wotk. 

The African and Indian wotkets first went to the tegistered 

Engineeting Workers' Industtial Union to which the Indian workets 

belonged. They ttied to gain the support of the union to 

advance the claims which had been initiated up to then by the 

African wotkets, but wete told that the sectetaty was away on 

holiday and nothing could be done. Management ptoceeded to 
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lower the effective earnings of workers by scrapping the bonus 

system and raising the basic wage to the approximate level of 

earnings before workers• productivity increased. They also 

dismissed 19 of the workers including their leader and spokesman, 

Mt Phungula , after performing aptitude tests on the workers. 

The end res ult of the dispute was that management had succeeded 

in raising productivity without raising the wage bill whereas the 

workers had lost their struggle and MAWU 1 s organisation at Defy 

came to an end. 

The Conac Engineering dispute indicated the range of forces 

mustered on the side of management against MAWU and its African 

worker membe rs. (23) In mid-1973 management set up a system of 

racially segregrated liaison committees in the factory. The 

African liai son committee had four elected worker representatives 

and three indunas appointed by management serving on the 

committee. From the beginning of 1974 there was a marked 

increase in the manufacture of steel at the factory, but only a 

small increase in the number of African workers. As a result 

there was a sharp increase in overtime worked by them. In some 

cases as much as 38 hours overtime had been worked pet week. 

All aspects of the factory 1 s activities were covered by the Iron, 

Steel and Metallurgical Industries Industrial Council Agreement 

which were extended to include work performed by African workers 

in the factory. The overtime clause in the Agreement stated 

that overtime work was voluntary and this clause also coveted 

African workers. In 1973 and 1974 the elected worker 

representatives on the liaison corrmittee persistently asked 

management to reduce the amount of overtime worked over week­

ends. They also complained of being forced to work overtime. 

The representatives• requests largely fell on deaf ears. The 
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only concession they obtained was an agreement by management to 

set aside one Saturday pet month when wotkets would not wotk 

overtime. 

In July 1975 some African wotkets ftom Conac Engineering 

approached MAWU fot assistance. After a few weeks about one 

quartet of t he 110 African workers employed at Conac had joined 

the union 

organiser 

Industrial 

and a shop steward group was 

made the wotkets aware of their 

Council Agreement and that the 

formed. A union 

tights under the 

maximum overtime 

allowed under the Industrial Council Agreement was 10 hours pet 

week. The shop stewards attempted in September to call a 

meeting of t he liaison committee that had not met since January 

1975. They managed to obtain a meeting scheduled for 6 October 

1975, but before the meeting seven African workers were fired on 

22 September fot not working overtime on the previous Saturday. 

This exacer bated the workers' general grievance at being forced 

to wotk over t ime. 

At the liaison committee meeting of 6 October the 

representati ves appeared to be very docile and only queried the 

overtime ra t es paid by management. They did however obtain 

permission t o speak to wotkets. At a general meeting held that 

afternoon t he wotkets instructed the committee to inform 

management t hat they would not be working overtime on the coming 

Saturday: The majority of African wotkets subsequently 

boycotted overtime wotk on Saturday, 11 October. The following 

Monday African workers were deliberately given the impression by 

management t hat those wotkets who did not wish to work overtime 

that afternoon would not be requited to do so. As a result a 

majority of them chose not to do so. Management at Conac 

Engineering t hereupon changed their strategy. 

Upon ar rival at work the following morning African workers 
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were kept waiting outside the factory. The manager instructed 

them to di vide into two groups: those who would accept the 

overtime pr actices of the company and those who would not. 

Sixty four workers decided not to continue working overtime under 

the prevail i ng conditions. They were informed that they were 

dismissed and had to wait for their pay-off wages, a condition 

which the workers were unwilling to accept. MAWU organisers 

discussed the matter with the workers and it was decided that the 

three elected liaison committee representatives experiencing the 

lock-out should report the existence of a lock-o~t to the Labour 

Department. At the Labour Department office the representatives 

were intercepted by an official who chased them off the premi ses. 

It was only through the union's attorney that the workers could 

indirectly raise the dispute with the Labour Department. The 

response of t he divisional Inspector of Labour, Mt Stocks, was to 

say that hi s inspectors were investigating the possibility of a 

strike and he accused the committee members of being agitators. 

The locked out workers returned to the factory the following 

morning only to be accosted by Department of Labour officials who 

informed them that they were all fired and that they had to 

collect the i r wages. The workers then attempted to meet with 

the union's organisers, but were closely followed and filmed by 

the security police while management and Department of Labour 

officials looked on. 

The un i on's 'attorney then turned to the Industrial Council 

for assistance. He inquired from its Inspector whether Conac 

Engineering had been granted exemption to allow overtime work of 

mote than 10 hours pet week. The Inspector responded that he 

was tied by the secrecy clause, a clause which prohibits the 

divulging of 'trade secrets•, in the Industrial Conciliation Act 
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not to disclose this information. 

With the pro-management stance adopted by the Labour 

Department, workers accepted the inevitability of not being re­

employed only to be accosted by another state department that 

appeared to be in connivance with Conac Engineering's management. 

When the workers went to the Department of Bantu Administration 

to register as workseekers they were at first told by an official 

that they would be endorsed out of the area if they did not 

accept re-employment at Conac. Although a superior official 

overruled t hese threats, they were suggestive of behind the 

scenes contact between the Bantu Administration Department and 

Conac management which had been having difficulty with 

inexperienced workers brought to them by the Department. It 

seemed likely that the Bantu Administration Department was asked 

to direct the experienced workers back to Conac Engineering. 

This strategy could have been in confl ict with the policy of 

the Labour Department which did not want fired workers who were 

members of MAWU to be re-employed. At a later date Mt Stocks 

explained t o the union's attorney that it was the policy of his 

department not to be of any assistance to those industrial 

workers who wete members of unregistered trade unions. 

The dispute MAWU had with Conac Engineering was noteable for 

the fact that three state departments, Labour, Police and Bantu 

Administrati on, as well as the statutory Industrial Council were 

all opposed to MAWU. Their reactions tanged from unco~ 

operativeness to outright hostility, opposition and interruption. 

MAWU's f irst phase of development was characterised by rapid 

growth and relatively high wotket militancy in the wake of the 

1973 Durban strikes. It lasted fot about two years, bu then a 

period of decline and collapse set in. 
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3. New Strategy 1975 and Collapse of MAWU 1976 

Outing 1975 MAWU's paid up membership started to decline 

gradually. In February 1975 it collected R587 in worker 

subscriptions in Durban and R480 in Pietetmatitzbutg, 

representing a total paid up membership of about 1340. (24) By 

August of t he same year total union subscriptions had declined 

somewhat to between R800 and RlOOO pet month, reflecting a paid 

up membersh i p of between 920 and 1150 members. The signed up 

membership was still rising ftom about 5000 in June to 6500 in 

August 1975 . (25) The apparent discrepancy between declining 

paid up membership during 1975 on the one hand and rising signed 

up membershi p on the other was due to the fact that the union was 

signing up additional members by moving on to new factories, but 

members recruited earlier started lapsing while still being 

counted as s i gned on members by the union. 

In 1975 wotket militancy in Natal also started to recede. 

The decline in worker militancy as well as the experiences at 

Leyland made MAWU reassess and change its organisational method 

during 1975. The change was described as follows in June 1975: 

Initially, the Union had been largely office-based, but 
as a result of the ruptures at Leyland, it was found 
necessar y to become far more factory based in our 
structur e and method of organisation. This, of course, 
implied i ntensive training of the shop stewards in ordet 
to improve their effective functioning. (26) 

The reasons fot switching union strategy were explained in a MAWU 

Report to the fourth TUACC Council meeting: 

A number of factors have led to changes in 
organisational strategy being made. Previously 
organisa t ion had been based on a mass drive fot 
membership without a thorough assessment of the 
direction of the Union or the consequences of such a 
drive. The heightened militancy of Durban workers, 
followin g the strikes made the mass organisational drive 
appear successful, but the subsequent lessening of 
militancy on the workers' part and the need to train 
suitably qualified personnel to deal with the problems 
of the Union have necessitated a reassessment of 



strategy . Broadly speaking, this reassessment has 
resulted in two major changes in strategy: (a} 
decentra l isation, (b} concentration of resources upon a 
few carefully selected factories. (27} 

By decentralisation MAWU meant the transfer 
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of 

organisational responsibilities ftom otganisets to shop stewards 

in the facto r ies: 

The uni on officials now concentrate ptimatily upon 
training of wotkets in shop steward committees, making 
it in t urn the responsibility of these shop steward 
committees to recruit and organise membets, and to 
collect subscriptions. Regular m~etings of shop 
stewards ftom patticulat factories are held and training 
is integr ated with the ongoing organisational ptocess at 
these factories. 

The Re port howevet spelled out an ideal and was very fat 

from what was actually happening in MAWU. it also mentioned t he 

opening of an office in Jacobs as part of the decentralisat i on 

strategy, but this was not to take place until well into the 

following year because of disagreements between the MAWU and 

TUACC sect etat i es. ( 28} 

MAWU was concentrating its organisational efforts on eight 

factories in Durban, including Non Ferrous Metal Works, Leyland 

and Defy, and four in Pietermatitzburg, including Scottisch 

Cables, Sarmcol and Huletts (formerly Alcan} Aluminium. It 

claimed to have functioning shop stewards committees at all 

twelve the companies, (29} but this claim was an exaggeration. 

This was evident in the financial collapse of MAWU during 

1976. At a BEC meeting of the union in August it was decided to 

approach TUACC for financial assistance because 'the Union was in 

a bad fina ncial position•. (30} At the TUACC Secretariat the 

following month it was decided to allocate R1500 at its disposal 

equally to MAWU, NUTW and CWIU, because all three unions were 

experiencing financial problems at the time. (31} 

It wa s probably a matter of bitter irony to MAWU to appeal 

to TUACC for financial assistance when the union had received a 
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gtant of R15000 ftom the IMF a few months befote in otder to 

assist the Heinemann wotkets on the Witwatetstand after theit 

calamitous sttike in Match 1976. The money was channelled to 

the MAWU sectetary in Dutban who was expected to advance it to 

the Heinemann workets via ~he Johannesburg btanch. Howevet a 

dispute arose between the union and TUACC ovet who should have 

conttol ovet the money, MAWU or TUACC. TUACC was fotmulating a 

position that all funds had to be recieved by itself and it would 

then alloca t e the monies and resources according to mutually 

agreed upon criteria to the unions. MAWU however felt its 

autonomy was threatened by this policy of TUACC. To understand 

why, over and above the dispute over control of the money donated 

by the IMF , MAWU adopted this attitude, it is necessary to 

examine the s ituation in more detail. 

Thete were two structural reasons why MAWU had more 

lattitude t han the other TUACC unions to formulate and adopt its 

own position. Firstly, it built links very early in its history 

with the IMF, the most aggressive international trade secretariat 

operating wi thin the country at that time. By serving on the 

Consultative Committee, the union's secretary, Alpheus Mthethwa, 

was exposed t o outside politics and offers which gave him and the 

union a cettain amount of independence and leverage. Secondly, 

owing to the organisational effort of the !AS Metal Wing, a MAWU 

branch was opened in Johannesburg in about September 1975 which 

was outside the control of TUACC. A Co-ordinating Committee 

encompassing the Natal and Transvaal branches was formed. This 

enabled MAW U to build up a telationship with Johannesbutg 

otganisations to the exclusion of TUACC. (32) 

But thete wete also socio-cultural and petsonal factors that 

gave MAWU gteatet independence. This was due to the fact that 
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it had an African secretary tight ftom its inception and that 

White intellectuals, after the bannings in January 1974, did not 

play an active ot central tole in the union. According to 

Cheadle, Mthethwa ·did not allow any fotm of White penetration 

whatsoever 1
• ( 33) Copelyn explained Mthethwa's modus operandi 

mote extensively: 

Alpheus was actually keen to keep all options open. He 
was the kind of guy who would go to everybody and get 
advice f t om them and then make his own way ftom there. 
I respect him fot that in many ways because he was 
dealing with intellectuals, he wasn't an intellectual 
himself and he always found himself at a disadvantage in 
these debates. (34) 

Mthethwa per ceived the situation as one in which intellectuals 

could potentially dominate his union because 

thete was a gap between intellectuals and others. 
Intellectuals were helped by being mote articulate. 
Theit positi~n gave them access into knowledge and othet 
matters. (35) 

He also thought there was a personal conflict between himself and 

the sectetaty of TUACC who ·interfered' in MAWU and 

unsuccessfully tried to get him expelled ftom the union. Alec 

Etwin did not think that the dispute between MAWU and TUACC was a 

personal one. The problem was that 

personality things get thrown up mote and mote when 
thete ate issues of dispute that cannot easily be 
clarified ot rationally argued about. I think the 
issues at stake wete not personality issues, but 
personali ty issues to some extent exacerbated things 
that had been going wrong anyway. (36) 

And it was cleat that things were going wrong in MAWU. Its 

organisation had almost totally collapsed by the end of the year 

and it was col lecting a mete R40 in monthly subscriptions. (37) 

There were a combination of factors that accounted for the 

collapse of MAWU. EssentiaJly MAWU in Natal was not able to 

gain concrete victories for workers in the factories. This was 

due to the or ganising strategy of the secretary who had ·jumped 

into the . f actory by factory syndrome' (38) instead of 
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consolidating and stabilising organisation at a few factories. 

What he was doing was drawing people here and they pay, 
but when they start falling off he moved to the next 
plant, and the next. And once he'd done this he started 
moving fat out to Richard's Bay leaving all the 
factories here just to collapse and die. (39) 

Another reason why MAWU was losing worker support was 

because it was not paying out death benefits to members with 

legitimate claims. Some pretext was found for not paying, but 

the real reason was the dire financial straits the union found 

itself in. Coupled with the lack of organisational support, 

workers started feeling that the union was letting them down. 

(40) 

A point was reached where the union was therefore no longer 

able to sustain worker support. It could also not rely on the 

high worker militancy of 1973 and 1974 to draw in workers. MAWU 

thus entered a vicious cycle in which it could not gain workers' 

support because it was not making gains at the workplace and it 

was not advancing at the workplace because the workers' support 

was not forthcoming. 

MAWU's problems were increased by the economic recession in 

1976 that hit the metal and engineering industry quite hard. 

Retrenchments and short-time were prevalent in the industry 

during the year. (41) The union was thus further weakened by 

the economic slump. On top of that the state struck a blow 

against MAWU in November 1976 by banning Alpheus Mthethwa and 

Moses Ndlovu, a Pietermaritzburg organiser of the union. In the 

Transvaal branch two key figures, Anderson and Kubheka, were also 

banned. On the national level MAWU lay shattered at the end of 

1976. 



221 

4. The Recons truction of MAWU 1977-1979 

After J unerose Nala was released ftom detention in Decembet 

1976, the MAWU BEC requested the NUTW to release het because MAWU 

had no experi enced otganisets. She thereupon became secretary of 

MAWU and spent het fit st two yeats reviving and rebuilding the 

union in Nata l . The strategy she adopted was to concentrate on 

a limited number of factories and to choose foreign subsidiaries 

rather than South African owned companies in otdet to use 

international leverage and the EEC Code of Conduct to tty and 

force the companies' hand into recognising MAWU. 

In Pietetmatitzbutg she started organising Scottish Cables 

and Satmcol, but it was very time-consuming because of the great 

distance she had to travel. Consequently the MAWU BEC persuaded 

John Makatini , a Scottish Cable shop steward and BEC membet, to 

become a un i on otganiset in July 1977. He was subsequently 

joined by Geo f f Schteinet early in 1979. 

This re l eased Nala to concentrate mote on organisation in 

Durban. In the Jacobs area she started working on Defy, Non­

Fettous Metal Wotks and Fetodo. Defy was soon abandoned because 

the wotkets were still not interested in the union following the 

strike in May 1975. 

In Febt uaty 1978 Willies Mchunu was appointed as otganiset 

in the Jacobs office. This allowed Nala to focus het energies on 

Pinetown where MAWU also opened an office. She started 

organising at Glacier Beatings and Natal Die Casting. As 

Glacier Beati ngs was a 60% owned subsidiary of the international 

Associated En gineering company based in Britain, Nala decided to 

concentrate on it. (43) Over the next two yeats MAWU conducted 

a most intens i ve organisational drive and recognition campaign at 

Glacier Beati ngs. 
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The Glacier Bearing Campaign 

After t he strike by African wotkets at Glacier Beatings in 

January 1974, union organisation at the company whittled away. 

The company cattied on operating with its statutory registered 

African liai son committee and in February 1974 introduced a non-

statutory l i aison committee fot its Indian workers. Fot the 

next three years the company conducted its relations with its 

employees t hrough racially segregrated committees. (44) In 

June 1977, after opening an office in Pinetown, MAWU once mote 

started organising African wotkets at the company which was 

employing about 190 Africans, 60 Indians and 50 Whites at that 

time. The Africans were almost exclusively employed in the l ower 

grade jobs, Grades 4 to 6, as labourers and operatives. (45) 

The union made rapid headway and by January 1978 membership stood 

at 129 or 68% of the African workforce. (46) 

The ini t ial organising strategy adopted by MAWU was to gain 

control of t he representative portion of the liaison committee. 

In February 1978 management announced that new elections for the 

African liai son committee were to be held and the union succeeded 

in having shop stewards elected to all the seats 

Glacier Bear ings management had by then become 

union's pr esence at the company and started 

suspected union members. The shop stewards 

except one. 

aware of the 

intimidating 

feared that 

victimisation of union activists was imminent and recommended 

that the uni on should make a direct approach to management and so 

provide pot ential umbrella protection for the members. This 

was ratified by a general factory m\eting and on 31 Match 1978 a 

letter was sent by MAWU to the company demanding recognition of 

the uni on. ( 47) 

Glacier Beating's response to MAWU's demand fot recognition 
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was the most sophisticated countet-offensive encounteted by the 

union up to t hen. Thtee weeks latet the managing ditector, Mt W 

J Richards, atranged an intetview with the union secretaty. He 

established the exact natute of the union's demands and ptomised 

that he would taise the matter with the Management Board. While 

the union awaited a teply the company testtuctuted its industrial 

relations system in a deliberate anti-union sttategy. The 

company formed a Combined Liaison Committee consisting of all the 

tacially constituted liaison committees. It held its fitst 

meeting on 9 May where management announced a proposed new 

Combined Negotiating Committee with reptesentation of White, 

Indian and Af rican workers from all Grades as well as management 

serving on it. Grades 4 to 6, where almost all the Aftican 

workers were located, would have a minority of 8 tepresentatives 

out of a total of 20 on the Committee. (48) 

A week ot two afterwards management intimidated union 

members more forcefully, by letting two secutity police members 

onto the premises undet false pretences to interrogate Enock 

Mabaso, chai rman of the shop stewards committee and of the 

union's BEC. (49) 

Only af ter that, on 26 May, did management teply to the 

union by refusing its demand for recognition. They indicated 

that they favoured their own new industtial relations system and 

forged ahead over the next two months with its establishment. 

The managing director personally went around from department to 

department explaining the new system to workers. On 21 June 

nominations and elections were held for employees in Grade 1 

which were mostly White employees, and for wotkers in Grades 2 

and 3 which mainly consisted of Indian workers. A personnel 

clerk approached African wotkets to nominate representatives for 

Grades 4 to 6, but they refused to co-operate. (50) A notice 
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was circulat ed stating that in future there would be no further 

meetings of t he racially separate liaison committees, but only 

the combined liaison committee would meet. 

Faced with such determined managerial opposition and 

hostility, t he MAWU National Executive Committee decided on 17 

June 1978 t o turn the drive fot recognition at Glacier Beating 

into a publi c campaign concentrating on international publicity. 

(51) From t hen on the union drew up detailed reports of the 

struggle at Glacier Beatings which were sent to the branch 

secretaries of the major union representing wotkets in plants of 

Associated Engineering, the parent company in Britain. The 

union 1 s str ategy in doing so was to try and prevent management 

from escalat i ng the conflict to a level where the state was given 

the opportun i ty to intervene in the dispute. The union believed 

that a publicity campaign could create the necessary 

countervaili ng ptessutes on Glacier Beatings. (52) 

Management revealed a further advance of theit anti-union 

strategy mo t e clearly with an address to a general assembly of 

all employees delivered by the managing director on 12 July 1978. 

He stated that 

It was agreed by the majority of employees that the 
'Liaison Committee system should be replaced by the 
Industri al Relations Committee which is non-racial and 
operates on a job grading basis. (53) 

He also emphasized that all industrial relations matters 

would in future have to be channelled through the Industrial 

Relations Committee which was subsequently referred to as the 

Industrial Relations Council. The Council was very similar in 

structure t o the eatliet Combined Negotiating Committee. In 

fact, the members of the disbanded Combined Negotiating Committee 

simply transfetted their membership to the new Industrial 

Relations Council. (54) 
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Another aspect of management 1 s strategy against MAWU became 

clea t on 7 September 1978 in a letter to the secretary in which 

the criteria for recognising MAWU were spelled out. The 

criteria included consulting the Industrial Relations Council on 

the union 1 s application fot .recognition, as well as the signing 

of an agreement with the Council. The union would also be 

expected to abide by the constitution of the Council. (55) It 

was thus clea r that the union would, if recognised, be expected 

to work within the framework of the Industrial Relations Council. 

The union fou nd these conditions unacceptable. (56) There were 

other, mote regular, requirements that the union found 

acceptable. Those were adequate proof that the union was 

representative of a 'substantial majority• of workers, submission 

of the union constitution and assurances that the union would 

'conduct its affairs as though it was a registered trade union.• 

(57) 

The union responded to Glacier Bearing 1 s counter-offensive 

with a multiple-strategy. It contended with the Industrial 

Relations Council that was initiating its own moves against the 

union; MAWU also seized the opportunity to negotiate conditions 

for recognition with management; when deadlock was reached it 

took up the international campaign mote forcefully in 1979. The 

union also concentrated on maintaining sound organisation of the 

general members while increasing the representative tole of the 

shop stewar ds as much as possible. This was mainly achieved 

through organisational efforts, but the union also embarked on a 

legal strategy to get the inoperative African liaison committee 

declared defunct by a court of law and to elect a works committee 

in its place. These strategies are each considered in more 

detail below. 
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At an Industrial Relations Council meeting on 11 October 

1978 the representatives decided that, should the union be 

recognised, it would be expected to participate in the Council 

system. ( 58) They were also concerned about the regular non-

attendance of the Council by the elected African liaison 

committee representatives. A fortnight later a sub-committee of 

the Industrial Relations Council attended a meeting at MAWU at 

which they tried to persuade the union shop stewards to 

participate in the Council system. It was agreed to let the 

workers whom they represented decide at a general union meeting 

which was held at Glacier Bearings two days later. In the words 

of the In dustrial Relations Council representatives that 

attended, 

although 
indicated 
were of 
stewards 
Council 

a count was not taken fot and against it was 
by the people that the Union men represented 

a unanimous opinion that their Union shop 
must never attend the Industrial Relations 

meetings. (59) 

Not sat isfied with the outcome of the union meeting , the 

Industrial Relations Council, in co-operation with management, 

arranged to hold a ballot of all the Glacier Beating employees 

during work t ime on 2 November 1978. The aim of the ballot was 

to test whe t her the Industrial Relations Council was accepted by 

the majority of workers as 'the correct and only platform for 

discussions and negotiations with Management.' (60) 

The un i on contended that the referendum was conducted in a 

highly irregular manner. The union was given no advance notice 

of the intended referendum and could therefore not prepare 

beforehand t o put their case to the workers. There was no check 

list of employees to see who had voted and to ensure no double 

voting. Ac cording to the union, most African workers refused to 

participate i n the ballot, but there was managerial pressure put 

on them to vote. MAWU contended that at most 20 African workers 

'( 
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participated in the procedures. {61) The results announced by 

the Industri al Relations Council presented a completely different 

picture: 194 African employees were in favour of the Council, 17 

against and 44 were 'absent'. {62) These results suggested that 

a majority of African employees voted in favour of the Council, 

but the vo t ing ptocedute adopted cast doubt on teaching a fitm 

conclusion. The ballot clearly provided management with mote 

atmout in theit battle against MAWU. 

Protrac t ed negotiations between MAWU and Glacier Beatings 

followed af t er management announced theit union recognition 

conditions. Ftom the start the union pressed fot the attendance 

of shop stewards at the discussions with management. However 

management agreed to meet only union officials on 19 October. 

The official s indicated that they saw the Industrial Relations 

Council as having been established to avoid recognising MAWU. 

They managed to press management into conceding that the final 

res ponsibili ty for recognising the union lay with management and 

not the Indu strial Relations Council. {63) 

The fo l lowing meeting scheduled with management fot 14 

November 1978 was called off by the shop stewards because they 

could not be present. {64) After much pressure a union 

delegation with four shop stewards present met with management a 

week later. At this meeting the battle lines between the 

positions of the opposing sides were clearly drawn. The union 

pr~sented its position on recognition which included the right of 

the shop st ewards committee to represent workers in the plant, 

dismissal and grievance procedures, and regular wage 

negotiations . The company reiterated its position as submitted 

on 7 September and stressed that the union would have to work 

through the Industrial Relations Council. 
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On the question of the union's representativeness, it 

claimed to have 160 members which made it representative of the 

Grades 4 to 6 employees. The company wished to have the names 

of the members, but the union was only willing to do so if the 

company firs t agreed to grant check-off rights to the union. (65) 

These positi ons were to be taken up time and again at subsequent 

meetings wi t h neither side willing to concede any significant 

ground. 

Management also devised delaying tactics that slowed down 

progress towards recognition. A meeting of 16 January 1979 was 

taken up with a consideration of the provisions in the Industrial 

Conciliation Act for the registration of a union. (66) 

Scheduled, more frequent, meetings with the company's personnel 

manager wer e called off by the union because he had no 

instructions from the Board of Directors on a number of issues 

crucial to t he union. (67) 

Through sustained and tough negotiation the union made slow 

progress on a few issues in its struggle for recognition. An 

appropriate question to ask at a ballot in order to check union 

representivi ty at the plant was discussed at a meeting of 25 

April. (68) But a deadlock was reached during 1979, with 

management i nsisting that the union first indicate how they 

would fit in t o the Industrial Relations Council before they would 

be recognised. (69) 

To try and break through the deadlock MAWU decided to put 

greater international pressure on the company. (70) The 

opportunity presented itself with the response of Scottish shop 

stewards to the detailed reports MAWU had been sending to the 

branch secretaries of the Amalgamated Union of Engineering 

Workers (AUEW), the major union representing workers at 

Associated Engineering, the parent company of Glacier Bearings. 
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The shop stewards from Glacier Beating plants in Glasgow and 

Kilmarnock started questioning local management about the 

recognition of MAWU in the Pinetown plant. Outing the first 

half of 1979 it became apparent that there wete discrepancies 
~ 

between the claims of management and the information supplied by 

MAWU. In order to give them first hand knowledge of the 

situation MAWU decided to ask the Scottish shop stewards to send 

representatives to Pinetown. They decided to send Dick 

Christianson ftom the Glasgow plant. 

A problem however arose when SACTU intervened and tried to 

prevent the visit to South Africa. A SACTU representative went 

to Glasgow and tried to dissuade Christianson from going on the 

grounds tha t there should be a total boycott of South Africa. 

(71) The SACTU representative also attended a Glasgow district 

AUEW meetin g at which he claimed that the visit was a management 

plot designed to whitewash the company and that the visit would 

hatm African workers at Glacier Beating in Cape Town. The 

district committee thereupon decided not to support the proposed 

visit. 

The Scottish shop stewards decided to go ahead with the 

planned vis i t and Christianson came out to South Africa in 

October 1979. He was however not able to gain entry to the 

Pinetown plant, but attended a general meeting of Glacier Bearing 

union membe rs where he told his fellow workers that he would 

report back to his union members in Glasgow and that they would 

try to for ce their management to put pressure on the local 

Pinetown management to recognise MAWU. He also promised that 

they would also speak to other unions to do the same to 

Associated Engineering (UK). (72) 

Chtisti anson's visit did however not achieve the 
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breakthrough the union was hoping fot. Although he did win 

resolutions of support for the Pinetown workers from the combined 

shop stewards committees at Glasgow and Kilmarnock, the crucial 

AUEW district committee still refused to support MAWU because the 

visit was a breach of the boycott position promoted by SACTU. 

Without the support of the district committee it was difficult to 

take the issue to highet levels in the AUEW in otdet to develop a 

strong attack on Associated Engineering's policy in South Africa. 

Yet anothet part of MAWU's strategy was to advance the 

teptesentation of the shop stewards at the wotk place. It was 

somewhat more successful on this level. In the first place the 

union sustained a high level of involvement of the tank and file 

members in the recognition. General factory meetings at the 

union offices or departmental meetings organised by the shop 

stewards were held relatively frequently, sometimes fortnightly. 

The workers usually reconfirmed their support of the union's 

recognition stand and their opposition to the company's 

industrial relations system. (73) Secondly the union managed to 

persuade management that the workers had the right to choose 

whoever they wanted to represent them in the plant. (74) 

Although top management agreed to this (75) shop stewards had 

problems bei ng accepted by supervisors and production managers. 

(76) 

In order 

shop floor MAWU 

to try and secure a stronger 

also adopted a legal strategy. 

foothold on the 

It sought to 

eliminate the liaison committee as a statutory body behind which 

management could hide in order to justify refusing the union 

recognition. MAWU's strategy was first to take over the 

liaison commi t tee and, once that was done, to boycott it. (77) 

Since management still persisted in maintaining the facade that 

the liaison committee functioned as envisaged in the law, MAWU 
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decided to take legal action to have the statutory African 

liaison committee abolished. 

The case was taken up with the participation of employees 

who had to si gn affidavits and give evidence of court. (78) Such 

acts requited considerable commitment and courage on the part of 

the Glacier Beating workers because they feared that they might 

be victimised by the company. On 20 October 1978 the shop 

steward repr esentatives on the liaison co111T1ittee notified Glacier 

Beatings ma nagement that they ·intended taking legal action to 

have the li aison committee declared defunct. (79) In spite of 

the fact that management had repeatedly told workers that they 

had replaced the liaison committee with the new industrial 

relations system, the managing director opposed the action 

stating that , 

as in my view the Liaison Committee has not ceased to 
function , I deny that I am obliged to notify the 
Inspecto r that it is defunct. (80) 

The un i on lost its first legal attempt to have the liaison 

committee removed when the judge ruled that the shop stewards had 

no locus standi to bring the application. 

Undeter red by this pronouncement, the union proceeded with a 

second attempt to abolish the liaison co111T1ittee in August 1979, 

but on this occasion the shop stewards also wanted an order that 

a works committee be elected. (81) On 14 Match a petition 

requesting t he establishment of a works committee and signed by 

133 of the Af rican employees constituting 70% of the African work 

force was handed to management. (82) Before that the shop 

steward representatives had repeatedly advised management that 

they no longer regarded the Haison committee to be in existence 

any more. Eventually they informed management in writing on 28 

Match that t hey did not accept that management had 



the tight to stifle all negotiation and to cling to the 
shell of a Committee which has long since stopped 
functioning, if it ever did, as a basis to refuse a 
Works Committee. (83) 
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On this occasion the union was victorious. The judge ruled 

in Match 1980 that the liaison committee had to be declared 

defunct and that management had to proceed with the election of a 

works committee. (84) The outcome of this case, which was the 

first legal strategy taken up in Natal by FOSATU and was 

integrated with other aspects of the campaign, was considered to 

be highly successful. (85) MAWU succeeded in gaining a mote 

secure organisational foothold fot itself in the plant by getting 

rid of the liaison committee and replacing it with a works 

committee which was wholly elected by the workers and could thus 

be completely under the control of the union. 

In spite of the legal victory MAWU had not made much headway 

at Glacier Beatings at the end of 1979 after two and a half years 

of intensive struggle. The union's recognition drive was bogged 

down in discussions over recognition, not negotiation of the 

recognition agreement. It was only on the shop floor that shop 

stewards were granted recognition as the workers' 

representatives, but not as part of the union. MAWU however 

petservered in its efforts and was rewarded with success in 1981 

when it finally won recognition from the company. 

While the Glacier Beating campaign was the most prominent 

one conducted by MAWU, the union was gradually building itself up 

at a number of plants in Pietetmatitzbutg as well. These will be 

considered next. 

MAWU Organisation in Pietermaritzburg 

MAWU's organisation in Pietermatitzbutg started to expand 

under the competent guidance of Makatini and Schreiner. They 
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and another organiser, Hatty Gwala, concentrated theit efforts on 

four compani es, Scottish Cables, Huletts Aluminium, Sarmcol and 

Multi-Metals . The stage of development up to November 1979 is 

examined bel ow. 

Scottish Cables was one of the first companies to be 

organised by MAWU in 1973. At that time 54% of its issued share 

capital was held by BICC (UK) in Britain. (86) By January 1974 

the union deemed itself to have sufficient support to approach 

the company to take up complaints of forced overtime and the 

downgrading of workers due to the introduction of new technology. 

The company responded in May 1974 that it would carry on working 

through its liaison committee that had been established the 

previous yeat. However, shortly thereafter union organisation 

in Pietermatitzbutg received a setback when the chairman became 

involved in 'national politics' and the secretary resigned. 

Organisation at Scottish Cables then regressed although it never 

actually came to a complete halt. (87) 

With the reconstruction of MAWU organisation at Scottisch 

Cables was revived. In the beginning of 1979 signed up African 

membership stood at 240 of which about 140 were paid up. The 

total labour force at the company was toughly 700 of which an 

estimated 450 were African production workers and 85 Coloureds 

mostly in supervisory position. The main grievance of African 

workers at the time was the fact that they were working a 

shortened 4- day week, but that this was coupled with regular 

overtime wor k that affected most of the production workers. (88) 

The un ion decided to use the existing combined liaison 

committee representing African and Coloured workers as a means of 

advancing its base inside the factory. As a result 5 of the 7 

African wor ker representatives voted onto the liaison committee 

in February were union members. In May 1979 the union 
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teptesentati ves on the liaison committee taised the question of 

union recognition by management, but the union decided that it 

would not be tactically wise to approach management ditectly for 

recognition yet because organisation in some departments of the 

plant wete st ill weak. (89) 

By August 1979 the organisers and shop stewards committee 

decided that the union should commence its recognition campaign 

in spite of the fact that it did not manage to mobilise solid 

worker suppor t on the issue. Only about 30 workers turned up at 

a meeting in the beginning of the month to draw up a worker 

mandate to approach Scottish Cable's management. The union 

attributed this lack of worker enthusiasm to the fact that it had 

been organising at the company for a very long time without 

producing substantial gains. As a result the workers had become 

sceptical of any new move on the part of the union. (90) 

The opening move was made with a letter from the union 

secretary requesting a meeting between Scottish Cables management 

and the union officials and shop stewards in order to discuss 

union recognition. A supportative letter signed by 6 of the 7 

African l i aison committee representatives accompanied the 

request. The Coloured reptesentatives on the committee had been 

approached t o sign the letter, but they were too afraid to do so. 

A petition requesting union recognition and signed by at least 

290 of the Aftican workers was to be submitted later to 

management as well. ( 91) 

Management agreed to meet the union delegation on 26 August 

and the is sue that dominated the meeting was how the union would 

ptove its representativity at the plant. The union proposed a 

secret bal l ot in the factory which management rejected on 

grounds that were not entirely clear.' In its place management 
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insisted on scrutinising the Scottish Cables membership list of 

the union. The union was reluctant to reveal the names of its 

members to management fot feat of victimisation and sought to 

build safeguards for its members into such a procedure. (92) 

Negotiations then proceeded on how union membership at the 

company wou l d be verified with the shop stewards and official of 

the union be i ng out-manoeuvred by the company. . At a meeting on 

25 October the union representatives agreed that a company 

accountant would be used to verify the union's membership list. 

(93) 

An even larger problem faced the union though. At a 

Pietermaritzbutg joint staff meeting on 7 November 1979 it was 

pointed out to the inexperienced organiser who was organising 

only Scottish Cables that the union probably did not have a 

majority of African workers unionised at the plant. In July 

1979 the paid up membership was only 110 or 25% of the African 

workers. The staff decided that the union urgently needed 

another 50 signed up members 'to be safe' and planned to hold a 

Scotti sh Cab 1 es party in order to r ecr ui t mote members. ( 94) At 

a poorly attended shop stewat ds meeting later that day the . shop 

stewards endorsed the proposal. (95) By making a somewhat 

premature advance to gain recognition at Scottish Cables MAWU was 

thus finding itself in a precarious negotiating situation with 

its management by November 1979. 

Huletts (formerly Alcan) Aluminium was, 

Cables, on of the first factories 

along with Scottish 

MAWU organised in 

Pietermatitzbutg. It was also a subsidiary of an international 

company with Alcan in Canada holding 70% of the shares. The 

union made very good progress in 1974 at the company and was able 

'to gain access to management. 1 The relationship developed to 

a point where the union was 'negotiating fot total recognition', 
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(96) but for unknown teasons the agreement was not signed and 

union otgani sation at Huletts crumbled. 

The si t uation at Hulett's Aluminium facing MAWU after its 

revival was the existence of a very sophisticated liaison 

The company was large with an Aftican and committee system. 

Indian labout fotce of about 960 of which 725 were Afticans. 

Union tecru i tment incteased considerably from 90 members at the 

beginning of 1979 to 200 by Novembet, but it remained a small 

proportion of the labour force. By November 1979 the union did 

not yet have shop stewatds, but only a vety loose steeting 

committee. It was looking for issues atound which to mobilise 

wotkers to join the union, but was having problems because 

workers had become disillusioned with the union after its failure 

in 1974. (97 ) 

Sarmcol , a rubbet manufactuting company in Howick, was 

another fac t ory that MAWU started organising very early in its 

histoty. In 1974 the union approached management fot 

recognition. Although the request was -favourably received' (98) 

the company set up a liaison committee instead and subsequenty 

intimidated union membets inside the factory. (99) Five yeats 

later, in September 1979 the company employed about 1800 wotkets 

of which 1400 wete Africans, but membetship was still quite 

small: the union had signed up about 280, or one-fifth, of the 

African workets; of these only 120 were paid up. (100) 

Thete wete a numbet of reasons why union membetship at 

Sarmcol remained telatively small. The major problem facing the 

union was the appatent close co-operation between the company and 

the police. Evety time the union organiset distributed 

pamphlets outside the union gates, the police turned up. (101) 

Then, on 12 June 1979, Makatini was actually taken to the police 
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station for questioning and warned that he would be attested 

under the Riotous Assemblies Act if he met with mote than 10 

people. (102) The effect of such police intimidation was that 

workers ga i ned the impression that MAWU was an illegal 

organisation and became reluctant to join it. (103) 

Therefore although the union had been organising at Satmcol 

fot a long period the workers had not perceived any material 

improvement in the very bad working conditions they faced. In 

one department workers had breathing problems because they did 

not have masks. Workers were also easily dismissed fot the 

smallest reasons. (104) Further disillusionment with the union 

thus set in . (105) On account of these problems the union did 

not have ma ny good contacts inside the factory. The Steering 

Committee had very few strong members serving on it while only 

about 5 of t he 25 liaison committee members supported the union. 

To try and overcome these problems MAWU decided to approach 

management di rectly in June 1979 in otdet to tty and gain access 

to the plant on a tegulat weekly basis and to obtain an 

undertaking from management that workers at Sarmcol would not be 

prejudiced i n any way if they wete to join MAWU. (106.) The 

union deliberately decided to approach management with limited 

membership because it feared that members would lose interest in 

they had to wait fot a long time before anything happened. On 

t he other hand it hoped that the workers would start joining the 

union as a result of contact between the union and management. 

(107) 

The response of Sarmcol 's managing director, Mt AR Hesp, 

was both un i nformed and discouraging. While there was no law 

that prevented the company from recognising the union, he replied 

that they were ~unable to enter into discussion' with MAWU as it 

was unregistered. ( 108) The union responded with two 
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strategies. The one was to tty and gain workers' signatures to 

a petition stating that they rejected the liaison committee. 

However, by 9 November 1979 it appeared asif the petition would 

not gain sufficient worker support to submit it to management. 

(109) The other strategy was to write to the patent company of 

Satmcol, British Tyre and Rubber in London, in order to try and 

pressurise t he company to conform to the EEC Code of Conduct. 

(110) The union had however not received a reply by November 

1979. 

In August 1979 MAWU obtained an issue on which it could 

mobilise workers when management unilaterally announced an across 

the board wa ge increase of R2,30 which was supposed to covet the 

rise in the cost of living. The increase however covered less 

than half of the annual increase of 15% in the cost of living on 

average wage of R32 pet week. The union however failed to 

mobilise workers at Satmcol effectively over the issue. (111) 

According t o Schreiner the responsibility for this failure lay 

ptim~tily at the door of the organisers fot tunning the campaign 

ineffectivel y. (112) The union was therefore not succeeding in 

making much headway at Sarmcol. 

At Mult i -Metals & Machinery the union was also experiencing 

difficulty due to intransigent management. Multi-Metals was a 

small, loca l ly owned scrap merchant company with a total labour 

force of about 120 African workers. Working conditions at the 

fitm were extremely poor with a high labour turnover, jobs were 

very unskill ed and wages were as low as Rll,20 pet week. (113) 

Given such conditions, union organisation at the company 

progressed very rapidly. Within two months of commencing in May 

1979 virtua l ly every worker had joined the union. Workers at 

the factory t hen decided that 



despite t he fact that they wete very strong it would be 
necessaty to consolidate cettain basic and fundamental 
tights i n this factoty befote this type of management 
could be approached fot recognition. So wotkets 
decided to establish a works colll11ittee inside the 
factory as the fist step towatds tecognition. (114) 
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A regi steted wotks committee was duly fotmed. It did, 

howevet, no t take long before management and the wotks committee 

parted ways . It happened at the fitst meeting of the works 

committee wi t h management. The committee wanted management to 

accept an Agteement that entrenched certain rights for the 

committee, but management tathet casually rejected it at the 

meeting. Management also decided that, in futute, it would meet 

with only four works committee membets even though the workets 

had insisted at its formation that they wished to have eight 

membets on i t . (115) At the following wotks committee meeting 

with management six committee membets turned up. When 

management i nstructed two of them to leave they all left. (116) 

This si gnalled the statt of open conflict between management 

on the one hand and the wotkets and the union on the othet. In 

quick succession management dismissed 6 wotkets including a union 

shop steward and an induna who actively suppotted the union. 

These actions wete intetpteted as victimisation by the workets as 

well as the union otganisets who arranged a meeting with 

management t o tty and have the workers reinstated. Due to a 

lack of experience and diplomacy on the part of the otganisers 

the meeting ended up in a heated argument with management 

tejecting any suggestion of reinstatement. A lawyer was then 

asked to go and see management, but it turned out to be a big 

mistake because he was not close to the union movement and did 

not adequately reptesent the wotkers 1 intetests. (117) Workers 

considered going on strike, but the organisers advised them 

against it because of theit vulnetabil .ity as unskilled wotkets. 
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( 118) 

Subsequently eight mote workers were dismissed, but it was 

again beyond the powers of the works committee and the union to 

have them reinstated. The union changed its strategy and 

decided to take up what it deemed to be malpractices on the part 

of the company. The uni on, through. its 1 awyer, demanded back­

pay of workers who had been underpaid. (119) It ·also decided to 

take up health and safety issues in the factory where the company 

appeared to be breaking many of the statutory requirements of the 

Factories Act. (120) 

These were the unresolved issues at Multi-Metals by November 

1979 where the union was strongly organised, but the workers were 

in a delicate situation that prevented the union from taking 

drastic action to improve the workers' material conditions. 

Organisational achievements by MAWU's Pietetmaritzburg 

organisers were at different levels by November 1979. It tanged 

from negotiating the conditions required to gain recognition at 

Scottish Cables, to intransigent management that refused any 

dealings with the union at Sarmcol. Although the union had not 

advanced very fat in Pietermaritzburg, it was cleat that its 

organisation had revived in the region and that it was on the 

ascent. 

5. Conclusion: MAWU up to November 1979 

By November 1979 MAWU was well under way with its 

reconstruction since its collapse at the end of 1976. It was 

the second largest union with mostly African members in the Natal 

region of FOSATU. Paid up membership of the union was slightly 

over 800 while signed up membership was about two to three times 

that number . Although the union was open to all workers, it was 

still overwhelmingly African with only seven Coloured and a few 
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Indian members. 

Financially the union was also making good progress. From 

the R40 coll ected monthly at the end of 1976, union subscriptions 

increased t o slightly more than RlOOO per month in October and 

November 1979. The monthly subsidy from FOSATU was in the 

vicinity of R1200. (121) Collection of subscriptions was done 

by shop stewards and the union placed great emphasis on workers 

paying for t heir own organisation. (122) 

The BEC of MAWU had been stabilised and consisted of elected 

teptesentati ves from each of the organised factories. Each 

factory elected two shop stewards and two alternatives onto the 

BEC. MAWU was also advancing in its factory organisation in 

spite of the fact that it was coming up against strong managerial 

opposition. The organisational activities and revival in the 

Pinetown and Pietermaritzburg regions, which have been considered 

above, were considerably mote advanced than those in the Jacobs 

region. The factory where the organisers operating from the 

Jacobs office had achieved most was Non-Ferrous Metal Extractors. 

At Non- Ferrous Metal Extractors the union had about 80 

members and a shop stewards committee of nine members in October 

1979. Wor ket solidarity was strong at the end of 1978 when 

workers in the factory downed tools over the dismissal of six 

union membe r s on shut-down day. The factory was however 

backsliding as the union had been losing members. The reasons 

for this we t e that the organiser was paying inadequate attention 

to membersh i p, a lack of worket leadership in the plant, and 

disillusionment with the union fot losing contact with 

management. (123) 

In the opinion of MAWU 1 s regional secretary, a factory was 

well organised when it had around 50% membership and a strong 
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shop stewards group. By these criteria he considered only 2 

factories to be well organised. These wete Glacier Beatings and 

Multi-Metals. Scottish Cables almost qualified as well. Thus 

out of the 15 factories MAWU was organising in Natal at the end 

of 1979, two to three wete well organised. Although this was a 

small numbet, thete was no doubt that MAWU had successfully been 

revived. 

Othet issues that faced MAWU during the period of 

reconstruction wete the formation of a national u~ion, membership 

of the IMF Consultative Committee, and the registration issue. 

In August 1977 MAWU became a national union when the Natal and 

Transvaal branches amalgamated. Junerose Nala was elected 

general secretary of the national union. The amalgamation took 

place without any problems since the branches had kept in close 

touch and adopted the same organisational strategies. The two 

branches had both collapsed during 1976 and were mote or less at 

the same level of reconstruction when they amalgamated. (124) 

Ftom the time she started as sectetaty of MAWU in 1977 Nala 

became involved in the IMF. She had to struggle against some of 

the members of the IMF Consultative Committee who wete opposed to 

MAWU's participation in the Committee. MAWU however found that 

it had a great deal in common with the UAW and NUMARWOSA on the 

Consultative Committee and these three unions started caucusing 

together before meetings of the Committee. This considerably 

strengthened MAWU 1 s tole on the Consultative Committee and Nala 

succeeded in becoming the chaitpetson in 1978. The conservative 

White unions on the IMF gave MAWU a considerable amount of 

trouble. As a result Nala felt that MAWU needed to retain some 

control over the Consultative Committee in otdet to prevent these 

unions dominating the international support from the IMF in 

Geneva. ( 125) 



243 

Although MAWU was not the largest union in the Natal region 

of FOSATU, it was the most innovative union. Noteworthy 

innovations included the drafting of reports on the organisation 

of factories by organisers and t he submission of BEC resolutions 

to the FOSATU Regional Executive Committee meetings. The 

union's innovativeness brought some criticisms from other 

quarters within FOSATU that MAWU was going its own way, an 

accusation that Nala denied strongly. She maintained that it 

was her primary responsibility to revive MAWU first. In 

particular she had to spend much time in building up the other 

organisers who were all new. 

The inexperience of most of the MAWU organisers was still a 

major weakness of the union by the end of 1979. They lacked the 

ability to initiate activities that would advance workers' 

struggles i n the factories which they were organising. They 

also lacked the knowledge to plan programmes and the confidence 

to carry them through by themselves. Nala felt it was a mistake 

to p~ll good people into the union and then not to offer them the 

training they required to become effective organisers. The way 

to train a new organiser, Nala said, was 

to work very closely with him. To plan things with him 
even though he works by himself, to test the plan, but 
to keep a tap on him so that I know that he's doing 
something, that he's really got his ideas worked out and 
that he knows how to implement them. (126) 

Although Nala was able to undertake some training of new 

organisers, the demands on her did not afford her much time to 

build up the organisers. In Pietermaritzburg Geoff Schreiner 

was also pl aying a training role to some extent although he was 

still relati vely inexperienced himself. 

By the end of 1979 MAWU's structure and organisation had 

thus been re vived. Although it was only well organised at two 
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factories, it had built sound practices with shop steward 

participation in the union. 
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Chapter 5 

The Chemical Workers' Industrial Union (CWIU) 

1. Formation of the CWIU 

The CWIU was the first union that grew directly out of the 

General Factory Workers' Benefit Fund (GFWBF). The officials of 

the GFWBF succeeded in solving the complaints of individual 

workers at African Explosives & Chemical Industries (AE&CI), the 

largest chemical plant in the Durban region with a labour force 

of about 1500. This led to a substantial number of workers 

joining the Benefit Fund. Some of the complaints of the workers 

focussed around the pension/gratuity scheme affecting workers 

collectively. This provided an issue on which workers could be 

organised. It was explained to workers that there was no union 

which they fitted into, but if they organised a majority of 

members at their plant a union could be established. Thus 

during late 1973 and early 1974 workers at AE&CI organised 

themselves. 

In response to these developments TUACC appointed Omar 

Badsha in June 1974 to organise workers in the chemical industry 

into a union . He was soon assisted by another organiser who was 

a former worker at Chrome Chemicals. Over the following five 

months the foundations were laid for the CWIU. In order to 

launch the union they focused their attention on specific 

factories chosen on the basis of three criteria: the extent of 

self-organisation on the part of the workers, the size of the 

plant, and where management were expected to take a progressive 

attitude towards the union. 

Worker militancy was still high and hence the organisers 

initially adopted a policy of mass membership enrolment at the 
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plants they were organising. By August the situation at the 

three most advanced factories was that 626 wotkets had been 

recruited at AE&CI, 111 at Chrome Chemicals and 80 at Natal 

Contact Packets. Membership was increasing steadily and four 

months later membership at these factories stood at 758, 128 and 

106 respect i vely. (1) Quality Products and othet factories in 

the chemical industry wete also either being organised ot 

organising t hemselves and on 24 November 1974 the inaugural 

meeting of t he CWIU was held whete a Steering Co11111ittee of ten 

members was elected. (2) 

2. Early Mil i tancy and Decline of CWIU 1974-75 

In the wake of the high worket militancy membership car r ied 

on increasi ng rapidly so that by June 1975 the union had a 

s i gned up membership of 2300 of which 900 wete paid up. (3) 

They also had high expectations of gaining quick recognitions 

ftom management who wete perceived to be on the defensive in the 

face of the upsurge in wotket action. A considerable numbet of 

undertakings in the chemical industry had experienced strikes in 

1973 and the wotket militancy had cattied over into 1974 to the 

extent that confrontations took place at fout chemical companies. 

The situati on was aptly described by John Mawbey: 

In a climate of widespread worker militancy and support 
fot the unions and with management momentarily on the 
defensi ve following the 1973 strikes, it did however 
appear possible that some managements might be persuaded 
to accept union participation in establishing a new 
industr i al relations structure in theit particular 
factori es. (4) 

The secretary was thus understandably over-optimistic and 

hoped to gain recognition from no less than fout companies 

including AE&CI early in 1975. ( 5) Because of these 

expectation s the union also took a principled decision against 

liaison and works committees and decided to boycott them where 
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possible. 

The uni on1 s initial struggles took place at three factories: 

the AE&CI pl ant in Umbogintwini, Chrome Chemicals in Mobeni and 

Quality Products in Jacobs. 

AE&CI had established Wotkets 1 Councils fot its African 

employees as early as 1946. In 1973 the Councils were 

restructured as a system of liaison committees with a committee 

in each department. The primary intention of the liaison 

committees was for downward communication by management. This 

facilitated the growth of union membership at the company which 

stood at 625 in July 1974. In order to attract greater worker 

support, the union officials succeeded in arranging a meeting 

with the factory personnel officer over the dismissal of a long 

service worker. Shop floor participation was excluded from the 

initiative 

accompanied 

as no worker representatives from the factory 

the union officials. Discussions took place on 

management 1 s attitude toward the union and the secretary, Badsha, 

was assured that higher management would be consulted on the 

topic. The secretary had high expectations from the meeting, 

but these were dashed when he was informed on 12 August by the 

personnel manager that he had been instructed not to talk to the 

union in future. 

Followi ng this setback the union organised a meeting at 

Bolton Hall which was attended by 200 AE&CI workers. They 

resolved that the secretary should write to Hatty Oppenheimer on 

union recognition. The union also concentrated on recruiting 

mote member s and signed on 100 new members in a month. By 

November 1974 the union reached the 50% mark which it saw as 

putting a strong obligation on management to recognise it. 

The let ter to Oppenheimer achieved a break-through fot the 
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union and it was able to resume contact with management. There 

were subsequently meetings between the union secretary, top 

management and the personnel manager in September, October and 

January 1975. The outcome of these discussions were that a 

grievance procedure was established between the company and the 

union at a bureaucratic level. The secretary obtained the right 

to discuss individual wotket grievances with top personnel 

management. The discussions and arrangement succeeded in 

isolating the union officials ftom tank and file members. They 

also removed wotket participation by superseding the existing 

procedure in which workers dealt directly with African personnel 

clerks over t heir complaints. 

This ar rangement on the part of the secretary laid the 

foundations for the union's demise at AE&CI. One of the chief 

areas of gri evance among African workers was the operation of the 

company's gratuity scheme for long service workers. Although 

the union secured the payments of the gratuity, they were not on 

the basis wh i ch the workers desired. But the union was not able 

to make any headway on issues that affected the workers 

collectively . It even had to rely on the liaison corrmittee to 

try and ob t ain information on managerial decisions affecting 

workers coll ectively. The workers did thus not see any concrete 

advantages emanating from the meetings between management and the 

union offici als. 

Disillusionment with union officials and Executive members 

on the part of the tank and file at AE&CI set in. The unity and 

enthusiasm of the workers were lost during 1975 and union 

organisation at the factory collapsed. Structural factors 

accelerated t he demise of organisation at the plant: the sheer 

size of the company and its great distance from the union office 

made it mo t e advantageous for the union to concentrate its 
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organisational efforts on other plants. The union therefore 

withdrew fr om AE&CI. But basically the major tea son for the 

CWIU 1 s fail ure to sustain its organisation at AE&CI was the 

failure of the officials to involve workers and their direct 

representatives in dealings and negotiations with management. 

In the same industrial area as AE&CI stood South African 

Titan Products (SATP), closely related to AE&CI by ownership. 

Although the CWIU was not known to organise there, it is of 

interest to note the policy developed by SATP towards the union 

if they were to be approached by it. A policy statement by SATP 

management drafted on 26 June 1974 stated: 

It is out policy that while African Trade Unions are 
not lega l ly permitted to negotiate on behalf of African 
employees , we will abide by the law ... 
Should di scussions arise on the subject we should aim to 
convince employees that:-
1) Nego t iations will only be conducted through the 
liaison committee, i.e. with company employees. 
2) Shoul d employees wish to have union support they 
should t ry to get an employee onto the local union 
committee . He could then be elected onto the liaison 
committee if the employees so wished ... 
3) The liaison committee is the best fotm of direct 
communication as employees and management meet face to 
face. 
4) Recru i tment fot unions will not be allowed on company 
premises . 

The stance of SATP management clearly indicated their 

intention to promote the liaison committee as the primary form of 

industrial rel ations and that some form of union operation could 

be grafted onto it. It also demonstrated how management 

intended to use the legislation enacted in 1973 to avoid 

recognition of an independent worker organisation. 

management was intent on undermining independent trade unions: 

If one of these outside unregistered unions should 
approach us ... and purport to act on behalf of out 
employees , we should ignore them completely as we did in 
1962, in otdet to discredit them. 

But 

This pol icy statement on the part of SATP management spelled 
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out the strategy adopted in practice by very many companies 

towards the TUACC unions in Natal. The CWIU faced a similar 

counter-stra t egy from the management of Chrome Chemicals. 

Chrome Chemicals was a relatively small plant with 200 

workers. It was a subsidiary of overseas companies being jointly 

owned by a British company and the Getman based Bayer AG. 

Working condi tions at the factory were extremely dangerous due to 

the chrome dust that could eat away the membrane at the back of 

workers• noses. This gave rise to considerable worker 

militancy. (6) 

The un i on was able to recruit majority membership at the 

plant at an early stage and elected a fully representative shop 

stewards committee in September 1974. It was decided to embark 

on a recognition campaign and in October a meeting 

between the union officials and top management. The 

proposed that negotiations should be conducted with 

stewards committee as the true representatives of the 

but management tesponded that the liaison committee 

appropriate body and that the union should rather 

was held 

secretary 

the shop 

workers, 

was the 

contest 

elections fo r the liaison committee. The union however refused 

to do this and boycotted the elections successfully. 

Management nonetheless continued to promote the liaison 

committee, and thus the CWIU attempted two new counter­

strategies. It sought overseas support for its recognition 

drive and sent off letters to overseas bodies. These bodies 

were however 

organisational 

not known to the union not did it have 

network to follow up the letters overseas. 

the 

The 

international campaign therefore did not produce any results. 

The union t hen resorted to exposure of the unsafe working 

conditions to the press, but management succeeded in turning the 

safety issue against the union. The company started to 
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introduce safer and more modern technology, but announced to 

workers at the end of 1975 that the effect thereof would be to 

reduce the labour force by no less than 50%. This threat, 

together wi t h the fact that management became less open to 

official un i on contact, demoralised the union and the workers 

excessively. Support for the union waned and the shop stewards 

committee failed to meet again after the end of 1975 even though 

management did not carry out their threat to introduce large 

scale retrenchments. Such a response on the part of the union 

was rather i ndicative of a more general decline in the union's 

organisational ability. 

The th i rd company which the CWIU concentrated on initially 

was a wholly owned by the Danish East Asiatic Company. It had 

two subsidi aries, Quality Products and Natal Oil and Soap 

Industries (also known as National Oil Products, NOP). Because 

of attention focussed on these two plants by Danish Television, 

trade union s and other organisations, the union began a 

concerted or ganising drive at the plants in November 1974. The 

following month, while still very unrepresentative of the 

workers, contact was opened with management. They indicated 

that they were committed to liaison committees at that stage, but 

that they would consider recognition of the union if and when it 

obtained 50% membership of the work force regardless of race at 

both Quality Products and NOP. 

When contact was established with management, the CWIU only 

had 68 members out of a potential 250 at Quality Products while 

at NOP the union had a mere 21 members of about 340 workers. 

The union however failed to seize the potential opportunity for 

recognition and never came within even close reach of the 50% 

membership mark for both plants. However, at Quality Products 
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membership had increased to 130, over the 50% matk, by July 1975, 

but at NOP i t stood at a mete 33 members. It turned out that 

the union was over-confident of success because of management's 

sensitivity to overseas criticisms. The officials were under 

the misapprehension that they would gain a quick victory instead 

of having to rely on pressure from workers. 

The un i on secretary held further discussions with the 

management of Quality Products in July 1975 over an impending 

liaison commi ttee election. He tried to persuade management to 

elect a wor ks committee instead of a liaison committee and left 

under the impression that management had agreed with him. 

However, when the election was announced it was cleat that it 

would be fot a liaison committee. 

In res ponse to the pending liaison committee election, a 

meeting of union members decided on a partial boycott. They 

decided to contest the elections where shop stewards stood a 

chance of wi nning, but boycotting it in other departments. But 

the strategy was ill-conceived because only two shop stewards 

were elected onto the liaison committee and, mote seriously, the 

strategy caused a polarisation between union members and the test 

of the wor kers. It also created an anti-union faction centred 

around the non-union members on the liaison committee. This 

episode proved to be a watershed in union growth at Quality 

Products. Membership started to decline and continued to do so 

up to the end of 1975. Organisation at Quality Products and NOP 

therefore dwindled away. 

Although the CWIU was involved in similar campaigns at four 

other plants during 1975, the union was almost in a state of 

collapse by the end of the year. The BEC members from Chrome 

Chemicals and Quality Products were still meeting, but they had 

very little worker support behind them. (7) External obstacles 
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that preven t ed successful mobilisation across the industry were 

the dispita t e nature of the entetptises and the recession that 

set in late in 1975. But the major tesponsibil ity for the 

union's dec l ine lay with the union officials. They had 

unrealistica l ly high expectations that the union would gain rapid 

and easy recognition and failed to build up an adequately strong 

wotkets' ba se at any of the factories the union organised. 

Mawbey summarised the reason fot the demise of the CWIU in 1975 

as follows: 

in retr ospect the apparent optimism of the time backed 
by widespread wotket militancy in the wake of the 1973 
strikes was illusory. union resources, particularly in 
the for m of organising experience, were not sufficient 
to buil d and sustain organisation when faced by non­
cooperati on from management. (8) 

In the following yeat many changes took place in the CWIU 

which led to the gradual reconstruction of the union. 

3. Reconstruction of CWIU 1976 - 1977 

Early i n 1976 an almost complete turnover in staff took 

place in the CWIU. The secretary resigned fot personal reasons 

and John Mawbey, managing editor of the South African Labour 

Bulletin, t ook his place on a part-time basis. He soon 

discovered t hat one of the organisers was responsible fot the 

loss of about R350 of the union's funds and the or gani set was 

duly dismis sed by the BEC. ( 9) The remaining ot gani set was 

involved in community politics and divided his time between the 

union and community issues. The shortage and inexperience of 

staff in t he CWIU drew John Copelyn and Mbu Dlamini ftom the 

Institute of Industrial Education into the union as well. 

Gradually the time they spent on the CWIU increased. Especially 

Dlamini's in volvement in the union increased: in the second half 

of 1976 she worked full-time in the union and became secretary 
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after the bannings in November 1976. 

Different conditions faced the union early in 1976. The 

recession r aised the spectre of retrenchments and wotket 

militancy had receded completely. These necessitated a change 

in strategy to in-depth organisation inside a few factories on 

the part of the CWIU. (10) · The union was to tty and establish 

works committees as a way to pte-empt management from 

establishing liaison committees and of creating a working group 

around which shop stewards could be organised. Once de facto 

rights had been organised the union was to tty and gain 

recognition. 

Natal Chemical Syndicate (NCS) Plastics, a who1.ly South 

African owned manufacturer of plastic sheeting and bags, was the 

first company where the union adopted its new strategy. (11) 

The company had two plants: the -south' (plastics) and t he 

-North' (res ins). After union organisation had been established, 

the worker s succeeded in electing a works committee in the 

-south' plant where a majority of union members were situated in 

spite of at tempts by management and Labour Department officials 

to persuade them to elect a liaison committee. 

The union attempted to expand the works committee's 

effectiveness by writing into its constitution provisions for an 

executive of the committee to meet with management ftom time to 

time. Ma nagement however soon embarked on a counter-offensive 

against the union and the works committee. Their fitst step 

was to have a liaison committee elected in the -Notth 1 plant and 

to use it to introduce a 5 cents an hour wage increase in the 

-south' pl ant. They also tried to limit the effectiveness of 

the works committee by insisting that they would only deal with 

it through t he chairman of the committee. However, with the aid 

of the Labour Department management subsequently agreed to hold 
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regular mee t ings with a mote representative grouping than only 

the chairman of the committee. 

The works committee succeeded in making a few small gains 

which helped the CWIU maintain its presence at NCS Plastics well 

into 1977. Organisation at the company did however fall away 

subsequently because the union failed to make significant headway 

and worker support fot the union dwindled. 

The CW IU followed a similar strategy at Revettex in Jacobs, 

a British subsidiary, whete it commenced organising in July 1976. 

Revettex wor kers had struck during the Durban strikes in 1973 and 

gained substantial wage increases as a result. Management al so 

established a works committee, but it failed to operate fr om 

early on. In late 1973 workers again struck successfully to 

have a worker reinstated. 

Once t he wotkets had elected a shop stewards committee at 

Revettex they decided to establish a new works commi ttee as a 

first step t owards union recognition. Because the old works 

committee was defunct, a new statutory works committee was 

elected in November 1976. It consisted out of union shop 

stewards. 

The new works committee tried to gain clarification ftom the 

Department of Labour on which Wage Determination coveted Revertex 

wotkets. While there appeared to be two Determinations that 

applied to different groups of workers at Revettex, the Labour 

Department responded that they regarded neither as applicable. 

Instead, t he Department considered the provisions of the 

Factories, Building and Machinery Act to apply. The minimum 

standards of this Act were less advantageous to the workers than 

were either of the Wage Determinations. 

One of the first tasks undertaken by the shop stewards on 
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the works committee was to conduct a survey of workers• 

complaints and grievances. The survey showed a variety of 

grievances covering most conditions of work. Instead of bringing 

these up pi ecemeal, the union decided to draw up an agreement 

that would provide procedures for resolving all the grievances. 

Management however refused to commit themselves to the agreement 

stating tha t workers should bring their grievances one by one. 

One of the grievances workers listed was the provision of 

inadequate safety clothing against chemicals. 

Safety remained an issue at the factory for the following 

two years when the union adopted a new strategy that requited the 

law for its implementation. Workers in the factory drew up a 

comprehensive list of all the breaches of the many provisions of 

the Factories , Building and Machinery Act. With the aid of an 

organiser t hey drew up a memorandum listing only the breaches 

that they be l ieved they could successfully demand to be corrected 

by manageme nt. At a subsequent meeting in October 1979 the 

works commi ttee submitted the memorandum to management. 

Subsequently the union 1 s lawyer sent a letter in which he 

threatened t hat unless the requisite changes were made to conform 

to the provisions of the Act, the company would face court 

action. (12 ) According to the union, Revertex management 

galvanised i nto action and immediately carried out improvements 

and provided workers with safety equipment. In the press a 

Revertex spokesman however denied that safety conditions were 

inadequate before the union 1 s letter, but did concede that 

'certain specific changes were made 1 as a result of the letter. 

(13) 

The legalistic strategy adopted by the union did involve 

workers ini t ially and had the desired effect of improving safety 

conditions. At that time it was felt that there was no other 
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way of for cing management as workers were too vulnerable to 

strike. (14 ) However a subsequent problem that the union 

organiser experienced at Revertex was that he could not find 

issues around which he could mobilise workers. (15) It was not 

until July 1982 that a formal recognition agreement was finally 

signed. (16) 

4. Recogniti on Campaign at Henkel 1978 - 1979 

The CW IU conducted an extended recognition campaign at 

Henkel S.A. that commenced in September 1978. The company, a 

subsidiary of Henkel West Germany, was located in a number of 

plant produced a range of different centres. Its Durban 

chemicals, soaps, detergents and glues, another plant operated in 

Johannesburg , and there were depots in three other cities. The 

workforce at the Durban plant in 1978 comprised about 250 

Africans mostly employed as labourers and operators, 40 Indian 

supervisors and chemical technicians and 10 White foremen. 

In 1973 workers from the company went on strike during the 

wave of mass strikes. 

a liaison committee 

After the strikes management established 

consisting of sixteen elected worker 

representati ves and four management representatives. The CWIU 

commenced organising Henkel workers in mid-1977 and made good 

progress in recruiting and members. In January 1978 the union 

succeeded in having a majority of union members elected onto the 

liaison committee. (17) Around mid-1978 union membership at 

Henkel stood at 150 or 60% of the African labour force. (18) 

After months of planning the union embarked on a campaign 

for recogni t ion at Henkel. The secretary wrote to Henkel 

management i nforming them that the members had instructed her to 

request a meeting with management to discuss co-operation between 



258 

the union an d management. At the same time the issue was placed 

on the lia i son committee agenda by the union teptesentatives. 

At a committee meeting on 12 Septembet 1978 the mattet was taised 

fot the fi t st time and management agteed to tefet it to theit 

Boatd of Dit ectots. (19) 

It was not until 5 months latet on 12 Febtuaty 1979 that the 

CWIU and management met. The union had to exert ptessute on 

management befotehand to agtee to the ptesence of two shop 

stewatds at t he meeting. Howevet, 10 days befote the meeting 

management unilatetally and without ptiot announcement decided to 

hold a tefetendum in the plant. The .aim of the tefetendum was 

to establish the membetship of the union. The mannet in which 

it was conducted was potentially intimidatoty. Evety wotket was 

given a shee t of papet beating his petsonal clock numbet on which 

he had to tecotd his vote whilst the foteman was watching. The 

fotms wete retained by the foteman. In spite of the procedute 

adopted, mo st of the union members indicated theit membetship of 

the union. At the subsequent meeting management conceded to 

the union t hat their refetendum found that more ot less the 

numbet of workets claimed by the union wete in fact membets. The 

company was t herefote willing to tecognise the union, but only as 

the tepresen t ative of its members. Rather ominously, management 

signified t heir intention to establish a Company Council that 

would cater fat workers at all levels and of all tacial groups, 

and stated t hat the union would be entitled to teptesentation on 

the Council . They intended the Company Council to be national 

with reptesentatives ftom all South African plants serving on it. 

(20) 

Having been gtanted an opening by Henkel management, the 

union pressed ahead with its campaign. It atranged a meeting 

of all the shop stewatds with management on 1 Match whete a 
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Memorandum was presented to management. The Memorandum called 

fot the granting of stop otdet facilities fot the union and a 

ptocedute fo t the election of shop stewards. The union wanted 

the elections to take place duting wotk houts within the company 

premises undet the supervision of the union and management. 

By pressing fot the close involvement of management the 

union made a tactical ettot because this afforded management the 

opportunity to stall the union's ptogtess in the plant while 

management proceeded with theit own counter-offensive against the 

union. On 20 Match they indicated to the union that final 

attangements fot the election of shop stewards could not take 

place until aftet the Technical Oitectot, Mt C.Abtams, who was 

the principal negotiator with the union, returned ftom leave on 

24 Aptil 1979. 

However the week befote Abtams was due to tetutn ftom leave, 

he commenced canvassing wotkets' support fot the Company Council 

in the Durban plant. Only then did it become apparent to the 

union that Henkel management intended to hold Company Council 

elections ptiot to the election of shop stewards. This move 

dtew shatp criticism from the union: in a lettet to management 

they condemned the move. On 3 May all the shop stewards held a 

meeting with management to discuss the issue and taise the 

'union's ill-feelings against management's reaction'. The 

meeting lasted mote than 5 hours. Management defended their 

move by arguing that they would decide what the ptiotities of the 

company were. The shop stewards made it cleat that the union 

members wete perturbed by management's reaction 'and that if the 

Company expected them to participate that would be regarded as an 

imposition. 1 (21) 

Nevertheless Henkel management proceeded with the election 
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of a Company Council by calling fot nomination of candidates ftom 

7 to 9 May. At a general meeting of union members it was faitly 

unanimously decided not to participate in the elections. The 

subsequent boycott of the elections was largely but not 

completely successful. Management put considerable pressure on 

African wotkets duting this period to participate in the Council 

elections. In spite of the ptessure the African workers only 

nominated t en candidates to fill the sixteen seats for Afticans 

on the Council. One of the ten candidates was howevet a union 

member, but the union subsequently refused to have any part in 

the activiti es of the Council. (22) 

Management also disbanded the liaison committee on 16 May . ..__ 

The union in t erpreted this as a move on the part of management to 

free themsel ves ftom pressures exerted on them by shop stewatds 

in the commi t tee. (23) 

Only af ter all these events were the shop stewards' 

elections held in the plant. Management first accompanied shop 

stewards round the plant to explain the election procedure to 

workers. In their explanation management stated that they did 

not consider a trade union to be the best method of communicating 

with its employees because it was an outside organisation, but 

they were pr epared to communicate with the union because a group 

of workers i n the company wanted to be represented by it. (24) 

Finally, on 4 June 1979, elections for the shop stewards 

took place. Out of 183 union members, 173 voted. The voters 

constituted 72% of the Aftican wotkforce and 62% of all employees 

at the Dur ban plant. Ten out of the twelve elected shop 

stewards wer e re-elected to their posts. (25) 

The first meeting of the shop stewards with management took 

place on 23 J uly. Shop stewatds wanted to discuss a -Memotandum 

on Duties of Shop Stewards' which included Gtievance and 
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Dismissal Procedures and had been submitted to management 

beforehand. Management agreed to meet monthly with the shop 

stewards and that the shop stewards could call meetings within 

the plant among themselves ot with general membership provided 

these took place during workers' free time and did not involve 

too many people. However, management decided that the Grievance 

and Dismissal Procedures had to be referred to the Company 

Council since it affected everybody in the Company. The shop 

stewards challenged this on the grounds that the Company itself 

had to dec i de, but management responded that they had to get 

views from a body that represented the majority of workers in the 

whole company and not just the union which only represented a 

group of wor kers in the Durban plant alone. (26) 

Management proceeded to use t r e Company Council as a device 

fot stalling and undercutting the union in the plant. At the 

following meeting a month later they informed the shop stewards 

that they had not yet received responses on the Memorandum from 

the . Company Counci 1 at other centres. The Grievance and 

Dismissal Procedures could therefore not be implemented. 

Management also indicated that they did not intend to refer 

decisions taken by the Company Council back to the union. This 

was because the Council represented everybody and its decisions 

would be binding on all employees. (27) 

The CWIU realised that they had to launch a campaign against 

the Company Council. Up to then they had accepted management's 

word about the existence of the Council at other centres. 

Investigations by FOSATU however revealed that the Council did 

not exist in the Johannesburg plant. (28) This discovery forced 

management onto the defensive and they were forced to spell out 

their own response to the proposed Grievance and Dismissal 
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Procedures. In a letter to the union secretary on 14 November 

1979 Henkel management presented their basic principles on 

grievance and dismissal procedures. (29) The letter failed to -

spell out any procedures and suggested that management either had 

no concrete proposal in mind or was deliberately being 

uninformative and obstructionist. 

After t wo and a half years of sustained organisation at 

Henkel, the CWIU had made considerable progress towards gaining 

recognition on the shop floor in that shop stewards were holding 

monthly meeti ngs with management and having report back meetings 

with the members. There was however frustration on the part of 

the union officials who felt that the company was delaying and 

obs t ructing t he granting of full union recognition. (30) It was 

not until 1982 after a strike by Henkel workers and a consumer 

boycott of Henkel 's detergents and glues had been called that a 

formal recognition agreement was signed with the union. (31) 

5. The CWIU i n 1979 

Except for the period of mass membership early in the life 

of the union due to the upsurge in workers' militancy after the 

Durban strikes, the CWIU remained a small union up to the end of 

1979. Th i s was the case in spite of the fact that it started 

organising some new factories and tried to revive old factories 

such as AE&CI and Quality Products with the appointment of more 

staff in t he beginning of 1979. (32) In October 1979 the 

signed up membership of the union was about 415 and the usual 

paid up membership around 130. Although the union was open to 

all worker~, only Africans had joined. (33) 

A majority of members came from Revertex and Henkel which 

were the only two factories that the secretary considered to be 

reasonably organised and that had shop stewards committees. A 

c 
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steering committee existed at Prolux Paints and the union had 

strong contacts at a number of other factories. In the 

secretary's opinion a factory was well organised when members 

attended meetings, paid their subscriptions and had faced the 

hazards of approaching management. By these criteria she did 

not deem any of the factories organised by the CWIU to be well 

organised in October 1979. (34) 

The uni on's BEC appeared to be fragile as it was composed of 

only two shop steward representatives from Revertex and two from 

Henkel. The officials ensured that the alternatives were also 

present and members from other factories were invited to observe 

the meetings . 

The lack of progress and growth in the CWIU led union 

officials to undertake a very risky recognition campaign at 

British Indu strial Plastics (BIP) in Pinetown. BIP was one of 

three companies under common ownership. The other two were 

Turnall and Ferodo. Ferodo was being organised by MAWU and 

Turnall by t he Transport & General Workers' Union. As workers 

from the t hree plants were unaware that they were all under 

common owner ship, officials from the three unions and FOSATU took 

the initiati ve in mounting a tripartite recognition campaign at 

all three companies simultaneously before discussing the plan 

with worker s and their representatives. Once the issue was 

raised with workers from the three companies at a joint weekend 

seminar in October 1979, MAWU decided to withdraw from the 

campaign because their organisation was not advanced enough at 

Ferodo. 

CWIU however decided to proceed with their recognition 

campaign at BIP even though they were still poorly organised at 

the company. BIP had two plants, an old and a new plant. At 

the new plant the union membership was close to 60 out of 70 
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employees, but at the old plant the union only had 10 members out 

of about 65 with no viable steering committee. The union 

officials 1 plan was to approach management for recognition soon 

in the hope t hat it would be some time before the union would be 

requited to prove its membership at the company. In the 

meantime the union would try to mobilise workers around unsafe 

and bad work i ng conditions in order to build up membership to the 

requisite level. (35) 

On 12 December 1979 the union secretary accompanied by the 

FOSATU gener al secretary held their first meeting with the BIP 

management who were sympathetic to the union 1 s overtures. The 

secretary 1 s hopes were that the approach would help the union get 

organised at the old plant. The strategy however failed even 

though the recognition drive did carry on for fairly long. (36) 

At the end of 1979 the CWIU thus had only limited shop floor 

organisation effectively concentrated at two companies and had 

not succeeded in establishing a stable BEC yet. This was in 

part due to the fact that the chemical industry was a dislocated 

one having either scattered small factories interspersed with 

enormous plants. (37) 

Subsequently the union expanded rapidly from its small 

beginnings. In 1980 it opened a branch in Transvaal and up to 

1982 it grew very rapidly as political and economic conditions 

for organisi ng African workers improved. By 1984 the union was 

recognised i n 41 plants and had 21 formal recognition agreements. 

(38) 
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The Transport and General Workers' Union (TGWU) 

1. The General Factory Workers' Benefit Fund 1972- 1975 
Forerunner of the TGWU 
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The fir st TGWU was, according to oral tradition, started in 

1973 by David Hemson who otganised stevedote wotkets ftom 

Gtindtod. (1) Membetship catds wete appatently ptinted and 

handed out, but Hemson's absence ftom Dutban and his banning in 

Januaty 1974 led to the rapid demise of the union. 

The TGWU which is the subject of this chaptet was the last 

union to be established undet the auspices of TUACC in Natal. 

It was fou nded in July 1975 when the General Factoty Workets 

Benefit Fund (GFWBF) formally decided to ttansfotm itself into 

the TGWU. To understand how and why this happened it is 

necessaty to teview the histoty of the GFWBF btiefly. 

The fa ctots that led to the founding of the GFWBF in 

Septembet 1972 have been explained above. The aim of the GFWBF 

was to assis t in the fotmation of African ttade unions. Halton 

Cheadle expl ained the sttategy adopted by the foundets: 

The idea was to set up a general Benefit Fund amongst 
all wot kets and to otganise them in sectors. As the 
sectots became strong enough with a sufficient number of 
members t o hold together a union, they would bteak away 
ft om the Benefit Fund, but 1 ink up with it for the 
benefits . (2) 

This remained the intention of the GFWBF. At an Executive 

Committee meeting of the Fund a year after it was founded, the 

chairman sta t ed that 

the ori ginal motive behind the establishment of the 
Benefit Fund was to organise workets who in turn would 
split i nto different Unions according to industry. He 
said that everyone had known that the Benefit Fund was 
only a · friendly word' for trade union. (3) 

In order to safeguard the GFWBF an attempt was made to 
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register it undet the Friendly Societies Act. The early 

indications ftom the Registtat of Friendly Societies were 

favourable. He indicated in correspondence that the Benefit 

Fund may obtain tempotaty registration for 5 yeats, but requited 

amendments to its constitution first. (4) Negotiations 

continued be tween the Registrar and the GFWBF on the criteria the 

Fund had to meet in order to register. Although the GFWBF made 

attempts to meet these requirements, it did not actually gain 

registration . At an Executive Committee meeting in December 

1973 Harrie t Bolton informed the members that the Registrar had 

not said that the Benefit Fund must stop functioning and that, in 

het opinion , it would ultimately be registered and that the 

members shou l d not have any worry. (5) Given these assurances, 

the GFWBF carried on operating. 

Although the Benefit Fund already had over 1000 signed on 

members when it was launched in September 1972, it grew rapidly 

after the 1973 Durban strikes. (6) By August 1973 it had risen 

to 6000 members, a month later to over 8000, and by June 1974 

membership st ood at no less than 18000. With union members who 

were covered by the Fund's funeral benefits its total membership 

was 22000. ( 7) 

Commensurate with the growth in members, the Benefit Fund 

also accumul ated considerable funds from members' subscriptions. 

In the 8 month period ftom April to November 1973 it collected 

R2045 pet month on average in subscriptions. Its accumulated 

funds accordi ngly increased from R3580 at the beginning of April 

to R9460 at the end of November 1973. (8) With the upsurge in 

membership, funds continued increasing over the following year. 

The very success of the GFWBF plus the fact that it was 

organically linked with the trade unions in TUACC brought about 
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its end in t he form of state repression. On 20 May 1974 members 

of the Cri minal Investigation Department of the South African 

Police closed in on the GFWBF on the grounds that they were 

running an unregistered Friendly Society and removed all its 

files, records and minutes. (9) Two officials of the Benefit 

Fund and two ftom Central Administrative Services wete 

subsequently charged and found guilty in January 1975 for 

contravening the Friendly Societies Act and encouraging wotkets 

to join an unregistered Fund. (10) 

Immediat ely after the police visit officials of the GFWBF 

and others started planning the future of the Fund since t he 

danger exis t ed that the authorities could get a court order to 

stop it fr om functioning. (11) After debate on whether to 

transform t he GFWaF into industrial unions or a general union it 

was decided to turn it into a Transport and General Workers' 

Union (TGWU ). An Executive Committee resolution to that effect 

was taken i n September 1974. The resolution was a sign of the 

growing con f idence on the part of workers who accepted that it 

would be sa fer to form a union as there was no law prohibiting 

its formatio n. Another argument in favour of a union was that it 

was not compelled by the state to register whereas Friendly 

Societies could not operate without being registered. (12) 

Two rea l ities faced the founders of the TGWU. One was the 

vast number of members in the Benefit Fund. The other was the 

fact that t here was a sufficient number of members from some of 

the compani es and with a strong enthusiasm to make their 

organisation feasible, whereas the overwhelming number of Benefit 

Fund member s were scattered across such a diverse range of 

companies and industries that they could not be organised 

successfully . In view of this, they decided to establish two 

Sectors in t he TGWU: an Industrial Sector comprising the larger 
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companies with enough members and support to organise, and a 

General Sector where members would only be provided with basic 

services such as handling individual workers' grievances. Once 

workers from a particular factory in this Sector had been 

organised, t hey would be transferred to the Industrial Sector. 

(13) 

As regards the funds accumulated by the GFWBF, which were in 

the order of R23 000, the officials planned to follow the 

Friendly Societies Act which laid down that the assets had to be 

distributed to the members. At a general meeting of the 

Benefit Fund members the officials would put a resolution to the 

meeting that the members renounce thait assets to the TGWU. (14) 

Although the groundwork was laid for the TGWU Industrial 

Sector during the latter half of 1974, it was formally founded on 

20 July 1975 when the first meeting of the Shop Stewards' Council 

(SSC) was held. According to the constitution the SSC 

consisted of members appointed on a proportional basis from the 

different functioning shop stewards committees. (Clauses 11.4.1 

and 2) The shop stewards committees were required 'to manage 

the affairs of the Union inside the factory'. (Clause 11.3.1) 

Because it was envisaged that the SSC could be a large body 

provision was made for the election of a smaller Branch Executive 

Committee (BEC) from within their ranks. (Clause 10.2.b) The 

BEC was made 'subject to the general direction and control of 

branch gene ral meetings and the Shop Stewards Council 1 (Clause 

10.4) and al l decisions taken by it were required to be 'subject 

to the approval of the Shop Stewards Council 1
• (Clause 11.4.3.c) 

Constitutionally, therefore, the TGWU was structured to 

facilitate workers' control and participation in the union. 

This was part of a general development in TUACC unions even 
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though it was not built into other unions' constitutions until 

several year s after the shop stewards' had assumed a mote central 

tole. (15) 

The first SSC meeting was attended by representatives ftom 

five different entetptises who wete guided through the meeting by 

Mike Mutphy who was acting sectetaty of the TGWU. He explained 

the basic policy and practices that wete envisaged fat the union 

in its new constitution. Amongst othet things, he stressed that 

control of t he union lay in the hands of the Council delegates 

and that they could actually change the policy if they considered 

it necessary . The method of controlling the union's money 

collected f t om workers was carefully explained to all the 

delegates on the basic understanding that the union could onl y 

operate wel l if it was financially secure and money was ptopetly 

controlled. Mutphy also explained to the delegates that the 

constitution made provision fat them to elect a Branch Executive 

Committee. Election of a BEC was postponed until the Council had 

mote member s . The delegates wished to have 6 weeks before the 

next meeting in order to give them sufficient time to read the 

constitution thoroughly before they discussed it. (16) 

The General Sector of the TGWU remained under the auspices 

of the Executive Committee of the GFWBF until the second SSC 

meeting in September 1975. Responsibility for the General 

Sector was then formally transfetted to the SSC. (17) A BEC 

consisting of six members was elected on 19 October 1975, but it 

nevet funct i oned as a separate Committee. Initially it was 

decided in February 1976 that the SSC and BEC should meet 

together because the Council was still relatively small. By May 

1976 it wa s common practice fat the SSC to fulfill the tole 

played by the BEC in othet unions. (Aff. Alexander Erwin, 19 Jan 

78) Over time the SSC together with the union's organisers 
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became known as the TGWU BEC. (18) 

The constitution of the TGWU as well as the first SSC 

meeting, spelled out the ideal policy and practices for the 

union. There was however to be a big difference between the 

ideal and the reality over the following two years. 

2. Decline, Division and Reorganisation of the TGWU 1976-1977 

The TGWU commenced with a flying start. On being founded 

it had about 25 000 card-carrying members in the two Sectors. 

Of these about one-third were paid up. In the Industrial Sector 

there were seventeen firms in Durban and six in Pietermaritzburg 

where the wo rkers had shown an interest in organising themselves. 

It was claimed that sixteen of these had shop steward groups that 

were functi oning on a regular basis. (19) These claims were 

probably an exaggeration given the fact that only five shop 

stewards committees were represented at the first SSC meeting. 

Also in Au gust 1975 the General Sector collected R2491 in 

subscriptions suggesting a paid up membership of about 5600. (20) 

An indication of the organisational level within the TGWU 

during 1976 was given by the participation of factory 

representatives in the SSC. In Durban up to ten factories were 

at one time or the other represented on the SSC. Of these union 

membership in two factories never advanced while union 

organisation in two others collapsed and two factories closed 

down. This left a core of four factories that sent 

representatives to the majority of SSC meetings. In 

Pietermaritzburg there were also ten factories that were 

represented at one time or another. At four of these factories 

union membership was never strong and no representatives were 

sent forward. In two other factories membership collapsed 
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leaving only fout factories in Pietetmaritzbutg as part of the 

cote on the SSC. {21) 

However, in November 1976 Mike Murphy, who was again acting . 

secretary of the TGWU was banned along with seven othet officials 

in TUACC. This act of state teptession was a setback fot the 

union becau se it lost the services of a competent intellectual. 

Around the same time Thizi Khumalo and some othet organisers of 

the TGWU sparked off conflict in the union and between themselves 

and TUACC. The upshot of it all was that the TGWU's 

organisation declined severely. At the five meetings of the SSC 

after November 1976 up to July 1977 attendance became erratic. 

In Durban i n particular the core factories were being neglected 

by organiser s and becoming increasingly isolated. {22) Duri ng 

this period the conflict escalated until it came to a dramatic 

head on 11 June 1977 when a majority of members of what was 

commonly regarded as the BEC of the TGWU decided to disaffiliate 

the TGWU from TUACC. In order to understand why and how such a 

decision was taken, it is necessary to trace the history of the 

conflict in more detail. 

Challenge fr om Thizi Khumalo and Others 

In March 1976 Thizi Khumalo was transferred from the NUTW to 

the General Sector of the TGWU because of his limitations as an 

organiser and his disruptive tole in the NUTW. {See chapter on 

NUTW above) On the TGWU his initial task was to deal with 

complaints of individual workers. His transfer had however 

filled him with resentment that was soon reflected in his 

actions. On the BEC of the union he continuously criticised the 

union secretary, Mbu Dlamini, who sat on the TUACC Secretariat. 

He held her up as the mouthpiece of a White-dominated Secretariat 

and made l i fe so difficult for het that she resigned ftom the 
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TGWU in the first half of 1976. (23) 

Khumalo's tole and influence also extended beyond the TGWU. 

He participated in general staff meetings which he made almost 

unworkable with disruptive tactics. After MAWU had collapsed 

at the end of 1976 he attempted to extend his influence to the 

MAWU BEC and tried to prevent June Nala ftom being appointed 

secretary. (24) When that failed, he and his suppottets 

unsuccessful ly tried to split MAWU. (25) 

Outing 1976 Thizi Khumalo's most significant achievement was 

to build up a group around himself that constituted a majority on 

the TGWU BEC . This group consisted of two organisers based in 

Pietermaritzburg as well as seven SSC members, a key member being 

Daniel Khumalo who was appointed chairman of the SSC in August 

1976. The only members of the BEC whose complete loyalty and 

support Thiz i Khumalo was unable to obtain wete Isabella Shongwe, 

who was appointed sectetaty of the TGWU in Aptil 1977, and two 

SSC members one of whom was the tteasutet. (26) 

The Kh umalo group dtove a wedge between the TGWU and TUACC 

ovet the que stion of organisers' bonuses at the end of 1976. In 

view of the shortage of money of all the unions batting the TGWU, 

the TUACC Sectetatiat recommended that those unions which felt 

that they could affotd something could put it into a common pool 

to be shated equally between all the otganisets. However at a 

BEC meeting of the TGWU on 4 December 1976 the Khumalo group 

swayed the meeting to pay bonuses well in excess of the usual 

ones, but only to the TGWU organisers. TUACC immediately noted 

an objection and tried to discuss the matter urgently with the 

TGWU BEC, bu t these attempts were blocked. (27) 

In res ponse to Thizi Khumalo's activities the TUACC Council 

took the extreme and controversial step of dismissing him as an 

organiser of the TGWU on 13 February i977. The decision was 



273 

taken on the basis of the bonuses controversy, his disruption of 

the NUTW and the MAWU BEC, allegations of financial cottuption 

against him, and organiser discontent with his activities. (28) 

The dismissal of Thizi Khumalo as an otganiset of the TGWU 

by the TUACC Council was formally unconstitutional because the 

Council did not have the authot ity to dismiss an official of an 

affiliated union. The union itself was vested with the 

constitutional power and ptocedutes to dismiss an official ot 

member (TGWU Cons ti tu ti on, Cl a use 14) whet eas the TUACC Council 

had the power to expel or discipline a union or othet 

organisation affiliated to TUACC. (TUACC Constitution operative 

at the time, Clauses 5.c.1.f and 9) 

Alec Etwin, who was secretary of TUACC at the time, felt 

that the Council's action in fiting Khumalo was totally 

justified: 

I have absolutely no hesitation in feeling that we 
should have dismissed him. I think it was essential 
that he be dismissed because the effect he was having on 
the TGW U and on other unions was just continually 
negative and disruptive. If TUACC was going to be 
rebuilt after the bannings and get any coherence, the 
disrupti ve influences of Khumalo somehow had to go. 
Either hi s line won or it lost. 

It seems to me to be a formalism to argue that he should 
have been dismissed by the TGWU. In the circumstances 
its BEC was not effective in that the TGWU had 
disintegrated badly. The BEC was so under his control 
that they could not dismiss him. (29) 

The di smissal of Khumalo thus highlighted a dilermia within 

the independent unions in TUACC at such an early stage of theit 

emergence. The constitutions were the intellectuals' input into 

the structu ral development of the unions. They laid down the 

rules accord i ng to which the unions' members, office-bearers and 

officials had to operate in order to become democratic 

institutions . But the organisational structures were still 

being filled out: the TGWU, fot instance, was still in such an 
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early transit i onal stage that it was not yet operating according 

to its own constitution. Constitutional practices were still 

t hu s not yet embedded in the TGWU. (30) 

Sociologi cally this raises the problem of determining the 

status of t he union's constitution in such a situation. It 

would be too formalistic to raise the constitution to an 

absolute norm without considering the stage of development of the 

TGWU as well as the broader objectives of TUACC and the extent to 

which these were being violated by Khumalo as an organiser in the 

union. However the pitfall of concluding that 'might is right' 

also has to be avoided. In evaluating such an internal conflict 

it is probably most appropriate to consider the methods that 

were actually used by both sides and what the consequences were 

of embarking on such a course of action. 

Officials within TUACC decided that the broader objectives 

of the movement were more important than a strict adherence to 

the constitution. As a result a power struggle ensued between 

the TUACC officials on the one hand and Khumalo with his 

supporters on the other hand. 

Khumalo was at first taken aback by TUACC Council's decision 

to fit e him. Instead of challenging the competence of the 

Council to do so, he requested another meeting to review the 

decision to terminate his services. In a letter to TUACC three 

days after his dismissal, he maintained that (spelling as in 

or i gi na 1 1 etter) 

I desputed all accusation levelled against me but the 
meeting did not seem keen to listen to my side of the 
matter .•. If we work stuetly according to the Union 
Constutition & Proceduse my side of the matter should 
have been heard before a decesion was taken, but I was 
desmessed from the meeting without an opportunty to 
reply to accusation, which teminated my services I now 
therefore request the TUACC that terminated my services 
to convene a second meeting quickly and restate the same 
accusation and then allon me to answer to then. (31) 



Khumalo also included threats in his letter: 

if these option ate not used I will have no alternative 
but to ptess that the matter be heard in court. If 
Union wishes to ptesive peace they should co-operate and 
let the mattet be also descussed again. (32) 
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The meeting requested by Khumalo was not held. Instead, 

TUACC conti nued to press home its case and instructed Central 

Administrati on Services (CAS) to catty out a mote detailed 

investigation into the allegations of financial corruption on the 

part of Th i zi Khumalo and his group. As a result of these 

investigations a lettet was written by CAS to the TGWU BEC on 25 

February 1977 listing a series of malpractices in connection with 

the signing out and cashing up of subscription receipt books of 

the TGWU. Some of these malpractices were however as much due 

to the negl igence of CAS as the TGWU. There wete however a 

numbet of receipt books issued to the TGWU duting the lattet half 

of 1976 tha t had not been cashed up yet and three unused receipt 

books had been stolen ftom the tecotd room of CAS. It was also 

found that Thizi Khumalo had sytematically handed in less monies 

than he had actually collected, but that he had repaid all these 

monies from his wages on latet occasions. At the time of his 

dismissal he had still not repaid R131,60, but this was deducted 

with his consent ftom his final wage payment. (33) 

The TGWU BEC responded defiantly to these actions on the 

patt of TUACC and CAS. It decided on 26 February to ignore the 

letter from CAS and to reinstate Khumalo as an organiser of the 

TGWU. TUACC thereupon sent a delegation to the next BEC meeting 

of the TGWU on 19 Match to discuss Khumalo's dismissal and the 

possible misappropriation of TGWU finances. The chairman of the 

BEC however refused to allow the delegation to attend the meeting 

on the grounds that they wanted to discuss items that were not on 

the agenda. (34) 
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Relationships between TUACC and the TGWU BEC was however 

reaching breaking point as the Khumalo group continued their 

defiance. On 11 June 1977 they held an irregularly constituted 

meeting of the BEC at which they decided that the TGWU would 

break away from TUACC. An emergency Council meeting of TUACC 

was called, but their efforts were of no avail. A joint meeting 

called between the TGWU BEC and the TUACC Secretariat on 27 June 

was not attended by the BEC. In the light of these events it 

was decided by the TUACC Secretariat to set up a Commission that 

would collect the TGWU receipt books in its Pietermatitzbutg 

office, but members of the Khumalo group removed them befot 'ehand 

and the Commission returned empty handed. (35) 

The Khumalo group proceeded to give effect to their decision 

to disaffil i ate the TGWU from TUACC. Payment of subscriptions 

into the union's bank account was stopped and deposited into a 

new savings account that the Khumalo group opened in the name of 

the TGWU. (36) At a meeting of the TGWU BEC on 5 July they took 

a decision of considerable importance to change the signatories 

of the TGWU bank account, a decision which would have given them 

control over the finances of the union. The TGWU held 

considerable financial resources at the time and had no less than 

R24 065 in accumulated funds. (37) About R18 000 of this money 

was collected from workers by the Benefit Fund and was being held 

in trust by t he TGWU. (38) Three days later they took the first 

steps to actually change the signatories. (39) 

The fo l lowing day members of the Khumalo group removed 

furniture and receipt books from the TUACC offices in 

Pietermatitzbutg to a new venue from which they intended to run 

the union. (40) It became cleat to TUACC ' that they would have 

to take ra pid and extreme action to prevent the Khumalo group 
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from abusing the receipt books removed from the TUACC offices and 

from walking off with the workers' money held in trust by the 

TGWU. (41) 

Up to that stage attempts had been made to resolve all 

differences by means of dialogue, but TUACC decided it had become 

necessary to take urgent legal action. On 14 July a Court Otdet 

was served on the four most influential members of the Khumalo 

group restra i ning them from having any dealings in the affairs of 

the TGWU and from handling the funds of the union. As a result 

the accounts of the TGWU were frozen pending the outcome of the 

court action . The application also requested that a Commiss i on 

of Enquiry be set up to investigate the affairs of the BEC and 

the holding of an Annual General Meeting to consider the 

Commission's report. (42) 

The success of the TUACC strategy depended on gaining 

support from the tank and file members of the TGWU at a general 

meeting. Constitutionally TUACC also realised that, since 

control of the union was vested in the Shop Stewards Council 

which cons i sted of representatives from the shop stewards 

committees, the side that had the support of shop floor 

organisation of the union would control the union. (43) With 

these strategic considerations in mind TUACC vigourously assisted 

Isabella Shongwe, the secretary, in the rebuilding of the TGWU's 

organisation which had splintered and almost collapsed by July 

1977. ( 44) 

There were two stages in the reorganisation drive of the 

TGWU. The first was aimed at reviving the former cote factories 

of the union . In Durban they succeeded in getting three of the 

four core factories to become active again with functioning shop 

stewards committees. In Pietetmatitzbutg they were less 

successful and only one of the four factories was resuscitated. 
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The second stage in attempting to rebuild the union consisted of 

organising hitherto unorganised factories with enthusiastic 

members inherited from the Benefit Fund. In all six factories, 

two in Durban and four in Pietetmatitzburg, developed rapidly and 

established shop stewards corrmittees who nominated 

representatives to the Shop Stewards Council by the end of 

September 1977. At that stage there were sufficient functioning 

shop stewards committees fot a resuscitated Shop Stewards Council 

to commence operating again. None of the members of the Khumalo 

group served on the newly reconstructed SSC. (45) 

On 23 October 1977 the new SSC called a general meeting of 

the TGWU th at was attended by 207 members. The members of t he 

SSC were i ntroduced to the members and they, along with a 

~Commission of Enquiry' that had been appointed, were mandated to 

continue the legal action. (46) 

The App l ication fot a Court Order was in the meanwhile being 

fought out on a legal level with affidavits and replying 

affidavits. Neither TUACC not the Khumalo group was able to 

gain the upper hand and the matter was settled out of court on 4 

November 1977 with each party beating its own costs. (47) The 

Court Order had however given the TUACC side strategic breathing 

space in which to rebuild the TGWU and reconstitute the Shop 

Stewards Council. In the process the Khumalo group was being 

isolated as a minority within the union. (48) 

However the battle for control of the TGWU with its trust 

monies was by no means over yet. The reconstituted Shop 

Stewards Council of the TGWU decided to call an Annual General 

Meeting of t he union on 4 December 1977 at which finality was to 

be reached on the question of who controls the union. In 

response to this the old BEC of the union comprising the Khumalo 
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group and claiming to represent the TGWU obtained an urgent Court 

Order restraining the other side from holding an Annual Genetal 

Meeting. {49)The interdict was based on the argument that, 

accotding to the constitution, control of the union was vested in 

the hands of the BEC in the absence of a National Executive 

Committee. {50) 

In the opposing notice it was atgued that the old BEC of the 

TGWU no longer represented the union, but that it had been 

supetseded by the tesuscitated Shop Stewards Council which was in 

fact consti t utionally the controlling body of the union in the 

absence of a National Executive Committee. The resuscitated 

Shop Stewar ds Council indicated that it was they who had the 

right and i ntention to tecover the outstanding receipt books and 

records of t he union which were in the possession of the old BEC. 

{51) 

The conflict between the two sides was also settled out of 

court, but with the difference that the resuscitated Shop 

Stewatds Co~ ncil was victorious in the sttuggle fot control over 

the TGWU and its funds. It was agreed that they would hold an 

Annual General Meeting and that TUACC property and receipt books 

would be returned. The outcome of it all was that the TGWU 

remained in TUACC while the Khumalo gtoup totally withdrew from 

TUACC. Thizi Khumalo retained his commitment to the African 

working class and carried on otganising wotkers into relatively 

small trade unions. {52) 

The methods TUACC used in ousting Khumalo thus consisted of 

firstly dismissing him unconstitutionally and theteupon using a 

combination of strategies including negotiations with him, legal 

action and rebuilding of the TGWU at the shopfloor level in order 

to regain control of it. Except for the initial 

unconstitutional action, these methods fell within the principles 
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and objectives of TUACC. The consequences of the dismissal were 

however not successful in that the TGWU was left in charge of a 

group of incompetent organisers who were unable to make much 

headway with the union up to the end of 1979. (53) The one 

exception to this was the TGWU's organisational advances at 

Forbo-Krommenie, although the organiser in charge of the 

operation was from the TUACC Workers' Project (which is discussed 

below). 

3. Recognition Campaign at Forbo-KrolTlllenie 1978 - 1979 

After the internal conflict in the TGWU was resolved in the 

first half of 1978, the union was able to turn its undivided 

attention to workplace organisation. In line with other unions 

in TUACC, t he TGWU decided to concentrate its efforts on a very 

small number of firms. In particular, the union decided to 

conduct recognition campaigns at one or two foreign-owned 

companies so that the union could use international leverage to 

help it. 

The first company at which the union commenced was Fotbo­

Krommenie, a manufacturer of synthetic floor coverings and other 

products and subsidiary of a Swiss-based multinational 

corporation, Forbo A.G.. The corporation also had major plants 

in France, Germany, Holland and Sweden. The South African 

plant in Mobeni employed about 110 African and 19 Indian workers. 

When the union started organising at the plant a liaison 

committee 

years. 

dominating 

fat African workers had been in existence for several 

The committee reflected management's paternalistic and 

attitude towards its African labour force. 

Management did not intend the committee as a negotiating body: 

its objecti ves were to provide 'a means whereby matters 
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affecting the interests and welfare of the Bantu worker may be 

discussed' as well as being 'a means whereby management may 

explain its policy to the workers'. (54) The committee was 

extremely li mited in its functions. It could 'only recommend a 

course of action' and was explicitly prohibited from reversing or 

amending any instruction given by management. It was also not 

allowed to 'interfere with any disciplinary action undertaken by 

management'. (55) 

Although the first union members at Forbo-Krommenie were 

recruited in October 1977, concerted organisation commenced in 

June 1978 when the union gained majority membership in the plant. 

The union adopted a multi-pronged strategy in its organisational 

drive and recognition campaign. Its organiser at the pl an t, 

Gardiner Gladile, emphasized work place organisation and built up 

a strong shop stewards committee with an impressive depth of 

leadership. As leaders were dismissed by management during the 

ensuing struggle, others came forward to take their place. In 

addition the union made use of the liaison committee in order to 

gain· a foothold at the company. It succeeded in electing five 

shop stewards onto the six seats for worker representatives on 

the committee. In addition the union's strategy included the 

use of legal action and international pressure as circumstances 

determined. In order to clarify and evaluate the union's 

strategy it is necessary to give an account of the major events 

in the recognition struggle. 

The first issue around which the union mobilised workers was 

their discontent with a supervisor of the plant who was wont to 

be abusive and use foul language when dealing with African 

workers. The issue was also used as an opportunity on 27 June 

1978 to request union recognition. At the subsequent liaison 

committee meeting on 4 July management was adament that it would 
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not allow "third parties" to represent African workers even 

though the union represented 70% of the African labour force. The 

Production Director, Mt DC Cohen, was of the opinion that the 

company could solve its problems internally as a large family. 

(56) 

The TGW U had in the meanwhile written to Fotbo-Ktommenie 

requesting a meeting to discuss union recognition. As a result, a 

meeting took place on 6 July between three union and TUACC 

officials and two managers including Cohen. Confronted for the 

first time by strongly voiced criticisms and independent views, 

the ex pet i ence "was not vet y p 1 easant 11 for Cohen who made it 

cleat that he was opposed to recognising the union and argued 

that "it was not the company's policy to permit outside 

interference". The only concrete outcome of the meeting was 

that a copy of the TGWU constitution would be sent to the 

company. ( 5 7) 

The un i on cattied on organising wotkets actively while 

mana$ement t ried to squash the union by ignoring it. At a 

liaison committee meeting on 27 July management informed the 

representati ves that they had referred the question of union 

recognition to a 'higher authority' in Switzerland. This 

spurred the TGWU secretary to write directly to the Fotbo head 

office in Zurich asking the managing ditectot to clarify his 

company's policy on the union's request for recognition. A copy 

was sent to t he local management. (58) 

In order to counter this move on the patt of the TGWU 

management sent a telegram to Zurich warning the patent company 

that they could expect a letter from the union. This was 

followed up by a letter providing misleading and damaging 

information on the TGWU: 



The Transport and General Union is not recognised and 
not registered but is suspect for political aims 
(Lenin/Marxist) and had only one agreement namely with a 
company, Smith & Nephew of Pinetown, but this agreement 
meanwhil e has expired and was not renewed. (59) 
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The lett er also revealed general managerial strategy towards 

the TUACC unions and ended up advising the patent company how to 

respond to t he union: 

The ovetkll attitude by various bodies and industries 
is not t o sign up with this type of Trade Unions and/or 
write to them. It is learned that as soon as you write, 
they use this letter (letterhead and signed) as an 
evidence and tool fot local and overseas to work 
themselves into recognition and get established. We 
therefor e suggest you do not write but instead send a 
telegram reading as follows: 
Quote: 
Thank you fot yout letter dated 31.8.78 including 
copies. We ate aware of how you came in contact with 
out fac t ory in Durban. We ate also aware that your 
government is awaiting the report of the Wiehahn and 
Riekert Commission and we have instructed out company in 
Durban t o await the Government's White Paper on this 
subject which is expected early in 1979. 
Unquote (60) 

The patent company followed the advise ftom the Durban 

management closely. After further telex and telephonic 

communication between the patent and subsidiary company, a 

telegram was sent to the TGWU on 25 Sept 1978 saying that the 

company was awaiting the government White Papet and that the 

patent company did not have any influence over the local company 

which was i n the best position to handle the issue. (61) The 

union repli ed that it could not accept that the patent company 

had no infl uence over the local company and pointed out that 

there was no legal obstacle preventing recognition of the 

unregistered TGWU. (62) 

Frustrat ion and anger was however building up on the workers 

side with management's policy of not responding to their demand 

to be repr esented by the TGWU and the company's refusal to 

respond to t he union in writing. On the othet side management 

was rather bewildered by the strength of the union's onslaught 
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and tried to persuade the workers that the company was providing 

and caring adequately for the workers. At a liaison committee 

meeting on 18 September an hour and a half was rather fruitlessly 

spent on explaining the intricacies of the company 1 s pension 

scheme to the workers• representatives. The directors also 

spoke of study bursaries and housing loans to workers, but the 

representatives pressed them for a date by which they could 

expect a clear response from the company on union recognition. 

They were promised one within a month. (63) 

As the month wore on and no response came from Fotbo­

Krommenie the shop stewards requested a meeting with management 

on 17 October in order to discuss union recognition and other 
. 

issues. The request was done in writing and signed by twelve 

shop stewar ds. Management 1 s response was to call the shop 

stewards in one by one and, according to the union, to reprimand 

them for requesting a meeting outside the formal liaison 

committee channels. On the same day a petition requesting union 

recognition and signed by no less than 84 workers was handed in 

to management. The TUACC secretary also phoned the company 1 s 

managing dir ector on 17 October, the last day by which management 

had promised to respond only to be told that the company had 

decided not to recognise the union after consulting various 

bodies like SEIFSA. The managing director refused to put 

anything down in writing. (64) 

On 17 October the TGWU 1 s struggle for recognition and Forbo-

Krommenie management 1 s attempt to beat off the union were both 

deadlocked. Three days later an incident in the factory gave 

management t he opportunity to take strong-arm action against 13 

union member s when the Production Director, Dirk Cohen, angrily 

reprimanded a worker, Philip Hlope, and told him to leave. Hlope 
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interpreted this as a dismissal and left. (65) . 
The following work-day morning thirteen workers including an 

outspoken shop steward, Israel Sisoka, all of whom were from 

Hlope's department, did not go straight to their work posts, but 

rather proceeded to Cohen's office to enquire what the reasons 

were for Hl ope's dismissal. A dispute developed between the 

workers and Cohen over whether Hlope had been dismissed or had 

walked off wi th Cohen insisting that he had left of his own free 

will. Cohen became very angry when the workers claimed he was 

not telling t he truth. He then told workers that he would give 

them six mi nutes to decide whether they were going to return to 

work or leave. All thirteen workers thereupon left the premises 

within six mi nutes. (66) 

On the same day as well as the following two days several 

attempts wer e made by the TGWU to have the thirteen workers, who 

were all un i on members, reinstated. On each day the workers 

returned to the factory to resume work unconditionally, but Cohen 

refused to reinstate them unless he could interview them 

individually and they were willing to sign a conditions of 

employment fotm that he was unwilling to show them beforehand. 

The conditions specified that the workers would acknowledge the 

liaison committee as the exclusive representative body of the 

workers and that a breach of the undertaking could lead to 

automatic discharge. (67) Cohen's intention was to make it 

cleat to the thirteen workers that the company was not going to 

be forced into dealing with the union. 

Finally, on 25 October, the workers agreed to the conditions 

laid down by Cohen and were all reinstated with the exception of 

Israel Sisoka. Cohen refused to continue his employment on the 

grounds that he was 'extremely aggressive and argumentative'. 

(68) 
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An analysis of the work stoppage indicated that what 

occurred was in fact a lock-out. 

At no stage did the workers present the employer Mt 
Cohen with an ultimatum to say either you do this or we 
refuse to work. In fact Mt Cohen himself imposed the 
condition that the workers either accepted his version 
or they left the factory. What had occurred was that 
the employer had breached a rule of the factory and then 
given workers the choice of either working fot him 
subject to the breach of the tule by the employer or to 
leave the factory. (69) 

In terms of the law such an action on the part of Cohen 

constituted a lockout. 

In spite of that the state decided to intervene on the side 

of management by prosecuting all 13 workers fot striking 

illegally. The prosecution backfired when it took the 

magistrate l ess than 2 minutes to attive at a verdict that the 

workers were not guilty of striking. He found that the workers 

had not stopped working with the object of getting Hlope 

reinstated. (70) 

The TGWU decided to fight the victimisation of Sisoka on the 

legal front and on 30 October 1978 it applied fot a Court Otder 

to have him reinstated on the gounds that the company had indeed 

taken part in a lock-out and that Sisoka was the victim of the 

lock-out. (7 1) The application was opposed by Fotbo-Ktommenie 

who contended that it would not be in their interests to re-

employ Sisoka 'in view of his extremely aggressive and 

argumentative behaviour 1
• (72) The case was finally settled out 

of court i n April 1979. The agreement was that the company 

would pay all the union's legal expenses and would also pay 

Sisoka two mo nths' salary. (73) 

The settl ement between the company and the union was however 

done without any consultation of the Forbo-Krommenie shop 

stewards or t he workers who were locked out. Six months after 



287 

the agreement was reached the shop stewards committee was still 

under the impression that the locked out workers would be able to 

claim their lost wages fot the duration of the lock-out. The 

shop stewards had gone to considerable trouble to tty and secure 

the relevan t workers' pay-slips on which to base their claims. 

They were on ly informed in October 1979 by one of the organisers 

who was also a member of the FOSATU Legal Sub-Committee that the 

union had al ready agreed in writing that it had no further legal 

claims aga i nst Fotbo-Krommenie. The shop stewards were 

perturbed and angry that what they considered as their rightful 

claims had been signed away by the union without consulting them 

first. Their attitude was reflected by the indignant question 

of the cha i rman of the shop stewards conmittee: we won the 

lock-out case, so what's happened to out money?' (74) 
The outcome of the lock-out in October 1978 from the point of 

view of un i on membership and support was that only one active 

shop steward had been dismissed. Forbo-Krommenie management was 

still faced by African employees who overwhelmingly supported the 

TGWU. Amongst the workers were strong leaders who served as 

shop stewards. Management continued trying to isolate the union 

activists by means of threats, intimidation and dismissals. 

Between Jan uary and Match 1979 a small number of shop stewards 

including Gr eenoaks Makhanya were fired for trivial reasons. (75) 

Then, in April 1979 Fotbo-Krommenie management suddenly adopted a 

new and more conciliatory approach towards the union. This was 

in all probability due to the international campaign that the 

TGWU had embarked on early in 1979 in Europe. As a result trade 

union centres in Holland and Sweden had taken up the TGWU's 

recognition campaign with workers at the Dutch and Swedish plants 

of Fotbo. Soon the Swedish shop stewards and management were in 

a dispute about the facts of the situation in South Africa. The 
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Swedish management went as fat as offering to sponsor the 

chairman of the shop stewards on a fact-finding visit to South 

Africa. 

These develo pments must have been relayed to the South African 

management as, for the first time ever, the managing director 

wrote to the union acknowledging receipt of a letter enquirin~ 
what recognition the union wanted. The union replied that it 

desired check-off facilities for union dues, access to the 

factory fot union officials, recognition of the shop stewards as 

wotkets 1 repr esentatives, as well as dismissal, retrenchment and 

arbitration procedures. 

Hopes of a quick and easy path to recognition for the union were 

rapidly dispelled with the next letter from the managing 

director, Mt W. Mets, in May in which he indicated that the 

company intended setting up a Works Council and he invited the 

union to parti cipate in the system and to meet him. (76) On 15 

June, withou t first consulting either the shop stewards or the 

union official s, management put up conspicuous notices announcing 

a meeting of shop stewards and the TGWU together with the old 

liaison commi ttee and management on the 20th to discuss setting 

up a Works Council. At a shop stewards meeting they decided 

that they would not attend the meeting, but that they would 

rather meet wi th management to discuss union recognition. When 

management met similar resistance from the union organiser 

Gladile the meeting was cancelled. (77) 

Soon thereaf t er the union members again attempted to gain 

recognition when 70 of them signed a letter to management 

requesting a general meeting inside the factory during working 

hours. They wanted the managing director to explain his reasons 

for refusing to recognise the union to them. Although he did 

not accede t o their request, Mets was willing to meet a small 
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delegation of workers. As a result the union shop stewards and 

Mets met three times during July 1979. He tried unsuccessfully 

to persuade them to accept and work through the Works Council and 

the outcome of the meetings was inconclusive. (78) Ther eaftet 

management's attitude towards the union hardened somewhat as it 

became mote difficult for shop stewards to gain access to 

management. The shop stewards wrote a letter to management 

requesting a meeting with them on 22 October 1979, but their 

request was ignored. (79) 

On the international front the TGWU had urged the Swedish union 

at the For bo 

South Africa. 

plant~ accept the offer to come on a visit to 

Consequently in October 1979 the chairman of the 

Swedish shop stewards committee as well as an official from his 

union came out to South Africa. After a meeting with the Fotbo-

Krommenie shop stewards they met the company's management and 

tried to per suade them to recognise the TGWU by arguing that the 

EEC Code of Conduct specified that subsidiaries of multi-national 

corporations were requited to recognise unions. (80) The visit 

however fai l ed to persuade Forbo-Ktommenie to recognise the 

union. This was partly due to the fact that the delegation was 

too slow i n reporting back afterwards and hence no concerted 

follow-up action was taken by the Swedish and Dutch workers at 

the Forbo pl ants due to a loss of interest. 

Thus at the end of 1979 the position at Forbo-Ktommenie was still 

unchanged: the managing director stated that the company was 

acting on advice it had sought from SEIFSA and was not prepared 

to negotiate at two levels, namely the industrial council to 

which it bel onged as well as the unregistered TGWU. He claimed 

that the company's policy was that it would be prepared to 

negotiate with the TGWU as soon as it registered. (81) 
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At the same time the union was still putsuin~ recognition 

relentlessly. Its strategy was spelled out by the organiser 

Gladile who was employed by the TUACC Workers' Project: 

The shop stewards ate supposed to always push 
management to recognise the union - to push management 
and take up some complaints inside the factories for the 
workets. We can't leave it to wait until 
registrat i on. {82) 
\ 

4. TUACC Workers' Project 1978 - 1979 

The General Sector of the TGWU remained an anomoly within 

the union. It originated from the multitude of Benefit Fund 

members who were either too scattered around or in inappropriate 

industries to organise. They were therefore in the union, but 

the union di d not have the intention to organise them. The 

members of t he General Sector were only provided with the most 

rudimentary services: only individual complaints were dealt with 

by the TGWU. Although the intention existed that some of the 

members in t he General Sector would be organised when they 

reached a suff icient membership in their firms, the presence of 

the General Sector remained inconsistent with the objectives of a 

union. 

At the same time the other unions within TUACC were faced 

with the pr oblem that they could not accept many workers who 

wanted to j oin the unions because they were concentrating on a 

few specific factories. After considering these two problems, 

the TUACC Council decided in August 1978 to establish an 

additional or ganisation called the TUACC Workers' Project {TWP). 

The purpose of the Project was to provide limited services and 

benefits to all unorganised workers to whom extensive 

organisation could not be provided. It was left to the TGWU to 

consider the relationship between its General Sector and the TWP. 

The union decided that all General Sector members would be 
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transferred to the Project after consultation with each member. 

Gardiner Gladile and a trainee were appointed as organisers of 

TWP. (83) 

Although the TWP did operate as a pool for unorganised 

workers who wished to belong to the trade union movement, it 

started playing an additional role soon after its formation. 

This tole was to organise certain factories where the workers 

showed potential to a level where the factories could be 

transferred to a union. As early as October 1978 Gladile 

expressed his intention to concentrate on two factories in 

Prospecton. (84) Then, in January 1979 workers at the large 

Rainbow Chickens plants in Hammatsdale went on strike in demand 

of higher wages which won them an increase of 7 cents pet hour in 

their wages. (85) This action on the part of Rainbow Chickens' 

workers made the TWP decide to try and start organising them. 

(86) 

Rainbow Chickens in Hammarsdale consisted of three plants 

employing mote than 1400 African workers. The largest plant was 

Pl that employed about 1000 workers while the P2 plant had about 

300 employees. Organisation at the factory proceeded smoothly 

and the Project succeeded in having shop stewards elected onto 

the works committee in the P2 plant. Relationships between 

management and the workers did not however run so smoothly. In 

May management fired one of the shop stewards and works committee 

members, Virginia Ndlovu, under conditions that appeared to the 

workers to be a case of straight victimisation. 

Workers at Rainbow Chickens wished to continue with their 

militant tr adition and go on strike at once, but the TWP 

cautioned t hem against hasty action. It is unclear what the 

organisers advised the workers to do instead. Conflicting 
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evidence suggests that the organisers either recommended that 

they should ptepate for a legal strike ot that they should tty 

to get the Labour Department to resolve the dispute. {87) In 

eithet case they proceeded to contact the Labout Depattment in 

Pietetmatitzbutg. After lengthy delays stretching ovet mote 

than two months the TWP discoveted that the Rainbow Chicken 

plants wete not coveted by eithet the Industtial Conciliation ot 

the Black Labour Relations Regulation Act because of theit 

agricultural natute. 

Attempts were then made to arrange a-wotk stoppage whete 

workers wou l d remain in the workplace and return to work only 

when given an ultimatum by management to do so. Aftet cateful 

planning the workers at plant P2 conmenced on the wotk stoppage 

on 27 August in which they displayed tematkable detetmination on 

theit side to have Ndlovu reinstated. Fot three days in 

succession t he wotkets ttied to implement theit sttategy which 

was to proceed to wotk, don theit overalls, then stage a sit-in 

in the can t een until management had satisfactotily dealt with 

Ndlovu 1 s dismissal. Theit intention was to remain in the plant 

all the time and not to get dismissed by tetutning to work when 

management started to threaten them. 

The pl an however backfited when the morning shift on the 

27th refused to statt working when management issued them with an 

ultimatum. The workers then tefused to leave the ptemises and 

it was only when the police was called in that they departed. 

The aftetnoon shift found themselves locked out, but when they 

tetutned to wotk on the 28th they also congtegtated in the 

canteen demanding the re-employment of Ndlovu. They too wet e 

fited when they refused to start working. Early in the motning 

of the 29th about 400 wotkets gathered outside the plant with the 

intention of adopting a similar strategy again should they be te-
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employed. The police turned up in twelve armoured cats before 

the wotkets could commence their match to the factory. The 

workers were instructed to disperse within five minutes and when 

they did not do so with the necessary speed, teargas was fired 

and 55 wotket s were attested in the ensueing police charge. The 

attested wot kets were subsequently charged undet the Riotous 

Assemblies Act (88) while between 150 and 200 striking workers 

were not re-employed. 

Undeterr ed by this setback, the TWP continued organising at 

Rainbow Chickens. Two and a half months later membetship of the 

Ptoject stood at approximately 720 and was coming close to 50% of 

all the employees at the Hammatsdale plants. The biggest 

setback fot t he TWP was that all the shop stewards at P2 had been 

11 shaken out 11 by the strike and the new Steering Committee was not 

working properly. Management had instituted a system of 

liaison committees, but had allegedly given an indication that it 

would recogn i se a teptesentative union. In the light of that 

Gladile was intending to transfer the Rainbow Chicken members of 

TWP to the Sweet Food and Allied Wotkets' Union, the FOSATU 

affiliate oper ating in Transvaal. 

The tol e of the TWP had thus crystallised into providing 

limited servi ces to members and to start organising factories for 

other unions . In October 1979 the Project was organising six 

factories and employing three organisers. Financially it was in 

a strong pos i tion holding R14 000 in savings. (89) While the 

TWP was thus performing the tasks for which it had been created 

quite successfully, the TGWU was not making much headway as a 

trade union. 
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5. The TGWU i n 1979 

The TGW U was a comparatively small and weak union towards 

the end of 1979. The total signed up membership of the TGWU in 

October 1979 ranged between 700 and 800. Of these only about 100 

to 150 were paid up. The acting secretary of the union 

considered a f actory to be well organised when it reached a stage 

where worker s were able to approach management for negotiations 

through the committee they had formed. Of the eight companies 

the union was organising he considered only Forbo-Krommenie to be 

well organised. At two other companies, Turnall and Sutherland 

Tannery, the union had firmly established its presence, while 

the remaining five were all at early stages of organisation or 

re-organisati on. (90) 

Union or ganisation at Turnall was the next most advanced 

after Forbo- Krommenie. Turnall manufactured asbestos products 

and a liaison committee existed for African workers. Because of 

the danger to workers' health, the union concentrated on health 

and safety issues. Investigations in October 1979 revealed very 

unhealt~ working conditions. Two of the cleaning machines with 

swivelling sweepers blew up asbestos dust in the plant. The 

company also did not have a canteen for its African workers and 

they had to eat their lunch near the machines where there was 

dust. (91) 

The TGWU had a membership of about 275 at Turnall, but had 

not yet elected a shop stewards committee. Only a steering 

committee existed in the factory. Although it did have one or 

two strong l eaders, some of its members were not really committed 

to the union's struggles. Consequently the committee was not 

operating ef fectively. (92) This did not deter the union from 

launching a recognition campaign at Turnall. 

This was part of the strategy mentioned in the previous 
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chapter on the CWIU in which three FOSATU unions in Natal planned 

to launch si multaneous recognition campaigns at three companies 

under common ownership. The CWIU also proceeded with 

recognition while MAWU decided in the end to hold back because 

their organisation at the plant was not sufficiently advanced. 

One of the Turnall organisers justified the move on the grounds 

that the ti me was ripe for the union to go ahead with the 

recognition campaign because the union's organisation was just 

peaking and workers had been prepared for the recognition 

campaign for some time. She maintained that they would feel let 

down if the union did not go ahead with the campaign before the 

end of year recess in 1979. (93) As a result an approach was 

made to Tut nall management in the middle of November 1979. As 

was the case with the CWIU, the TGWU was thus making a premature 

bid for recognition. 

A serious problem confronting the TGWU was tha t it lacked 

dynamic and competent organisers. To compound the problem they 

put a new and inexperienced organiser in charge of organising 

Sutherland Tanneries in Pietermatitzburg where the union had 

about 200 members as well as a shop stewards committee. At a 

meeting of t he committee on 8 November 1979 the organiser made a 

number of fu ndamental errors. When workers brought up problems, 

the organiser would immediately come up with a response without 

first findin g out some of the most basic information necessary to 

make any ki nd of useful intervention. In particular he failed 

to perceive t he potential for mobilising workers on issues raised 

by the shop stewards. So, for instance, the organiser decided 

that a lawyer had to write a letter to the company about 

dissatisfacti on with the company's policy on overalls, an issue 

that concerned all the workers in the factory. He also kept on 

'I 
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referring i ssues raised by the shop stewards for decision to 

highet authorities in FOSATU thereby removing the participation 

of shop stewards and other members in issues that affected them 

directly. (94) 

The BEC of the TGWU appeared to experience difficulties. 

In October 1978 it was reported at a TUACC Secretariat meeting 

that the TGWU BEC 'was full of conflict' and that some members 

failed to attend its meetings. It was arranged that BEC members 

from other unions would tty to assist the TGWU BEC. (95) A year 

later the BEC was still not functioning smoothly and was at 

loggerheads with the Forbo-Ktommenie shop stewards committee, the 

most advanced committee in the union. The BEC had unilaterally 

decided that the organisers of Fotbo-Krommenie wete to be 

replaced by other organisers without first consulting the shop 

stewards committee. The shop stewards rejected the decision of 

the BEC and informed it that they were intending to attend the 

next BEC meeting to present their case. (96) 

The best organisational achievement of the TGWU towards the 

end of 1979 was at Fotbo-Krommenie. The union had a vety high 

and involved membership at the factory and the shop stewards 

committee was impressive with about four strong members taking 

the lead. The committee had planned their actions on the shop 

floot with great skill in otder to achieve as much impact as 

possible without jeopardizing their own positions in the factory. 

(97) 

Othet than Forbo-Krommenie, the TGWU's organisational 

achievemen t s by the end of 1979 were not impressive. It was a 

remarkably small union considering the length of time it had been 

in existence. Some, but not all, of its lack of performance 

could be ascribed to the conflicts Thizi Khumalo generated during 

1976 and 1977. Although the diverse type of factories being 
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organised made it mote difficult fot the union to get off the 

ground, a major factor was that the officials and organisers in 

the union were incompetent without sufficient initiative and 

imagination t o build it into a strong and vital organisation. 
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Chapter 7 

Power, Democracy, Education and Politics in FOSATU Natal 

The preceding fout chapters have provided detailed accounts 

of the fout unions in TUACG in Natal that became affiliates of 

FOSATU in 1979. The aims of this chapter ate, firstly, to fuse 

the analysi s of the unions together by presenting an overview of 

the organisational history of TUACC and FOSATU in Natal. The 

overview hel ps to clarify themes the unions had in common as well 

as the differences between them. It also provides an opportunity 

to add addi tional aspects of the history of the movement as a 

whole. Secondly, the chapter aims to analyse the strategies to 

enhance the powet of the unions and efforts to democratise them. 

The role that the Institute for Industrial Education (IIE) played 

in this regard is also 

considers t he approach 

investigated. Thirdly, the chapter 

that the trade union movement adopted 

towards pol i tical organisations by examining its policy towards 

the KwaZulu government and Inkatha. 

1. Organisational History of FOSATU (Natal) Unions 1973 - 1979 

Since each union in TUACC and FOSATU (Natal) faced its own 

unique situation and had its own experiences, its history 

differed ftom those of the others. Nevertheless the 

organisational development of all the unions can broadly be 

classified into three stages duting the period undet 

considerati on. This is because these stages wete in patt 

determined by external forces such as the degree of militancy of 

the African workers in Durban and Pietetmaritzbutg, the economic 

recession commencing in 1976, as well as the political turmoil of 

the same yeat and subsequent state repression. But the stages 
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were also related to developments inside the unions and co­

ordinating bodies which interacted with each other. 

The thr ee stages in the unions' history were firstly the 

period of mas s membership from 1973 to about 1974, but with some 

momentum carried over into 1975, secondly a stage of declining 

membership from about 1975 to 1976 giving rise to a change in 

organisational strategy of the unions, and thirdly a stage of 

reconstruction and consolidation of the unions by conducting 

intensive recognition campaigns at a small number of 

multinational companies from 1977 to 1979. The periodisation 

does not fit each union neatly, but does manage to portray the 

general trend in the unions. 

Stage 1. Mass Membership 1973 - 1974/5 

The first stage in the history of the unions was 

characterised by a mass membership of the Benefit Fund and 

unions. This followed in the wake of the 1973 strikes in Durban 

and, to a lesser extent, in Pietermaritzburg. Worker militancy 

and consciousness were high and workers streamed into Bolton 

Hall, the trade union centre, to join and pay their subscriptions 

to the Benefit Fund and unions. Workers' militancy was 

refuelled by the fresh wave of strikes that broke out in the 

textile industry in Durban in January 1974. 

The state took its first serious step in repressing the 

burgeoning trade union movement by banning four of the White 

intellectuals in the movement, namely David Hemson, Halton 

Cheadle, David Davis and Jeanette Cunningham-Brown, shortly after 

the January 1974 strikes. · In spite of the blow this 

administered to union organisation membership continued growing 

rapidly in all the unions and the Benefit Fund. In June 1974 



they claimed to have the following membership (1): 
General Factory Workers' Benefit Fund - 22 000, 
Metal and Allied Workers' Union: Durban - 2 327, 

Pietermaritzbutg - 1 556, 
National Union of Textile Workers - 5 000, 
Furniture and Timber Workers' Union - 300, 
Union of Clothing and Allied Workers - 974, 
Chemical Workers' Industrial Union - 600. 

300 

Thus total membership of the unions had shot up to over 

10 000 in the first year of their existence while the Benefit 

Fund had mote than double that membership. 

The upward trend in signed up membership of the unions 

continued for the following twelve months, albeit at a much 

slower pace. In June 1975 the unions reported the following 

membership figures (2): 

Transport and General Workers' Union -
Metal and Allied Workers' Union 
National Union of Textile Workers 
Furniture and Timber Workers' Union -
Chemical Workers' Industrial Union 

Signed Up 
Members 

20 000 
5 000 
7 000 
1 300 
2 300 

Paid Up 
Members 

5 000 

900 

All the unions had therefore gained in membership with the 

exception of the Benefit Fund that lost some members in its 

transformation into the Transport and General Workers' Union. 

The organisational method used by the organisers wete 

influenced by the heightened workers' consciousness and their 

enthusiasm to join the unions. Workers were simply signed on 

at the union offices or outside the factory gates. Organisers 

themselves, some of whom were White intellectuals, also collected 

subscriptions at these venues. There was thus initially no 

workplace organisation and no tole given to shop stewards inside 

the factories . 

This method of organising came up for criticism early in the 

unions' history. In August 1974 some serious reservations of 

the unions' organisational methods were aired from within the 
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organisation. These were linked to a dispute between 

intellectuals within the movement at that time. One side, argued 

most strongl y by Hemson, favoured the mass organisation of all 

workers whi l e the other side wanted selective in-depth 

organisation of workers inside the factories. The critique was 

spelled out by the latter group under the pseudonym 'Black Ex­

Ttade-Unionist ': 

Both the phenomenal growth (and admittedly a paper 
growth), and my experience of the recruiting situation 
at a Pi netown factory, lead me to believe that the 
workers are press-ganged into joining these unions. 
Perhaps that is being harsh because workers do want to 
belong to unions .•. They are willing to be press­
ganged, but they know not into what. The union 
membership form is usually accompanied by a list of 
benefits and that is all ... 

Organisational work is done almost exclusively outside 
the gates before and after work ... The central man in 
the union becomes the 'organiser 1 who collects the 
subscriptions, takes down the complaints, runs the union 
administration, negotiates with management, etc. This 
line of thinking ends in bureaucracy, because the staff 
of the uni on begin to develop their own interests at the 
expense of the workers. (3) 

The critique i ncluded a class-based analysis of the reasons why 

the unions wer e adopting such organisational methods. 

The 'white ' students who started the unions at Bolton 
Hall, are neither black not working class. Their 
counterpar t , the black students in BAWU, ate not of the 
working cl ass. Both groups approach the black working 
class from the 'outside'. The structure of the unions 
that they have set up symptomatically mirrors this. 

The point which I am trying to make is that these unions 
were deliberately created by people outside the working 
class, an d this has influenced the way in which these 
unions have been organised. (4) 

Although the criticisms of the organisational method of the 

unions was valid, the analysis was misdirected in that 

intellectuals in the movement were subsequently instrumental in 

redirecting t he unions' organisational strategy to shop floor 

par ticipation. The analysis also did not take the prevailing 

high worker militancy on which the unions were capitalising into 
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consideration. Management were also temporarily put on the 

defensive by the collective worker action and prepared to make 

concessions t hey would not have made otherwise. The most 

significant concession was the recognition of the unregistered 

NUTW by Smith & Nephew after a strike by the Indian and African 

workers at the plant in November 1973. 

Manageri al defensiveness and the rapid recognition of NUTW 

by Smith & Nephew raised the unions' expectations unrealistically 

high and led. them to expect rapid gains and quick recognition 

from companies. They accordingly rejected the strategic use of 

registered works and liaison committees preferring to demand 

union recogni t ion directly. 

However, in 1975 worker support and membership of the unions 

started tail l ing off. This happened fot a number of reasons 

and had fat-t eaching implications fot the unions. These ate all 

considered next. 

Stage 2. Decline in Membership and New Organisational Strategy 
1975 - 1976. 

The bas i c cause for the decline of worker support for the 

unions was theit inability to make headway in their struggle to 

advance workers' tights at the work place. This was largely due 

to the inadequate organisational methods adopted by the unions. 

Although the methods adopted by the different unions differed in 

detail from each other, they all made the same fundamental error 

of not consol idating their strength inside the factories. Once 

they -had completed the initial stage of simply signing on 

membership en masse, some unions made the mistake of then placing 

too much re l iance on the organisers to conduct the workers' 

struggles. MAWU also fell into the unsound habit of moving 

from factory to factory instead of consolidating organisation at 
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any one of them. 

Management also tecoveted from the shock of the 1973 strikes 

and developed a counter-offensive against the unions. It 

consisted pt i matily of promoting liaison committees with the 

support and backing of the Department of Labour. The strategy 

severely hampered the advance of the African trade unions because 

the committees wete deliberately used as an alternative to trade 

unions in ot det to deny them recognition. This further 

strengthened t he opposition of the unions to liaison committees. 

Economic conditions also put some of the unions on the 

defensive. The NUTW was hardest hit by a recession in the 

textile industry which commenced in the last quartet of 1974 due 

to the importation of cheap oriental textiles. Large sectors of 

the industry wete utilising as little as 60% of plant capacity 

and mote than 10 000 textile wotkets were laid off in the country 

as a whole. (5) In 1975 the chemical industry also experienced 

a recession to the detriment of the CWIU, while MAWU was 

adversely 

metal and 

shot t-time 

affected by a recession that commenced in 1976 in 

engineering industry resulting in 

i n the industry. The economic 

retrenchments 

slump in 

the 

and 

these 

sectors of t he economy thus reduced the unions' membership and 

weakened them. 

Coupled with these . circumstances and events, worker 

militancy in Durban and Pietetmatitzbutg declined as no new 

strike waves took place after January 1974. The loss of worker 

militancy meant that unions had to make teal gains in winning 

workers' tights if they were to retain the commitment of workers. 

In a su r vey of members of three of the unions, NUTW, MAWU 

and CWIU, conducted in late 1975, Eddie Webster found that the 

majority (59%) had joined the unions to defend theit tights at 

the work place. It was cleat that the workers wanted the unions 
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to improve t heir working conditions. Their largest problems 

were victimis ation and arbitrary action on the part of management 

as well as low wages. They were, however, divided on whether 

the unions were helping them to overcome these problems. About 

one half (49%) believed that the unions were helping them while 

the other half either thought that the unions were not solving 

their problems (3%) or that it would not be fair to judge the 

unions' performance because they were not recognised (45%). 

Although the l ast group did not express an outright criticism of 

the unions, they implied that the unions were not solving t heir 

problems. 

Even though there had been an initial rush into unions on 

the part of African wotkers, the survey found factors that were 

subsequently inhibiting other workers from joining the unions: 

the members surveyed considered feat of intimidation by the 

employers an d the state as well as a basic pessi mi sm of the 

unions' chances to survive as the two primary reasons why other 

workers were reluctant to join the unions. (6) 

The sur vey by Webster thus showed that towards the end of 

1975 members were divided in their esti mation of the unions' 

effectiveness in winning rights for them at the work place, and 

that new members were probably reluctant to join because the 

risks involved outweighed the potential advantages of doing so. 

Given the lo ss in worker militancy, the findings of the survey 

therefore shed light on the reasons why worker support for the 

unions was dwi ndling. 

In addit i on inner turmoil within TUACC disrupted the unions' 

organisationa l efforts and ~ ed to further worker disaffection 

with the un i ons. It commenced in the NUTW in 1975, spread 

generally, and became most intense the following year as it 
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carried over into 1977 in the case of the TGWU. 

basically due to two reasons: frustration at 

The turmoil was 

the lack of 

progress of the unions and resentment of what was perceived as 

the domina nt tole played by White intellectuals in the movement. 

The f irst challenge to the dominance of White intellectuals 

in the un i ons came from organisers in the NUTW in January 1975. 

According to White intellectuals, the roots of the discontent 

came from one of the NUTW organisers who was suspected of 

embezzling union money. The checking of finances was in the 

hands of t he White intellectuals and resentment built up against 

them on t hat account. Another intellectual attributed the 

resentment towards Whites to the policy they introduced of maki ng 

organisers accountable to their members. (7) The organ iser 

under suspicion of embezzlement looked fot allies and found two 

Black Consciousness-oriented organisers who supported him. (8) 

A power struggle developed between them and the White 

intellectuals which resulted in the expulsion of the organisers, 

all thtee of whom had adopted a Black Consciousness position. A 

struggle t hereupon developed between the two sides for control of 

the worker s in the factories. Although the Black Consciousness 

organisers took some of their followers with them, 

of African workers demonstrated their support 

intellectuals in the movement by remaining in the 

the maj ot i ty 

fot White 

union. In 

this way the non-racial orientation of the movement was 

reinforced. 

The next challenge also came from within the NUTW ftom an 

astute bu t relatively uneducated African organiser, Thizi 

Khumalo, who was regarded as a natural leader by many wotkets. 

His organisational skills were however limited and when he lost 

his positi on of dominance in his local union office he attributed 

it to the dominance of White intellectuals in the unions. In 
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October 1975 he started campaigning against Whites in the NUTW. 

His activities became very disruptive as intense struggles 

developed between him and othet organisers. Khumalo was finally 

moved sideways into the TGWU, but the NUTW lost a number of 

factories where he had been organising before. 

Some of the othet turmoil in TUACC and its affiliate unions 

were also seen in racial terms although they too had deeper 

underlying reasons. In 1976 conflict developed between MAWU and 

TUACC over the extent of autonomy that MAWU had in fund-raising 

ftom over seas bodies. MAWU wanted greater autonomy whereas 

TUACC was insisting that all funds had to be channelled through 

itself. The differences crystallised out in the person of 

Alpheus Mt hethwa, the secretary of MAWU, who subsequently 

admitted t hat MAWU was 'falling apart at the time' (9) Mthethwa 

wanted to rescue the union by obtaining mote money in otdet to 

employ mo t e organisers, whereas TUACC wanted him to straighten 

out the organisational disattay in the union. (10) Mthethwa 

perceived these differences as personal conflicts between White 

intellectuals who wished to dominate working class leaders like 

himself who tried to remain independent of the intellectuals. 

(11) The toot cause of the conflict between MAWU and TUACC was 

however t he collapse of MAWU and the interventions of TUACC 

officials i n attempts to sustain the union. 

The t urmoil within TUACC blew up at its Council meeting in 

May 1976. The conflict emanated from a range of officials who 

had either been demoted or were under threat of expulsion within 

the moveme nt. (12) They made a collective and concerted effort 

to dislodge the established hierarchy. The opportunity to take 

up their struggle came when TUACC intended to establish control 

ovet the I IE and to entrench TUACC supporters in IIE posts. Two 
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open IIE Council meetings were held in July and August 1976 where 

the issues were thrashed out with much acrimony and accusations 

of White domination were made by the disaff~cted group. 

The climax was reached neat the end of the second IIE 

meeting when 

After wild allegations were made by some people, Jonny 
(Copel yn - JM) got up to say that he thought the main 
problem facing the Council was one of racism. There 
were people who, to hide theit own shortcomings, were 
flingi ng accusations to divert attention away from 
themsel ves. Magubane who was making the most outrageous 
statements had as a union secretary presented no 
financ i al statment to his Furniture and Timber Union in 
the pa st nine months. (13) 

It wa s subsequently shown that there had been ittegulatities 

on the · pa r t of Magubane in managing the monies of the Furniture 

and Timber Workers' Union. The union collapsed and what was 

left of it was transfened to the TGWU. (14) 

The l ack of progress of the unions was also responsible fot 

the turmoi l in TUACC in another way. This was because TUACC 

officials, in particular the secretary, were expelling 

incompeten t organisers from the organisation. Such a process was 

bound to generate conflict and to fuel the arguments of White 

intellectual domination in the movement. The intensity of this 

conflict was also heightened by the secretary's forthright 

manner. 

Although some of the turmoil in TUACC carried over into 1977 

most of it came to an end mote or less at the same time the state 

banned no less than eight of the movement's officials in November 

1976. This was the second major repressive action taken by the 

state against TUACC in 1976. In May Junetose Nala and Obed 

Zuma, two NUTW organisers, were detained for 7 months and only 

released in December. although all these repressive acts were 

setbacks fot the movement, it had sufficient resources to draw on 

to whether the blows successfully. 
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In ot det to tty and revive workers' flagging interest in the 

unions TUACC commenced on a Campaign to visit workers in the 

townships in October 1975. The Campaign had a political 

dimension in that its publically declared aim was to obtain 

signatures fot a petition demanding that wotket tights be granted 

by parliament. The purpose behind the Campaign was however to 

visit wor kers at their homes and residences and revive their 

interest i n the unions. It was also aimed at giving shop 

stewards an active tole in the unions by involving them in the 

Campaign as well. 

Copelyn who was secretary of TUACC at the time, described 

the Campai gn's effects as follows: 

We were actually on a losing wicket and we'd been 
withdr awing all the time into small meetings forgetting 
half the factories we'd been involved with and 
conentt ating on one ot two. We became very isolated, I 
felt. The effect of that campaign was to make us teach 
out again to out tank and file and to make out presence 
felt around townships, around factories and so on ... We 
suddenly started creating toles fot shop stewards which 
were outside their tole as a departmental representative 
and such like. (15) 

The Campaign however failed to revive the wotkets' 

commitment and support fot the unions. The high wotket 

consciousness and militancy of the preceding two years were gone 

and it was necessary fot the unions to engage in mote fundamental 

reforms t o adapt to the new conditions which faced them. The 

solution put forward by intellectuals and adopted by the movement 

was to continue the process started in the Campaign of putting 

mote emphas is on the tole of the shop stewards. 

Although the new organisational strategy was first mooted as 

early as 1974 in the NUTW, it was only gradually implemented by 

all the unions over the next three years. It was in fact not 

until 1977 that all the TUACC unions consistently adopted the new 

strategy. The essence of the new strategy was to put primary 
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emphasis on organisation inside the work place by giving shop 

stewards a central tole in the unions. The shop stewards wete 

to be responsible fot organising wotkets in their departments and 

representi ng them in the unions as well as in negotiations with 

management . They were also to become directly accountable to 

the union members in their departments. The collection of 

subscripti ons would become the responsibility of shop stewards as 

well. The shop stewards committees would each appoint their 

representa t ives onto the unions 1 BECs and thus ensure a 

structural accountability of the BEC to the workers in each of 

the factories. Coupled with this the new strategy requited that 

the unions should concentrate on organising only a few factories 

to allow for in-depth work place organisation. Each organiser 

would then be responsible fot organising only two or three 

factories at most. 

The new strategy also embraced a policy of l ocalisation. 

By this was meant the opening of local offices in areas close to 

the work place. This was aimed at facilitating greater 

participation of workers in the affairs of the union. The 

intention was that Local Executive Committees would be elected 

from shop stewards of the surrounding factories thereby 

transcending the industrial divisions of the unions. (16) The 

first local office in Jacobs was opened by the NUTW around 

October 1974. This was followed with an office in Pinetown in 

August 1975. Although Local Executive Committees did come into 

existence over the years, the initial expectations from them wete 

probably too high. Each of the unions retained their autonomy 

and the functions of the 'Locals 1 became one of co-ordinating 

the use of resources and events in the local offices. As such 

they made good sense in the decentralisation and sharing of the 



310 

unions' resources. 

Anothet aspect of the unions' organisational strategy that 

also changed during this period, was their policy towards wo rk s 

and liaison committees. Instead of rejecting them out of hand, 

the unions evaluated whether they could not make strategic use of 

the committees in order t~ establish an organisational base 

inside the factory. In 1976 the CWIU made it a policy to first 

form a registered works committee before approaching management 

for union recognition. The strategic use of statutory works and 

liaison committees continued into the third stage of union 

organisation until management developed a new counter-offensive. 

Stage 3. Consolidation and Recognition Campaigns 1977 - 1979 

As mentioned above the TUACC unions only started 

implementi ng the new organisational strategy consistently in 

1977. For the first time they all adopted the same method of 

concentrating on in-depth organisation at a very limited number 

of factories. However, their strategy went beyond the one 

originally envisaged. The unions' primary aim was to gain 

recognition from management. To effect this intensive 

recognition campaigns were launched at a few carefully selected 

factories. The companies were chosen to ensure that they were 

subsidiari es of multinational corporations. This enabled the 

unions to utilise international leverage in support of their 

recognition campaigns. 

Suppor t was sought and gained from unions in Britain and 

Europe organising in the parent companies to put pressure on them 

in order t o compel their South African subsidiaries to recognise 

the unregi stered Black unions. In some cases shop stewards from 

Britain and Sweden were brought out to South Africa in order to 
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familiaris e themselves with the situation and try to make their 

solidarity action more effective. 

The recognition campaigns were conducted so intensively that 

the union s concentrated enormous efforts on only one company 

each. The companies where the unions battled hardest to gain 

recognition were Glacier Bearings (MAWU), Henkel (CWIU) and 

Forbo-Krommenie (TGWU), while at Smith and Nephew the NUTW was 

struggling to renew the existing recognition agreement. Other 

companies were hqwever also being organised with strong worker 

support and with considerable effort being put into gaini ng 

recognition. 

However, in spite of conducting intensive 

campaigns the unions were not successful in gaining 

at a single one of the companies by the end of 1979. 

recognition 

recognition 

The only 

exception was Smith & Nephew where the NUTW succeeded, after a 

hard struggle, in renewing the Agreement already in existence. 

At the other companies the unions were only engaged in 

discussions about recognition, not negotiating the terms of 

recognition. 

The lack of success on the part of the unions was largely 

due to management 1 s resolute opposition to them. Management 

adopted a new sophisticated strategy that opportunistically out­

manoeuvred the unions with their almost exclusively African 

members. The strategy was based on management 1 s anticipation of 

the Wiehahn Commission 1 s recommendations to promote multi-racial 

works councils in the factories. The companies accordingly 

established multi-racial work place committees which were called 

Works Councils or some similar title. Management endeavoured to 

have White, Indian, Coloured and African worker representatives 

on the Councils and proceeded to argue that the Councils were the 

only representative bodies of all the workers because the unions 
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were only representing a section of the work force, namely the 

African wo t kets. Management insisted that the unions had to 

seek representation through the Councils because they would not 

be granted separate recognition by management. Concessions were 

also made to workers through the Councils in order to tty and 

enhance their standing with workers. African workers were 

however not taken in by these tactics and continued to demand 

union recognition, but to no avail. 

Management often used a further argument against recognising 

the unions, also based on the Wiehahn Commission's 

recommendations. They argued that they would only recognise the 

unions once they were registered. In some cases management held 

up the unregistered status of the unions as virtually the only 

obstacle to granting them recognition. 

The one company where these strategies were of no avail, 

Smith & Nephew, announced in May 1977 that it was not intending 

to renew its joint recognition Agreement with the TWIU and 

unregistered NUTW after it expired. Soon afterwards the company 

announced its plan to set up a non-racial Works · Council. The 

NUTW conducted an intensive campaign against Smith & Nephew 

without the aid of the TWIU which had severed its links with the 

NUTW. Aft er the NUTW recruited all the members who had resigned 

en masse f rom the TWIU over its decision and putting pressure on 

the parent company in Britain, Smith & Nephew relinquished its 

stand and negotiated a new Agreement with the NUTW. 

As was mentioned in the second stage of the unions• history, 

the turmoi l within the organisation carried over into 1977. 

Once again it developed around Thizi Khumalo who was deemed to be 

so disrup t ive by the TUACC Council that it dismissed him 

unconstitu t ionally from his post as organiser in the TGWU in 
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February 1977. As a result the supporters of Khumalo, who 

constituted a majority on the TGWU BEC, took a decision for the 

union to break away from TUACC. Throughout the remainder of 

1977 a str uggle was waged between TUACC and the Khumalo group for 

control of the TGWU with its considerable financial resources. 

It was fi nally won by TUACC by means of a court interdict and by 

gaining control of organisation in the factories. 

The Khumalo group was advised in their tussle with TUACC by 

Harriet Bolton who had returned to the country fat two years and 

was infur i ated by the unconstitutional behaviour and 'un-trade 

union like stance• of TUACC. (17) Of her own accord she 

thereupon r aised Rl20 000 towards the end of 1977 from the ICFTU 

for a multi -pronged Project. The Project aimed at setting up a 

Centre for Trade Union Research, an Advice Centre for unemployed 

workers, as well as 'collective home industries and markets fot" 

unemployed workers'. The basic objective of all these projects 

was to expand extensively the base of workers being organised and 

to take union organisation beyond the factory floor and union 

offices. (18) Bolton launched the fundraising for the Project 

without consulting TUACC or informing them of her intentions. In 

so doing she antagonised the leadership in TUACC even further. 

(19) 

TUACC did however gain two representatives on the Project's 

Trust Committee and became increasingly influential on it. Over 

the next two years they gained control of the direction and focus 

of the Pr oject which was called Zisizeni Basebenzi (ZB). The 

emphasis of the Project was placed on production and tying its 

activities in with the trade union movement in such a way as to 

give worker representatives experience in running production 

units. The intention underlying the project was to start 

developing the capacities of workers to- tun plants, a long term 
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tequirement fot a socialist mode of production. A small 

clothes production unit was statted with union office-beaters 

serving on the controlling board of the production unit. The 

workers of the unit were also teptesented on the board which 

decided on production norms workers had to meet as well as the 

wages and related mattets. FOSATU's ptinting press was also 

linked up with ZB which subsidised its production. Bolton had 

thetefote ended up again assisting the independent trade union 

movement i n Natal, but not exactly the way she had foreseen even 

though it was in part what she had envisaged. 

The period ended with the start of a new eta when the 

Government, following the Wiehahn Commission's recommendations, 

amended t he Industrial Conciliation Act and extended the legal 

tight to African wotkers to belong to registered unions. FOSATU 

decided that all its unregistered unions would apply fot 

tegisttation on certain principles, namely that they would do so 

non-racially and as broadly based industrial unions. (20) 

Considerable debate took place inside FOSATU and its 

affiliated unions on the pros and cons of registration. Thete 

were two ptincipie arguments advanced inside the organisation in 

favour of registration. Firstly, · management in Natal had 

persisten t ly used the non-registration of the unions as a major 

reason why fot not recognising the FOSATU unions. It was thus 

argued i n the movement that by registering this objection of 

managemen t would be knocked out and the unions would thetefote 

clear the gtound fot gaining tecognition. Secondly, it was 

atgued that there was a potential thteat ftom the TUCSA unions. 

If either its registeted unions extended their scope to covet 

African workers, ot theit unregistered parallel unions tegisteted 

before t he FOSATU unions did, they could exclude FOSATU unions 
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from many factories by means of closed shop agreements. It was 

thetefote important fot FOSATU unions to register as soon as 

possible in otdet to tty and prevent such potential exclusion. 

This threat was actually greatest in the Witwatersrand region. 

Th strategy underlying FOSATU's decision to register was the 

objective of becoming a powerful national trade union movement 

across a broad range of industries. Registration was seen as a 

means of facilitating the strengthening of the movement that was 

still relatively weak at that time. Erwin expressed this at an 

informal staff meeting on 19 October 1979, called to discuss 

registration. 

We know that we ate weak at the moment, but othet people 
think we ate strong; so we must not do anything tight 
now that will show them how weak we ate at present. 

At the end of 1979 the FOSATU unions wete urgently ptepating 

to submit theit applications fot registration. These activities 

heralded the end of the thitd stage in theit organisational 

history and the beginning of a new eta. Aftet 1979 the FOSATU 

unions expanded rapidly and grew considerably in power, theit 

decision to register playing a positive tole in strengthening 

them. 

The overview of the history of FOSATU in Natal contained, as 

a patt of the exposition, a description of the strategies adopted 

by the unions to tty and strengthen theit power. The 

effectiveness of these strategies ate evaluated next. 

2. Strategies fat Power in TUACC and FOSATU in Natal 

The strategies to build up the powet of the unions in TUACC 

and FOSATU in Natal mote ot less coincided with the petiodisation 

outlined in the previous section. The strategies thus consisted 

of a first period of signing on mass membership into the unions 
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ftom about 1973 to 1974, a period of ttansition from 1975 to 1976 

in which the unions gradually switched to in-depth wotk place 

otganisation, and a thitd period ftom 1977 to 1979 when the 

unions conducted intensive recognition campaigns at subsidiaries 

of multinational cotpotations. The strategies adopted during 

each of these periods ate analysed below. 

While the unions built up theit membership figures rapidly 

in the period of mass membership they wete not strengthening the 

unions effectively. What was happening was graphically 

explained by Cheadle when he said, 'we wete just going factory by 

factory like a wind - just blowing through them leaving them no 

better off'. Combined with theit policy of boycotting liaison 

and wotks committees during this petiod they allowed management 

to devise an effective counter-strategy against the unions. The 

mass membetship approach did not give the unions an 

organisational base on the shopfloot. Futthetmote by boycotting 

liaison and wotks committees they ceded the work place to 

management as a tettain fot organising and controlling workers. 

As a tesult the TUACC unions did not make headway in challenging 

the power of management on the shopfloot during the first period. 

The one notable exception was the recognition agteement which the 

NUTW gained at Smith and Nephew. 

Outing the second petiod of transition to in-depth 

otganisation with a centtal tole being assigned to shop stewards 

the unions laid the foundation fot building up theit powet base 

as well as for democtatising the unions. In fact, the apptoach 

of TUACC was to build up the unions' power by means of shopfloot 

democtacy. Thus power and democtacy wete brought in harmony 

with each othet and made mutually reinforcing objectives of the 

unions. 

The transition was however not a smooth and unproblematic 
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during thi s period. This was due to external factors, 

economic decline in various sectors of the economy 
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strength 

such as 

and the 

managerial and state counter-offensive against the unions, as 

well as i nternal factors. These were the presence of some 

incompetent leaders in the unions which gathered in the unions 

during the first period as well as turmoil in the unions as a 

result of frustrations and the eviction of the incompetent 

leaders. At the end of the second period the TUACC unions were 

thus no st ronger than they were at the end of the first period. 

If anything, the unions were weaker than they had been two yea rs 

earlier. The foundations had however been laid during t his 

period fo r building up the power base of the unions and 

democratising them. 

In t he third period the unions adopted a strategy of 

organising a few companies in-depth. Each union singled out one 

company which was a subsidiary of a multinational corporation 

for an intensive recognition campaign. There were three 

dimensions to the recognition campaign. The first was intensive 

work place organisation with shop stewards playing a central 

tole. The second was an international recognition campaign 

which was conducted with the assistance of a representative based 

in Britain. The representative was in a position to mobilise 

support from the unions organising in the patent companies as 

well as the relevant trade union centres. The third dimension 

was a legal strategy which attempted to use the law where it 

could help workers make organisational advances in the work 

place. 

Duri ng 

recogniti on 

this period 

strategy. In 

the unions also 

1977 the policy 

switched their 

sti 11 existed of 
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adopting a mixed strategy of demanding recognition as well as 

taking up grievances in the workplace. But the lack of 

recognition made grievance handling frustrating fot the union 

precisely because mangement would not recognise it as the valid 

body which could take up workers' grievances. Outing the next 

two years the unions changed their strategy and embarked solely 

on a recognition drive without trying to take up grievances. 

Wotkets were thus initially mobilised only to demand recognition. 

Although this strategy did not bear much fruit up to 1979, it 

yielded a tich harvest in subsequent years as unions gained 

numerous recognition agreements. These agreements advanced 

union organisation and helped considerably in building up the 

unions' strength: once a basic recognition agreement which 

recognised the shop stewards committee had been signed, the shop 

stewards negotiated the grievance and othet procedures. (21) 

While the recognition campaigns were very well concieved and 

one of the best strategies for trying to increase their power, 

the unions did ·not make much headway up to the end of 1979. 

Once again it was only at Smith & Nephew that the NUTW was able 

to renew its recognition agreement. At Glacier Beating, Henkel 

and Forbo-Ktommenie the three othet TUACC unions had failed to 

gain recognition. This was primarily due to the resolute 

opposition on the part of the companies which all used a similar 

counter-offensive against the unions. They all set up tival 

multi-racial committees in the plants which, they claimed, 

represented all the employees whereas the unions only represented 

African employees. The companies also hid behind the country's 

legislation by .arguing that it was contrary to the government's 

policy to recognise unregistered unions. 

Thus although the FOSATU unions in Natal had not become very 

powerful by the end of 1979 they had gradually evolved sound 
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strategies which they could build on. Aftet the Wiehahn 

Commission tepott in 1979 and the tegisttation of the unions they 

made rap i d headway in gaining recognition and fortifying 

themselves . Futthermote the policy adopted by FOSATU allowed 

the unions to build up theit powet through democracy in the 

unions by concentrating on the teptesentative tole of shop 

stewards. The extent to which the unions were democratised thus 

also provi de an indication of the power of the unions in the 

workplace. This is considered next. 

3. Democracy in TUACC and FOSATU in the Natal Region 

As the exposition of the unions and TUACC has indicated, the 

democratisation of the trade union movement was a gradual and 

difficult process. Intellectuals initially played a strong 

leadership role in the founding and running of TUACC as well as 

the other organisations. They wete however committed to 

creating democratic structures in which the workers themselves 

coul~ participate and control through their elected 

representa t ives. This section considers the extent to which 

this fotm of democracy had been established in the unions and 

FOSATU in t he Natal region by 1979. In patticulat it focuses on 

the quest i on whethet intellectuals wete still so powerful in the 

organisati ons that they were effectively controlling them or not. 

Linked wi t h that is the question whether intellectuals wete 

facilitati ng or obstructing the process of democratisation in the 

unions. 

The fotm of democracy that the intellectuals in TUACC strove 

to establi sh was explained by Alec Etwin who became secretary of 

TUACC in 1977 and, subsequently, the fitst general secretary of 

FOSATU. 



It seems to me thete ate, btoadly speaking, two 
concept ions of democtacy. One I would style a tadical-
1 ibeta l conception which is that evetyone must have his 
say and be allowed to vote. And within those people 
someone must be a leadet. I think that kind of 
democt acy is actually open to disguised powet 
manipu l ation and conttol because evety man speaking will 
not change basic structures ot institutions in society. 
We'd say you must have tesilient sttuctutes that can 
hold people accountable in a teal sense. 

So the altetnate conception of democtacy is a much mote 
structured view: that people must be able to control 
what i s possible to conttol. We must establish mote 
defini t e sttuctutes of accountability. So what we were 
ttying to build in TUACC, and ate ptesently ttying to 
achieve in FOSATU, is that the democratic structure must 
be thr ough a process of the factoty controlling the shop 
stewar d because that man the wotket sees every day in 
the pl ant, his access to him is fat gteatet. Then the 
shop st eward sits on the BEC and the tepott back system 
is stt uctuted and definite. If I could conttast this, 
say, t o a BEC that's elected at an AGM. There is no 
cleat sttuctute of systematic accountability there. So 
we've been trying in TUACC to build that structure up 
ftom shop steward to BEC to TUACC. 

Now t hat is a vety much slower ptocess because 
sttuctutes in themselves nevet create democtacy. Only 
aware leadership and membetship create democracy. So 
once having built shop stewatds you then have to make 
them effective shop stewards. If they ate effective 
their membetship is going to be mote informed, conscious 
and i nterested in knowing what they ate doing. And 
likewi se good shop stewatds will make a good BEC, and a 
good BEC a good National Executive Committee. (22) 
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Etwin ' s evaluation of the extent to which intellectuals in 

TUACC had succeeded in creating democratic ttade unions by 1979 

flowed ftom the fotm of democracy they were pursuing. 

Now it does mean that the conceivets of democratic 
structures, the intellectual leadetship, will be mote 
dominant in the initial period. While there is no doubt 
that a few of us have been very impottant and dominant 
and we pushed and buldozed to some extent, I think that 
the practices and lines we've established ate democratic 
and tesilient. 

I think we built up BEC executives and shop stewards who 
can decide fot themselves, who ate effective in theit 
own plants. The mote successful they ate the mote that 
leadership will become powerful and effective. Now 
working on that conception of democracy it will take 
more time. 

I would say in TUACC whilst we (the intellectuals -JM) 
might be powerful there's no possibility that we could 



massively abuse the power structures. It's just because 
certain ethics have been established which cannot be 
broken at this point no matter how dominant the 
intell ectual might be. We have mote resilient checks 
agains t out power than whatever had been achieved by the 
libera l -democratic conception of democracy. I don't 
deny t hat we might have a lot of power and influence, 
but equally it's nonsense to say that workers must just 
democr atically rise up. 

To my mind the one thing that the TUACC experience did 
create is its conception that workers' control as an 
ethic i s crucial and that the BEC is more important than 
the or ganiser. I do believe we've got that. We haven't 
as ye t got a capacity for the BEC to effectively 
domina t e the organiser, but the ethic that it should do 
is fir mly implanted and not challengeable. So I think 
an or ganiser can't step too far outside that. If he 
does he 's gone. (23) 
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In evaluating whether FOSATU in the Natal region had 

attained t he form and level of democracy spelled out by Erwin it 

is necessary to examine historically the problems the movement 

experienced in the democratisation of its institutions. 

Problems i n Creating Democratic Structures and Practices 

When the initial institutions that eventually constituted 

TUACC were founded in 1972 and 1973, the intellectuals, mainly 

Whit~, we re firmly in control of them. This applied to the 

General Factory Workers Benefit Fund (GFWBF), the Centt al 

Administra t ion Services (CAS), as well as the early unions such 

as MAWU and the NUTW. Although these institutions arose in 

response t o the upsurge in worker militancy and former SACTU 

trade uni onists were involved, the actual creation of the 

institutions, the development of their structures and the 

formulatio n of their policies and strategies were firmly in the 

hands of t he intellectuals. 

While the intellectuals who were involved in the initial 

formation of the trade union movement did not all hold exactly 

the same ideological views, most of them were committed to 

progressive trade unionism that had the goal of creating a 
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democratic socialist society. This entailed the establishment 

of democratic and non-racial ttade unions. Initially these 

principles wete faitly abstract and unfotmulated, but as they 

gained expetience with the gtowth and development of the 

organisations, the intellectuals clarified and concretised theit 

concepts and objectives. (24) Non-tacialism in ttade unions 

meant that the unions were to be open in membership to all 

wotkers regardless of colout. In practice it meant that 

ptedominantly Afticans would constitute the mass membership of 

the unions while Afticans, Whites and Indians would be officials 

of the unions. 

Because of the intellectuals' commitment to ttade union 

democracy all the early organisations with the exception of CAS 

wete cteated with the intention of enabling wotkers 1 conttol to 

emerge. They were all formally structured to allow for control 

by the wotkers 1 elected tepresentatives. Their executive 

committees were brought into life as soon as a sufficient level 

of otganisation had been achieved. The elected reptesentatives 

were however not competent to assume immediate control of the 

organisations without gaining experience and teceiving training 

first. As a result the executive committees wete initially 

fitmly in the hands of the intellectuals who ditected and steeted 

their affairs. They often explained the constitution and the 

tasks of the office-bearets to the elected wotket 

representatives. (25) 

The most telling example of this took place at the fitst BEC 

meeting of the Dutban branch of MAWU held on 10 Novembet 1973. 

The meeting was ditected by David Davis ftom the Wages Commission 

of the Univetsity of Natal. He first explained the sttuctute 

and function of the BEC to the elected worket tepresentatives 
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from three plants. Then, when it came to the election of a 

chai t man 

Mts Shabalala proposed Mt Shange for the position. He 
explai ned that he felt he was not educated enough for 
the position. Mt Davis explained that there was a 
difference between education gained at school and the 
wisdom gained through experience in everyday life. He 
stated that the qualities needed by the chairman were 
wisdom, loyalty to the working class movement and the 
trust of the workers. It was evident that mt Shange 
possessed all these. After this mt Shange agreed to 
stand for the position. (26) 

This situation prevailed for a considerable period. Even 

as late as June 1975 when the TGWU was founded, Mike Murphy had 

conceptualised the structure of the union and explained the to l e 

of the Shop Stewards Council to the representatives. (27) In 

the same month the Trade Union Advisory and Co-ordinating Counc i l 

(TUACC) was reconstituted as the controlling and co-ordinating 

body of t he unions and organisations affiliated to it. Once 

again it was an intellectual, John Copelyn, who explained i t s 

role under the new constitution at the first meetin g of the full 

Secretariat. (28) 

While a number of social reasons could be advanced for the 

initial dominance of White intellectuals in the administrative 

control of the unions and TUACC, a structural reason was t he 

educational deprivation of workers. In a survey of members of 

three of t he TUACC unions at the end of 1975 it was found that 

one-sixth of the workers had received no education whatsoever, 

almost half had been to school for a maximum period of 5 years, 

and two-thirds had received only primary school education. (29) 

With such a lack of education plus the fact that workers were in 

jobs requiting no or hardly any skills, (30) it followed that 

workers did not have the capacity to take command of the unions. 

It would be wrong to conclude on the basis of the social 

inequality between White intellectuals and African workers that 
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the workers were ignorant of the issues involved and that they 

passively allowed themselves to be manipulated by White 

intellectuals. In the same survey many workers knew of SACTU 1 s 

brand of t rade unionism and its experience of state teptession. 

In fact, 11% of the respondents had been SACTU members in the 

1950s and 1960s. An informal leadership also existed in the 

factories which discussed the wisdom of re-establishing trade 

unions. (31) The intellectuals thus found themselves learning 

from Afri can workers who took the lead when it came to factory 

organisati on. Furthermore those intellectuals who did not 

listen to workers lost their credibility with the workers. (32) 

The commitment of the intellectuals in the movement to 

democracy led them to construct TUACC in such a mannet that 

wotkers 1 control was formally built into the organisation. 

TUACC consisted of a Council and Secretariat: the Council was 

composed of the full Branch Executive Committees (BECs) of the 

unions affiliated to it and two teptesentatives from interested 

patties such as the Institute fot Industrial Education. The 

Secretariat consisted of two representatives nominated by each 

affiliated union, only one of which could be a paid official of 

the union, as well as one representative from each affiliated 

interested patty. The principle of wotket representative 

majorities was thus built into both the TUACC Council and 

Secretari at. Furthermore, only trade union delegates had voting 

rights on the Council and Secretariat. (33) 

However, even though the formal structures ensured 

democrati c worker control of TUACC, it was vety difficult to put 

into pr actice. It literally took yeats before worket 

representatives who were kept accountable to their constituencies 

developed a meaningful say in TUACC. In practice union 

officials , usually the secretaries, constituted the majority of 
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members att ending the meetings. The problem was most pronounced 

in the fir st two years of the Sectetatiat's existence: although 

statistics do not tender a qualitative description of the 

influence of different members on the Secretariat, seven 

organisers and two BEC members attended the meetings on average 

in the per iod up to Aptil 1976. Thus thete wete usually three 

times as many union organisers as worker representatives present. 

Occasional ly thete was no ot only one representative present. 

(34) Th i s was partly due to the difficulty they experienced as 

workers in attending meetings. Since the full Council only met 

quarterly while the Secretiat met every fortnight, it meant 

however t hat the tunning of TUACC and the common concerns of its 

affiliated unions was effectively in the hands of the union 

officials represented on TUACC. 

A fu r thet problem was to ensure the representativeness of 

the TUACC members. Already at the first meeting of the TUACC 

Secretariat undet its new constitution in June 1975 concern was 

expressed about the danger that members of the Secretariat may 

not represent the interests of their constituents at the 

meetings. They were therefore encouraged to report back to 

their BECs and union or local staff meetings. Furthermore they 

were also urged that 

since they did not come as individuals they were only 
entitl ed to put forward the arguments of their union, 
not their own point of view. (35) 

This however turned out to be a vain hope. At a Secretariat 

meeting ei ght months later Copelyn, the secretary, noted that 

because of the very inadequate reporting of the 
Secretaries to their BEC's it was decided that BEC 
representatives from each union should sit on TUACC. He 
said t hat TUACC was the only body where strategies, 
polici es, etc, were discussed on a broader base and it 
was important that the BEC representatives were involved 
in thi s discussion. (36) 
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Atten dance of worker representatives improved as a result of 

this meeti ng: between April 1976 and October 1978 there were on 

average f i ve BEC members at Secretariat meetings as opposed to 

two representatives who attended on average before. (37) This 

still did not resolve the problem of selective and sectarian 

representa t ion by the members attending the Secretariat meetings. 

Three year s later in 1979 the regional secretary noted that 

the fu nctioning of the Secretariat remains a matter of 
concer n. There is a need for all members of the 
Secretariat to improve the extent to which they express 
the position of those they represent rather than simply 
their own viewpoint. (38) 

By that stage one of the unions, MAWU, had taken steps to 

overcome the problem. The MAWU BEC submitted specific 

resolutions to the Secretariat rather than leaving it up to the 

MAWU representatives to put forward the union 1 s position. The 

regional secretary proposed that other unions should follow suit 

as a way of overcoming the lack of representativeness on the 

Secretariat. Shortly after that FOSATU was founded and the 

TUACC Secretariat was replaced by the Natal Regional Executive 

Committee . Although it had the same structure as its 

predecessor, it was no longer the key policy-making body in the 

Federation as it was superceded by the FOSATU Central Committee. 

The Reg ional Executive Committee thus played a more 

administrative and less policy-oriented role than the TUACC 

Secretariat. The significance of representativeness thus 

declined somewhat. This was further reduced by the precedent 

set by the MAWU BEC to the other unions in the Federation. 

The creation of democratic structures and practices in TUACC 

by no means followed a smooth upward progression. There was, in 

fact, considerable turmoil within TUACC and some of its 

affiliated unions in 1976. In June 1976 the TUACC Secretariat 

decided t o establish sub-committees to investigate certain areas. 



327 

To an ou t side obsetvet at that time who was himself a t t ade 

unionist, this appeated to be a backwatd step in tetms of 

promoting democracy. Gavin Anderson was a MAWU organiser in 

Transvaal who attended meetings with fellow otganisets in Dutban 

in July 1976. He subsequently commented that 

What we identified was a prolifetation of sub-committees 
of var i ous sorts which explored various areas completely 
and only then would teport back to the major decision­
making bodies. (39) 

On the ot her hand he perceived that decision-making was highly 

centralised in TUACC: 

The t hing that held all the unions together was t he 
TUACC Council and Secretariat which was a body of about 
seven people. What we saw was the only place in which 
all the issues were discussed was the Secretariat. It 
became logical that only the Secretatiat would be able 
to have all the knowledge of the organisation to control 
it and ensure its smooth tunning. In fact the workers 
would never be able to discuss fully any issue. They 
would always be ptesented with very logical arguments 
why th i s particular course should be followed, ot else 
with a fait accompli which they would have to get used 
to. ( 40) 

As a resul t he perceived considerable in-fighting taking place at 

the personal level in TUACC. 

Thete wete all these bitter wrangles going on and it 
seemed that worker principles had been forgotten quite 
largely and there was just this struggle for sutvival by 
some and for control by others. (41) 

Not only was policy-making highly centralised according to 

Anderson, bu it was also forced onto the unions. He maintained 

that this was not democratic: 

What was argued was that you must work out clearly where 
you at e going and then push it through at all levels. 
Well, we didn't see that consistent with internally 
democr atic unions. (42) 

The criticisms of TUACC by Anderson need to be placed in 

context. Firstly, Andetson's own self-confessed 'wotketist' 

position i n favour of 'massive discussion atound each issue by 

all the wo rkers' would have coloured his perceptions of events in 



328 

Durban. {43) Secondly, he gave an exaggerated impression of the 

number of sub-committees that existed and did not observe that 

issues ra i sed at the TUACC Secretariat meetings were also 

discussed at union BEC meetings. {44) Thirdly, the organisation 

was going through a vety difficult phase in its history due to 

the fact t hat the unions were generally not making progress in 

the factor i es, but were in fact losing members. This generated 

considerab l e frustration on the part of the organisers who vented 

their pent- up anget on each other. 

The dt astic step of removing incompetent organisers was also 

taking pl ace. The secretary of TUACC was leading a lobby of 

people who wete intent on removing incompetent organisers from 

the unions . He subsequently explained this by pointing to 

limitations he perceived in the ability of workers to control 

their orga nisers in practice. 

The t hing is that I do not believe in worker control of 
unions in regard to matters which they ate unable to 
control. For example, if you look at the job of an 
organiser, it involves in patt certain activities around 
the factory. Because of that fact workers ate able to 
see whethet the person is doing the work or not. 
Accordingly, as soon as that is the case, then they are 
in principle capable of controlling that organiser. But 
if you take othet organisational wotk such as office 
work, dealing with complaints and stuff like that from 
wotkets who come from factories which have no 
representation whatsoever on the executive committee, 
then I see no significance in the question of workets' 
control ovet those organisers because they can't control 
them. 

I feel that is the area where one ought to jack people 
up from the position of a full-time employee of the 
movement. And I was quite prepared to take the tole in 
regar d to people who were just so patently bad, but had 
mana~ed to find little niches fat themselves which 
didn t actually involve them with any organised worker. 
{45) 

Anderson thus perceived the turmoil generated by these 

events, but his criticisms did not take sufficient cognizance of 

the chal l enges that were facing TUACC and its affiliated unions 

in 1976. He was correct in perceiving certain powerful 
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organisers sttuggling to flush out some incompetent organisers. 

This was not always done democtatically, but with the putpose of 

building up the organisational strength of the unions, anothet 

objective of the unions. Two of the objectives of the unions, 

democracy and power, were thus not always compatible with each 

other and forced the unions to promote one objective at the 

expense of the othet. 

The fo llowing ye at TUACC emetged with a cl eat sense of 

ditection and commenced with the reconstruction of the unions by 

concentrat i ng on in-depth otganisation and tecognition campaigns 

at very few factories. However, the struggle for control of the 

TGWU between the Thizi Khumalo group and TUACC played itself out 

during 1977. This highlighted another issue observed by 

Anderson, namely whether individual unions in TUACC had not lost 

their freedom and autonomy by belonging to a tight-knit co­

ordinating body that centralised policy-making. 

Consti tutionally it would not appear to be the case because 

of the equal reptesentation of each of the unions on the Council 

and the fact that decisions were reached democratically by 

majority votes. Howevet, it did mean that a dissenting union 

would be t ied by a majority vote on any issue. As a solitary 

voice on t he Council the union would have difficulty presuading 

the other unions to change their position. Furthetmore, TUACC 

provided t he inftastructure and financial tesoutces necessaty fot 

the union t o operate, thereby cteating a dependency of the union 

on TUACC t hat would have been hatd to break. 

It t herefore was the case that individual unions did 

relinquish a degree of their freedom and autonomy by affiliating 

to TUACC. But this loss of freedom was offset by the 

strengthen i ng of the unions thtough their membership to TUACC and 
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later FOSATU. Small and weak unions were built up and protected 

by the Cou ncil. By forging common policies each of the unions 

was fortifi ed by the collective strength of all the unions in an 

over-arching body. The loss of individual freedom of the unions 

thus helped them build up greater power individually and 

collectively . 

Extent of Democracy in FOSATU in the Natal Region 1979 

An aspect of Erwin's exposition on democracy in FOSATU in 

Natal that has not yet been addressed is the extent to which the 

unions themselves had succeeded in establishing workers' control 

by 1979. Late in that year the BECs of the former TUACC unions 

operating i n FOSATU (Natal) demonstrated an uneven development. 

The NUTW was the one union where the BEC unmistakeably held the 

union offic i als accountable to them. The union also had well­

established shop stewards committees at fout companies, 

particularly Frametex. The other three were at Smith and 

Nephew, South African Fabrics, and Consolidated Woolwashing and 

Processing Mills. MAWU was another union whete the BEC had been 

stabilised although it was still relatively new aftet the 

collapse of the union at the end of 1976. The BEC however was 

not very wi dely based. It rested on the representatives from 

Glacier Bea t ings in Pinetown and Scottish Cables and Multi-Metals 

in Pietermatitzbutg. The CWIU had shop stewards at only two 

plants, Henkel and Revettex, and these two plants were the only 

ones that had elected representatives on the BEC. Othet 

factories were sending observers to its meetings and the BEC had 

therefore not yet become a stable executive body of the union. 

Similarly t he TGWU had only one well-organised factory, Forbo­

Ktommenie, but the union's BEC still appeared to be under the 
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sway of the acting secretary of the union. It was also not in 

harmony with the Fotbo-Ktommenie shop stewards committee which 

represented its members forcefully. 

Thus at the end of 1979 FOSATU (Natal) had BECs that were 

sufficiently developed to ensure accountability of theit own 

teptesentatives and control of the organisers in only two of the 

fout fotmet TUACC unions. At the remaining two unions the BECs 

wete not yet sufficiently teptesentative and stable to ensure 

such accountability and conttol. 

The level in the unions whete democtacy had been established 

most fitmly was the shopfloot. Shop stewatds wete actively 

taking up shopfloot issues in theit departments and wete kept 

accountable to the wotkets in theit departments. Besides the 

daily contact shop stewatds had with theit membets at wotk, 

accountablility was also ensured at union meetings. Union 

offices i n Jacobs, Pinetown and Pietetmatitzbutg wete hives of 

acti vi ti es 1 n the evenings dut i ng weekdays due to the fact that 

shop stewards as well as active union members ftom each plant met 

ftequently - usually on a weekly basis. At such meetings the 

shop stewatds and the otganisets wete kept accountable by 

reporting on what they had achieved ovet the past week. On the 

basis of t heit experiences new strategies would be fotmulated fot 

the following week when a similat meeting would be held again. 

Every few months weekend ttaining and organising seminars was 

held fot each of the factoties. On such occasions faitly large 

numbers of mote advanced and promising wotkets usually attended 

the seminats whete mote intensive ttaining and sttategising took 

place. 

The overall conclusion to be dtawn from the histotical and 

empirical survey of the ahievements of TUACC and, later, FOSATU 

in the Natal tegion, thus confitms Etwin's contention, but with 
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qualifications. Each of the unions had a small number of 

soundly organised shop stewards committees. Resilient BECs that 

had a measure of accountability and that could effectively 

curtail t he power of officials also existed in pockets of TUACC 

and FOSATU in Natal, but not as a general phenomenon. 

Erwin also tended to assume too readily that the correct 

structures and aware leadership and membership would create trade 

union democracy. These conditions wete however not sufficient 

since an essential requirement of democracy in the hierarchical 

structures created by TUACC and FOSATU was to ensure 

accountabi l ity of the representatives at each level of the 

hi et at chy. Thus shop stewards had to be accountable to their 
. 

membets on the shopfloor, the BEC members, who wete elected from 

the shop stewards, had to be accountable to the shop stewards, 

and the members of the TUACC Secretariat (later the FOSATU 

Regional Executive Committee) had to be accountable to the 

constituent unions• BECs. 

While thete was democratic wotkers 1 control of shop stewards 

on the shopfloot highet levels of organisation wete less 

representa t ive with the least accountable level being the 

executive of TUACC. For the first two years of its existence 

undet the new constitution the Secretariat of TUACC was in effect 

not accoun t able to the BECs of the unions. This was mainly due 

to the fact that worket teptesentatives ftom the unions were 

hatdly represented on the Secretariat. Once theit attendance 

had impr oved an additional problem was the lack of 

teptesentativeness of the BEC members who tended to act as 

individuals rather than representatives of theit unions. TUACC 

was thus not truly teptesentative of its constituent unions for a 

number of years until MAWU started developing the system of 
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taking resolutions passed by its BEC to TUACC meetings. The 

establishment of democtacy in the FOSATU unions in Natal was thus 

not simply an event, but a process that developed gtadually ovet 

time. The democtatisation ptocess was not smoothly upwatd, but 

uneven wi th unanticipated ptoblems that requited many yeats to 

tesolve. 

An impottant component in the emetgence of wotket leaders 

was the education and training which they teceived from 

intellectuals in the movement. The form as well as the contents 

of the education and training could facilitate their emetgence to 

a greatet ot lesser degtee. In otder to examine the impact on 

workers of the education and training in TUACC and FOSATU in 

Natal it i s necessary to look at its histotical development. 

4. Worker Education and Training in TUACC and FOSATU in Natal 

The Institute for Industrial Education (!IE) 

Introducti on 

An examination of the history of worket eduction in TUACC 

inevitably tequires a study of the history of the Institute fot 

Industrial Education (llE) because of the pivotal role it played 

in worker education. It was founded at about the same time as 

the TUACC unions emetged. Although the IIE worked closely with 

these uni ons, considerable tensions and conflict arose between 

them. 

The conflict was basically over the form of worker education 

which the I IE was to provide and the relationship between the IIE 

and the emerging trade unions. The conflict manifested itself 

over three issues: fitstly, the question of who was to control 

the IIE. The issue arose whether it should be a relatively 

autonomous body or whether it should fall firmly under the 
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control of the unions. In effect it boiled down to whether 

intellectuals outside the unions or closely linked with the 

unions should control the IIE. Secondly, the contents of the 

education to be provided became highly contentious: it was 

disputed whether it was to be aimed at the broad upliftment of 

the Black community as a whole ot whether it should be closely 

tied to the organisational needs of the trade unions. Out of 

this arose the thitd issue: which workers were to be educated? 

Should the courses of the IIE be open to all workers ot should 

they be li mited to workers ftom the TUACC unions only? 

This section examines these three issues in an historical 

context. In particular it focusses on the toles of 

intellectuals in these bodies because the conflict was really 

fought out between them with workers playing a passive tole. 

Origins and Structure of the IIE 1973 

The toots of the IIE, as those of the unions, lay in the 

Durban strikes of 1973. The strikes revealed a need fot 

wot ket s 1 educ a ti on. At the Inaugural Meeting of the IIE on 30 

May 1973 Harriet Bolton explained how the members of the Central 

Administra t ion Services (CAS) came to perceive the need to 

establish an institute to cater exclusively fot the education of 

workers: 

during the strikes the trade unions and other 
interested bodies wete appalled by the lack of knowledge 
displayed by the workers, the employers and the general 
public , about the tights of workers. While the 
employers and the general public could easily remedy 
their l ack of knowledge by making use of the educational 
facili t ies at their disposal, the same does not apply to 
the wor kers. The workers have neither the time, not the 
money, not access to these facilities. (46) 

CAS carefully structured the IIE to fit into the prevailing 

conditions facing them. Effective control of the IIE was vested 

in the hands of a relatively small Working Committee although an 
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elaborate umbrella body was created as a protective shield. 

The Working Committee was dominated by a few individuals 

including Ha t tiet Bolton, Foszia Fisher, Halton Cheadle and David 

Hemson. Fi sher was particularly active in the formation of the 

IIE and was subsequently elected the first chairperson of the 

Working Commi ttee. (47) She received considerable support ftom 

her husband, Richard Turner, a political science lecturer who was 

banned in February 1973. Although she acted autonomously and 

was in no way dominated by Turner, they discussed IIE matters 

together to the point where Fisher became protective of an idea 

thinking of i t 'as out idea and wanting to protect something that 

I thought wa s Rick and mine'. (48) 

The umbrella body of the IIE consisted of its own Council as 

well as an Academic Advisory Panel. The Council, which had 

very limited powers, consisted of representatives from wotket 

organisations as well as people and institutions who could make 

constructive contributions to the IIE ot potentially shield it 

from state repression. These included the Chancellor of the IIE 

who was Chief Gatsha Buthelezi, two other representatives from 

the Kwazulu Government, one from the South African Institute of 

Race Relations, and two from the Academic Advisory Panel. The 

Panel consisted of academics from the University of Natal in 

Durban who were to play an advisory role in the preparation of 

teaching material. Considerable efforts were initially made to 

retain the goodwill and involvement of TUCSA, but TUCSA rapidly 

turned against the IIE. (49) The IIE also registered under the 

Correspondence College Act of 1956 as a protective measure. (50) 

Like the trade unions, the IIE was operating in a hostile 

political environment. 

In its early stages, the Council went through rather 
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elabotate ptocedutes to launch the IIE, but it did not do much 

mote than endotse the decisions alteady taken by the foundets and 

the Working Committee of the IIE. They decided that the IIE 

would offer a Diploma in Industtial Relations in 1974 as a 

correspondence course. 

The foundets of the IIE also planned to ptoduce a 

'newsletter which was to repott on general problems of the Trade 

Union Movement in South Aftica and elsewhete. 1 The 'newslettet 1 

was called the South African Labour Bulletin and was published at 

intervals of seven to eight weeks. The policy of the Bulletin 

was placed in the hands of its Editotial Board which was 

initially composed of the entire Wotking Committee of the IIE. 

The target readership of the Bulletin was clarified by Fisher at 

a Working Committee meeting. She stated that it was aimed 

essentially at trade union officials who wete in need of more 

detailed analysis on issues that they came across daily. The 

Bulletin was also peripherally aimed at academics fot financial 

tathet than educative reasons, but it was not aimed at rank and 

file worker readership. (51) 

Struggle for Control of IIE 1974-1975 

In 1974 the IIE commenced its education by means of a 

correspondence course. It enrolled a total of 139 students 

vittually all of whom were African workers ftom Durban and 

Pietetmaritzbutg: only 9 lived in other centres. The IIE was 

awate of some of the drawbacks of the educational method it had 

adopted. To try and ensure that the written material it produced 

was mote or less at the tight level, some workers 'ptooftead 1 the 

first drafts of the material which were then amended in the light 

of their criticisms. (52) 

The II E initially operated as a relatively autonomous body 
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although it was linked with the trade union movement by having 

trade union representatives on the Working Committee as well as 

on the Council. It also operated from the same premises as the 

unions in Central Court which gave it an organic link with them. 

However, the tie with the unions was considerably loosened when 

Halton Cheadle and Dave Hemson, who were the two trade union 

representati ves on the Working Co111T1ittee, were banned in February 

1974 and we re not replaced on the Committee. (53) This meant 

that the II E no longer had effective trade union representation 

not participation of the unions'intellectuals in its activities. 

This si tuation led to increasing dissatisfaction with the 

IIE on the patt of intellectuals in TUACC, particularly John 

Copelyn and Mike Murphy, who wete opposed to the existing tole of 

the IIE. 

We felt i t should be union controlled, that it should be 
orientated exclusively towards the specific educational 
needs of the actual organisations we had and that the 
correspondence technique was pretty much irrelevant; 
that what was needed was to develop BEC programmes, shop 
steward ptogtammes, otganiset ptogtarrrnes, and to wotk on 
a different level. (54) 

Support for this position also came from workers in the 

unions. As a result the TUACC Secretariat made a move in October 

1974 to bring the IIE under its control. They decided that they 

would not elect two union representatives onto the IIE Working 

Committee until the TUACC Council, which existed of the Executive 

Committees of all the unions, had formulated 'the desired nature 

of relationship with the IIE'. The Secretariat wanted the IIE 

to become a sub-committee of TUACC because they objected to the 

independence of the IIE as this enabled it 'to take its own 

decisions and formulate its own direction'. There was also 

resentment on the part of TUACC with the IIE's reluctance to co-

operate with it in their fundraising efforts with the British 
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Trade Union Council. 

In agreeing with these criticisms Eddie Webster, the 

Academic Advisory Panel representative on the Working Committee, 

pointed towards a different relationship between education and 

organisation. He maintained that 

it was vital to prevent a sharp dichotomy between 
education and organisation. The mistake of the IIE was 
that ideas were formulated by intellectuals isolated 
from the workers and the trade unions. Ideas were not 
located i n practice •.. As a service body the IIE had to 
satisfy the needs of the trade unions. TUACC should 
provide di~ection, and the IIE implement it. (55) 

Although some members on the Working Committee tried to 

prevent a po l arisation between the IIE and TUACC, these attempts 

proved to be futile. This was largely due to the political and 

ideological differences between the intellectuals. At the one 

end thereof was Fisher supported by professor Lawrence Schlemmer, 

chairman of the IIE Council. This grouping placed great 

emphasis on the need for African workers to engage in Black 

community struggles. On one occasion professor Schlemmer stated 

that his view on the role of the IIE was that 

it was conceived as an organisation concerned with 
social change on a broad front. More particularly it 
was seen as directing its effort towards the needs of 
leaders i n the working class who were outside the unions 
as well as those in the unions. (56) 

At the other end were the intellectuals in the TUACC 

Secretariat such as John Copelyn and Mike Murphy who perceived 

African workers' struggles as predominantly a class struggle and 

considered trade unions to be the most suitable vehicles through 

which to mobilise the African working class. 

The political and ideological differences between the two 

sides was shown clearly at an IIE Council meeting in July 1974 

when professor Schlemmer proposed that the IIE should introduce a 

Diploma in Conmunity Studies. He motivated the proposal on the 

grounds that there was a need to · train leaders in Black 
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conmunities, that a workers' organisation needed to have a 

leadership with knowledge of community problems and an awareness 

of the or ganisation's relationship to the conmunity. Copelyn 

opposed the proposal on the grounds that it was not related to 

the needs of the trade unions and that priority shoul be given to 

establishing trade union structures in the factories. He felt 

that the I IE should ba a trade union school training shop 

stewards and should not distance itself ftom t he factory. (57) 

The issue could not be resolved at the Council, but Conmunity 

Studies was in fact never taught by the IIE. The resistance 

from TUACC was too strong and conflict between the two sides over 

more fundame ntal issues soon overshadowed the proposal. 

The fir st move from the TUACC intellectuals came in December 

1974 when, wi th the support of the TUACC Secretariat and Council, 

they successfully increased the number of trade union 

representati ves on the Working Committee ftom two to four. This 

considerably strengthened their voice on the Working Cormiittee as 

the union representatives then constituted ap proximately half of 

the Working Committee's membership. 

In addi t ion, TUACC also succeeded in redirecting the IIE's 

educational focus for 1975 to conform mote closely to the 

organisational needs of its unions. At the same time TUACC 

persuaded t he IIE on legitimate grounds to share its financial 

resources wi t h the unions. The IIE had been successful in its 

fundraising with the TUC on the basis of its links with the TUACC 

unions and was awarded a grant of R18 000 in December 1974. 

TUACC negotiated with the IIE to introduce an additional course 

exclusively for ten union organisers, eight of whom were to be 

appointed by the unions, and the remaining two by IIE. The ten 

organisers would however all be renumerated by the IIE and were 
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to divide their time mote ot less equally between organisation 

and educati on. (58) 

The outcome of negotiations between intellectuals on TUACC 

and the II E at the end of 1974 appeared to be a compromise that 

could have left both patties satisfied. The Diploma in 

Industrial Relations correspondence course was to continue in 

1975 with priority in place given to TUACC members, while the 

organisers' course was specifically introduced to meet the needs 

of the unions. The reality however turned out differently and 

1975 was a year of considerable turmoil fot the IIE. This was 

because fun damental disagreement remained ovet the fotm of worker 

education t he IIE was to provide: the TUACC intellectuals, 

supported f rom within the tanks of the unions, were insis t ent 

that the education had to be linked to the unions' organisational 

requirements and take place under the unions' control while 

Fisher and het supporters tenaciously clung to their goals of · 

tunning a general correspondence course with some degree of 

relative au t onomy fot the IIE. 

Problems were encountered with both the correspondence and 

the organi sers' courses because neither side of the Working 

Committee was willing to co-operate with the other side's 

objectives. A total of 92 students enrolled in the 

correspondence course in 1975. Fifty nine of the students were 

TUACC union members of whom 23 were shop stewards. At the 

suggestion of the union representatives on the Working Committee, 

it was decided to tun a shop stewards course that would be 

closely linked to the correspondence course. It was however up 

to the unions to get the shop stewards groups organised and it 

was not until mid-year before this part of the correspondence 

course began to operate. 

The organisers course generated general dissatisfaction on 
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the Workin g Committee. (59) It was argued by Fisher that the 

organisers were under too great a pressure from union work to 

have suffic i ent time for theoretical studies, but it was also the 

case that Fisher was only willing to put work into the 

correspondence course. 

The organisers' course was in the process of fizzling out by 

April when a proposal from Copelyn successfully put some life 

into it. He suggested that the organisers should be given a 

course on South African Labour History. 

The mo t ive that he had in putting forward this 
suggesti on was his feeling that the major weakness with 
the organisers Qenerally was their inability to abstract 
themselves from their work-a-day situation and so to 
attempt t o understand and reflect upon the nature of the 
movement in which they were involved. (60) 

The pr oposal met with general approval and a successful 

organisers' course on South African Labour History was tun for 

the organisers by Eddie Webster and Luli Callinicos. This was 

followed up by an Industrial Sociology course that examined 

issues like oligarchy and bureaucratisation in trade unions. The 

1 attet course generated dissatisfaction with the TUACC 

intellectual s as they felt that it subsequently exacerbated 

tensions wi t hin the TUACC unions as discontented groups used the 

concepts and arguments of the course to argue that TUACC had 

become oligarchic. 

The TUACC intellectuals continued to work through the 

Secretariat towards the incorporation and subordination of the 

!IE to TUACC. At the Secretariat meeting in July it was decided 

to present a memorandum to the !IE that it should become a TUACC 

sub-committee and that it should allocate fewer financial 

resources to the correspondence course. The memorandum also 

proposed that the South African Labour Bulletin should affiliate 

to TUACC as an interested party. (61) 
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The !I E Working Committee called a special meeting to 

consider the TUACC memorandum, but did not come to a definite 

conclusion. (62) The memorandum was raised at an IIE Council 

meeting a week later on 10 August where it was discussed from 

many sides. From the unions' side it was stated that 'the crux 

of the problem remained that of linking education to union 

organisation.' Fisher maintained that the Industrial Relations 

correspondence course was aimed at providing 

general education and to train the union organisers in 
how to best make use of the information for their shop 
steward groups. 

But the unionists saw little merit in the !IE tunning open 

correspondence courses that could even include Black personnel 

managers when there was a real need to build up and train shop 

stewards. 

Fisher presented the basis of the dispute as seen from her 

perspective as follows: 

On the Working Committee, the union representatives ate 
wanting the IIE to spend less time on the Industrial 
Relations Course, maybe to do away with it altogether. 
But thi s course ... has been the basis for IIE's 
existence. (63) 

The Cou ncil meeting was also inconclusive, but matters were 

finally brought to a head at the next Working Committee meeting 

when it was decided to take a vote on the issue. They voted by 

five votes t o two in favour of the TUACC recommendation that the 

!IE should link its education to the organisational needs of the 

unions and t hat the correspondence course be given a secondary 

status. Fisher expressed a strong desire to catty on running 

the correspondence course, but het position had become 

incongruent with the reorientation of the IIE. She was 

pressurised into resigning and stepped down as chairperson in 

October 1975. Other than assisting in the final preparation 
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and produc t ion of IIE Handbooks, she and het suppotters took no 

futthet pat t in the educational activities of the IIE. (64) 

The South Af tican Labour Bulletin: Autonomy Incteased 

By conttast the South African Labour Bulletin had gradually 

incteased its relative autonomy not only with regards to TUACC, 

but also with respect to the IIE. The ptocess by which it 

happened was thtough step by step changes as the Bulletin's 

Editorial Boatd responded to new situations facing them. As 

eatly as July 1974 it was decided that not all members of the 

Wotking Co111T1ittee would setve on the Editotial Board, but only 

those who we t e actually involved and contributed to the Bulletin. 

This was because people wete being held accountable fot wh at 

appeated in the Bulletin even though they had no say in the 

mattet whatsoevet. A separation was thus made between the 

Editotial Boatd of the Labout Bulletin and the Working Committee 

of the IIE . At the subsequent IIE Council meeting it was 

explained that this gave the Labour Bulletin mote fteedom. This 

diffetentiati on between the two bodies entitled the Editotial 

Boatd to fotmulate its own policy: at a subsequent Working 

Committee meeting a conttovetsial atticle which was due to appeat 

in the Bulle t in was discussed. The question was taised whethet 

ot not decis i ons of the Labour Bulletin's editorial policy could 

be taken at an IIE Wotking Committee meeting. Aftet discussion 

it was agt eed that the Working Conmittee could not take policy 

decisions and the mattet was left to the Editotial Boatd. (65) 

A futthet step towards the autonomy of the Labout Bulletin 

took place when the Working Committee agreed to delegate to the 

Editotial Board the tight to co-opt members to the Boatd who wete 

not officially linked to the IIE. The IIE Council also gtanted 

the Boatd the right to open an accou~t in the South Aftican 
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Labour Bull etin's name. The reason fot the changes was that the 

Editotial Board had petceived the need to expand to a national 

level. The Editorial Board accotdingly finalised a constitution 

in Decembet 1975 to operate autonomously with editors from three 

major indu strial centres. {66) Because of the growing self­

reliance of the Labour Bulletin it was not subsumed undet TUACC 

as was the I IE. It nevertheless continued to co-operate closely 

with TUACC as officials of the Secretariat carried on serving as 

Editorial Board members for a number of years. 

Demise of IIE 1976 - 1977 

Early in 1976 the IIE effectively became a sub-committee of 

TUACC after the resignation of Fisher. Alec Erwin became 

chairperson of the Working Committee and Copelyn full time trade 

union education officer of the IIE. He was assisted by Mbu 

Dlamini. (67) Their major activity was to design and tun 

organisers' programmes. The courses were aimed at improving the 

organisers' abilities to analyse theit factories, to know the 

laws that were applicable and to provide the organisets with a 

wider and deeper understanding of the political economy of their 

society. They ran a number of coutses for organisers with the 

direct participation of Erwin as well. 

However, when two of the NUTW organisers, Nala and Zuma, 

were detained in May 1976, Copelyn started assisting the union in 

Pinetown. At the same time he and Dlamini also assumed some 

responsibility for organising the CWIU which was in a state of 

coll apse. As a result of such pressing organisational demands 

Copelyn came to the conclusion that 

to be involved with the IIE was a luxury. There was 
just too much organisational work to do to be able to 
sit back and design programmes. {68) 
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The same pressures operated on Dlamini who was drawn into 

the CWIU as a full-time official in mid-1976. (69) In addition 

the TUACC unions faced serious organisational problems in 1976 

due to the deteriorating economy, a managerial and state counter­

offensive and internal schisms. Consequently the IIE 1 s 

educational programmes we re severely curtailed and failed to 

carry on successfully. Another factor that accounted for the 

demise of the IIE was the federation ~alks that TUACC entered 

into in Match 1977. It became clear to TUACC representatives 

that the !IE would have to cease having a separate institutional 

existence. 

Because of these developments the IIE started losing its 

educational role. Due to the earlier efforts of Fisher and its 

link with the unions, the IIE had been highly successful in 

fundraising overseas. In the first half of 1975 it raised R9335 

and in 1976 no less than R30 693. (70) The !IE was therefore 

able to fund other projects within TUACC, but in the process it 

had lost the key educational role that its founders had envisaged 

for it. 

Worker Education, Power and Democracy in the Unions 

With t he demise of the IIE the intellectuals in the unions 

and TUACC t hemselves assumed responsibility for education and 

training. The only educational efforts that were working well 

were the weekend resi dential seminars. (71) The seminars were 

primarily geared to training workers to deal with organisational 

issues they f aced in the factories because it was perceived to be 

the primary needs of the unions at that time. Although this 

did not deal with global politics, the training was still 

political t hrough the challenge worker organisation presented to 

managerial control of production. 
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economy and 

fot tni ghtly 

meeting of shop stewards in Pietermaritzbutg led by the general 

secretary of FOSATU, Alec Erwin. His aim was to give the shop 

stewards a working class analysis and perspective of the South 

African political economy. (72) Such training was very 

insufficien t as it was recognised that a full time experienced 

education of ficial was requited in the Natal region alone. (73) 

This shortcoming existed in spite of the fact that education was 

considered t o be a priority area. (74) 

However formal education was not the only way in which 

worker leaders and organisers were being trained. Fot 

instance, worker leaders who became organisers also requited 

education and training. They were often attached to advanced 

and experienced organisers because this was considered to be an 

extremely good method of training inexperienced organisers. (75) 

In addition, at local staff meetings experienced intellectuals 

and organisers also had the opportunity to challenge and in that 

way advance new organisers. (76) 

In evaluating the IIE's tole in worker education it has to 

be borne in mind that the IIE came into existence before the 

TUACC unions were well enough established for worker 

representatives to be in a position to assert effective control 

over the IIE and its educational programme. The two key aspects 

that were at stake were the form of worker education and the 

relationship between an educational institution and worker 

organisation because they determined the effectiveness of the 

worker education in strengthening and democratising the trade 

union movement. 

Hence at the time of its inception the IIE fell between two 
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potential t oles: either being an educational wing of the trade 

unions, ot being a voluntary association with the aim of 

educating wotkets generally, but outside the trade union 

movement. Both tendencies were represented within the Working 

Committee. (77) Vacillation of the IIE between the tendencies 

continued up to the end of 1975 when the TUACC unions wrenched 

control of t he IIE away ftom Fisher. 

The TUACC unions were thereby placed in the position of 

moulding formal worker education mote closely to their 

organisational and political needs at that time. However, 

the organisational demands placed on intellectuals in the unions 

during the difficult period ftom 1976 to 1977 were too gteat to 

enable them to devote time and enetgy on wotket education. Fot 

this and othet reasons the IIE was pushed into the background and 

eventually folded up. The situation thus arose that once the 

appropriate fotm of worker education and its relationship with 

the trade unions had been established, the intellectuals in the 

movement were too caught up with vital organisational demands to 

develop formal worker education adequately. The opportunity to 

advance wo t ket leaders through education and so further 

strengthen and democratise the unions could thus not be fully 

grasped by FOSATU in Natal up to 1979. 

The close proximity of KwaZulu to Durban and 

Pietermatitzburg meant that the trade union movement in Natal had 

to face up t o the reality of its existence. It therefore had to 

take up a stance towards the KwaZulu government and Inkatha. 

5. Involvement with KwaZulu Government and Inkatha 1973 - 1979 

The re l ationship of TUACC and subsequently FOSATU in Natal 

with the KwaZulu Government and Inkatha went through three stages 

from 1973 t o 1979. These stages were firstly one of close co-
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operation between the trade union movement and Kwazulu 

Government, then one of withdrawal on the patt of the Kwazulu 

Government, and finally an indication by the National Cultural 

Liberation Movement, Inkatha, headed by Chief Gatsha Buthelezi, 

that it wan t ed the trade union movement to affiliate to it. The 

first two stages were mote in the nature of TUACC seeking the 

protective umbrella and support of the KwaZulu Government, 

whereas the third stage was qualitatively different. It 

constituted an attempt by the Black nationalist movement to bring 

the unions under its sphere of influence. This made i t 

necessary fat the trade union movement to formulate a policy on 

the formati on of alliances with non-working class movements. 

In 1972 KwaZulu moved into its first stage of self­

govetnment with the creation of an Executive Council and a 

Legislative Assembly. (78) At about the same time the 

independent trade union movement emerged in Durban. The newly 

formed unions and related organisations such as the !IE and TUACC 

sought to establish close ties with the KwaZulu Government. A 

basic reason fat the incipient trade union movement seeking the 

support of an ethnic-based government created as part of the 

separate development policy was to provide the unions with a 

protective shield. In addition support from the Kwazulu 

Government strengthened the unions and workers in their 

negotiations with management. The unions' alliance with the 

KwaZulu government was therefore a strategic decision and not a 

principled alliance. 

At such an early stage in the formation of both the union 

movement and the KwaZulu Government the contradictory class 

positions and accompanying ideologies of the organisations had 

not yet crystallised. A number _ of formal links were 
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consequentl y established between the two parties. Chief 

Buthelezi was made Chancellor of the IIE and no less than five 

KwaZulu Executjve Councillors attended the inaugural meeting of 

the IIE. (79) In January 1974 the Trade Union Advisory and Co-

ordinating Council (TUACC) was founded, initially with the 

primary purpose of liaising with the KwaZulu Government. (Int: 

Copelyn, Cheadle) It was intended that two representatives from 

each union would meet every three months with four 

representatives from the KwaZulu Government. (80) 

From t he outset the trade union movement and Black workers 

received very strong support in the person of Barney Dladla, the 

Executive Councillor of Community Affairs. Not only did he 

attend inaugural and general meetings of the unions and the II E, 

but he also lent support in strikes at the request of the unions 

on the side of the workers. His most famous intervention was 

during the Frame strikes in January 1974 when he led 5 000 

striking wo rkers through the streets to the Frame Group's main 

textile mil l in New Germany where he persuaded management to 

negotiate wi t h the striking workers. (81) 

As the trade union movement and KwaZulu Government started 

consolidating their positions, tensions started emerging over the 

supportive role of Dladla. In May 1974, at the request of 

TUACC, a TUACC delegation met the full KwaZulu Executive Council 

in Nongoma. It was resolved, although not to the satisfaction 

of the delegation, 

that Mr. Solomon Ngobese will act as link between the 
workers and the KwaZulu Government. The delegates did 
not for get to express their appr eciation for what 
Councill or B. I. Dladla had done for t he workers and his 
readiness to be always at their disposal. (82) 

It was probably not so wise of the TUACC delegation to 

single out Dladla for their gratitude. His growing support and 

popularity with Zulu workers constituted an alternative power . . 
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base and a threat to Buthelezi's own position. This 1 ed to 

disputes in the KwaZulu Assembly and as a result Dladla was moved 

sideways to the portfolio of Justice in June 1974. Two months 

later he wa s removed from office after further disputes. (83) 

With t he removal of Dladla from the Executive Council the 

relationshi p between the trade unions and the KwaZulu Government 

entered into its second stage. As fat as it was diplomatically 

possible Government officials avoided contact with the unions. 

On the rare occasions that Ngobese did intervene in labour 

disputes, he appeared to do so at the · request of management 

thereby alienating workers and unionists. (84) Concern was 

consequently expressed in the TUACC Council of April 1975 that 

insufficient contact existed between the KwaZulu Government and 

the union movement. (85) Numerous subsequent attempts by TUACC 

in 1975 to make contact with Dladla's replacement in 

Pietermatitzbutg, Mt Khanya, however proved to be futile. (86) 

The KwaZulu Government also took unkindly to the TGWU's 

efforts to unionise toad and transport workers of the KwaZulu 

administration. In June 1976 notices went up in KwaZulu 

Government Services informing workers not to have any dealings 

with the unions. (87) A system akin to liaison committees was 

thereupon introduced by the KwaZulu Government. (88) 

Finally, as a last attempt to re-engage with the KwaZulu 

Government TUACC dtew up a memorandum that it presented to 

Buthelezi at an IIE certificate-awarding ceremony around August 

1975. The memorandum stated that the TUACC Council believed 

that 'insufficient effective contact' existed between the two 

bodies and felt that 'your government and TUACC should work out 

ways and means to develop meaningful realtionships'. It 

requested a meeting in order to obtain 'clarification of future 
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participati on of the KwaZulu government in TUACC'. (89) This 

concetn on the patt of TUACC to maintain contact with the KwaZulu 

Government ptobably stemmed ftom the fact that a very large 

ptopottion of its tank and file membets felt an allegiance to 

Buthelezi and the KwaZulu regime in addition to the fact that the 

KwaZulu Govetnment could potentially support and theteby 

sttengthen the trade unions. 

However, at the !IE cetemony Buthelezi urged the 

unions to join Inkatha which had been revived in 1975. 

heralded the thitd stage of the relationship between TUACC 

trade 

This 

and 

political organisations based in KwaZulu. Pressute by means of 

further rep resentation was put on the ttade union movement to 

join Inkatha. This tequited TUACC to clarify its policy towards 

political or ganisations such as Inkatha as it stood on a 

precipice of choosing two separate ditections'. (90) The movement 

was faced wi t h a sensitive issue since the ovetwhelming majority 

of union members regarded Buthelezi as theit political leader. 

In a survey conducted towards the end of 1975 amongst the members 

of three TUACC unions no less than 87% of the workers said that 

they regarded Buthelezi as their leadet. (91) 

Inkatha grew rapidly as a Black political movement although 

its membersh i p was mostly Zulu. By September 1977 it had a paid 

up membersh i p of about 120 000 with 300 branches. (92) A year 

later this had expanded to no less than 1 000 btanches while paid 

up membership had increased to 150 000. (93) Only 36 of the 

btanches were outside Natal and KwaZulu. (94) By May 1979 the 

organisation claimed to have a quartet of a million card-carrying 

members. (95) 

It therefore became necessary fat TUACC to develop a 

response that would take the potential support fat Inkatha inside 

the trade union movement into consideration. Copelyn explained 
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the policy that subsequently emetged amongst the majotity of 

officials. 

TUACC developed a standpoint which was fairly wi dely 
accepted among its leadership that one should develop 
t he otganisation in such a way that it would be entirely 
working class based with only diplomatic relationships 
at this stage with any other gtouping of a different 
class nature such as KwaZulu. Any so-called alliances 
that one would enter into with any of these groups would 
be what I'm calling diplomatic alliances in the sense 
that they would metely be relationships of expediency 
that one would go into and limit it in such a way that 
they would never ever exercise the slightest degree of 
influence on the union movement either in respect of its 
policies or in respect of its activity. And 
furthermore that one would not allow a situation to 
arise where we became embroiled in any form of alliance 
which would be difficult to break at the drop of a hat. 
(96) 

The er uption of Inkatha in Natal and the pressu re t he 

movement initially exerted on TUACC to join Inkatha, cteated 

considerable debate inside the unions on the appropriate response 

towards Inkatha. The position that was reached by 1978 was that 

TUACC as a wotkers' organisation should not affiliate to Inkatha 

although it would not be against individual members joining. (97) 

The expetiences with Inkatha on the part of a t espected 

leader in hi s Pietermaritzburg community who was a MAWU organiser 

since 1977, ptovide some insights into factors that influenced 

union member s ' attitudes towards Inkatha. In 1977 the organiser 

was elected onto the Executive of Inkatha in his residential 

area. At a meeting he attended i~ Ulundi he disagreed with a 

proposal fr om the chait, but when he wanted to raise his 

objection, a friend cautioned him not to because it would be 

unwise fot hi m to challenge the leadership. His imptession was 

that people were generally afraid of speaking up at Inkatha 

meetings and criticising the leadetship. He came to the 

conclusion t hat he was promoting the interests of othet classes, 

the 'big people' and stote-keepers, by working for Inkatha. As 
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opposed to Inkatha, the organiser felt that members were free to 

speak their minds in the unions and he decided 'to work for the 

workers inside the factories'. He thereupon ceased to be active 

in Inkatha. (98) 

Unanimity on Inkatha support still did not exist in the 

unions towards the end of 1979. Union members joined Inkatha, 

but opinions differed on the number that was joining. (99) 

Amongst the officials there was divided opinion on whether to 

become Inkatha members ot not, but the majority, including the 

mote influential ones, were opposed to it. (100) 

The popularity and power of Inkatha continued to pose a 

threat to FOSATU as an independent workers' movement in Natal. 

This threat was reinforced when Buthelezi raised the pos sibility 

of an alliance between Inkatha and the Black trade union movement 

in August 1979. He described the separation of trade union 

interests and political interests as 'no mote than a divide and 

rule tactic ' and appealed for 'a joint effort to mobilise the 

people' in the struggle for liberation against oppression. (101) 

The general secretary of FOSATU perceived the relationship 

between FOSATU and Inkatha as a difficult problem because he 

considered Inkatha to be a powerful populist movement on the 

ascendancy. He did not think that the potential threat from 

Inkatha coul d be staved off by just telling union members that it 

would be wrong for the unions to be allied with Inkatha. He 

maintained t hat 

A fat better way of doing it is to take the actual 
experience of your own organisation and elucidate its 
importance by contrasting it to Inkatha. Now that means 
that you can only do it in organised factories where 
workers can see fairly clearly that Inkatha could not do 
this because we had to be well-organised in the factory. 
Then you show that there ate different interests in 
Inkatha and the lesson is made. The point I am making 
is that I think it is a slow process, but it is a 
problem we haven't solved yet. I think out chances 
against Inkatha are improving continuously and rapidly, 
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but the re are these tight periods. (102) 

The policy thus reached by FOSATU in the Natal region by 

1979 regard i ng alliances with popular political movements was to 

form purely diplomatic alliances with them. This meant that 

alliances would only be entered into that could very easily be 

broken and that did not give the outside movement any control 

whatsoever over FOSATU. Because an alliance with Inkatha would 

have viola t ed both these requirements, the organisation decided 

not to affi l iate to it. 
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Patt 3 

Transvaal 

The Ptetotia-Witwaterstand-Veteeniging (PWV) Metropolitan Region 

Patt Three examines the emergence, struggles and development 

of two groups of independent unions, the Consultative Committee 

of Black Trade Unions and FOSATU, in the PWV region. The 

characteristics and experiences of the two groups was, to some 

extent, shaped by the environment in which they operated. A few 

of the factors that wete relevant to the fotm and nature of the 

unions ate provided as background before the unions themselves 

ate analysed . 

One of the most striking features of the PWV metropolitan 

region is i ts immense size. Ftom Pretoria in the north to 

Sasolbutg in the south it stretches fot 130 kilometres, and ftom 

Randfontein in the west to Springs in the east it spans 86 

kilometres. Within the metropolitan region thete is a 

concgometati on of urban and industrial areas around identifiable 

sub-t egions. 

Vaal Triangle, 

The sub-regions can be divided into Ptetotia, the 

Johannesburg, and the West and East Rand. The 

East Rand comprises a considerably latget geographic atea with 

more extensive industrial development than the West Rand. 

Because of this a futthet subdivision is sometimes made between 

the East Rand and Fat East Rand. 

A significant aspect of the geographic chatactetistics of 

the PWV region is that the African labour force is 

residentially distributed in numerous townships spread across the 

region. On the Witwatersrand townships dispersed round the area 

provided the labour force fot different industrial regions. 
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Figure 1 i ndicates, fot instance, that Soweto supplied the 

Johannesburg region with labour, Katlehong the Getmiston region, 

while Kwa Thema serviced the Springs region, and so on. 

Some t rade union activists in the region ate of the opinion 

that the African labour force in the East Rand townships is mote 

clearly wor king class with a gteatet working class consciousness 

than in Sowe to. This they ascribe to the fact that Soweto has a 

latget petty- bourgeois component than the East Rand townships and 

because a la r ge ptopottion of the Soweto labour force is employed 

in white col lar jobs in Johannesburg as opposed to the factory 

wotk performed by East Rand workers. Table 1 lends support to 

this conten t ion. 

TABLE 1 

Af rican Employment by Economic Sector, 1970 

Sector Atea(l) 
Johannesburg East Rand Fat East Rand 

No. % No. % No. % 

Primary 
Agricultu r e 3 750 1, 0 6 290 3,0 3 600 4,5 
Mining 16 220 4,2 24 490 11,8 26 000 32,6 
Total 19 970 5,2 30 780 14,8 29 600 37,1 

Secondary 
Manufacturing 97 300 25,4 85 680 41,2 18 680 23,4 
Constructi on 22 030 5,8 12 940 6,2 3 110 3,9 
Other 3 460 0,9 2 390 1,2 550 0,7 
Total 122 790 32,1 101 010 48,6 22 340 28,0 

Tertiary 
Commerce 76 290 19,9 17 830 8,6 6 780 8,5 
Transport 12 760 3,3 8 420 4, 1 3 280 4, 1 
Set vices 151 250 39,5 49 650 23,9 17 820 22,3 
Total 240 300 62,7 75 900 36,6 27 880 34,9 

Total 383 060 100,0 207 690 100, 0 79 820 100,0 

Note 
(1) Johannesburg area comprises the Johannesburg magisterial 
district and the municipalities of Edenvale and Bedfordview; 
East Rand area comprises the magisterial districts of Alberton, 
Benoni, Bok sbutg, Btakpan, Getmiston and Kempton Patk, less the 
municipaliti es of Edenvale and Bedfotdview; 
Fat East Ran d area comprises the magisterial districts of Btakpan 
and Springs, and the municipality of Nigel. 

Source: Ur ban and Regional Research Unit, University of the 
Witwatetsrand(l973), The Witwatersrand, Second Report, Patt One, 
The Economy, Tables 28, 30 and 31. · 
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In 1970 the tertiary sector in Johannesburg employed a fat 

greater number of Africans and had a much bigger proportion of 

its African l abour force in the tertiary sector than did the East 

Rand. Although a large number of employees in the tertiary 

sector in Soweto were women engaged in domestic service, the 

tet ti at y sector compt i sed 63% of the Sowetan 1 about force, 

whereas it only tanged between 35% and 37% in the East Rand and 

Fat East Ran d. Futthetmote, even though the absolute level of 

employment i n manufacturing in Soweto exceeded the level in the 

East Rand, it only comprised 25% of the employment in Soweto 

whereas it made up 41% of employment in the East Rand. It is 

interesting to note that it was only in the Fat East Rand where 

mining was t he largest sectot employing 33% of the labour fotce 

in its atea. 

The maj or areas in the PWV region whete the unions analysed 

in the thes is organised wete in Johannesburg and the East Rand 

with some organisation taking place in the other sub-regions as 

well. While the unions concentrated on industries in the 

manufacturing sector, some also organised transport and 

commercial workers. Significantly, no union attempte in the 

1970s to organise mine workers. 

The ne xt three chapters examine the historical development 

of the Consu l tative Committee of Black Trade Unions and FOSATU in 

this region of the Transvaal. 
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Chapter 8 

The Urban Tt aining Project (UTP} and the Consultative Committee 
of Black Ttade Unions 1971 to 1979 

1. Intr eduction 

Chapters 8 and 9 deal with the Urban Ttaining Ptoject (UTP), 

the ttade unions that it helped to create and serviced ovet the 

period 1971 t o 1979, and with the Consultative Committee of Black 

Trade Unions that emerged ftom these unions. The petiod can be 

divided into two phases. The first phase ftom 1971 to 1976 can 

be chatacte t ised as one of ptogtess in which the UTP helped to 

tevive thtee Aftican ttade unions and to establish seven new 

ones. This phase came to an end when the state banned thtee UTP 

officials, two of whom were playing key roles in the 

organisation. The bannings wete pteceded by a ptottacted two 

months sttike by one of the unions which was lost as well as the 

Soweto uptising which sevetely disrupted ttade union organisation 

on the Witwatersrand. These and other factots contributed to a 

declining phase the UTP entered in 1977 when conflict erupted 

within and between some of the unions it setviced. The turmoil 

came to an end in the first half of 1979 when two of the unions 

split: the East Rand sections of the unions thereupon left the 

UTP to join the newly formed Fedetation of South Aftican Trade 

Unions (FOSATU). The UTP withdrew its services from two further 

unions which also joined FOSATU in 1979. 

This chapter commences by presenting an overview of how the 

UTP cteated a viable trade union movement during the fitst phase 

by examinin g the origin, aims and activities of the UTP. The 

activities included the establishment of unions, the ptovision of 

education and ttaining, as well as giving financial and 

administtative support to the unions. This chaptet also ttaces 
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the emergence of the Consultative Committee of Black Ttade Unions 

which consi sted ptimatily of unions serviced by the UTP and was 

the fotetunn et of the Council of Unions of South Aftica (CUSA). 

The ne xt chapter analyses the UTP-setviced unions. The 

history of t he unions ftom the time they wete founded ot revived 

in the eat ly 1970s up to the second half of 1979 is presented. 

Important in dustrial conflicts the unions entered into up to this 

period, as well as the organisation and practices of the unions 

as they were in 1979 ate also examined. 

The ma t erial provided in the detailed analysis of t he 

individual unions is dtawn togethet in the final section of 

chapter 9. The two btoad themes pursued in this thesis ate 

examined, namely the extent to which the unions had established 

democratic structures and practices and how effectively theit 

organisational methods had been in building up their strength. 

2. Establishment and Role of UTP 1971-1979 

2.1 Origin of UTP 

Thete are several toots that can be traced in the origin of 

the UTP - TUCSA's lack of commitment to organising Aftican 

wotkets, mo t al and financial support ftom within the Anglican 

Church, and the involvement of the Young Chtistian Wotkets (YCW) 

with Aftica n wotkets on the East Rand. All of these toots 

converged i n two persons who played a key role in founding the 

UTP, Etic Ty acke and Loet Douwes Dekker. 

In addi t ion thete wete external factors that influenced the 

organisational fotm the UTP adopted as well as the nature of its 

initial act i vities. These wete the remorseless teptession of 

SACTU by the state in the eatly 1960s and the consequent feat of 

trade unioni sm this generated amongst African wotkets. 

In 1968 Loet Douwes Dekket, assistant general sectetaty of 
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TUCSA, and Eric Tyacke, who was in charge of organising African 

workers and held the post of administrative officer of t he 

African Affairs Department of TUCSA until its dissolution in 
• 

1966, were both dismissed by TUCSA. Officially the reason was 

the financi al crisis of TUCSA because of the disaffiliation of 

fourteen uni ons from it as a result of government censure because 

it organised Africans. (1) However the teal reason was their 

strong commi t ment to organising African workers. Douwes Dekker, 

as secretar y of the Committee for Unotganised Wotkets of the 

African Affairs Department, had sent round a circular to the 

TUCSA union s asking what they were doing to implement TUCSA 

resolutions about organising African workers. The unions found 

these quest i ons embattassing and resented them. The circular 

was also used by the Minister of Labour to attack TUCSA for 

organising African workers. (2) Tyacke subsequently refused an 

instruction from the general secretary of TUCSA to put pressure 

on the Engineering and Allied Workers' Union, an African union he 

had a hand i n establishing, to disaffiliate from TUCSA. (3) 

In addi t ion TUCSA amended its constitution in 1969 so as to 

exclude Afr i can trade unions. As a result the Engineering and 

Allied Wotkets' Union (EAWU) was expelled ftom TUCSA. In the 

same yeat, Ja ne Bandes (later Hlongwane) who had been a 

typist/clerk in the African Affairs Department, was appointed 

secretary of the union in order. to fill the vacancy created by 

the resigna t ion of the union's general secretary, James Bokwe 

Mafuna. (4) 

Douwes Dekker, Tyacke and Bandes kept in touch with each 

other. There was an increased demand on Tyacke and, to a lesser 

extent, Douwes Dekker, to advise African workers what trade 

unions were about and so, with Bandes, they formulated the idea 
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of establish i ng a service organisation. 

The Dea n of the Anglican Cathedral of Johannesburg, Reverend 

Gonville ff t ench-Beytagh, was sympathetic to theit cause. 

Through him t he Superiot of the Community of Resuttection decided 

to support t heir project financially. In view of the existing 

political cl imate, the project 'as it was outlined was very 

cautious and safe'. (5) It was called the Utban Training 

Pt oject (UTP ). 

The UTP was tun by an executive committee that consisted of 

staff member s of the organisation as well as ex-officio members. 

The executi ve committee members wete self-appointed. Until 

theit banni ng in Novembet 1976 Douwes Dekker and Tyacke were on 

the committee. Hlongwane also retained a regulat position on 

it. Leonar d (Skakes) Sikhakhane, general secretary of one of 

the UTP-setviced unions, came onto the committee in 1976. 

Usually two White ex-officio members, one a legal advisor, the 

othet with religious affiliation, wete also appointed onto the 

committee. ( 6) 

Aftet being founded in 1971, the UTP did not have a 

constituency of African wotkets except fot the unions it was in 

contact with . But then, through the YCW on the East Rand, it 

started making contact with a numbet of African wotkets in the 

region. The UTP gradually started building up training courses 

and seminar s ovet the weekend which were mainly fot unorganised 

workers. I t also produced calenders that made workers awate of 

their tights and before long found itself promoting wotkets' 

committees. 

considered. 

Befote examining these the aims of the UTP ate 
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2.2 Aims of UTP 

In view of the repressive climate it was operating in, the 

initial aims of the UTP were carefully formulated. It specified 

only that i t s objective was to educate wotkets, not to organise 

them into unions. The original document spelling out the 

organisation ' s aims in 1971, stated that its aim was 

To provide training fot \40RKERS so that they ate better 
able to cope with wotk and neighbourhood ptoblems .•. (7) 

The method through which this was to be attained was 

The prov i sion of training ptogtammes which will ... help 
wotkets to gain an elementary knowledge of Industrial 
legislat i on ·and •... help wotkets to gain better 
knowledge of trade unions, works committees and ~tedit 
co-operative methods of work. (8) 

By 1973, only two years latet, aftet the UTP had assisted in 

the revival of two African unions and the Durban strikes early in 

the same year had given an impetus to African trade unionism 

around the country, the UTP openly stated that its aim was to 

unionise African wotkets. 

On the fitst page of its 1973 Annual Report the UTP openly 
declared that it aimed 

-to ass i st in the development of independent trade 
unions amongst all wotkets of Southern Africa ... 

and committed itself to teptesentative trade unionism: 

These 
thei t 
equal 
thei t 

objects ate best achieved when wotkets, through 
elected leaders, participate with employers on an 

basis in the decision-making processes affecting 
wa ges and working conditions. 

It described itself as a wotkets 1 project designed as an 

advisory, educational, organisational and administrative service 

to workers and theit organisations, striving ptimatily to assist 

the Black wotket. In spite of providing all these services, the 

UTP did not want to become a trade union co-ordinating body and 

was intent not to control any trade unions. 

It also committed itself to African leadership within the 

unions even t hough Douwes Dekket and Tyacke, both Whites, were 
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actively involved in the UTP. They wete influenced by the 

emerging bl ack consciousness thinking of the time, as Douwes 

Dekket expla i ned: 

We wete not concerned ourselves to take up positions in 
the Black ~nions. This was the beginning stages of 
black consciousness and black power. Thete was the 
Message to the People of South Africa from the Council 
of Chur ches, and it became cleat it was not out 
responsi bility to take prominent positions in unions. 
( 9) 

From t he outset the UTP was also determined not to become 

involved wi t h political organisations in otdet to try and avoid 

state repression and so ensure its survival. It drew these 

conclusions ftom the experiences of SACTU in the 1960s. This 

policy was explained to all UTP staff before they wete empl oyed . 

( 10) 

As a re sult of this policy it found itself in a dilemma very 

early in its history ovet Otake Koka whom it had employed as an 

educator. Koka was also the secretary of the Sales and Allied 

Workers' Association. In December 1971 he was elected chairman 

of the Ad Hoc Committee of the newly founded Black People's 

Convention (BPC), an overtly political organisation. (11) The 

UTP, which was tunning out of funds at that stage, thereupon 

decided not to continue employing him on the grounds that it did 

not have the money to do so and because Koka decided to remain on 

the BPC 1 s Ad Hoc Committee. ( 12) Kok a subsequently, in August 

1972, became the Secretary-General of the Black Allied Workers' 

Union (BAWU) , a black consciousness oriented general union which 

incorporated the Sales and Allied Workers' Association, but he 

was banned only seven months later. (13) Aftet Koka's dismissal 

the UTP amended its constitution so that UTP staff could not hold 

official pos itions on political organisations, but were ftee to 

be members of such organisations. (14) 
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2.3 Activities of the UTP: Unions, Education, Administration 

The activities of the UTP can be divided into three major 

areas: 

- it lent assistance to and revived existing African trade 

unions as well as helping African wotkets to start new ones; 

- it tan educational coutses fot trade unionists; although 

the bulk of the courses and seminats was usually conducted fot 

African wotkets in the Ptetotia-Witwatetstand-Veteeniging (PWV) 

region, they wete conducted for Aftican wotkers in Durban as well 

as Pott Elizabeth and Cape Town; 

- it provided financial and infrastructural resources fot 

ttade unions. 

Establishing Unions 

The unions that the UTP helped to re-establish were the 

following. When the UTP was founded EAWU, which was operating 

as an independent Aftican trade union, linked up with the UTP. 

UTP futthetmote helped to te-establish two othet African unions. 

Etic Tyacke was btanch secretary of the National Union of 

Laundry, Cleaning and Dyeing Workers (which consisted of Coloured 

members) and was in touch with members of the old African Laundry 

Workers• Union. Their leaders apptoached and asked him to re­

establish the union. As a result the Laundty, Dty Cleaning and 

Dyeing Workers• Association was founded in June 1972. In 

addition Thelma de Kletk, secretary of the registered Chemical 

Wotkets 1 Union, was apptoached by the UTP to help re-establish 

the old African Chemical Workers Union. She gave assistance and 

by 1973 the South Aftican Chemical Wotkers Union was operating. 

(15) 

The UTP also encouraged and assisted African workets tq form 

theit own trade unions. As a result of a Putco bus dtivers 1 
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strike in June 1972 the Dtivets' Action Committee, on the advice 

of their legal representative, approached the UTP on how to fotm 

a union. The Transport and Allied Wotkets' was subsequently 

formed in Febtuaty 1973. Futthetmote Hester Cornelius, 

secretary of the registered Sweet Wotkets' Union, was asked by 

the UTP to assist in establishing an African sweet union. 

Through its education seminars the UTP already had contact with 

wotkets in t he food industry who wanted a union. As a result 

the Sweet, Food and Allied Wotkets' Union was founded in February 

1974 with Leonard (Skakes) Sikhakhane as the general secretary. 

In May of t he same yeat a Papet, Wood and Allied Wotkets 1 Union 

was founded at the request of wotkets in the papet industry. At 

the request of the National Union of Motet Assembly and Rubbet 

Wotkets, a UTP organiser in Dutban, Michael Faya, became the 

national secretary in 1974 of the United Automobile Rubber and 

Allied Wotke t s' Union (UAW) which he helped in setting up. (16) 

In the foll owing yeat two trade unions wete set up in the Glass 

and Building industries as a result of contact with wotkets ftom 

those indus t ries through the education seminars. Ray Altman, 

general sect etaty of the National Union of Distributive Wotkets, 

and Mortis Kagan also approached the UTP fot assistance in 

setting up an African union. As a result the Commercial, 

Catering and Allied Workers Union of South Africa (CCAWUSA) was 

established i n November 1975. (17) 

Thus by the end of 1975 the UTP had links with EAWU, revived 

two African trade unions and helped to establish seven new 

African 

thei t 

uni ons. These unions developed a life and dynamic 

own undet the guidance of the UTP. One of the ways 

of 

in 

which the t he UTP provided this guidance to union members was 

through annual Wotkets' Calenders. 
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The Wo rkers' Calenders were large mural calenders with 

annotated il l ustrations. They had themes that reflected the 

changing policy of the UTP towards the unions as they developed 

and became mote self-sufficient. The Calenders were distributed 

to workers in large numbers and were in popular demand. From 

1974 to 1976 the number of Workers' Calenders printed and 

distributed annually ranged between 20 000 and 25 000. 

In 1972 the theme of the Workers' Calender was Industrial 

Laws, reflecting the basic educational level at which the UTP was 

operating. In 1973 and 1974 the Calenders focussed on factory 

based committees of workers, but on two quite distinct forms of 

committees: the 1973 Calender's theme was 'Workers' Committees' 

which were quite distinct from statutory works committees. (18) 

Tyacke explained the distinction as follows: 

We had felt that in the circumstances of the Black trade 
unions the Black shop steward was underground; he 
couldn' t operate above ground in most cases and he would 
really be a contact man between the workers and the 
union office. If there was any problem at work he 
would be the one that would bring the problem and then 
the off ice would try and solve the problem which is a 
very un satisfactory way of working. It is not really a 
trade union way of doing things, but it had to work that 
way in t hat patticulat circumstance. 

The poi nt was that we felt that one of the problems that 
the shop steward faced was the problem of isolation and 
aloneness in the factory and we were expecting a heck of 
a lot f rom a guy to stand up and put his head above the 
surface . He was sure to get it shot off in those kind 
of conditions and that possibly the thing to do was to 
go for a workers' committee in the factory whete the 
shop steward would have this forum ... 

So it was 
better way 
to stand up 
situation, 
(19) 

merely a way of working that we felt was a 
of working than expecting individual people 
in an unrecognised situation, an underground 
so we called them workers' committees. 

The 1974 Calendar on the other hand explained the 

distinction between statutory works committees and liaison 

committees, favouring the works committee over the liaison 

committee. It also pointed out the need for trade unions by 



explaining t hat 

the commi ttee on its own falls undet the conttol of the 
boss. Fot a committee to succeed we must see whete the 
sttength of the wotkets is... To give yout committee 
strength join yout union now and wotk fot it. {20) 
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But it was the subsequent Wotkets' Calendets that sttessed 

the importance of trade unions and provided mote information 

about them. In 1975 the theme was 'The Value of Ttade Unions', 

in 1976 the themes were 'Strength in Solidarity' and 'The Job of 

the Shop Steward', and in 1977 it conttasted 'Life Within a Union 

and Without a Union 1
• { 21) In 1979 the Calendar dealt with 

ttade union tecognition - how it is attained and what a 

recognition agreement entails - and union organisation at t he 

shopfloor level. {22) 

The ac t ivities of the UTP and the emetgent unions can 

however not be fitted neatly into the themes of the Calenders. 

Nor can all the unions be petiodised together because they wete 

often at di ffetent stages of development. However, broadly 

speaking, t he period ftom 1971 to 1975 was one of founding and 

establishing ttade unions with the majority of unions still 

fairly frai l at the end of the petiod. Organisational effort 

was made in establishing wotks committees in factories with some 

cases of vic t imisation of union membets tesulting. Some of the 

unions were already established by the end of that period, 

especially t he Engineeting union which embarked on a recognition 

drive with a numbet of companies in 1975. Outing 1975 and 1976 

greatet self- reliance of the unions was encouraged. 

Nineteen seventy six was a year of confidence fot the unions 

as well as the UTP and teptesented a peak in the period up to 

1979. Organisation concenttated on township meetings after 

factoty contact had been made with wotkets. The combined signed 

up membersh i p of all the unions setviced by the UTP was in the 
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vicinity of 21 000. (23) The Consultative Committee of Black 

Trade Unions, which all the UTP-setviced unions belonged to and 

about which more is said below, also started playing a mote 

prominent t ole about this time. With the encouragement of UTP 

many of the unions embarked on recognition campaigns although 

they were not successful Workers themselves showed greater 

militancy and at Atmoutplate they commenced an eight week legal 

strike in September that was finally lost. In November three 

members of t he UTP staff, two of whom were playing key toles in 

the organisa t ion, were banned. 

Partly as a result of the bannings, but also because of t he 

June 1976 uprising in Soweto and the economic slump that 

commenced i n the same year, most of the unions serviced by the 

UTP went i nto a period of decline until 1979. Conflict also 

started to emerge in 1977 within and between some of the unions. 

This furthe r exacerbated the problems experienced by the unions. 

The end res ult of this inner conflict was the weakening of some 

of .the unions and of the Consultative Committee of Black Trade 

Unions. 

In order to contextualise these events it is necessary to 

describe the other major activities of the UTP and to examine the 

relationship between it and the Consultative Committee first. 

Education and Training 

The education of union members and officials was one of the 

central activities of the UTP. Originally the seminars were 

mainly fot 

trade unions 

established 

unorganised African workers who were made aware of 

and encouraged to form them. Once workers had 

unions, the un i ons played a large part in 

determining the contents of the courses. This process has been 

explained by Henry Chipeya who had been a UTP and union official: 



UTP, through its educational and advisory work, 
encouraged workers in certain industries that their 
interest would best be represented if they for med 
unions. These workers therefore formed their unions on 
the basis of advice they received from UTP ... 

The educational seminars and courses of the UTP were 
planned and drawn up by the UTP education department and 
the union representatives. The requests of the unions 
in terms of course content reflected in most instances 
the organisational stage in the development of the 
unions. (24) 
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The education and training provided took three forms. 

There were weekend residential seminars, one day seminars and 

Saturday morning or afternoon seminars. They were held 

consistently over the years and reached a fairly large number of 

workers.(25) 

In 1973 shop stewards and active members• courses were hel d 

'virtually continuously on weekends. 1 Most of the residential 

weekend seminars were 'introductory dealing with workers' 

problems, industrial laws and trade unions. 1 (26) 

In 1974 nine weekend seminars were held with a total 

attendance of 351 participants. Individual unions requested 

seminars to be held fot them exclusively. The courses generally 

included industrial laws, the works committee and the union, what 

the union i s, the role of the shop steward, and tole play of 

meeting with an employer. Ftom the seminars it emerged that 

one of the biggest problems facing the majority of 
workers is lack of self confidence - particularly when 
facing t he employer. This caused the Project to make a 
point of regular inclusion of tole plays where workers 
negotiate with management. (27) 

The morning ot afternoon sessions had an attendance of 754 

participants during 1974 in Johannesburg and the East Rand and 

446 in Durban. The majority of sessions started with particular 

problems brought by workers. The UTP noted that 

Groups coming from the union, e.g. shop stewards have 
generall y not had a sufficient number of sessions. 
Patt of the reason for this has been lack of proper 
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organisa t ion on the part of the unions who are inclined 
to leave follow-up to UTP. (28) 

In 1975 fifteen residential weekend seminars were held, 

usually at St . Peter's Conference Centre, Hammanskraal, and wete 

attended by a total of 387 participants. The courses focussed 

mainly on to l e play, grievance procedures and union recognition, 

and also included industrial laws, the need for a union and the 

job of shop stewards. 

The Sa t urday morning or afternoon courses held at the UTP 

offices were attended by 658 participants in Johannesburg and the 

East Rand and 229 in Durban during 1975. 

In 1976 the weekend seminars had a total attendance of 386 

while another 263 attended one day seminars. The courses 

concentrated on topics coveted in previous years, as well as an 

organising drive and follow up action. One of the general 

seminars had no less than 148 participants from all the unions 

and its main purpose was to show solidarity among all the workers 

from different industries. (29) 

During 1976 the Saturday morning ot afternoon courses had a 

total attendance of 961. The two unions that made most use of 

the UTP seminars in the same year wete Engineering and Sweet 

Food. The remaining unions attended the courses as well with 

the excepti on of CCAWUSA which did not attend any UTP courses in 

1976. 

The UTP placed an emphasis in its education on democratic 

organisation and the importance of the role of shop stewards in 

the unions . This is well illustrated by a Shop Steward Manual 

which it produced in 1976; it was a 22 page document that was 

aimed at providing shop stewards the basic knowledge they 

required to perform their tasks competently. It defined a shop 

steward as 



the per son responsible fot the union in the work place. 
The shop steward is the link between the union members 
and the union office and the link between the union 
members and management. He ot she is the key person to 
build un i on strength and solidarity. (30) 
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The Shop Steward Manual spelled out the tasks of the shop 

steward as well as the procedure fot handling a worker's 

grievance. It also expla ined what a shop steward committee was 

and included as its responsibilities the functioning of the union 

in a patti culat fitm, that it spoke fot union members to 

management, and that it negotiated with management fot improved 

working conditions along with union officials and/ot executive 

members. The committee was also advised to meet at least once a 

month where, amongst other things, it had to 

plan the regular monthly membership meeting fot union 
members in the factory (including reports ftom the 
committee on handling of grievance, discussion of worker 
problems in the factory, and a talk ot discussion of an 
educational nature). (31) 

The Ma nual also included valuable practical advice to shop 

stewards on what to do with different problems and a reference 

section incl uding very btief summaries of industrial laws. 

The educational service that the UTP provided gave it an 

influential tole in the life of the unions. Right ftom the 

outset, the educational programme was linked to the organisation 

and strategi es of the unions. Education and organisation were 

inextricabley linked together and many seminars were spent 

looking at t he strategy the unions had to adopt in the situations 

they were facing with management. In such a capacity the UTP 

played a key tole in determining the organisational approach, 

strategies and tactics that the unions adopted. In ot det to 

illustrate t his contention numerous examples ate presented below. 

At times the weekend seminars concentrated very specifically 

on organisat ional problems of patticulat unions. A seminar fot 

the Glass and Allied Wotkets' Union (GAWU) 



centeted on a review of the present position of the 
union, .•. sessions on organising the workers including 
dtawing up of maps of each factoty represented, and a 
session planning the structure and constitution of the 
union. The date of the inaugural meeting was set at 
this seminar. The seminar proved of great assistance 
in getti ng the union off the ground. {32) 
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At a seminar for the Transport and Allied Workers' Union {TAWU) 

Specific tatgets were set by participants in terms of 
organisi ng and getting recognition of the union where 
they wor ked. {33) 

In Ju ne 1976 a significant seminar was held on the 

recognition agreement and the standards requited for a union 

before it could seek recognition. On the basis of the seminar, 

the nine un i ons present listed 25 factories where bids could be 

made fot uni on tecognition. {34) 

A one day seminar was specifically designed to assist the 

Papet Wood and Allied Workers' Union {PWAWU) in its organising 

campaign. It included a report back on targets set at a 

ptevious seminar. The Glass union also held a seminar to 

discuss the sttike at Armourplate Safety Glass. It was attended 

by about eighty workers and 

was conducted by the UTP. After a lengthy meeting, the 
workers unanimously decided that the strike should 
continue. {35) 

In 1977 the Sweet Food and Allied Workers' Union {SFAWU) 

also held a one day seminar that was mostly attended by Unilever 

workers to concentrate on the union's efforts to gain recognition 

from the company. The seminar 

encouraged the members to seek recognition and increase 
their determination to obtain full membership. {36) 

In 1979 the UTP tan courses fot general members and shop 

stewards for a number of unions. Besides the regular topics the 

courses concentrated on the enrolment of members and CCAWUSA 

examined t he tole of the trade union in the work place and the 

community. { 37) 
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The education provided by the UTP was thus inextricably 

bound up wi t h the internal organisation of the unions and with 

the unions' struggles and strategies at t he workplace. The UTP 

therefore pl ayed a vital tole through its education and traini ng 

in the buildi ng up of the unions that it had helped to establish. 

Besides education and training, the UTP also provided 

financial and infrastructural services fot the unions. These ate 

considered next. 

Finance and Infrastructure 

In the f irst seven years of its existence the Urban Training 

Project provided virtually all the resources requited by the 

unions that i t helped to establish. It was the backbone of the 

unions and played a central tole in providing the resources 

requited by the newly founded unions. It played this tole by 

partly being a conduit for channelling money that was raised 

overseas to the unions (although some money flowed directly to 

the unions ftom the donors), but also by providing the 

infrastructural needs of the unions. 

The fi r st financial assistance to the UTP came 

Community of the Resurrection in 1971 and 1972. 

from the 

This was 

followed by f unding ft om a German Catholic agency, Miseteot. By 

1973 three International Trade Secretariats, the Metal, Chemical 

and Food, were also providing financial assistance to the UTP. 

In addition Gossner Mission was also assisting the UTP. Total 

income recei ved for the year ended February 28, 1974, was R22 972 

of which R1 9 129 was provided by the above-mentioned agents and 

the remainder coming from local sources. Expenditure during the 

same period was only R13 736 which enabled the UTP to allocate 

the balance to expenditure in the following year when the 

expenditure of R27 382 slightly exceeded the income of R25 839. 



375 

Financial assistance was by then also forthcoming ftom a number 

of European trade union federations. These included SOSV, a 

Dutch Trade Union Foundation, CNV, the Confederation of Christian 

Trade Unions in Holland, SVEA, the Swiss Federation of Christian 

trade unions , and the British Trades Union Congress (TUC). (38) 

The way in which the UTP initially made these financial 

resources available to the union was to employ staff as 

otganisets and training assistants who would do organisational 

work fot the new unions. In 1974 the UTP employed fout such 

staff membe r s who wete all working as secretaries of unions and 

by 1975 this had increased to eight organisers and training 

assistants, three of whom wete part of a special TUC financed 

organising team. The UTP also subsidised the salary of the 

secretary of the Laundry union in 1974 and subsidised at least 

four unions the following year. In addition the UTP hired 

offices that it made freely available to the unions at first. 

In 1974 five unions shared the UTP head office in 'down town
1 

Johannesburg free of charge and the following yeat eight unions 

shared these premises. The UTP also opened regional offices in 

Springs, Benoni, Pretoria and Pott Elizabeth. The offices were 

used fot union meetings amongst othet things. The 

administrative services offered to the unions included clerical 

assistance and book keeping. (39) 

By 1975 it was felt that the unions wete growing and that 

their executive committees wete becoming stronger. As a result 

the unions were 

gradually becoming more independent and theit 
relationship with UTP mote specifically defined. (40) 

In line with this feeling it was decided that the trade 

unions themselves would apply to theit International Ttade 

Secretariats fot financial assistanc~ for educational ptogtams. 
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The grant f t om the TUC fot an organising campaign of five trade 

unions was not handled by the UTP itself. It was handled instead 

by a special ly constituted committee on which the secretaries of 

the five trade unions and the UTP served. (41) 

It was also decided to dtaw a cleat distinction between UTP 

educational services and direct organisational assistance. This 

meant that UTP staff who wete serving as secretaries of unions 

were requit ed to resign ftom the UTP and that theit respective 

unions were to employ them. A start was made with the 

implementati on of this policy decision in 1976, but events i n 

that and the following yeats, especially the banning of three of 

the UTP staff members in November 1976, delayed the execution 

thereof unti 1 1978. ( 42) 

Outing 1976 and 1977 the UTP continued being financed by 

mainly European trade union fedetations and Christian agencies 

including i n 1977 the FNV, a federation of Dutch trade unions, 

the Nedetdu i tse Hetfotmde Kerk in Holland, and TROCAIRE, a 

federation of Itish trade unions. Most of the unions serviced 

by the UTP also received funds fot theit own projects ftom their 

Intetnationa l Trade Secretariats. In 1976 the UTP employed 14 

staff membe t s as organisers and ttainers and this reduced 

slightly to eleven the following year. Over the same two year 

petiod the UTP hired offices in seven different centres and 

subsidised t he salaries of officials in the Building, Glass, 

Laundry, Sweet Food, Paper, Ttansport and Chemical unions, three 

of which were teceiving full salaty subsidies. Book keeping 

setvices wer e also provided for these unions. 

During t he same period and in accordance with the intention 

of making the unions mote self-reliant 

it was decided that the UTP and the unions concerned 
should work on a programme wheteby the unions would 



become responsible fot paying the salaries of the 
secretaries .•. (43) 
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This was not envisaged as happening overnight, but as the 

union incomes increased, so the union subsidies would be reduced. 

(44) 

The ac t ivities of the UTP up to 1979 clearly indicate that 

it played a key tole in the emergence and establishment of ten 

African trade unions. In the case of seven of these unions 

(Building, Glass, Laundry, Sweet Food, Papet, Ttanspott and 

Chemical) t he UTP was pivotal in theit survival, growth, and 

development. It did, however, make a point of not becoming 

involved in t he Executive Committee meetings of the unions not in 

formulating t he unions' policies. 

The key tole of the UTP was attained through the 

educational and administrative services as well as the financial 

and human resources made available to the unions. This tole 

towards the newly established trade unions was one t hat the UTP 

had to play of necessity in spite of the existence of the 

Consultative Committee of Black Ttade Unions. 

2.4 Emergence of Consultative Committee of Black Trade Unions 

The Consultative Committee of Black Ttade Unions emerged 

from the UTP-serviced unions and the African unions affiliated to 

TUCSA. The toots of the Consultative can be traced back to 1973 

when these African unions sensed an isolation and weakness during 

the visit of a TUC delegation. Hence, in November 1973, 

officials from seven or eight African unions met and agreed to 

elect a Steering Committee 

whose task would be ·to investigate the 
possibilities of the formation of either a 
co-ordinating ot consultative body. (45) 

The officials came ftom the following unions: the National 
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Union of Cl othing Workers, the SA Bank Employees' Un ion, the 

Textile Workers' Union (Transvaal), the African Women Tobacco 

Wotkets' Uni on, all four of which were affiliated to TUCSA, as 

well as the Engineering, Chemical, Laundry and Transport unions 

set viced by the UTP. ( 46) By 1976 the remaining six UTP-

serviced un ions also had officials on the Committee that had 

become known as the Consultative Committee of Black Unions. The 

following year only the Clothing and Textile unions from TUCSA 

remained on as members of the Consultative, thereby making it a 

Committee composed predominantly of officials from unions 

serviced by t he UTP. 

Ftom about 1976 onwards the Consultative Committee emerged 

with a mote i ndependent identity and started relating to the UTP 

from its own position. Up to the end of that yeat it was still 

an ad hoc body that would only meet from time to time as needs 

dictated and was entirely composed of secretaries from the trade 

unions. I t dealt with matters of common interests to the 

members and operated only in the P-W-V region. It did not have 

a constituti on nor did it have any organisational structures, 

o ff i c es o t s ta ff of i ts own • There was an element of black 

consciousness present as 

the Con sultative was geared to maintain its black 
identity and to meet any workers' organisation ot 
federati on on an equal basis to avoid domination by 
other race groups. (47) 

In 1977 , as the new federation talks that led to t he 

eventual formation of FOSATU got under way, the tole of the 

Consultative Committee became much mote important. It became 

the nucleus of a countervailing group of African unions which 

were strongly opposed to entering the new federation. They took 

a decision that membet unions of the Consultative Committee 

should not participate in the new federation. (48) As we shall 
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see below when considering the Paper Wood and Allied Wotkets 1 

Union, the Consultative Committee was willing to take action 

against member unions which contravened this decision. 

There was a severance between the toles the Consultative 

Committee and the UTP intended to play with regards to the unions 

and what they were actually doing. The Consultative Committee 

was incapable of performing one of the toles it wished to play 

while the UTP was forced to play a tole it did not want to play. 

Why and how this came about is examined next. 

2.5 UTP and the Consultative Committee 

It was a declared policy of the UTP not to become a co­

ordinating body of the trade unions it had helped to form. On 

the other hand, the functions that the UTP had to petfotm from 

the time it started estab lishing and reviving African trade 

unions were often similar to those of a co-ordinating body. It 

was forced to play such a tole with the nascent unions and thete 

was no way t he UTP could avoid it if the unions were to survive 

theit first f ragile years of existence. The UTP thus provided 

the finances of the unions, organised the unions with its own 

staff initially, trained and educated the officials and members 

of the unions as they developed. In addition the UTP provided 

office space, clerical and book-keeping facilities fot the 

unions. Ma ny of these were the functions that an ovet-atching 

body of trade unions would have played. Thus a separation 

developed be tween the intentions of the institution and its 

existing function and tole. It partly came about because the 

UTP had developed a sound and btoad infrastructure. 

The Consultative Committee of Black Ttade Unions, on the 

othet hand, had the initial intention of being a co-ordinating ot 

consultative body, but did not . develop the necessary 
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inftasttuctu t e to become a co-ordinating body. This was also in 

part due t o the fact that, when it was founded, there was a 

feeling tha t the time was not yet appropriate to fotm a co-

ordinating body. (49) 
\ 

Up to the time undet consideration the Consultative 

Committee remained an ad hoc body that existed exclusively of the 

secretaries of all the unions serviced by the UTP. Not only 

were the unions concerned not adequately represented on the 

Consultative Committee, but the ad hoc grouping also had no 

offices, staff, funds ot any othet resources of its own with 

which to pet fotm a co-ordinating function. To complicate 

matters futthet, some of the Consultative Co1m1ittee members were 

also on the st aff of the UTP. In 1976 five of the Consultat i ve 

unions' secre t aries were on the staff of UTP although this figure 

fell to only t wo the following yeat. The Consultative Committee 

was thetefote also not petfotming the role it wanted to play as a 

result of its complete lack of inftasttuctute. 

A consequence of the distortion between the intended 

functions and actual toles of UTP and the Consultative, was that 

the UTP continued to play a dominant role in the lives of the 

Consultative unions up to the end of the period undet 

consideration. It effectively acted as a co-ordinating body 

while the Consultative Committee unions went through a period of 

turmoil due to the combined effects of innet conflict within some 

of the unions and between the unions ovet the question whether to 

entet into t he pt oposed Fedet ati on ot not. An Ad vi sot y 

Committee was in fact established in 1977 which in effect made 

the UTP play a decisive but transitional supportive tole towards 

the Consultative Committee unions. The Advisory Committee was 

the committee 'where the UTP (executive) co11111ittee meets with the 

secretaries of the different (Consultative Committee) unions'. 



(50) Douwes Dekket explained the link-up as follows: 

What the purpose was, was to create a body, and I think 
they called it the Advisory Committee, which would be 
able to fit into this transition period of the unions 
being strong enough to fotm theit own federation and UTP 
still playing a reasonably dominant tole. (51) 
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The UTP was thus providing fat mote than purely an 

educational service to the Consultative Committee unions. 

Another important consequence of the lack of inftasttuctute and 

organisation on the patt of the Consultative Committee was that 

a transformation in which a co-ordinating body consisting of 

wotkets' teptesentatives became the controlling body and the UTP 

became the subordinate body did not take place during the pet iod 

undet consideration. This was to take place the following yeat 

when the Council of Unions of South Africa (CUSA) was 

established. 

However both the UTP and the Consultative Committee shated a 

common objective in seeing the Consultative Committee unions grow 

into strong and democratic unions. They both desired the 

bargaining powet of the unions and workers' control of the unions 

to increase. The extent to which the unions achieved these two 

objectives ate evaluated in the remaindet of this chapter. 

However, a detailed history of each of the unions, along with 

their practi ces and extent of organisation up to the second half 

of 1979 is presented fitst. This is done fot two tea sons: 

firstly, to ensure that a carefully considered conclusion is 

reached, and secondly to tecotd the history of the struggles, 

setbacks and achievements of these unions in the 1970s. 



Chapter 9 

The Consultative Conmittee of Black Trade Unions 

1. The Unions · 

1.1 Engineer i ng and Allied Workers' Union (EAWU) 

Early History 
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EAWU wa s established in Aug 1963 as the Sheet Metal Workers' 

Union of SA by the African Affairs Department of TUCSA. (1) 

Eric Tyacke was the first secretary of the union and was 

succeeded by James Mafuna. (2) It adopted its present name in 

June 1969. It was financed by the African Affairs Department 

which recei ved its monies from overseas, not from TUCSA 

affiliates. Due to right-wing political pressure on TUCSA, it 

informed EAWU towards the end of 1966 that financial assistance 

from TUCSA for the unions would be withdrawn. This was an 

economic blow for the union as it struggled to survive up to the 

middle of 1970. It could barely afford to employ two staff 

members, an organiser and a typist. 

In February 1969 Jane Bandes (later Hlongwane), who had been 

the union's typist until then, was appointed secretary of the 

union. In the same year another blow was administered to EAWU 

when TUCSA, once again bowing to pressure from the tight, changed 

its constitu t ion to exclude African trade unions from affiliating 

to TUCSA. Behind the scene pressures were put on EAWU to 

withdraw vo l untarily, 

expelled fr om TUCSA. 

union. 

but the union refused and was therefore 

A period of isolation set in for the 
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Revival of Union 1970 - 1975 

In otde t to raise money fot the union, patties wete held in 

different townships. Then, in desperation, EAWU applied fot 

affiliation to and funds ftom the International Metalworkers' 

Federation ( IMF). It was successful on both counts and this 

matked a tur ning point in the union's history. It affiliated to 

the IMF in 1971 and received gtants ftom July 1970 up to 1976. 

While the IMF funds helped to revive the union, education courses 

tun by the UTP played an important patt in the otganisational 

development of the union. (3) This was especially the case at 

Raleigh Cycl es in Springs. 

As a t esult of contact with the UTP a meeting was convened 

in the canteen of Raleigh Cycles on 2 July 1973 and attended by 

30 wotkets. At that meeting it was unanimously decided to fotm 

a works committee because of poot working conditions and because 

the company's 'Induna system of supetvisots' control suppressed 

grievances. 1 (4) On 11 July two female wotkets of Raleigh 

Cycles distributed copies of the UTP Calender and on the same day 

they wete dismissed by the Chief Induna who told them that it was 

due to a teduction of staff. On 16 July two mote women wete 

dismissed on the grounds that they had brought Calenders to wotk. 

Wotkets at Raleigh Cycles thereupon elected a Wotkets' Action 

Committee and, through advice ftom the UTP, obtained legal 

assistance. 

On 24 July 1973 legal teptesentation was made on behalf of 

the Action Committee and the dismissed wotkets to Raleigh Cycles 

to reinsta t e the fout wotkets with back pay, to enable the 

establishment of a works committee, and to teftain ftom further 

victimisati on of company wotkets. (5) The company refused to 

comply to t hese demands and the Action Committee, in the name of 

its chairman, Calvin Nkabinde, thereupon applied for a Supreme 
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Court interdict against the firm to prevent further 

victimisation. (6) On 1 August, the evening before the case was 

to be held , Raleigh Cycles decided to give in to the Wotkers' 

Action Commi ttee's demands. In the settlement the company 

agreed to re i nstate the four dismissed workers with back pay, to 

the establishment of a works committee, and to pay Rl500 towards 

the Action Committee's legal costs. (7) 

After the Raleigh dispute was settled Jane Bandes 

(Hlongwane) made a statement to the 'Garment Worker' which seemed 

to be an i nvitation to the Raleigh Cycles Workers' Action 

Committee to join the union: 

Membersh i p of my union is open to all the wotkets at 
Raleigh Cycles. I can advise that at a number of 
Engineet i ng firms the union has works committees which 
can play a positive tole in the factory for the workers. 
However it is only the union which can give membership 
to the workets and fully represent and protect their 
interests . It is thetefote hoped that a sttong link 
can be established between the co-ordinating works 
committee at Raleigh Cycles and my Union. (8) 

While t he UTP courses fot Raleigh Cycles workers assited in 

boosting t he union's membership it was the successful 

reinstatement of the four victimised workers that swelled its 

membership at the company. Subsequently a similat cycle of 

events took place in Februaty 1974 at Van Leet 's which also 

raised union membetship. 

Outing 1973 workers from Van Leet attended some UTP seminars 

and became members of EAWU. Management at Van Leet, without 

consulting t he workers, registered an existing committee as a 

liaison conmittee. The union members attempted to change it to 

a works commi ttee, but in the process one of the leaders with 19 

years service was fired on 30 January 1974. The company ignored 

representati on from the union and so, with the aid of UTP, action 

was instituted in the Supreme Court to get the wotket reinstated 
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on the grounds that he was victimised for trying to change a 

liaison commi ttee to a works committee. The company immediately 

agreed to settle and offered the victimised worker RlOOO 

compensation ot, 

and contribution 

latter option. (9) 

alternatively, reinstatement with full back pay 

towards legal costs. The worker chose the 

Workers at Van Leer cattied on striving fot the 

establishment of a works committee and voted unanimously in 

favour of one at a general meeting in Match 1974. This mandate 

was conveyed to management at the first meeting of the liaison 

committee and management thereupon accepted that attangements for 

the election of a works committee be made. (10) 

As a result of these successes union membership at Van 

Leet 1 s increased during 1974 ft om 80 to nearly 350 out of a total 

African labour force of 1000. Paid-up membership of the 

Engineering union increased commensurately from 400 in 1972 to 

over 3000 i n 1975 while signed up membership reached 9000 in the 

same year • ( 11) 

In view of the upsurge in its membership, the un ion resolved 

at its 1974 Annual General Meeting to engage actively in 

obtaining recogn ition ftom companies. During 1975 this 

resolution was pursued as the Engineering union actively 

campaigned fot iecognition ftom at least 6 companies, but in all 

except one very small company it met with failure. 

In Apr i l 1975 the works committee at Van Leet which was 

composed of union members presented a document, which was drawn 

up with the aid of UTP, to management. The document requested 

recognition of the Engineering union, access of its officials 

onto the premises, and stop ordet deductions fot the Union's 

funeral scheme. All these requests were turned down by 

management although it was agreed to give the chairman of the 
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committee half a day pet week to attend to committee matters. 

In spite of the fact that mote than 50% of the African workers 

were unioni sed the union was unable to put any pressure on 

management t o reverse its decision. 

The following month the union requested a meeting with the 

management of Boart and Hardmetals, a subsidiary of Anglo 

American Corporation where the union had a membership of 92 out 

of a potenti al African labour force of 500, in ordet to discuss 

union recogn i tion. The company turned down the request because 

it claimed to have a 'fully represented and democratically 

elected liai son committee.' 

At the Springs subsidiary of Abercom where the union's 

membership was 112 out of approximately 400 African workers 2 

union member s served on the works committee. Because of that it 

was decided in July 1975 to request recognition of the shop 

steward, but management refused the request. 

The un i on approached management at a small company, Micro 

Press Tool i n Springs which employed 30 African workers, to allow 

the union t o take up grievances of the workers. The company 

initially refused this request, but in November 1975 it agreed 

that the union could make representations to it over workers' 

grievances. 

The un i on wrote to Highveld Steel in December 1975 asking 

fot permissi on to address workers in the canteen. The union had 

some member s , but it believed that workers would interpret 

permission as an approval of the union by managememt. However 

this rather delicate approach was rebuffed by management who 

refused permi ssion to the union. 

In the same month the Engineering union wrote 

Cycles requesting facilities and union recognition. 

to Raleigh 

A 1 though 
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the chairman of the co-ordinating works committee was granted 6 

hours pet week to tend to the needs of African workers, union 

recognition was refused. The reason advanced was that the 

British Holding Company, Tube Investment had adopted a policy in 

1974 that it would not recognise African trade unions because 

they could not register and did -not have legal status'. (12) 

Although the Engineering union embarked on a recognition 

drive in 1975, it did not achieve any significant success. This 

can in par t be attributed to the fact that it did not mobilise 

its members to push for recognition where it had a majority 

basis, and in other cases it approached management prematurely 

before it had built up a strong membership in the company. 

Nonethel ess the union secretary expressed the union's ideal 

in building up its strength through membership while steering 

cleat of pol i tical issues. In 1976 she wrote 

The En gineering and Allied Workers' Union is an 
independent union. It is free from any political-party 
dominati on ... Its sole aim is that of btead-and-buttet 
politics . By finding strength in Union membership and 
not in political ideals, obtaining recognition ftom 
employer s and channelling the needs of members, an 
independent structure has been created ... (13) 

The un i on's political orientation needs to be seen in the 

light of security police intimidation it experienced during its 

first few years of existence. In 1975, for instance, after the 

union had es t ablished regional branches, security police visited 

Executive members at their homes and interrogated them about 

union affa it s. As a result three of the twelve Executive 

members became inactive. (14) 

In 1977 the union was -on the way• towards obtaining 

recognition from ASEA Electric in Pretoria, but were then held 

back because they were not a registered union. (15) However in 

1977 the union entered into an internal conflict that absorbed a 

great deal of time and energy of the officials. It resulted in 
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a complete polatisation of the union that finally tote apart into 

two unions i n 1979. 

Internal Conflict in the EAWU 

The fi t st open conflict in EAWU emerged at a National 

Executive Committee meeting on 30 April 1977 when a dispute arose 

between the ptesident of the union, Mcebisi Mqhayi, and the 

genetal sec t etaty, Jane Hlongwane, over the organisation of a 

weekend semi nat at Hammansktaal. The ptesident suppotted a sub­

committee f i nding that the UTP was not helpful and, instead, 

wanted to make use of the setvices of a ttaining officet ftom the 

personnel department of Van Leet to tun the seminat. The 

general sect etaty was opposed to this because the union was 

dealing with the UTP and argued that it should at least be 

incotpotated into the planning of the seminar. She also 

maintained t hat training wotkets for management, which was done 

at Van Leet , was different from training wotkets in a union. 

Finally, she maintained that the union had passed a resolution 

that all tra i ning would be done by the UTP. {16) 

Although it was subsequently a matter of contention who won 

the majority support of the National Executive ovet this issue, 

the Van Leet training officer was invited to tun the seminar. 

It was all eged that the genetal sectetaty played a destructive 

tole at the seminar. While the Executive were handing out theit 

ptogtamme she handed out a sepatate programme and duting the 

seminar she ttied to attack and embattass the training officer. 

She also produced a document accusing the president of acting 

unconstitutionally which she apparently distributed to othet 

executive membets in branches othet than the East Rand branch of 

which the president was a member. {17) 

At the following National Executive meeting on 28 May 1977 
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the secretary was criticised fot these actions and it was felt 

that she should be disciplined. Differences persisted and she 

handed in a written resignation as general secretary of the 

Engineering union. However at the next meeting on 25 June she 

withdrew her resignation. The withdrawal was accepted subject 

to the condi t ion that she be suspended ftom het duties as general 

secretary fo t a period of 6 months. (18) 

The di spute continued and gained momentum within the union 

as time passed. At the Annual Conference, constitutionally held 

to be 'the supreme decision-making organ', on 25-26 November 1977 

at Hammansk t aal, the dispute flared up into conflict that 

polarised the union. Immediately after the president's speech, 

the chairman of the Central Branch, Paul Bapela who supported the 

general sec retary, wanted to know why she had been suspended. 

Ftom there t he Conference 'disintegrated'. (19) In a mammoth 

session tha t lasted from 5 pm on the first day through to 3 am 

Mqhayi and ot her members of the National Executive supporting him 

wet~ 'compel led to leave the meeting'. (20) Jane Hlongwane was 

thereupon re- instated as general secretary. However, aftet some 

sleep and 'when tempers had cooled slightly' (21) the president 

re-opened t he issue and the activities of the secretary were 

'reviewed'. (22) As a result the Annual Conference resolved to 

dismiss Hlongwane as general secretary, a resolution that she 

refused to accept as valid. At that stage the conflict between 

the two sides became unresolvable and carried on unabatedly 

through 1978. 

The details of the subsequent conflict ate not as important 

as trying t o understand why it arose in the first place. Jane 

Hlwongane considered the main reason to be that Mqhayi and his 

supporters had been in favour of joining the Federation of South 
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African Trade Unions (FOSATU) and that she was viewed as the 

stumbling block by them. As a founder member of the 

Consultative Committee and strongly in favour of it, she was 

opposed to EAWU joining the Federation. This was what she felt 

to be the deeper underlying reason of the conflict because at one 

stage she 

Mqhayi. 

t hought it was ·a pet son al dispute between het and 

When she met him ptivately they seemed to resolve 

theit differences, but when he was with the Executive Committee 

the problems recurred. (23) 

On the other hand Calvin Nkabinda, who was appointed by the 

National Executive first as acting general secretary in January 

and then as general secretary in Aptil 1978, saw othet reasons 

fot the conflict. When he and other East Rand members wete 

elected onto the Executive he said they wanted to get things 

done, but the secretary was reluctant to listen. to them. (24) 

Hlongwane's response to this was that he was tefetting to the 

seminar that they wanted to be tun by Van Leer's training 

officer. She maintained that thete was a group of 5 National 

Executive members from Van Leet (including Mqhayi) who controlled 

the Executive. 

This explanation pointed towards another significant featute 

of the confl ict within the Engineering union. It displayed a 

strong regional dimension. At the time the conflict emerged the 

union had three branches: - the Central . Branch comprised 

Johannesburg , Getmiston, Ptetotia and West Rand; the East Rand 

Branch included Boksburg, Benoni, Btakpan, Springs, Heidelberg 

and Nigel; and the Vaal Btanch coveted Veteeniging, 

Vandetbijlpa rk and Meyetton. In the conflict the East Rand 

Branch supported the 'Mqhayi group', the Central Btanch supported 

the 'Bapela group' and the Vaal Branch was split down the middle 

with the two offices of the rival groups tight next to each othet 
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in Veteeniging. The head office of the union was in the centre 

of Johannesbu rg and Bapela worked at ASEA in Pretoria. Van Leet 

was situated in the East Rand and its Branch office was in 

Spt in gs. The branch offices were separated by a great distance 

and they would understandably have developed characteristics of 

their own. However, this is not enough to explain why conflict 

emerged between the branches. 

A difference in organisational strategy appeared to exist 

between the East Rand and Central Branches. This was reflected 

by Bapela's criticism of Nkabinde. He stated that Nkabinde did 

not know the difference between letters to a company director and 

to a friend. When he wrote to a company director he would say 

we have so many members and we demand recognition, whereas Bapela 

felt that a union could not demand. (25) 

After the conflict in the Engineering union had led to a 

complete polarisation between the two groups, a power struggle 

developed between them for control of the union's resources. In 

particular the conflict revolved around the subscriptions of the 

Central Branch, the union's Kombi, and the office equipment and 

records of the union. 

On 3 June 1978 the Annual General Meeting (AGM) of the 

Central Branch was held. The AGM resolved unanimously that 

monies collected from subscriptions in the Central Branch would 

no longer be forwarded to the National Executive and that the 

chairman of the Branch, Paul Bapela, would open a new bank 

account. (26) It was alleged by the union's president that 

subscriptions from the Central Branch had not been paid over to 

the Nationa l Executive from ·as early as February of that year. 

(27) 

The AGM also resolved to seize the union's Kombi and its 
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keys. The Kombi was taken to Bapela who refused to hand it ovet 

to the National Executive at a meeting on 25 June 1978. (28) 

In the same month the National Executive purported to close 

the union's head office in Johannesburg and ptesumably moved 

office equi pment and tecotds to the Springs office which they 

declared to be the new head office. On 8 and 15 July members of 

the Bapela group 'invaded' the Springs and Vaal Branch offices 

respectively and removed records and equipment. Then, on 9 

September 1978 they completely stripped the Springs office 

leaving noth i ng behind. (29) 

The National Executive thereupon instituted legal 

proceedings to recover the assets and to restrain the 'break away 

group' from presenting themselves as officials of EAWU. The 

proceedings dtagged on for about a year until the parties agreed 

to settle out of court in late 1979. The outcome went in 

favour of the 'Mqhayi group' who retained their positions in EAWU 

as well as its possessions. The 'Bapela group' reconstituted 

themselves as a new union, the Steel, Engineering and Allied 

Workers' Union (SEAWU). It was however not until 1981 that the 

final settlement was made. By this time SEAWU had already been 

fotmed. Although the finance was divided equally between the 

two parties, SEAWU agreed to hand in the remaining assets to EAWU 

which could claim legal ownership thereof. (30) 

In conclusion, the dispute in EAWU that resulted in a split 

in the union was due to a number of reasons. The ones that have 

clearly been identified were a regional conflict between the 

different branches and a difference in organisational approach 

between the opposing groups. The conflict also became a power 

struggle fot control ovet the union's resources, although this 

was mote a consequence than a cause of the struggle. 

Although there was no overt evidence that the conflict was 



393 

caused by t he intention of the 'Mqhayi group' to join the 

Federation, t heir intention to do so could have played a tole. It 

could have st rengthened the resolve of the ' Mqhayi group' to join 

since the new Federation offered an alternative source of 

financial and othet resources to the union. However , the 

evidence strongly suggests that the conflict in EAWU would have 

happened even if there were no Federation talks taking place 

between 1977 and 1979. 

A notable characteristic of the conflict was that it was 

centred around the general secretary with some members of the 

National Executive on the one hand and other members of t he 

National Executive, particularly the president, on the other 

hand. There were allegations from both sides that the other 

side was act i ng autocratically without consulting the other. For 

instance, t he chairman of the Central Branch thought that a 

deeper reason fot the dismissal of the general secretary was 

because she challenged the president for not informing het of 

union affa ir s. ( 31) As a result a power struggle developed 

between them , a struggle fot control over the union's resources 

and fot the membership of the union. This was also a feature in 

the conflic t s that developed in the other Consultative Committee 

unions. 

EAWU Structure and Practices, 1979 (32) 

As the conflict in EAWU gained momentum and the union 

polarised i nto two groups, each group effectively operated as a 

union on its own. Thus although EAWU was still technically one 

union up to August 1979 it was practically operating as two 

unions with Jane Hlongwane as secretary of the one and Calvin 

Nkabinde as secretary of the other. The aim of this section is 

to see what t he situation was in the 'Hlongwane union' in August 
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1979 by cons i dering the membership, organisational practice, and 

policy of the union on certain issues. 

Paid up membership of the union was at least 1300 of which 

about 50% were in the Vaal Branch, 40% in the Central Branch, and 

the remaining 10% in Pott Elizabeth. The East Rand had remained 

part of the original union undet Nkabinde's secretaryship. 

About three quartets of the members were permanent residents 

while the remaining quartet were contract workers. The members 

performed mainly unskilled wotk with only about 5-15% doing semi­

skilled work. Monthly dues by members were Rl,50. The uni on 

had also received funds ftom overseas. Since 1976 it had 

obtained R8 000 from the IMF for two organisers and education as 

well as R9 000 from Swedish unions. 

The secretary considered a factory to be well organised when 

the union has about 20% of the prospective membership and 

management should give it a way into the factory. By that 

definition there were 10 factories that wete deemed to be well 

organised, nine that were poorly organised, and another 20-30 

that were in their infancy stage. 

In ter ms of organisational strategy the union used to 

concentrate on approaching management, but after 1978 it changed 

its policy by concentrating first on obtaining membership. In 

practice the union aimed at achieving 15% membership before 

approaching management. Emphasis was also being put on 

membership training that would give them backing to stand up to 

management and acknowledge their trade union membership and 

commitment. 

The union had five full time paid organisers who had been 

elected at an AGM for a period of three years. The organisers 

were all Africans. The secretary was not in favour of having 
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White otgani sets in the union because members would not feel ftee 

to express themselves as they would see Whites as theit 

superiors: 

Black people feel it's theit thing and ate doing it as 
they wis h. 

The union had a total of about 50 shop stewards who wete 

meant to be elected annually, but this had not been followed up 

yet and as a result they had been elected fot 'donkeys years'. 

They just cattied on as shop stewards as long as they remained in 

the same factory. 

to co 11 ect dues. 

The most important task of shop stewards was 

They wete paid 8% of the money they collected 

plus 20 cents fot each ten members they brought into the union. 

Shop stewards also took complaints ftom workers, but did not take 

them up directly with management. 

While it did not seem to be a standatd practice in the union 

fot shop stewards co1TJTiittees to meet tegulatly, the five shop 

stewards of ASEA met weekly fot 15 minutes to one hour. Thtee 

of the shop stewards served on the liaison committee which met 

twice a month. Meetings with all the wotkets in the factory 

were held monthly in the townships. (33) 

The section of the union administered by Jane Hlongwane had 

therefore retained a considerable component of the union's total 

membership except fot the East Rand where it lost all the 

factories. The organisation of this section had also remained 

intact and was putting mote emphasis on recruiting membership 

befote approaching management. With the exception of ASEA the 

union did not appear to have built up a strong shopfloot presence 

where workers could make effective demands from management. 

1.2 The Transport and Allied Wotkets' Union (TAWU) 

Early History 

On 4 June 1972, more than 300 Black bus drivers 



employed by PUTCO, the Government-subsidised ttanspott 
company, wete attested during a sit-in strike in 
Johannesburg in protest against a wage offer of 3%. 
The following day 40 dtivets presented themselves at 
John Vor ster Square and asked to be locked up as well in 
demonstr ation of solidarity. {34} 
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The Transport and Allied Wotkets ' Union was botn out of this 

'remarkable solidarity and determination' displayed by the PUTCO 

drivers which also won them a 33 1/3% wage increase. {35} Their 

Drivers' Ac t ion Committee contacted the UTP on how to form a 

union. Al ong with drivers from the Johannesburg Municipality 

Transport Department the PUTCO workers formally established the 

Transport union on 2 February 1973. {36} 

Before the union was founded the Action Committee, i n 

discussion with the UTP, decided that the PUTCO management should 

be informed of the decision that a union was to be established. 

A meeting was requested on the grounds of substantial membership 

support. At the meeting held in October 1972 PUTCO's management 

was adament t hat no recognition would be given to a union on the 

ground that it was a third patty to the relationship between 

workers and management. {37} 

Management proceeded to adopt intimidatory tactics against 

the drivers as well. On 21 November 1972 the Action Committee 

was summoned before a director of PUTCO who informed them that 

the Board of PUTCO had decided to fire them and 40 other drivers 

unless they dropped all ideas of forming a union. {38} 

Possibly as a result of the threats from management union 

membership grew slowly. Signed up membership stood at only 216 

in September 1973 even though a union leader victimised in May 

for wanting to establish a works committee at Vaal Transport 

Company had been reinstated after court action was instituted by 

the union. 

The first general secretary of the union was John Hofman, a 
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former Putco employee. (39) He was succeeded by Clement Montsho 

on 1 May 1975. Membership of the union had been dropping before 

his arrival. Even though signed up membership was around 1000, 

paid up member ship stood at only 76. (40) 

Drivers• Works Co1T111ittee in African Bus Service (ABS} 

In July 1975 the Transport union received a strong boost 

when contact was made in Pretoria with ~an existing, forceful and 

independent committee of drivers• from African Bus Service (ABS}, 

a subsidiary of a British group, United Transport Holdings (UTH). 

(41) The Drivers• Committee had been established as far back 

as 1971 and it had managed to get itself registered as a works 

committee in 1974. · It was not making advances and felt the need 

to belong to a broader based organisation. (42) It first 

established what the union stood fot and only after consulting 

with the membership at a meeting was it decided that ABS workers 

should join the union. (43) 

The commi.ttee at ABS was well organised and democratically 

tun with i t s power located amongst members at the work place. 

There was full report back by the committee to members at general 

meetings of all the drivers who were requited to sign an 

attendance register. Issues being negotiated with management 

were tefett ed back to the drivers. Management was opposed to 

the committee finding a power base amongst the members at a 

general mee t ing. Its opposition was typified by a managerial 

response at a meeting saying that 

this constant reference back of details was unnecessary 
and the committee must be given the power to negotiate. 
(44) 

The wor ks committee with · ten representatives, nine of which 

belonged to the union, also played a tole in negotiating wages 

with management. In February 1976 the works committee sent new 
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wage proposals to management through the union. Management 

ignored the union's letter, but commenced discussions of the wage 

rates at a formal meeting of the works committee. The committee 

refused to accept management's proposals not to sign an agreement 

on the wages . The assistant general manager tried to persuade 

two committee members to sign the agreement, but they refused to 

do so without the acceptance of the workers. Even when 

officials ftom the Department of Labour strongly urged the 

committee to sign it, the committee maintained their stand. (45) 

Soon af t er the ABS Dtivets' Committee had recommended union 

membersip to the drivers, the union formally asked permission to 

enter the company's premises in September 1975. This was 

refused, bu t the union's secretary nevertheless continued to 

enter the premises and management failed to take action against 

him. (46) 

The uni on was, at the same time, also organising two othet 

subsidiaries of United Transport Holdings. It was organising 

Vaal Transport that operated in the Vereeniging atea and 

Greyhound Bu slines that operated on the West Rand. Once it had 

become known to UTH that the union was organising at ABS, Vaal 

Transport and Greyhound, the union alleged that the three 

subsidiaries had launched a campaign of victimisation against the 

union. The victimisation was however restricted to Greyhound's 

Westonatia depot where five out of nine union members who had 

signed a wr itten request fot limited union recognition late in 

1975 were fi red for 'flimsy excuses'. The union's attempts to 

discuss the i ssue with UTH had been ignored. (47) 

The un i on however pursued recognition with ABS at the level 

of official s with vigour. In December 1975 it wrote to the 

managing dir ector of the patent company about union 

but by late February 1976 it had received no reply. 

recognition, 

Undeten ed, 
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the union also wrote to the general manager of ABS on 3 February 

1976 about a number of issues including recognition of TAWU, but 

the letter was also ignored. On 2 Apt i 1 1976 the uni on 

secretary, accompanied by the UTP chairman acting as an advisor, 

went to see the managing director of UTH. During the meeting it 

was put to the managing director at various times that the 

company should form a relationship with the union, but he evaded 

the question. (48) 

In spite of not gaining recognition from UTH or its 

subsidiaries, union membership increased significantly during 

1976. Signed up membership of the union increased from 1 180 in 

September 1975 to 2 006 in September 1976 although paid up 

membership remained at only 400. At ABS a total of 326 out of a 

potential 385 African workers had signed up by September 1976. 

Of these 230 were paid up members. However, at Vaal Transport 

with a total labour force of over 500, only 80 of the 345 signed 

up members we re paid up by September 1976. (49) 

On 15 October 1976 the union's general secretary wrote on 

behalf of the works committee in Pretoria to the general manager 

of ABS 'in connection with' recognition of the union. He 

included a proposed recognition agreement that had been prepared 

in consultation with the union's attorney. (50) The draft 

Agreement proposed that 

the Employer recognises the Union as the chosen 
representative of all person employed by the Employer ... 

The Union through its officials (*) and advisers shall 
be entitled to negotiate with the Employer on behalf of 
the Members on all matters relating to working 
conditions, pay, .•. , redundancies, dismissals, 
grievances, disciplinary procedure and all other aspects 
of both employment and the work situation. 

the Employers shall afford them (shop stewards - JM) 
reasonable opportunity to attend to Union business. 

(*) Note that the union used the · word 'offfcial 1 to 



include full-time officials, executive committee members 
and shop stewards. (51) 
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On thi s occasion a reply was received the following month 

which politely but firmly turned down the union's request on the 

grounds that 

the Company has, through the Works Committee, been able 
to buil d up a sound and healthy labour relationship 
with al l its staff ... (52) 

The uni on driver members at ABS decided not to use the power 

they had in order to gain union recognition. This was because 

of the ban on meetings in terms of the Riotous Assemblies Act, 

and the -feat and confusion' that the banning of three UTP 

officials had created. (53) 

But the company also had another trick up its sleave. I t 

sought to weaken the works committee of the drivers that had been 

acting as a thotn in its flesh for several years. It proceeded 

to establish a co-ordinating works committee which consisted of 

two representatives each from three different departments. The 

three departments were supervisors and clerks, engineering, and 

drivers. Although the drivers works committee represented two 

thirds of the labour force, it only constituted one third of the 

co-ordinating committee's membership. The die was cast. 

When t he drivers' works committee once again raised the 

issue of union recognition at a meeting in Match 1977 

management's response was that this would be discussed at the 

first meeti ng of the co-ordinating works committee in July. 

When the question of recognising TAWU was raised at that meeting, 

the co-ordinating committee accepted the views of the chairman of 

the committee that the company should not recognise the union as 

there was -adequate and suitable communication machinery between 

management and employees'. Satisfaction was also expressed with 

the co-ordinating works committee. (54) 
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The for merly powerful drivets' .wotks committee had thus been 

neutralised and weakened by management's strategy which was 

apparently devised in close collaboration with the security 

police. State intervention therefore also contributed to the 

demise of the drivers' works committee. Continual interest had 

in fact been shown by the · police and security police in the 

union's activities, particularly after drivers from ABS had, with 

union assistance, commenced organising 

Bophuthatswana Transport. (55) 

Organisation in TAWU, 1977-78 

drivers from 

AT the end of 1977 TAWU was still organising PUTCO and had 

also commenced organising at a number of new companies. At PUTCO 

membership had dwindled: in the last quartet of 1977 there were 

only 20 pai d up out of a total of 500 signed up members. The 

secretary had tried to revive the lapsed members in vain. He 

attributed the union's problems to the company's practice of 

promoting elected members of the liaison committee to inspectors. 

Total membership of the union at that time stood at 2735 of which 

400 were paid up members. At a couple of other companies the 

union had managed to get works committees elected. These 

included Pi t so Transport in Brits and Botswanagare Transport in 

Mabopane. (56) 

After August 1977 the general secretary started organising 

goods delivery companies as well. It made some progress at 

Langhoff Tr ansport and towards the end of the year it started 

organising Piet Bosman Transport in Veteeniging. In Match 1978 

the workers approached management in order to establish a works 

committee. After a battle in which the union called in the 

Department of Labour, the works committee was elected, but then 

Bosman's wa nted to register it as a liaison committee. The 
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subsequent dispute led to the dismissal of the sectetaty of the 

wotks committee. The case was taken to the Supteme Coutt, but 

in an historic judgement in August 1978 the judge ruled that 

neither the works committee not the unregistered Transport and 

Allied Workets' Union had the requisite legal standing to bring 

the case to cout t. ( 57) 

Dissent in TAWU 

But all was not well inside the Transport union. The first 

rumbling of an internal dispute came late in 1976, but only butst 

open in Augu st and September, 1977. It manifested itself as a 

clash between the union's secretary and the president. Outing 

August a gtievance of union members arose at the Fattaday Depot 

of PUTCO. The secretaty drafted a lettet to management in 

consultation with the relevant wotkets. The wording of the 

letter was tead back to wotkets and amended to reflect their 

wishes and approval. (58) The letter stated that t he union was 

dissatis f ied with some of the ittegulatities, and would 
like to have the company's policy ..• 
The Executive Committee of this Union is vety must (sic) 
concern that if you do not attend to this matter it 
could open up doors fat some radical elements who will 
have no time fat negotiation. We would like you to give 
this Uni on the day, when the union officials and members 
of this Union employed by your company could meet you to 
discuss these issues. ( 59) 

On the other hand the president of the Ttanspott union, 

Wilson Manana, had wanted to meet the members at the Depot fitst 

to see whether they supported the issues, but before he ot the 

Executive Committee could do so, the letter had been wtitten. 

(60) As a result the president drafted a letter to PUTCO that 

nullified the letter sent by the secretaty. It said 

I wish t o inform you that 1 was not consulted about the 
above l etter neither my Executive was consulted. 
Thetefot e in this circumstances I wish to ask you to 
rule the contents of this letter nul and void. A 
fut thet l ettet wi 11 teach you after out Executive has 
met soon . ( 61) 
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The secretary's account of what happened subsequently was 

that he fel t that he could no longer work in the union because 

the president had a negative attitude towards him. He therefore 

resigned on 31 July 1978. ( 62) 

The pr esident's account of what happened filled in more 

details. He observed that in the past the secretary ran the 

union in hi s own way, but then through the educational courses 

the Executive Committee became aware that 

we were not involved in some of the issues. The 
secretary was doing his own thing and telling us what is 
happening and what should be done. We were made to 
make decisions that, at a later stage we could not 
approve of. We felt we were too much spoonfed by the 
secretary . Later on he · was doing certain things that 
were uncalled for. 
I was keen to get involved as president and pushed to be 
involved with the secretary, but he. did not approve and 
thought I was spying. It did not work out. 
We changed things through the courses. After going 
through a course we'd see things had to go this way. 
I insisted that the whole Executive should go through 
courses so that they could all see what is involved for 
the Executive. (63) 

Signifi cantly, a two day seminar course was held by UTP on 

19 to 20 November, 1977, for the Transport union's Executive 

Committee. The programme included a study of the union's 

constitution and concentrated on encouraging participation by the 

executive members in the course. (64) 

A subsidiary struggle also developed in the Transport union 

over the use of a Kombi it had acquired from the International 

Transport Workers' Federation in 1978. The struggle was over 

who would have the use of the Kombi as everybody on the Executive 

became incl i ned to use it. 

The di spute came to a head when the Executive Committee laid 

down conditi ons of employment for the general secretary on how he 

should wo rk which the secretary could not accept. He 

subsequently resigned. (65) 
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The Ttanspott union remained without a general secretary for 

more than a year. By August 1979 it was still without a full 

time offici al and consequently the union was tunning down 

organisationally. The Executive Committee was meeting less than 

once every 2 months and there was also a lack of co-operation 

within it. Membership had 'fluctuated' since May 1978. (66) 

TAWU Structure and Practices, 1978 - 1979 (67) 

In July 1978 the Transport union's signed up membership was 

in the region of 2700. This represented an increase over the 

October 1977 signed up membership figure of 2 200. Paid up 

membership i n October 1977 was 384, (68) but probably dropped 

aftet that i n view of the problems within the union. Union dues 

were 50 cents pet week ot over R2,00 pet month. It was claimed 

that the uni on raised RlOOO pet month from members' subscriptions 

at the end of 1977, but the figure seems inflated in view of the 

number of paid up members. The union was also a member of the 

Inter nation al Transport Wotkets' Fedet at ion from which it 

received R800 in 1976, R750 in 1977, R2123 in 1978 as well as 

R6800 for the purchase of a Kombi. 

Ninety pet cent of the membership came from the 

Johannesburg, Vereeniging and Pretoria regions. About two 

thirds of the members were drivers while the remainder were 

conductors, labourers and mechanics. 

Clement Montsho, the former general secretary, considered a 

company to be well organised when the union had reached 51% 

membership and poorly organised when it had only 10-15%. By 

this criterion he estimated that 7 of the 15 companies were well, 

and 3 poorly, organised in mid-1978. 

Montsho did not feel that Whites, Coloureds ot Indians had a 

tole to play in African trade unions as he believed that 'they 
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would kill off African leadership. 1 

At the end of his term of office, there wete 29 shop 

stewards. The notm was fot each company to have one to three 

shop stewards except fot PUTCO in Johannesburg and ABS which had 

6 members each. The tasks of the shop stewards were to collect 

dues and t o promote union organisation. Then shop steward 

meetings at depots were usually weekly. A year later in July 

1979 the shop stewards wete not meeting. 'That's been out 

downfall 1
, t he president remarked. 

Each time we organise a shop stewards' meeting only one 
or two would come in. We have breaks at different 
times so we cannot all meet. 
We shoul d have people who attend regularly, who know 
what the union is and be prepared to sacrifice off. 
hours. We start early hours of the morning and finish 
late hours of the afternoon. People want to go and 
sleep instead of having the heart to come to meetings. 

In summary the Transport union built itself up on workers 

who displayed strong solidarity from PUTCO and well organised 

drivers from African Bus Services. The union's recognition 

strategy at both companies did not however succeed. Nonetheless 

the union grew at a number of companies and conducted an historic 

legal case against Bosman Transport. In 1977 the union started 

experiencing serious internal conflict that was centred around a 

dispute between the general secretary and the Executive Committee 

and, in particular, between the general secretary and the 

president. It resulted in the resignation of the general 

secretary i n mid-1978 as well as the dismissal of the union's 

organiser. Futthet differences in the union prevented the 

immediate appointment of a new general secretary and the union 

consequentl y went into a downward spiral ftom which it had not 

recovered yet by July 1979. 
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The inaugural meeting of the Sweet Food union was held on 9 

February 1974 with 200 workers in attendance. Leonard (Skakes) 

Sikhakhane was appointed as general secretary. The constitution 

of the union allowed for an advisor who was not a member of the 

union to be appointed by the Executive Committee. Support for 

the union was dominated in terms of membership and leadership by 

workers from Weston Biscuits in Springs, a subsidiary of the 

Premier Mil l ing group. In particular Longway Kwelemtini, a 

supervisor at Weston Biscuits, played a significant tole in the 

union. Signed up membership of the union in the following month 

stood at 247 . (69) 

Workers from Weston had been attending a UTP seminar and 

were opposed to the formation of a liaison committee at Weston. 

Workers wer e in favour of a works committee, but management, 

aided and abetted by the Department of Labour, were trying to 

foist a lia i son committee onto the African employees. (70) Due 

to sustained pressure from the workers a referendum was held at 

the company under the auspices of the Department of Labour in 

February 1974. The workers voted overwhelmingly by 240 votes to 

40 in favo ur of a works committee which was duly elected into 

office. (71 ) As a result of these actions and the ensuing 

victory, uni on support at Weston was high. In September 1974 it 

had a paid-up membership of 201. (72) 

The union experienced considerable harassment and 

intimidation at the hand of the security police during its early 

years of existence. The chairman of the works committee at 

Weston Biscuits who was also president of the union, received 

repeated vi s its from the security police who, on one occasion 

threatened t o have him sent back to the Transkei because he was a 
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'ttouble-maket'. (73) 

Towards the end of 1974 Weston's management requited female 

workers to wotk night shift. Those women whom it did not suit 

to do nigh t shift due to family commitments, wete forced to 

resign. The works corrmittee's appeal to have them reinstated 

fell on deaf eats. Then, on 12 Octobet 1975, 

16 femal e workers wete told to go on night shift. They 
appealed fot a 6 pm until 3.30 am shift instead of the 
requited 6 pm to 6 am shift ... On the 10th Novembet 
these same 16 female wotkets wete summarily dismissed 
because of alleged unproductive wotk. (74) 

The un i on mounted a publicity campaign against the company 

in the press stressing the enforced night shift of the women. A 

Rand Daily Mail tepottet investigating the case found that 

Despite producing numerous daily tecotds the management 
of Weston was not able to show me how the assessment of 
this group's diminishing ptoductivity had been 
established. (75) 

The company's case collapsed and, aftet meeting with Sweet 

Food union officials, reinstated the 16 workers despite advice 

ftom the security police not to do so, compensated them fot a 

loss in wages, and abolished night shift. 

Bolster ed by this success, paid up union membership at 

Weston's inc reased to 385 by September 1976. In the union as a 

whole signed up membership stood at 1765 and paid up at 870 in 

the same month. The membership was spread among 21 factories 

that wete mainly located in the Sptings atea. (76) 

At Weston Biscuits the works committee attempted to have a 

grievance ptocedute adopted at the company in June 1976, but 

without success. In the same month the UTP ran a seminat at the 

request of the Consultative Committee on union recognition. On 

the strength of that the Sweet Food union decided to make a bid 

fot recognition at Weston Biscuit. On 16 October a letter was 

sent to the management enclosing a proposed recognition 
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agreement. It proposed formal recognition of the union as the 

spokesman for the workers and granting the union access to the 

workplace. Management's reply was an exercise in duplicity: 

it claimed t o have no objections to the recognition of the union, 

provided th i s was done on an industry basis and had the support 

of a signi f icant majority of workers of all races in the 

industry. (77 ) 

The ba nning of three union officials a week later, -one of 

whom was advisor to the union and involved in the recognition 

campaign' pu t an effective end to it. (78) 

At Vaal Bottlers a strike took place over low wages in 1976 

before its workers had joined the Sweet Food union. The 

Department of Labour was called in to deal with the dispute and 

told worker s to return to work, but workers refused and wanted 

theit demands met first and to know what wage increase they were 

r ecei vi ng. The workers contacted the union which advised them 

to elect a committee and then to negotiate with management. 

They obtained theit increase and thereupon joined the union. (79) 

Paid up membership declined slightly by the end of 1976 when 

it stood at 798 in December. However, this dropped rather 

precipitousl y to 389 by July 1977. (80) 

In October 1977 the Sweet Food union launched a recognition 

campaign in Unilever, a multi-national company. The company was 

opposing un i on recognition on the grounds that it had a liaison 

committee it was using. On 2 October the UTP tan a semi nat for 

about 30 uni on members from Unilever on the recognition campaign. 

( 81) 

Sweet Food Union Structure and Otganf satf onal Ptactfces 1978 
(82) 

Because of an inter na 1 dispute that t esulted in the 
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splitting of SFAWU during 1979 (discussed below) the situation in 

the union as it existed at the end of 1978 is considered here. 

At that time the union had approximately 4000 signed up and 450 

paid up members. The paid up membership was declining. The 

reason for this, according to Skakes Sikhakhane, was because 

there were dismissals at some companies where the union would 

take up the case and fail. As a result disillusionment set in 

amongst the members. This happened at Essmot Meats, Va al 

Bottlers and Epol. 

The monthly dues paid by union members were Rl,30. The 

union was however not financially self-reliant by 1978. In 

addition to the financial subsidisation of the union by the UTP, 

the union received a direct grant for R9000 from the 

International Union of Food Workers' Association (IUF) in 1978 

for educati onal purposes. In the same year it also bought a 

Kombi from funds donated by Danish trade unions. 

Of the union membership about 40% were permanent residents, 

25% frontier commuters and 35% migrant workers. In Sikhakhane's 

judgment the migrant workers were better union members in that 

they remained unified once it came to action. About 90% of the 

members wer e either unskilled or semi-skilled and tended to do 

conveyer belt or packing work. The largest proportion of members 

at the end of 1978 wete located on the East Rand in the Springs 

area. Almost two fifths came from the East Rand, whereas 

Johannesburg and the West Rand around Krugersdorp had one fifth 

of the membership each, while the Vaal area neat Veteeniging had 

slightly less than one fifth. The remainder were in Pretoria. 

The union's organising strategy was to make use of the Bantu 

Labour Relations Regulation Act by setting up works committees. 

After organising members at a firm, a union committee for that 

firm would be elected in the township. Thereupon the union 
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members wou l d petition management for a works committee and put 

forward the union committee to stand for the works committee 

positions. Management's countervailing strategy was to try . and 

push the uni on out with a liaison committee. The union achieved 

success against management's strategy at Weston Biscuits, Inter­

continental Breweries (ICB), Vaal Bottlers, Irvin and Johnson and 

Excelsior Bakeries and had seven unionised works committees in 

all. 

The uni on's first general secretary,Sikhakhane, claimed that 

the union di d not approach management for recognition until it 

had well over 50%, almost 80%, membership. When the union had 

around 30% membership it would write to management and enclose a 

copy of the union's constitution in order to introduce itself. 

While the union was trying to gain recognition it held meetings 

with worker s from the company every second Sunday. 

was held in t he townships. 

The meeting 

The fir st general secretary considered a company to be well 

organised when it nearly had 50% membership, when the works 

committee members were all union members and able to process a 

grievance, and when the secretary had access onto the premises 

during break s. By those criteria he considered four companies, 

namely Weston Biscuits, ICB, Kelloggs and Ne~ 1 s Dairy to be well 

organised, another twenty to be reasonably and five poorly 

organised. 

The tasks of shop stewards in the Sweet Food union were 

mainly to recruit new members, to collect subscriptions, and to 

take up comp l aints where this was possible. At the end of 1978 

the union had about 30 shop stewards in all, but the union placed 

mote emphas i s on using unionised works committees than shop 

stewards. Management tried to use liaison committees to push 
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the union out, but the union successfully fought for works 

committees at fout companies. 

In 1975 it was felt in the Executive Committee that t he 

general secretary requited an organiser to assist him. Sweet 

Food was not the only union he was looking after. The Executive 

Committee decided to appoint Maggie Magubane, who had been an 

activist in Weston Biscuits, as full time organiser. 

The secretary did not think thete was a tole for Whites, 

Coloureds and Indians in the union unless the union approached 

them fot t heir expertise. Sikhakhane explained why he held 

these views: 

People are very suspicious of institutions whete there 
is a Wh i te man. Time and again I was asked what are 
the Whi t es doing in UTP. I'd say we need them, but 
people remained sceptical. 

However , the Sweet Food union was not to be spared ftom 

inner confli ct and the organiser became one of the key figures in 

the subsequent confrontation in the union. 

Dispute in SFAWU, 1978 - 1979 

The di spute within SFAWU focussed initially around an 

incident bet ween the organiser, Maggie Magubane, and the 

president of the union, Longway Kwelemtini. Although thete had 

apparently been a longstanding difference between them, it 

finally erupted ovet payment fot the transport attangements of 

the union's AGM in November 1978. Different ~ccounts exist over 

what exactly happened, but thete was agreement that there was a 

fight between the president and organiser over filling in blank 

cheques signed by the president and that she tried to assault 

him. ( 83) 

A new Executive Committee was elected at the AGM on 26 

November 1978, but it was a divided house, with one side 

supporting the Magubani and the other supporting Kwelemtini and 
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Sikhakhane. At the December meeting of the Executive the 

organiser was dismissed and the president was expelled from the 

union. However, at an Executive meeting in January 1979 this 

decision wa s reversed and both the organiser and president were 

t e i n stated. ( 84 ) 

On 3 and 21 February 1979 two Executive Committee meetings 

were held where the decisions that were taken were hotly 

contested by eithet side. (85) According to Sikhakhane there 

was pressur e from the membership for a general meeting to be 

called, but the executive committee refused to do so. (86) 

However, a general meeting was called by the Kwelemtini group on 

11 Match 1979. At that meeting a vote of no confidence was 

passed in t he Executive Committee and a Caretaker Executive 

Committee was elected. The meeting was however found to be 

unconstituti onal and its decisions were therefore of no effect. · 

As a result of these difficulties an Executive meeting was 

held on 21 Match with legal representatives from both sides being 

present. At that meeting it was voted by ten votes to three to 

dismiss the general secretary, Skakes Sikhakhane, and replace 

him with Ma ggie Magubane and to place control of the assets of 

the union (i ncluding the Kombi) under het. (87) (The reason why 

the general secretary was dismissed by the Executive is discussed 

in the next section.) 

Once again the struggle for the control of the union's 

assets intensified. The following day angry supporters of the 

Kwelemtini group removed the union's assets from the Head Office 

so that Magubane's supporters could not possess them. 1 (88) 

The union's Kombi also went mtssing and was found at the house of 

a union member after the Executive went to court over the matter. 

(89) 
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The end result of the dispute was that Sikhakhane and the 

Kwelemtini group decided to break away and form a new union, the 

Food, Bever age Workers' Union of South Africa. It held its 

inaugural meeting on 5 August 1979 and Skakes Sikhakhane was 

elected general secretary. 

Reasons for the Dispute in SFAWU 

The dus t had not yet settled by the end of August 1979 which 

made it di f ficult to discern which companies' members had 

followed the break away union because both unions were claiming 

the support of the same companies. It seemed however asif t he 

Sweet Food union had retained mainly the East Rand companies with 

the probabl y exception of Weston Biscuits, and possibly some 

companies i n the Vaal area. The Food Beverage union on the 

other hand had probably taken the Johannesburg and West Rand 

companies in t o its fold. {90) 

What were the deeper underlying reasons for the internal 

conflict and split in the Sweet Food union? Skakes Sikhakhane 

saw the di spute as a regional one with a political overtone. 

The Engineer i ng union dispute influenced Maggie Magubane because 

she and Ca l vin Nkabinde were working together in offices in 

Springs and she was living in Kwa Thema. Nkabinde was also in 

favour of wo rking with the Feasibility Committee that led to the 

formation of FOSATU. He influenced Magubane, Sikhakhane stated. 

However the Sweet Food union Executive Committee was opposed to 

the Feasib i lity Co1T1Tiittee in 1977 because it was in the 

Consultative Committee which had put forward certain resolutions 

which the Feasibility Committee had ignored. {91) 

Magubane was in favour of the aims and objects of FOSATU and 

was critical of the Consultative Committee because it had no 

constitution and only secretaries went to the meetings. They 
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also did not tepott back to theit membets aftetwards. She 

considered this to be a basic cause of the split, although she 

was also not on good terms with the president. 

In addition the Executive Committee felt that Sikhakhane had 

taken on too much work and was not functioning ptopetly as 

secretary of the Sweet Food union. In addition to being 

sectetaty of the Sweet Food union he was also Directot of the 

UTP, chaitman of the Consultative Committee, as well as general 

sectetaty of the Building union. As a result there were 

numetous all egations of inefficiency made against the secretary: 

In May 1978 Mr. Sikhakhane met with the management of 
Kellogs who were prepated to recognise out union but the 
fitst step was to send them a list of out membets in the 
factory. It is now the 22nd Febtuaty 1979 and he has 
still not sent them the list. It is the executive 
committee 's view that Mt.L.Sikhakhane is too involved in 
othet ma t ters to pay attention to his duties as General 
Sectetaty of our Union. (92) 

It was also argued that he failed to approach Essmot 

management fot tecognition by the workers when the union had 70% 

membership i n the company. As a result the union lost members 

there. At Vaal Bottlers and Epol he failed to wtite to 

management at the request of wotkets. (93) 

Anothet complaint against the secretary on the patt of the 

Executive was that he was alleged to act on behalf of the union 

without informing the Executive of his actions. As cases they 

cited that he made a press statement on Inkatha without 

discussing i t first with the Executive and that he launched an 

internationa l campaign against Unilever without authorisation 

from the Executive Conmittee. They futthetmote alleged that he 

did so when the union only had 60 membets out of a potential 2 

000 at the company. 

The accusation tegatding the international campaign against 

Unilever was latgely misplaced as it was commenced by an 
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international group of their own accord who informed Sikhakhane 

of their i ntent. He was potentially at fault not trying to 

prevent them from doing it. Union membership at Unilever was 

also greater than the critics claimed, but the union's 

organisation at the plant was not good because it was a vast 

factory and t herefore difficult to organise. {94) 

The fin al accusation against Sikhakhane was that he used and 

disbursed un i on resources and finances without authorisation from 

the Executi ve Conmittee. It was alleged that he used the 

union's Kombi and petrol account during the union's annual shut 

down without Executive authorisation, and that he paid a Rl50 

fine for other union members as well as an ait ticket fot a UTP 

Durban staff member without due authorisation. {95) 

In reply the secretary explained that he consulted the 

union's pre sident about the payment of the fine and air ticket 

and that the Kombi was used during the holiday for transporting 

Nel 's Dairy workers as a matter of urgency in their conflict with 

management. He also denied that he was a members of Inkatha, but 

conceded that he did make a statement on Inkatha. {96) 

To conclude, the conflict within the Sweet Food Union was 

essentially fought out between officials and office-bearers in 

the Executive Committee. It was not a conflict that involved 

rank and file membership. The members were only called in when 

one or the other side tried to strengthen its constitutional ot 

popular position. The conflict between the officials and 

office-bearers in the Executive focussed around the general 

secretary, 

with the 

president, vice-president 

organiser and almost all of 

and treasurer on one side 

the remaining Executive 

members on t he other side. 

The 

issues. 

conflict between them revolved around 

The established power base, especially 

the following 

the general 
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secretary, was challenged on the grounds that he usurped too much 

power and because he neglected union affairs. The majority of 

the Executi ve Committee and the organiser wanted to have a 

greater say i n the tunning of the affairs of the union. There 

was a poli t ical division between the two sides in that the 

organiser and her group supported the principles and policy of 

FOSATU whil e the secretary and his group were committed to the 

Consultative Committee. To a large extent the division was also 

a regional one. With the exception of Weston Biscuits where the 

president worked, the East Rand workers supported Magubane while 

the Johannesburg and West Rand workers supported Sikhakhane. 

Workers in the Vaal area appear to have been divided over t he 

issue. 

A major aspect of the conflict also revolved around control 

over the resources of the union. In particular the conflict was 

over contro l of the union's financial expenditure and over the 

use of the Kombi. Although the conflict intensified as the 

situation polarised it was present at the start of the dispute. 

There were also personal differences between the organiser and 

president, but the differences were often tied up with the 

conflicting i ssues. 

By Febr uary 1979, if not earlier, the conflict in the Sweet 

Food polari sed the union effectively into two groups so that it 

effectively started operating as two unions. The Magubane group 

operated from Springs and the Sikhakhane group from Johannesburg. 

Towards the end of 1978 the Sikhakhane group became involved in a 

tough confli ct with particularly intransigent employers at Nel 's 

Dairy in whi ch the union showed great solidarity with the workers 

who perservered in their struggle to the end. 



417 

The Nel 1 s Da i ty Struggle 

In 1978 the Sweet Food union had commenced organising the 

African wor kers at Nel 1 s Dairy in Victory Patk, Johannesburg. 

The daity employed an Aftican labour force of about 330 wotkets 

most of whom were migrant workers from the Rustenburg area. 

They lived i n hostels in Alexandra and were transported ftee of 

charge to and from work in company buses. 

Working conditions at Nel 1 s Dairy were very unpleasant 

because of the harshness of management which was basically 

composed of Nel btothets and theit sons. Workers were faced 

with fines fot having ditty trucks, fines for arriving late at 

work, and deductions for amounts stolen from various drivers. 

Some of the deductions were illegal in which case they were not 

made from t he regulat wage pay slips, but on a separate slip of 

paper. (97) In such cases it was alleged to be the practice of 

the company to get an employee 1 s signature to an acknowledgement 

of debt in terms of which he incorrectly admitted to having 

borrowed monies ftom the company. (Mabaso, Affidavit, 11 June 

1979, paragraph Se(vi).) One of the cases of illegal deductions 

was utterly reprehensible. 

In January 1977, Greatman Seabelo, a truck dtivet of Nel 1 s 

Dairy, was robbed of about Rl 700 of the company 1 s money while on 

duty. In spite of the fact that there was an independent eye­

witness pr esent J.H. Nel made him sign a form under threat of 

going to j ail. The fotm stated that Seabelo had borrowed 

money from the firm. That month and the next RlOO was deducted 

from Seabel o1 s monthly wage of R170 until he complained that he 

could not support his family on the money that was left. 

Thereupon R60 was deducted ftom his monthly wage until the amount 

stolen had been recovered. After the full amount had been paid 

back Seabe l o was dismissed in Aptil 1979. Owing to the court 
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action on the patt of the union in its struggles against Nel 's 

Dai t y, Seabelo's plight came to the attention of lawyers. In a 

settlement out of coutt he was paid back R1580, the full amount 

that had been deducted ftom his salary. (98) 

Thete was also no suitable way fot wotkets to ait their 

grievances and have them set tight. In 1973 there had been a 

majot confr ontation because workers wanted to be paid weekly 

ta th et than monthly. According to one wotket a Nel btothet 

called the wotkets in one by one and enquited whethet they 

ptefetred weekly ot monthly wages. Those favouring weekly wages 

wete dismissed. (99) With that experience of management workers 

were unlikely to raise their grievances with management. 

Around August 1978 the union organisation had reached the 

stage of electing a union committee of 15 members that it wanted 

to establish at the company as a registered works committee. 

(100) As a result a petition signed by 90 wotkets and 

requesting t he formation of a wotks committee was sent by post to 

management. It was sent by post out of feat of victimisation 

for those who would otherwise have delivered it to management. 

(101) Man agement claimed that one of its Coloured employees 

took a soundi ng of Aftican workers' opinions and came up with the 

finding that about 93 favoured the formation of a liaison 

committee. In view of the fact that only a minority of wotkets 

had requested a wotks committee management took no action. (102) 

The uni on soon sent a second petition by post signed by mote 

than 150 wo rkers requesting the formation of a wotks committee. 

(103) Management however claimed never to have received the 

second petition. 

Due to futthet representations ft om wotkets Nel 's Daity 

management, who had made it cleat to their wotkets that they 
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favoured the formation of a liaison committee, decided to call a 

meeting whe te wotkets could elect a committee. After a numbet 

of failed at tempts a meeting was held on 13 December 1978 where 

94% of the African labour fotce was present as well as 3 

officials f rom the Labour Department. (104) Accounts of what 

happened at the meeting diffet. According to J.H. Nel, who 

chaired the meeting, workers became rowdy aftet the first non­

union candi date was nominated fot the committee and staged a 

walk-out. (105) Accotding to J.Mabaso the workers accepted the 

nomination of non-union members, but walked out when the 

chairman, J.H. Nel, had ignored the nomination of a ptominent 

worker leader. They feated that he would only allow his 

supporters of to be elected onto the committee. (106) 

Mabaso 1 s account is most ptobably the reliable tendition of 

what happened. The Nels were clearly strongly opposed to the 

election of a works committee. In an interview with the 

managing dir ector of the Dairy, mt J.D. Nel, he said there was 

intimate contact between management and the workets on a liaison 

committee, but with a works co1001ittee the workers met separately 

and they had the opportunity to elect an agitator to speak to 

management which would not resolve matters. (107) This was said 

in spite of the fact that he made a swotn statement to the 

contrary that he had no objection to the formation of a wotks 

committee at Nel 1 s Dairy. (108) 

On 28 December 1978, at a time of the year when the union 

was in its annual recess, Nel 1 s management decided at one day's 

notice to hold a meeting after wotk in otdet to elect a wotks 

committee. But only a dozen workers tutned up fot the meeting 

in what was probably a deliberate boycott of the meeting on the 

patt of workers because they had lost confidence in management's 

intentions and they may not have had time to prepate fot the 
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meeting. (109) 

In the wake of the inadequate communication channels and the 

high level of frustration and mistrust of management on the patt 

of wotkets, othet grievances emetged. In patticulat, wotkets 

became discontented with the pension scheme and demanded theit 

money back. The conflict boiled ovet into a strike by about 200 

African wot kets on 27 Match 1979. Different reasons wete 

advanced for the strike, all of which wete probably valid. The 

managing di t ectot, J.D. Nel, attributed it to the company's 

refusal to pay back pension monies, (110) while newspaper 

tepotts linked it to the demand fot a democratically elected 

wot ks commi t tee (111) and the ·teinstatement of 4 wotkets who had 

been fited t he previous week. (112) Management called in t he 

police to deal with the strike and the managing director wanted 

the police to attest the -ringleaders' (belhamels), but the 

police advised them that it was not in management's best intetest 

for them to discriminate against certain wotkets only. (113) 

None of the wotkets were attested and they all returned to wotk 

shortly after the police arrived. The security police were also 

present and hatassed Skakes Sikhakhane who had been called to 

assist by the workers. (114) 

Theteupon management decided to adopt an even tougher policy 

towards the workers. The managing ditectot declared: 

Then the writing was on the wall. We had been too soft 
on the wotkets. We did not maintain enough discipline. 
I had a list of the tingleadets (belhamels) and I 
searched fot reasons to dismiss them. They also played 
right into my hands. (115) 

Management set about dismissing what it deemed to be the 

ringleaders with such detetmination that it became necessary fot 

the union to take urgent defensive action. By 9 May 1979 

eighteen of the wotkets had been fired and the temaining union 
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activists st rongly suspected that they would also be victimised. 

As a result 24 of them filed an urgent application to the Supreme 

Court requesting an interdict that would restrain Nel 's Daity 

ftom dismis sing them because they wanted to introduce a works 

committee. In order to avoid an interdict, Nel 's voluntarily 

undertook in Court on 10 May, 1979, not to victimise any of its 

employees who were attempting to set up a works committee. (116) 

This undertaking did not however deter Nel 's management and 

they continued to dismiss active union members. In particular, 

management was vindictive towards Joseph Mabaso, the worker i n 

whose name t he urgent Court application had been filed. He was 

watched ver y carefully ('fyn dopgehou') by management and on 11 

July 1979 he was fited in the presence of the company's lawyer. 

Mabaso was dismissed on the grounds that he was alleged to have 

said that ' he will cut the company's bosses necks, feet and 

ending with their tails' and that he would set fire to the 

company's pr emises. (117) 

By tha t stage management had dismissed 6 mote union 

activists si nce giving the undertaking not to victimise workers 

and Mabaso was again constrained to take legal action against 

Nel 's Dairy. He called on the court to set aside his dismissal 

with receipt of all back-pay, to fine the company and to fine ot 

jail J.D. Nel. He advanced that his dismissal was both a 

contravention of the law and contempt of court in view of the 

undertaking given to the Court not to victimise workers. (118) 

The hea t ing of the case was scheduled fot 18 March 1980, but 

it was settl ed out of court at the last moment. In return for 

dropping the case Nel 's Dairy agreed to contribute R25 000 to 

costs of the applicants. Of this R15 000 went directly to 30 

workers who had been dismissed under circumstances comprising 

victimisation, and RIO 000 went to legal costs. Skakes 



422 

Sikhakhane, general secretary of the Food, Beverage Wotkets 1 

Union, said t hat 

The uni on regards it as a great victory fot the workers 
fot Nel 1 s Dairy to agree to pay costs. But, the 
tragedy is all but one of the original leaders among the 
workers have been dismissed. (119) 

The case demonstrated a tematkable solidarity and resilience 

of the mi gt ant wotkets and theit union at Nel 1 s Dairy. However, 

in spite of t he legal victory, the case also shpwed the limits of 

legal action in that the union lost its strongest and most active 

members at Nel 1 s Dairy. It also showed the ability of 

implacable management to thwart a union 1 s efforts to organise 

wotkets, bu t at a cost. The managing director, J.D. Nel, was 

ptepated fot this. Aftet the undertaking not to victimise 

wotkets and aftet Mabaso had brought a civil action against him, 

he observed 

Now I ha ve fout persons who ate busy recruiting members 
fot the union and I feel I must get tid of them. Three 
of them ate involved in the case. I mean to do it and 
foot the bill. (120) 

1.4 Laundry , Dry Cleaning and Dyeing Workers• Association 
(121) 

Early Hi story 

In the late 1950s and early 1960s the National Union of 

African Lau ndry Workers was operating with some measure of 

success and it was one of the few SACTU unions that carried on 

operating. (158) However in 1968-69 some of the leaders 

embezzled money of the union and wotkets lost confidence in the 

union. Wi t h the aid of Etic Tyacke the union was revived in 

1972 with t he title 'Association• in otdet to tty and testate 

workets 1 con f idence. Agnes Mapopi Molefe was appointed general 

secretary of the union. 

Union membership grew very rapidly at first. This was 
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because of wotk place grievances and because the subscriptions 

wete vety low at 20 cents pet month. The secretary considered 

this to be a mistake as members left the union aftet dues 

increased i n 1974. Signed up membership stood at 555 in 

September 1973 and increased to 1029 three years later in 

Septembet 1976, but paid up membership then stood at only 319. 

(122) 

In 1973 the Laundry union participated informally in the 

Industrial Council fot the Laundry, Dty Cleaning and Dyeing Trade 

and, as a result, the majot company in the union, Advanced 

Laundries, as well as ten smallet companies, allowed stop order 

deductions i n the following yeat. As a result union membership 

at Advanced Laundries increased dramatically because wot kets 

interpreted this as some fotm of approval of the union. 

However, after August 1975 when the union instituted a successful 

claim against Advance Laundries to the value of R4843 fot the 

death of a worker on the premises, the company turned against the 

union. It appointed a personnel manager whose task it was to 

undermine the union. Membership at the company fell from a peak 

of 700 out of 1200 to only 100 paid up membets early in 1977. The 

secretary felt that the workers were also to blame for the 

situation because they did not attend educational courses. (123) 

During 1975 a two and a half month organising drive was held 

in the Lau ndry union. A group of three organisers specially 

sponsored by the British TUC worked in conjunction with the union 

secretary. As a result breakthroughs wete made in several 

companies ob t aining enrolments of over 50%. However, since each 

of the unions in the organising drive was allocated only two and 

a half months each, the team had to withdraw at the peak of a 

very positi ve response. The secretary then had to struggle on 

her own and was not able to sustain the level reached by the 
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team. (124) 

Although the secretary fully believed in the strike weapon, 

the situati on in the industry made it very difficult fot the 

union to use it. Nonetheless, over the years strikes had taken 

place on a numbet of occasions during negotiations at Advanced 

Laundries, Flamingo and two othet companies. The union faced a 

predicament at Advanced Laundries during the mid-1970s: there 

were some 300 men who were due fot retirement and had ftom 20 to 

50 years ser vice. If they took industrial action they stood to 

lose theit retirement benefits. They thetefote had to take care 

not to give management any excuse fot dismissing them. (125) 

Union Structure and Practices 1979 

Union membership had fluctuated fot various ·reasons ovet the 

years. By July 1979 there were 2050 signed up, but only 300 

paid up members in the union. It operated mainly in 

Johannesburg with mote than 80% of the members and firms 

concentrated in that atea. About half of the members were 

permanent residents with the temaindet being migrant workers. 

Most of the members were, according to the secretary, unskilled 

workers. 

The uni on was faced with a long term structural problem due 

to product changes in the textile and clothing industries and 

technologica l changes in the laundry industry. Clothes were 

increasingly being made ftom synthetic fibres that did not 

require either dty cleaning ot ironing. Consequently the demand 

fot such firms was dwindling and thus employment was also falling 

in that industry. Similarly, technological changes also 

reduced the demand fot labour. Sophisticated presses, operated 

by two wot kets, were brought in to replace ftom six up to ten 

workers who did ironing before. The L~undty union was therefore 
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faced with a steady reduction of its members as workers were made 

redundant. 

The secretary, who was the only organiser in the union, 

considered a company to be well organised when the members were 

united and could tackle anything for themselves, where a good 

relationship existed between management and the union, and where 

work condit i ons had improved. A poorly organised firm was one 

where management could do what it liked. By these standards she 

considered 15 out of about 60 of the companies being organised by 

the union t o be well organised and ten to be poorly organised. 

The three best organised companies were Advance Laundries, 

Flamingo and National Dye where the union also had shop stewards 

committees. 

In all t he Laundry union had about 35 shop stewards and four 

shop stewards committees. The committees met every three weeks. 

They were elected by members at their place of work and kept 

their positi ons indefinitely. The tasks of the shop stewards 

were to help organising, collect subscriptions, take grievances 

to the uni on office and to tell the secretary about the 

conditions at work. The task of solving grievance thus fell on 

the union' s secretary where there were no shop stewards 

committees. In companies where the companies existed, the shop 

stewards themselves handled grievances. 

While she was able to take up grievances with management, 

she also referred many complaints to the Industrial Council which 

solved a lo t of them. Because of the union's close ties with 

the registe red union, the African Laundry union attended 

Industrial Council negotiations informally. These informal 

negotiations were conducted until agreement was reached between 

all the patt i es present and the unregistered union would withdraw 
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for the formal signing of the agreement. 

The secretary had a non-confrontationalist approach towards 

union organisation. When commencing to organise a new firm she 

would usuall y go to management first, introduce herself, and 

explain why she was there. Only afterwards would she go to the 

workers. 

The union's subscription rate was Rl,30 pet month of which 

40 cents was paid to Homes Trust for funeral insurance. The 

union raised approximately R250 pet month from subscriptions. It 

also received a monthly subsidy of RlOO from the UTP. 

In conclusion, although the Laundry union had been in 

existence for a very long time, it was a relatively small union 

in 1979. The most important reason for this was probably the 

long term reduction in the size of the industry. The sect etar y 

consequently did not adopt an aggressive organisational approach 

to tty and improve working conditions and increase workers' 

tights. These factors probably accounted for the union's lack of 

growth. 

1.5 The SA Chemical Workers' Union (SACWU) 
(126) 

History, Structure and Organisation 

SACWU was founded in the 1950s as the African Chemical 

Workers' Union, but its membership and organisation collapsed 

over time. At the request of Thelma de Klerk, secretary of the 

registered Chemical Workers' Union which was affiliated to TUCSA, 

it was revived by the UTP in the early 1970s. Dan Tau, a staff 

member of the UTP, became the general secretary of the union in 

1974. 

In 1976 and 1977 there were two strikes at firms organised 

by the uni on. The secretary of the union went along to the 

workers and enquired what their grievances were and whether there 
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were no better way of solving them. In one case a third of the 

work force was dismissed. 

By August 1979 the union had about 1300 paid up and about 

3000 signed up members. The bulk of the members, about 70 to 

80% were permanent residents and the remaining 20 to 30 were 

contract workers. Approximately 70% of the members were 

unskilled labourers while another 20% were semi-skilled. The 

union concentrated most of its organisation in Johannesburg and 

the neat Ea st Rand. About two thirds of the members worked in 

the East Ran d over the Alberton, Germiston and Isando region, and 

about one fi f th worked in Johannesburg. 

The SA Chemical Workers' Union worked closely with the 

registered Chemical Workers' Union which provided it with access 

to the industrial council fot the industry and stop ordet 

facilities. The monthly union subscriptions were Rl,40 pet 

month most of which was collected by stop ordet. The remainder 

was collected by shop stewards. In July 1979 the income from 

subscriptions was Rl018 suggesting a paid up membership of 727 

fot that mon t h. (127) 

The general secretary's aim fot the union was to participate 

fully on t he industrial council so as to have a shate in the 

decision-mak i ng. 

great deal when 

He used the agents of the industrial council a 

there had been unfair dismissals ot even pay 

disputes. The union provided two industrial council benefits 

which were a Provident Fund and Sick Pay. It also had a Gtoup 

Funeral Scheme and a Bursary Fund for members. The industrial 

council bene f its, stop ordet deductions and the use of its agents 

would not have been possibl~ without the aid of the registered 

union. 

The or ganising strategy of the secretary was non-
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confrontationalist. When commencing to organise a factory, he 

would at t imes first go to management to ask whether he could 

talk to members during the lunch break. 

that this strategy 

The secretary observed 

does give one an advantage because then management does 
not have so much suspicion, but workers ate sometimes 
reluctan t to join because the secretary is seen as a 
management man. 

The union's progress in obtaining recognition and 

negotiation tights had been slow. The union secretary was 

allowed onto most company premises, and there were a few shop 

stewards that had recognition of some kind ot other, but the 

union had no t negotiated any grievance or dismissal procedures by 

August 1979. Nor was it negotiating directly with management at 

any company over wages and working conditions. 

The secretary had a stringent condition fot a factory to be 

well organised. By his criteria the union had to have about 80% 

membership, the members had to be aware of the union, know their 

own duties and participate in its activities. By these criteria 

he judged mote or less half of the thirteen companies where the 

union had a presence to be well organised. This estimation 

appeared to be over-optimistic in the light of the relatively 

small number of shop stewards in the union. 

The un i on secretary had good insight into the role of shop 

stewards. He described a shop steward as 'a mouthpiece of the 

workers and the eye of the union'. But in spite thereof shop 

stewards di d not have a central role in the life of the union. 

It had no shop steward colllllittees as the shop stewards were 

mostly represented on liaison committees. There wete also only 

about 23 shop stewards elected out of a target of 48 which the 

union had se t itself. 

The Executive Committee of the union was elected by members 
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at an AGM every second year. The Executive members' tasks were 

to build up the union. They patticipated a great deal in the 

affairs of t he union. A weekend seminar held at Hammansktaal in 

July 1979 had in fact been run by the Executive Committee. At 

the followin g Executive meeting on 25 August 1979 the seminar was 

discussed an d useful ways of improving it were suggested. 

At the same Executive Committee meeting a start was also 

made with a revision of the union's constitution. Phitoshaw 

Camay, then employed by the Institute fat Industrial Relations in 

Johannesburg , was invited to assist in the exercise. He handed 

out a list of provisions contained in the constitutions of some 

tegisteted t rade unions. They then commenced revising t he 

constitution by following the provisions from the top of the list 

downwards. Each provision ws treated with the same degree of 

importance whether it was the definitions or the objects of the 

union. Whe n they were asked whether they wanted an otganisation 

where the t op Executive gave instructions down ot the othet way 

round, ther e was agreement all round after some discussion that 

the Executive was to be in charge. The argument that clinched 

the discussi on was that, they, the Executive, wete working on a 

Saturday afternoon while the members were watching football. 

Although it came up in the discussion that the union was to 

be a democra t ic organisation, there was no initial discussion by 

the Executi ve on what they considered to be the fundamental 

principles of the union, what the union's basic objectives were 

meant to be , and how they could ensure that it would be a 

democratic workers' organisation with its strength based on the 

wotkets' powet at the workplace. Not did they discuss whether 

they envisaged the union becoming registered or not and what the 

implications theteof would be fat the constitution. Instead, 

the reformu l ation of the constitution was done item by item 
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without considering the key issues first. This approach was 

largely due t o the lead that Camay was giving to the meeting. It 

also appear ed as if no Executive member had worked through the 

existing constitution beforehand and given some thought to the 

requited changes. There was also no evidence that any of the 

Executive ~embers had consulted any members at their factories on 

the provis i ons that should be contained in their union 1 s 

constitution . As a result there was a tendency to put a heavy 

reliance on t he guidance given by Phitoshaw Camay at the meeting. 

(128) 

In summary, the SA Chemical union had attained a fairly high 

paid up membership by August 1979, but this level of membership 

was not ma t ched with a strong organisational presence in the 

factories. This was due to the fact that it tended to operate 

by placing a reliance on stop order payments and the industrial 

council agent instead of shop stewards to deal with workplace 

grievances. 

6. The Commercial, Catering and Allied Workers' Union of SA 
( CCAWUSA) (129) 

History, Structure and Organisation 

CCAWUSA was founded in 1975 as an African union through the 

initiative of the National Union of Distributive Workers and the 

National Uni on of Commercial, Catering and Allied Workers. They 

were assisted financially by an international trade secretariat, 

the International Federation of Commercial, Clerical and 

Technical Employees (FEIT), and administratively by the UTP. 

Emma Mashin i ni was appointed as the organising secretary by an 

interim committee including Ray Altman, Morris Kagan, Eric 

Tyacke, Loe t Douwes Dekker, Skakes Sikhakhane and mt. Khumalo of 

the Commerci al Travellers Union. (130) 
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Union membership grew quite rapidly and by August 1979 it 

had well over 3000 signed up and about 1500 paid up members. 

Most of the members were permanent residents and t he secretary 

considered members to be semi-skilled. The stronghold of the 

union was i n the East Rand where it had over 1000 members 

although mo st of the members worked in the city and suburbs of 

Johannesburg . There were approximately 400 members in the West 

Rand and about 200 each in Pretoria and the Vaal area. 

Monthly subscriptions to the union were Rl,20 of which 40 

cents went t o a Group Funeral Scheme. The union was affiliated 

to two i nternational trade secretariats, FEIT and the 

Internationa l Union of Food and Allied Workers' Association 

( I UF) . It had received a total of R22 000 in ' financial 

assistance f r om the time it had started up to August 1979. 

The onl y criterion that the secretary deemed necessary for a 

company to be well organised was to have a membership of 60%. 

The firms t hat were considered well organised by the secretary 

were OK Bazaars, Macro, Checkers, Greatermans, Edgars and ABC. 

The union had company committees at most stores. Some of them 

met twice monthly while others existed only in name. They were 

probably the equivalent of shop stewards committees as CCAWUSA 

had over 50 shop stewards even though its constitution made no 

provision for shop stewards or their equivalents not specified 

what their toles would be. 

The union had been involved in disputes. In 1977 workers 

at Checkers Northmead Mall, Benoni, walked out over the dismissal 

of a worker. They proceeded to the union office and the union 

negotiated a successful reinstatement of a 11 the workers 

including t he one who had been dismissed. The following ye at 

there was a similar episode at Macro when two workers were 

dismissed and at Greatetmans workers took it upon themselves to 
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challenge management for not allowing the organising secretary 

onto the premises. The right to enter the premises was however 

not won. 

The secretary was the only organiser in the union until 1978 

when another organiser was appointed. In 1979 a further two 

organisers were appointed one of whom organised the newly opened 

Natal branc h of the union. The secretary consi~ered personnel 

officers a major obstacle to organising workers because they 

offered free services to the workers and claimed that they could 

do it better than the union. An organiser considered the lack 

of access onto company premises and fear of victimisation on the 

part of work ers to be the major obstacles. (131) The organiser, 

who also had educational responsibilities, considered illiteracy 

to be a pr oblem because workers had to know what their rights 

were. And for that they had to be able to read the statutes, 

agreements and determinations. 

At all the companies where the union had members, except 

Pick and Pay , the organisers were not allowed onto the premises 

even during lunch and tea breaks. This did not bother the 

secretary who even preferred it to some extent because criticisms 

could not be made that her union was experiencing privileges 

because of its links with registered unions in the same trade. 

It shared t he same premises with these unions in Johannesburg. 

The only fo rmal recognition that the union had was the handling 

of grievances at four companies. 

Although the secretary emphasized that she co-operated with 

White, Coloured and Indian trade unionists, she favoured African 

leadership i n the union. In 1979 she said: 

We'd li ke to see Black people emerging as leaders and 
capable of doing things that were done for them in the 
past. 
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CCAWUSA did not join the Council of Unions of South Africa 

(CUSA) when it was formed in 1980, but not had it joined FOSATU 

which was founded the year before. It participated in the 

'unity talk s' to found a new federation and in August 1985 it 

opened its constitution to all workers regardless of race. (132) 

As a non-racial union it was a founder member of the Congress of 

South African Trade Unions (COSATU) which was launched in 

November 1985. 

1.7 The Glass and Allied Workers' Union (GAWU) 

Although the Glass and Allied Wotkets' Union was formally 

founded in April 1975, it was already operating as a union in 

1974. The union owed its origin to courses run fot wotkets by 

the UTP dur i ng 1974. An Action Committee to estab1ish a union 

was subsequently formed by wotket leaders ftom Pilkington 

Brothers (SA), Plate Glass and Shattetptufe Industries, and 

Armoutplate Safety Glass. (133) Armoutplate and Pilkington 

Brothers, 

subsidiary 

Kingdom. 

whose plants wete situated in Springs, were both 

companies of Pilkington Brothers in the United 

Once it became known that the UTP intended unionising 

African glass workers, Mt L.(Steve) Scheepets, secretary of the 

TUCSA registered glass union, attempted to quash the efforts of 

UTP by claiming that he was operating a parallel union for 

Africans. He could, however, not furnish any hard evidence to 

prove that such a union actually existed and his efforts to 

prevent the formation of GAWU was unsuccessful. (134) 

GAWU grew quite rapidly after its inaugural meeting on 5 

April 1975: within two months 200 workers from five companies 

had joined. By June 1976 signed up membership had reached 760 

and paid up membership stood at 260. This support of the 
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wotkets can i n patt be ascribed to the militancy of the union and 

the success ful outcome of a strike it was involved in at 

Pilkington Brothers in November 1974. 

Strike at Pi l kington Btothets 

As a re sult of the UTP training courses wotkets at the South 

African subs i diary decided to elect works committees in the seven 

departments of the company. This requited some struggle on 

their part which almost led to the victimisation of the union's 

president, Churchill Mhlanga, who acted as a spokesman fot the 

wotkets. (135) After a threatened strike management yielded to 

the workers and the works committees were elected in May 1974. A 

co-ordinating works committee was also established. Ftusttation 

built up amongst workers in one of the warehouse and cutting 

departments as management steadfastly refused to deal with issues 

raised by the wotks committee. Over this period thete was a dtop 

in producti on which management ascribed to a deliberate go-slow 

on the pat t of the wot ket s. ( 136) The wot ket s in these 

departments constituted about 300 of the 1600 Africans employed 

at Pilkington. 

Finally , the tension spilt over into a strike when 

management f irst dismissed a forklift dtivet with twelve years' 

service and t hen a wotket with twenty two years service who dated 

to ask management a challenging question in connection with the 

dismissal. The following day, Wednesday, 5 November 1974, 

African wot kets at both warehouses went on strike by standing 

outside the f actory and refusing to enter the gates. Management 

thereupon decided to negotiate with the works committee. At 

first it ap peared asif agreement would be reached between them, 

but when the Works Manager stated that 'thete wete some rotten 

potatoes amongst us' which he would not re-employ the committee 
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found it unacceptable and tetminated the meeting. {137) 

Futthet attempts to tesolve the dispute met without success, 

but the following aftetnoon wotkets heatd in the townships that 

they could all tetutn to wotk and that thete would be no 

victimisation not selective re-employment. 

Howevet, when the wotkets tepotted to wotk the next 
day, 22 wotkets, including 7 committee members, wete not 
re-employed because they had instigated the dispute. 
{138) 

An utgent application was thereupon filed in the Supteme 

Court claimi ng victimisation in terms of the Bantu Labour 

Relations Regulation Act. Management at fit st opposed the 

action, but on the recommendation of the judge, management 

decided to settle out of court. {139) The settlement was 

undoubtedly a victoty fot the workers and the union. Pilkington 

Btothets ag t eed to re-employ the dismissed workers and to pay a 

sum of R2000 as compensation fot hardships caused by theit 

dismissal. 

The company futthetmote agreed not to victimise any of the 

employees fot instituting the coutt action and 'to consult with 

the full Wotks Committee with tegatd to any dismissals atising 

from redundancy'. Because of management's belief that workets had 

engaged in a go-slow the patties built into the agteement that 

the employees would 'raise the productivity in the warehouses 

back to notmal day-wotk 1 and would 1 undettake not to participate 

in ot promote activities telating to go-slow working, illegal 

work stoppages and illegal strikes'. {140) 

Finally, management even went as fat as stating that 'it has 

no objection to the establishment of a ttade union with a 

reasonable constitution, and ... may at its discretion consult 

with the Utban Training Project.' {141) These wete howevet 

hollow words as management petsistently resisted the tecogntion 
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of GAWU over the following three years. The strategy adopted by 

management was to preserve the wotks committee and justify not 

recognising the union on the grounds that it was conforming to 

government policy. In October 1975, even when the works 

committee assured management that all the African employees at 

the company, including the wotks committee, wete in favour of the 

company opening negotiations with GAWU, management decided 

against uni on recognition because they claimed that they could 

not 'take any action in conflict with Government policy and 

legislation' . (142) 

Eighteen months latet, in Match 1977, GAWU once again tried 

to gain recognition from Pilkington Brothers. The sect etat y of 

the union, J acob Nthebe, wrote to the general manager informing 

him that t he union had a signed up membership of 420 at the 

factory and that the Executive Committee had instructed him to 

request for mal recognition of the union 'as well as an agreement 

to formalise the rights of shop stewards to teptesent out membets 

in the company 1
• ( 143) The general manager used the same 

strategy to prevent union recognition, but found it necessary to 

explain why i t was doing so as a multinational company: 

It is Pilkington 1 s policy always to behave as good 
citizens by operating in accordance with the law and to 
take account of the policy of the Government of the 
country in which we operate. (144) 

In the meanwhile GAWU had become locked in an even mote 

intense struggle at Armourplate Safety Glass, also a subsidiary 

of Pilkington Brothers in Britain. The union enteted into an 

historic str ike against Atmourplate in September 1976: it was 

the first ever legal strike by African workers in the country's 

history and lasted no less than eight weeks. 
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The Armourplate Safety Glass strike 

GAWU had great difficulty making headway at Atmoutplate. 

Aftet a fits t failed attempt to utilise the wotks committee, the 

union managed to make some ptogtess after a new committee was 

elected. In June 1976 it reached an agreement with the company 

to scrap old service tecotds which, 

unfairly compiled. Outing the 

management agreed, had been 

following month the works 

committee was consulted by management about the recession and 

agreed to wotk a four-day week in order to prevent retrenchments. 

(145) 

Ten days latet however management dismissed three wotkets 

whose average length of service was fout yeats on the grounds 

that they wete reducing staff. The wotkets wete vety angry 

about this and saw this as management breaking its word. When 

challenged by the works committee, management claimed that the 

workers wet e actually dismissed fot bad employment records and 

produced the old tecotd catds to substantiate theit claim. 

Wotkets were evert mote incensed about this and saw it as a breach 

of faith on the part of management. They decided to take the 

requited steps to commence a legal strike in otdet to tty and get 
' 

the dismissed wotkets reinstated. (146) 

Outing the thirty day period requited to catty out a legal 

strike in terms of the Bantu Labour Relations Regulation Act two 

approaches were made by the union to management to tty and settle 

the dispute, but they were turned down by management. (147) The 

union executive committee also met twice with the works committee 

and cautioned them against striking because the recession made 

workers highly vulnerable. (148) 

Nonetheless, at a meeting attended by 120 workers in the 

local township on the first weekend after the expiry of the 

thirty days waiting period, they decided to proceed with the 
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strike. They were particularly incensed by a recent public 

statement by the chaitman of the company, Mt John Bteakspear, 

that 'the ca l l for strike action by the works committee had been 

taken withou t sounding out wotkets in the factoty 1
• (149) 

On Monday motning, 6 September 1976, the African employees 

proceeded t o the changetoom and waited while the works committee 

made a fin al attempt to resolve the dispute. Police were 

outside the factory and to4d the organiser and sectetaty of the 

union to disperse. Management was still unwilling to te-employ 

the three te t tenched wotkets and 180 of the 200 African employees 

at Armoutpl ate commenced on the fitst legal strike by African 

wotkets in t he countty 1 s histoty. (150) 

In spi t e of the legality of the strike, Atmoutplate 

dismissed the striking workers, but publically claimed that the 

wotkets had resigned. (151) The sttike lasted eight weeks from 

the union 1 s side. It kept going fot such a long time because 

the strikers were determined and united. Most of them attended 

a meeting of strikers held each weekday and night. They 

suffered considerably during the sttike even though families and 

neighbours were very supportive of the majority of them. (152) 

The striking workers also received tangible expressions of 

solidarity f tom local and international soutces. As a result 

GAWU was able to assist the strikers financially, but still to a 

rathet limi t ed extent. It paid out R5,00 pet worker on thtee 

occasions and Rl2,00 pet worker once. The total paid over to 

striking wotkets came close to R4000. Financial assistance came 

from branches of othet unions on the East Rand by collecting ftom 

their membets and donations wete also made by EAWU, the Laundry 

Workets 1 As sociation, and NUMARWOSA. Glass workers in the 

British Gen eral and Municipal Wotkets 1 Union which coveted the 
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patent company at St Helens, England, as well as the ICFTU 

(International Conference of Free Trade Unions) and the Canadian 

Labour Conference donated money to the strikers. Through a 

request to the British TUC the General and Municipal Workers' 

Union also made several attempts to resolve the dispute, but 

without success. ( 153) 

The str ike had another unique feature in that the union 

tried to organise a legal picket of the company. The event and 

its consequences for the strikers were described as follows by 

the union: 

On September 23td striking workers commenced a picket at 
Atmoutpl ate. Workers holding placards walked at 
delibera t ely big intervals along the pavement up to the 
firm and back. First to appear was management who took 
a close l ook and went into the factory. Shortly after 
one poli ceman arrived by cat. Later police vans arrived 
and 27 workers wete taken to the police station. Within 
a few hours they wete in front of a Magistrate and 
convicted under the Riotous Assempblies Act. They were 
each fi ned R50,00 or 75 days and detained at Modderbee 
prison.. . The unusual speed with which this case was 
handled surprised everyone including legal advisors, 
and the men were not represented in Court. (154) 

The workers took the case on appeal and the Supreme Court 

held that the accused had not been granted a fair trial. Their 

convictions were consequently set aside. (155) 

Further police involvement took place when it was reported 

that the Security Police were calling in striking workers for 

interrogation in groups. No further action followed from their 

intimidatory action. (156) 

The Department of Labour refused to mediate in the dispute 

and came down on management's side. Whereas its officials 

first adopted the position that the workers had been dismissed, 

they later told the workers that they had ~deserted'. (157) 

The company rapidly took steps to ensure the continuation of 

theit operations, but met with some difficulties. Two weeks 

after the strike commenced the company had recruited 35 African 
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wotkets. Attempts to re-employ key wotkets who wete out on 

strike failed. Workers at Pilkington Glass were also approached 

to fill in at Atmoutplate, but they refused. (158) Latet two 

Coloured wot kets ftom Atmoutplate in Pott Elizabeth were flown in 

to teach new wotkets, but when they discovered what was happening 

they made contact with the striking workers. They left shortly 

afterwards. (159) 

However, the recession was working in favour of the company. 

Mt Breakspeat was quoted in one papet as saying that the company 

was cutting its labour force ftom 200 to 113 because of the 

recession. (160) The strike may therefore have come at a very 

opportune time fot the company. 

The company was in a stronger position than the strikers who 

made a number of attempts to gain a settlement. Altogether 

thtee letters were sent, but no reply was received, and a number 

of phone calls wete also made in vain. Finally, on 12 Octobet 

GAWU, with the agreement of the sttikets, asked the Institute of 

Industrial Relations to mediate in the dispute. However Mt 

Bteakspeat showed no interest in the proposal. (161) 

In the light of Atmoutplate's rejection of the mediation 

offer, the strikers met on 1 November 1976 and decided to 

terminate their strike which had lasted eight weeks. They 

proceeded to the factory to have their passes signed off and 

collect outstanding pay and pension money. They refused an 

offer to apply fot reinstatement. (162) 

The loss of all the union's members at Armourplate 

completely annihilated union organisation at the plant. 

thus considerably weakened by the strike. 

It was 
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GAWU Structures and Practices 1979 (163) 

The union however entered a period of internal dispute after 

1977 which came to a head with the dismissal of the secretary of 

the union, J acob Nthebe, early in 1979. The dispute centred 

around a str uggle between the secretary and the union's Executive 

Committee. As from March · l979 a new organiser, Angel Makhanya, 

was employed by the union. She was appointed secretary of the 

union in J uly 1979. By this stage the union had left the 

Consultative Committee and joined FOSATU. 

By the end of August 1979 GAWU had a signed up membership of 

1200, but paid up membership only stood in the region of 100 to 

200. At t hat stage the union was organising at 16 companies in 

Pretoria and the East Rand. In the opinion of the union's 

secretary and president a company was well-organised when all 

workers would join the union if they were assured there would be 

no victimi sation of members. Notwithstanding the rather 

hypothetical nature of this criterion, they claimed that four of 

the companies were well organised. These were Pilkington 

Brothers, Armourplate Safety Glass, Plate Glass (Wadeville) and 

Consolidated Glass. 

In terms of shopfloor organisation the union had only ten 

shop stewards in toto in August 1979. This figure does not 

adequately reflect the extent of representation the union had at 

the workpl ace. At Pilkington Brothers and Consolidated Glass 

GAWU had 100% representation on the works committees, while at 

Armourplate almost all the elected members on the liaison 

committee were union members. The union had however not made 

any headway in gaining recognition from management. It had no 

access onto any of the plants nor any formal recognition. At 

Consolidated Glass an informal working relationship existed 

between the secretary of the union and the personnel manager. 
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Thus by August 1979 the Glass and Allied Workers Union had 

not made teal gains in shopfloot organisation since the 

Armourplate strike in 1976. There were several reasons fot 

this, including the detrimental effect of the strike itself. 

Other contributing reasons were the banning of three UTP 

officials, t he internal dispute between the general secretary and 

the Executive Committee, as well as a dispute between GAWU on the 

one hand and the UTP and Consultative Committee on the other hand 

ovet whether ot not to affiliate to the new federation (FOSATU). 

1.8 Paper, Wood and Allied Workers' Union (PWAWU) (164) 

History up t o Early 1979 

The Paper, Wood and Allied Workers' Union was founded in May 

1974. Beflj i e Mngoma, a founder member of the union who had been 

working patt time fot the UTP on the East Rand, became the first 

general secr etary of the union. The union operated ftom Springs 

and gained membership at companies such as Btuply, National 

Veneer Industries, SAPP! (South African Paper and Pulp 

Industries) and SA Board Mills. By November 1976 signed up 

membership of the union stQod at 967. (165) 

In Mat ch 1976 the PWAWU general secretary approached the 

management of Btuply about recognition of the union. Management 

was remarkably forthcoming: while not granting the union full 

recognition it signed an agreement in which it granted the union 

certain fac i lities at Btuply. These included union access to 

the factory during lunch and other breaks as well as the 

secretary's involvement in resolving union members' grievances 

with management. (166) 

The ap proach to Bruply management was however premature in 

that the union had not yet gained sufficient members at the 

plant. (167 ) This subsequently created problems for the union 
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in 1977. In order to gain more facilities at Bruply the union 

was required to prove its representativeness. Management 

insisted that the union should do so by providing it with a l i st 

of paid up members of the union. The union was reluctant to do 

so. On t he one hand it feared that its members could be 

intimidated by middle management who were anti-union, (168) and 

on the other hand it was reluctant to reveal its limited 

membership at Bruply to management. (169) Negotiations between 

the two par t ies had therefore reached an impasse and the union 

failed to make headway at Bruply after 1977. 

PWAWU al so made some headway at two other companies in 1976-

77. These were SAPPI, where the general secretary had access to 

both the plant and management, and National Veneer Industries 

where management granted the union limited recognition. Around 

mid-1977 stop order facilities for a funeral benefit scheme 

administered by Homes Trust was granted by National Veneer 

Industries. Management also agreed to recognise the union's 

shop stewards, but the union subsequently failed to exploit this 

concession. 

The lack of progress of PWAWU in 1977 could in part have 

been due t o the banning of three UTP officials, particularly 

Douwes Dekker, who was playing a valuable and active supporting 

tole to the union. 

Another factor that could have contributed to the lack of 

progress of PWAWU was the conflict it entered into late in 1978 

with the Consultative Committee and the UTP. The conflict was 

over the pa r ticipation of PWAWU in the feasibility talks to form 

a new trade union federation. On 30 August 1978 officials and 

workers of PWAWU, GAWU and the Springs branch of EAWU, attended a 

meeting to discuss the proposed federation. They voted 
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unanimously for a regional committee of the proposed federation 

to be set up in the Transvaal. The following day the general 

secretaries from the other unions on the Consultative Committee 

held a mee t ing where they drafted a statement rejecting any 

claims that the Consultative Committee was represented at the 

previous mee t ing. (170} 

The Con sultative Committee went further and drafted a letter 

to the UTP i n which it recommended that the UTP should withdraw 

its services from PWAWU, GAWU, and the Springs branch of EAWU 

'because they were working against the other unions of t he 

Consultative Committee, they were dividing the membership of the 

unions and t hey were frustrating the efforts of UTP to build t he 

unions'. (171} 

An extraordinary meeting of the UTP Advisory Committee was 

called on 15 September to discuss the letter. At the meeting it 

was reported that the general secretary of PWAWU and the 

president of GAWU were responsible for distributing pamphlets and 

mt. Nkabinde of EAWU was approaching members of other unions 

encouraging them to join the new federation. These and other 

allegations were referred to the UTP Executive Committee. (172} 

After further deliberations the director of UTP wrote a 

letter to t he secretary of PWAWU on 28 September giving the 

union's Executive Committee until 15 October 1978 to meet with 

the UTP 1 s Committee in order to discuss the following 

allegations against the union: 

(i} your union is working against the spirit of the 
other unions associated with UTP; 

(ii} your union is dividing the membership of other 
un i ons; 

(iii} your union is distorting the efforts of UTP in 
as sisting trade unions. (173} 

However , PWAWU 1 s Executive Committee decided not to meet 

with the UTP Committee. Consequently, on 1 Novembet 1978 the 
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UTP severed all its ties and withdrew all its services ftom 

PWAWU. This involved ceasing to pay salary subsidies to the 

union, refu sing it access to UTP premises and stopping all 

assistance from the UTP. (174) 

In the meanwhile PWAWU had applied directly for financial 

support to the international trade secretariat to which it was 

affiliated, namely the International Federation of Building and 

Woodworkers. It received R4906 in 1979 which it used on 

transport co sts, office equipment and stationary. The union's 

own revenue ftom paid up members in 1979 was totally inadequate 

to covet its costs. In June and July 1979 it only raised R85 

and R116 respectively from subscriptions. The temaindet of the 

union's revenue came ftom FOSATU which it joined upon its 

formation in Aptil 1979. 

PWAWU Structure and Practices, 1979 

By August 1979 PWAWU was no longer serviced by the UTP, but 

an affiliate of FOSATU. The presentation of the union as it was 

then is however included in this chapter because it had been 

associated fot most of its history up to that date with the 

Consultative Committee and the UTP. 

PWAWU was small, weak and not well organised in August 1979. 

Its signed up membership stood at 1528, while its paid up 

membership was not even one-tenth of this. In June and July 1979 

85 and 116 members respectively paid their union subscriptions of 

one tand pet month. The union secretary considered a factory to 

be well organised when union membership had reached 50% and · a 

shop steward committee had been successfully established in that 

factory. He regarded a factory as poorly organised when the 

union had l ess than 10% membership at the factory. By his own 

criteria t he secretary did not regard any factories to be well 
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organised, fourteen to be poorly organised, and only two, Carlton 

Papers and Novobord, to be reasonably organised. It is however 

dubious whe t her even the reasonably organised factories had any 

sustained organisation since organisation at Novobord had only 

commenced two weeks prior to the time the interview was 

conducted. 

Shop stewards, with one exception, were not elected by 

worker~. Instead, the union appointed enthusiastic workers it 

came across as shop stewards. In August 1979 the union had a 

total of thirteen shop stewards whose tasks, according to the 

general secretary, were to collect subscriptions, take up 

complaints and represent members to management. Given the 

restricted development of shop stewards it is questionable 

whether they were in practice performing all three tasks. 

No less than 90% of PWAWU's membership consisted of migrant 

workers, the majority of whom lived in hostels. The reason fot 

this, according to the general secretary, was bad working 

conditions t hat local permanent residents were not prepared to 

do. The mi grant workers participated mote than local residents 

in the union . This combination of bad working conditions with 

active migrant workers clustered in hostels may have been major 

factors res ponsible for the subsequent revival of the union in 

the 1980s. 

1.9 United Af rican Motor and Rubber Workers of SA (UAM) (175) 

In Match 1979 Dora Nowatha commenced organising workers into 

a new union that was to be established in October 1979. At the 

time the interview was conducted (August 1979) the union had not 

been formall y established yet, but the organisational foundations 

were being laid. The union's office was in Pretoria. 

Understandably, the membership of the union was still small 
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in August 1979. The union had approximately 100 members at 

Bosal in two plants in Koedoespoott, and about 20 in Hudson 

Tytes. Paid up membetship in the union was about 80. The 

secretaty was going out to factoties almost evety day and 

approached workers befote wotk and at lunch time. 

The secretary was an employee of the UAW in Ptetoria until 

she resigned in Match 1979 due to a longstanding disagreement 

between het and Freddie Sauls, general sectetaty of NUMARWOSA. 

She approached the UTP for assistance to organise in opposition 

to the UAW. UTP responded to this request by supplying an 

otganiset, David Letsike, and subsidising all the expenditute of 

the union including salaries, tent and transport. Voluntaty 

assistance was also given to the union by an employee of the 

Institute fot Industrial Relations, Louis Khumalo. 

Nowatha had a strongly articulated black consciousness 

position. She thought that Whites should concenttate on theit 

own people, the Coloureds on their own, and leave the Africans to 

do their own thing. 

2. Analysis of Consultative ColllTlittee Unions 

2.1 Ttade Un i on Democracy 

By August 1979 six years had elapsed since the UTP had 

commenced establishing ot reviving trade unions. The unions all 

went through diffetent phases of development and the aim of this 

section is t o consider how democratic they had become by 1979. 

Henry Chipeya, who was president of CCAWUSA in 1979, 

perceived t r ade union democracy in terms of locating power or 

control in the hands of union members. He regarded this as the 

ultimate aim of the unions ser·viced by the UTP, but stressed that 

there could be different ways of going about it and that it was a 

process that took a long time to develop. 



In my union specifically our ultimate aim is to get 
representation for the different groups or areas on the 
Executive, and by deciding as the Executive we assume 
that there are teport back meetings to the particular 
workers represented by that Executive membet. 

The ult imate aim is to get the feedback to and from the 
shop floot worket. Probably one could take two basic 
approaches. One is that you get to the shop worker by 
discussi ng things at the Executive and trying to 
generate some report back mechanism to the wotkets. On 
my Executive I have got someone ftom Edgats, and fot 
some teason ot othet, we expect that that patticulat 
member f tom Edgars calls general meetings at that 
particul at plant. He gets the feeling of t he membets 
about some particular issue being discussed by the 
Executive and then comes back to the Executive 
Committee . Now that is getting, in my opinion, to the 
wotkers ftom the Executive. Now thete is the othet 
feeling of getting to the workers first and then coming 
ftom the wotkets to the Executive. In my opinion it i s 
a differ ent approach, but with the intention of getti ng 
the same tesult. 

I am t otally committed to the system the unions ate 
followin g, not to the practice. Personally I know of 
coutse t hat thete is a lot of buteauctacy in some of the 
unions, but the ptinciple of having the power located in 
the membetship is the correct one being followed. I do 
not think thete is anyone, whether it 1 s in FOSATU ot one 
of out unions, who can claim to be following the 
ptincipl e to the last detail. The main reason for this 
difference between the principle and the ptactice is 
that we ate dealing with developing Black ttade unions. 
The members ate still in the process of becoming awate 
of theit power as members and in that ptocess, which is 
a very vety long process, the Executive is in a position 
to make decisions whete they don 1 t go back to the 
members for an opinion. (176) 
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Thus, accotding to Chipeya, thete was a commitment to 

democratic wotkets 1 control in the unions, but this had not yet 

been attained by the unions serviced by the UTP. It was still 

possible fo r the Executive Committees to concentrate powet in 

their hands by not having to obtain worker apptoval for decisions 

taken by the Executive. 

It is the case that, as the unions serviced by the UTP 

developed, power started being shared between the union officials 

and the Executive Committees. The secretaries especially 

started being made mote accountable to the Executive. However, 

the unions had not yet developed to a point whete powet was in 
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the hands of the tank and file members of the union. 

At the time there also did not appear to be a strong 

commitment t o establish democratic workers' control of the unions 

not an awar eness of what would be requited to achieve it within 

the unions. There was especially not an awareness ot desire to 

build a strong system of wotker participation and representation 

at the wor k place. Although the Shop Stewards Manual stated 

that the shop steward was ~the key person to build union strength 

and solidar i ty' (177) the unions serviced by the UTP generally 

did not mak e strenuous efforts to ensure that shop stewards did 

play such a key role. While the task of collecting 

subscriptions by hand, which the shop stewards generally had, was 

an arduous and unpopular one, such a role was not sufficient to 

build up democratic practices on the shopfloor. The UTP 

sustained its educational programmes, but reliance could not be 

placed on education as a sufficient force to democratise the 

unions. 

By late 1979 the unions serviced by the UTP had therefore 

not yet attained democratic workers' control of their unions. 

Instead the unions had developed a tendency towards oligarchy 

where a few officials and Executive members at the top of the 

unions were in control. The policy of ensuring African 

leadership of the unions was therefore not sufficient to ensure 

that the leaders did not usurp power within the unions. The 

absence of active workers' participation had implications fat the 

bargaining power which the unions managed to attain. 

2.2 Strategi es fot Power 

The f actors that either strengthened or weakened the 

bargaining power of the Consultative Conmittee unions, included 
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their approach to union organisation and their legal strategies 

in conflict with management. In addition, from the account of 

the individual unions, it is cleat that the internal conflict 

within and between the unions weakened the unions as well as the 

Consultative Committee of Black Trade Unions as a whole. The 

reasons why the conflict became so genetal ate thetefote also 

considered. 

Approach to Trade Union Organisation 

As in t he case of other independent unions, the Consultative 

Committee unions strove to build up theit power base on the shop 

floor. The most common strategy of the unions was to tty and 

organise union committees which were actually works committees 

composed en t itely of union membets. They generally opposed 

liaison committees, but used them when there was no feasible 

alternative available. 

stewards committees, 

tole in the union. 

While the unions genetally had some shop 

these did not play a central and crucial 

SFAWU had seven unionised works committees, five of which 

they managed to establish in the face of a managerial counter-

sttategy to cteate liaison committees instead. 

had 30 shop stewards at the end of 1978 whose 

The union also 

tasks included 

collecting subscriptions, recruiting new membets and taking up 

conplaints where this was possible, but at that stage the union 

was building its otganisational base atound the wotks committees. 

While CCAWUSA's constitution did not make any ptovision for 

shop stewards or othet forms of workplace organisation, the union 

did have company committees which met fortnightly. Most of them 

were actua l ly liaison committees with about 80% union 

representati on of the elected members on the liaison committee. 

EAWU had 50 shop stewatds in August 1979 whose most 
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important task was to collect subscriptions. They did not take 

up complaints directly with management. Although they were 

meant to be elected annually this tended not to happen. One of 

the union's shop steward committee at a plant in Pretoria did 

however hold brief weekly meetings. 

Similar to EAWU, the 35 shop stewards in the Laundry union 

were elected fot indefinite periods. Their most common tole was 

also collecti ng subscriptions except for those on committees who 

took up grievances as well. The shop stewards committees tended 

to meet three-weekly. 

TAWU, on the other hand, had 29 shop stewards in July 1978 . 

They usuall y met weekly and their responsibilities included 

promoting union organisation. However, a yeat later the 

transport union's shop stewards were not meeting any more. This 

was most li kely due to the internal conflict in the union during 

that year. SACWU, by contrast, did not put great emphasis on 

shopfloot organisation because the secretary used the industrial 

council agent a great deal for such matters as unfair dismissals 

and pay disputes. 

Thus the Consultative Committee unions were trying to use 

shopfloor organisation to build up theit strength in the 

workplace. They did so ptimatily by means of statutory works 

committees. Although these unions were creating shopfloot 

structures to build up their bargaining power, in practice they 

did not match this with strong worker participation on the 

shopfloor as would have been evinced by mote frequent meetings of 

the committees. With one exception I came across, committees 

were not meeting weekly, but when they did meet regularly it was 

on a fortni ghtly ot three-weekly basis. There were however many 

cases where committees were not meeting regularly at all. 
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By 1979 the unions were therefore generally not building up 

their power base on the shopfloor effectively and systematically. 

There was a lack of awareness on the side of many of the union 

secretaries of the need for frequent and regular meetings of 

union committees or shop stewards in order to build up union 

strength at the workplace. 

There was thus a close correlation between the Consultative 

Committee unions' lack of democratic worker participation and 

their relative weakness on the shopfloor. This was because both 

shopfloor democracy and power requited strong worker 

participation in the affairs of the unions, but this was still by 

and large un derdeveloped towards the end of 1979. 

The Co nsultative Committee unions also tended 

themselves by trying to organise too many factories 

to we ak en 

instead of 

selecting a small number of strategic companies and trying to 

organise them well. As a result they only managed to organise a 

small propor t ion of factories well. EAWU, for instance, had ten 

well organi sed factories in August 1979, but another nine were 

poorly organised and another twenty to thirty were only in their 

infancy stage. Although the union was probably trying to make 

up for the factories it lost by splitting away from the East Rand 

branch, it was adopting an approach that impeded its ability to 

l ess factories in-depth and so strengthen their organise 

bargaining power. The Laundry union, which only had one 

organiser in the person of the secretary, was organising no less 

than 60 companies. Although the secretary regarded a quarter of 

them to be well organised, it was clearly beyond the capacity of 

a single person to organise such a large number of companies 

effectively. The SFAWU secretary similarly regarded the union 

to have on ly four well organised plants whereas about twenty 

companies were reasonably and five poorly organised. 
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The legal strategy adopted by UTP-serviced unions also 

conflicted with the creation of a strong shopfloot and 

mobilisation of workers at the workplace in support of t heit 

demands. As had been indicated above, EAWU and GAWU 

successfully made use of court interdicts on three occasions to 

challenge t he victimisation of union activists by management. 

This happened at Raleigh Cycles in August 1973, Van Leer in 

February 1974 and Pilkington Glass in November 1974. On all 

three occasi ons the victimised workers were fully reinstated with 

backpay. The state however found a way of closing off this fo rm 

of legal action by the unions. But, more importantly, the 

unions were not utilising their opportunity to build up strength 

on the shopf loot by mobilising workers around the issues. It 

also created a legalistic approach amongst workers who developed 

a misguided and over-optimistic impression of what could be 

achieved th rough legal action. Etic Tyacke explained it as 

follows: 

Jhe legal action of course has another unfortunate 
aspect - that if you ate relying on this kind of action 
it means that the wotkets are not building up theit 
muscles and they can be inclined to opt fot that kind of 
action as an easy and an effective way out tathet than 
using i ndustrial action, and this is a very unhealthy 
situation. 

I remember for instance in the strike that was held at 
Armoutplate where we went through all the processes of 
making sure it was going to be a legal strike. 
Somebody came to me who I am fairly convinced was a sort 
of advisor and I have a feeling that he influenced them 
rather heavily in order to make that decisions and he 
said to me, 'of course they can go to court if they're 
fited', and I had to say to him 'I'm sorry you can 1 t 1

• 

And he got quite a shock - actually a visible shock 
because the strike went ahead. (178) 

Although the strike was legal, the workers were all 

dismissed lawfully by management for breach of contract. Some 

workers may thus have entered the Armoutplate strike under t he 

misguided impression that they would be able to take recourse to 
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a coutt of l aw to be teinstated. 

Conflict within and between the Unions 

In sec t ion one, it came to light that conflict emerged 

within no l ess than four of the Consultative Committee unions 

after 1977. In addition tensions also arose between two unions 

on the one side and the remaining Consultative Committee unions 

and the UTP on the othet side. This innet turmoil weakened the 

unions as well as the Consultative Committee and therefore had a 

harmful impact on the unions' objective to acquire greater powet. 

Because it weakened trade union power, the teasons for t he 

turmoil in and between the Consultative Committee unions between 

1977 to 1979 need to be analysed. 

In order to gain an overview of the conflict it is vety 

valuable to start with the analysis of Henry Chipeya who became 

secretary of the UTP after the bannings in Novembet 1976. Ftom 

that central position he witnessed the events in the unions from 

a close vantage point and was thus able to present a general 

analysis of t he causes of the conflict. 

Accordi ng to Chipeya, who was interviewed purely in a 

personal capacity, a powet struggle within the unions was one of 

the fundame ntal causes of the conflict. He analysed it as 

follows: 

Basically I believe that thete ate three powet basis 
within a union. The power of the secretary, the power 
of the Executive and the powet of the membership. 
Ultimately the power of the membetship is the supteme 
powet. 

But in the development of the union it almost always 
starts off with the sectetary being the most powerful in 
tetms of tunning the affairs of the union. 

As time goes on the Executive becomes awate of its 
powers as representatives of the wotkets and also the 
powers which should be given to the sectetaty as an 
employee of that particular union. 



Ultimately the members at the different plants who elect 
the different people onto the Executive also become 
aware of their particular powers. 

I think t hese dismissals ate as a result of t he 
realisati on of the powers of the different groups I have 
just mentioned. First of all, I will not refer to any 
specific union, but the position is that the Executive 
suddenly realised that they had constitutional powets to 
repriman d the secretary and the secretary suddenly 
realised that he did not have the powers he always had 
and used. Obviously he would be on the defensive if 
any of these powers were to be taken away. 

In many cases the move is towards correcting the 
situation. Now different unions have different 
feelings and some feel that the situation must be 
harshly corrected while others feel that it must be 
quietly corrected. I think where certain secretaries 
wete di smissed it was as a result of the Executive 
Committee feeling that the secretaries should be harshly 
reprimanded. (179) 
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The former sectetaty of the UTP also thought that another 

basic cause of the conflict within the unions was due to 

different i deological approaches to trade unionism. He 

explained: 

I think one could basically say that the Black trade 
union movement in South Africa is divided into three 
main ideological groups. The fitst one is the TUCSA 
type pa rallel union, the next one is the Consultative 
type, t o put it in my own words, black consciousness 
motivated type of union movement, and the thitd type is 
the FOSATU type· the belief there I understand is there 
should be co-operation among all race groups and the 
best man should be on the top whether that man is white 
or black . It is quite a different approach ftom the 
Consultat ive type union which basically believes in the 
co-opera t ion of all groups, but tends to push fot the 
advancement of the leadership powers of the Black even 
if there does exist a white person who has extraordinary 
powets compared to the particulat Black. 

Now naturally when FOSATU emerged, especially in the 
Transvaal atea, we had a different type of thinking 
being brought into the already established Consultative 
type thi nking. Obviously, I suppose either because of 
democracy ot otherwise, one would expect that certain of 
the union membets would immediately take to that type of 
thinking. Splits resulted where top officials of the 
union thought differently about the approach to 
unionism. This did not come out openly. I have 
analysed the situation personally and found that one 
comes out with little arguments like 'he is not working 
properly', but I think the basic reason fot some of 
these dismissals and divisions is that the people who 
ate involved in these divisions follow two basic trade 
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union ideologies. (180) 

The for egoing analysis of the unions beats out Chipeya's 

contention t hat the basic reasons for the conflict within and 

between the unions were power struggles and ideological 

differences between the 1 eader s of the unions. However, 

ideological differences did not exist in all the cases. The 

conflict in t he Transport and Glass unions appeared to be 

power struggles between the secretary and members 

Executive of t he unions. 

Additional reasons that I would advance as causes 

conflict are regional differences that developed within 

purely 

of the 

of the 

two of 

the unions and a power struggle ovet control of the unions and 

their resources in all three unions. 

Because of the enormity of the Pretoria- Witwatetstand-Vaal 

(PWV) region , branches in the region developed some autonomy of 

their own. The East Rand African working class manifested a 

mote militant consciousness than othet regions and this 

influenced t he approach that the union leaders adopted towards 

trade union or ganisation. The two unions that split, namely the 

Engineering and Sweet Food unions, both had a large concentration 

of East Rand membership. Significantly, it was the othet two 

unions ftom the Consultative Committee that also had latge 

membership in the East Rand, namely the Glass and Papet unions, 

that came out in favout of FOSATU along with the Engineering and 

Sweet Food unions. Furthermore, the close proximity of the 

offices of these unions in Sptings meant that they could 

influence eac h othet and adopt similat political and ideological 

positions. 

A struggle waged within the conflicting unions for control 

over the resources of the unions, especially the vehicles as well 

as the fina ncial resources. This also constituted a powet 
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struggle between the leaders in the unions, but not one over 

organising st rategies and political issues. The struggle was 

ovet who wou l d have control of the union's resources which, in 

turn, would have extended the control of one side over the other. 

A featu re of all the conflicts within the unions, was that 

they were con flicts between the officials, usually the secretary, 

and the Executive members of the unions. The tank and file 

members were not fundamentally involved in the conflicts. They 

were only called in by the one side or the other when they wanted 

to strengthen theit hand or act constitutionally. The absence 

of full democ r atic worker participation and control of the unions 

thus facilitated the conflict between the secretaries and 

Executive membets within the unions. 



Chaptet 10 

The Emet gence and Development of FOSATU in the Ttansvaal 
ftom 1974 to 1979 

Inttoduction 
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This chapter deals with the historical origin and 

development of FOSATU in Ttansvaal up to October 1979. The 

fitst and majot patt of the paper is empirical and contains five 

sections that mote ot less present a chronological account of the 

emetgence and development of FOSATU (Transvaal). Each section 

concentrates on a particular institution. The first section 

examines the IAS (Industrial Aid Society), the founding 

organisation, fot the period that it was the only, and hence the 

controlling, body. The second section considers MAWU (the Metal 

and Allied Workers' Union) which was founded by the IAS up to the 

time of the devastating Heinemann dispute. The thitd section 

analyses the Council of Industrial Wotkets of the Witwatersrand 

(CIWW) which was designed as a bridgehead between the IAS and 

MAWU, but al so presented its own problems and eventually merged 

with TUACC (t he Trade Union Advisory and Co-ordinating Council) 

in Natal. In the fourth section the reconstruction and 

stabilisation of MAWU is examined while the last major section 

focuses on FOSATU in the Transvaal region. Its formation, 

policy, structure, and affiliated unions ate analysed. 

The second part of the chapter examines the progress FOSATU 

and its affiliated unions had made by 1979 in the democratisation 

process and strategies to build up power in the organisation. 

Since these two objectives were interrelated they ate discussed 

together. 



1. The Industrial Aid Society (IAS) 

The Founding of the IAS 
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The IAS was the fotetunnet to Fosatu in Transvaal. The 

Inaugural Meeting of its Steering ColTITlittee was held on 12 

December 1973 and attended by five people. The initiative fot the 

formation of the IAS came from the students' Wages Commission at 

the University of the Witwatersrand. (1) The Wages Commissions 

were being co-ordinated by the National Union of South African 

Students (NUSAS) on the university campuses where NUSAS was 

represented. As a result the IAS included a combination of 

university students in Wages Commission and former SACTU 

trade union i sts who had gained their experience in the 1950s and 

1960s. Thi s was also the case with the organisations emerging in 

Cape Town and Durban. 

However, the IAS was founded after the Durban trade unions 

unions and the Western Province Workers' Advice Buteau (WPWAB) 

were already in existence. It had contact with both centres and 

support fot the distinctly different organisational approaches 

between Durban and Cape Town were both present in IAS. 

Consequently tension and conflict developed within IAS. 

The aims of the IAS were very general. Its constitution 

specified t hat 'the Society' would 'work towards the improvement 

of the lot of industrial employees within their work situation' 

and 'promote a spirit of self-sufficiency and self-reliance among 

said employees'. The constitutional structure of the IAS was 

much mote akin to that of a social society than a workers' 

movement. This was partly due to the fact that unanimity did 

not exist between the members and partly on account of the fact 

that it was deliberately being cautious because of the repressive 

South African state. At its Inaugural Meeting the IAS Steering 

Committee of five members decided to embark upon three projects. 
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These wete a Complaints Service, Literacy Ttaining and wotkets' 

education tht ough a Wotket Education Gtoup.(2) 

Fot the fitst fifteen months of its existence, the IAS grew 

very slowly. After six months its membership stood at 132, it 

had dealt with 130 complaints and only 15 wotkets wete involved 

in the Satut day motning ttaining of the Worket Education Group. 

By the end of September 1974 approximately 50 people were doing 

literacy tra i ning and the IAS had corrmenced organising and fotmed 

works committ ees at two factories. Worket education was showing 

a 'remarkable degree of inconsistency' since workers were not 

attending the course regularly. (3) A month later there was a 

'noticeable dectease in complaints of late' and the IAS seemed to 

be 'in a bit of a downward swing'. A call was made for a seminar 

at which 'the whole question of IAS direction' could be 'thrashed 

out - organi sational strategy, attitudes to unionisation, whether 

to concentra t e on one industry or not'.(4) 

In par t the problem at that stage was the organisational 

strategy of the IAS. Instead of building up solid factory 

organisation at a few factoties in one atea where it had good 

contacts, i t enlisted the Wages Commission students in 

pamphleteeri ng a wide range of factories spread over the 

Witwaterstand.(5) It also tried to enrol members into a 

Benefit Soci ety and laboured for the first few months on its 

constitution . In this strategy it was trying to follow the lead 

given by the Outban General Factory Wotkers Benefit Fund which 

had gtown rapidly and acquired thousands of membets. An abrupt 

end was pu t to this strategy when police raided the Durban 

Benefit Fund in May 1974 ~n the ground that it was not 

tegistered. (6) The state subsequently ptosecuted officials of 

the fund for running an illegal Benefit Fund. 
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Within the IAS there was also a strong feeling that the 

organisation had a structural problem. Thete was 'a feeling of 

not getting fat with the education and that the Steering 

Co111T1ittee was not democratic. Wotkets on the Committee wete not 

properly teptesenting anybody'.{7} The structural problem was 

the co-exis t ence of the Steering Coll1Tlittee and the Wotket 

Education Group with only two people 'who had any links between 

the two committees'. Matters would be discussed in the Wotket 

Education Group 'and then we'd send through tecoll1Tlendations to 

the Steering Committee which had ultimate control. Nothing would 

happen about them. We felt that we couldn't get anywhere unless 

we had the IAS structure sorted out'.{8} 

A posi t ion paper on this and othet problems was finally 

drafted by a member of the Wotket Education Group in Febtuaty 

1975. It was remarkably ftank: 

My majot proposition is that the undefined relationship 
between the (Steering-JM) Co111T1ittee and the Wotket 
Education Gtoup is the source of out immobility. 
While the Coll1Tlittee exists as the executive of the IAS, 
it func t ions mote as a nominal body which merely 
ratifies certain of the decisions of the education 
group ••• 
The dec i sions of the IAS ate actually made by the 
Education Group - the Committee functions as a token 
body whi ch is a convenient facade of 'black' initiative. 
We must acknowledge that teality ••• The Wotket Education 
Group can never be sute that its decisions, no matter 
how urgent, will be acted on. The Co1T111ittee, on the 
othet hand, has no knowledge of the validity of the 
propositi ons presented to it. {9} 

As a result he proposed that the division between the 

Steering Committee and the Education Gtoup should be scrapped and 

that a single Executive Committee be formed instead. This 

proposal was subsequently accepted at a joint meeting of all the 

groups invol ved in IAS.(10) 
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The Industri al vs General Union Debate 

At the same time another debate was being carried on in the 

IAS. It was of such a fundamental nature that it waged fiercely 

for 4 to 5 months in the IAS although it was present in embryo 

from the beginning.(11) The debate centred around the 

organisational direction the IAS should take. A 1 though. a 

number of i nterrelated issues were being fought over, the basic 

issue was the political direction of the IAS. The differences 

crystalised over whether the IAS should organise an industrial or 

a general union. 

One aspect of the debate over which consensus could be 

reached, was the structural relationship between the IAS and a 

new union. The position paper by Chris Albertyn analysed this 

issue very soundly. He started off by pointing out that neither 

the Steering Committee nor the Worker Education Group were 

representati ve bodies and that 'to pretend that the Committee is 

a body of worker representatives is part of the facade'. 

result he ar gued that 

worker representatives must not be included on the 
Steering Committee - they must be established within a 
trade un i on executive which increasingly takes over the 
function s which are presently exercised by the Steering 
Committee . In this way the executive functions of 
worker or ganization can be transferred from the Steering 
Committee to the trade union executive without any 
possibli l ity of workers being faced with a number of 
unrepresentative individuals on their own executive 
committee . 

The Steer ing Committee (the IAS Executive -JM)is defined 
specifically as an interim body: it will function until 
all execu t~ve functions have been assumed by the newly­
constitu t ed unions. The only justification for its 
existence is that it form unions which become self­
sustaini ng. (12) 

The paper va l idly foresaw that 

As power is gradually handed to the trade union 
executives the Steering Committee (the IAS Executive -
JM) wil l become the educational wing of the trade 
unions. It will therefore be subject to the control of 
the trade union executive. 

As a 
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These proposals were also agreed to by the IAS and the newly 

composed Executive Committee contained the active members from 

the Steering Co11111ittee, Worker Education Group and Literacy Co­

ordinators, but no worker representatives.(13) The new draft 

constition of the IAS also specified that powers of the Executive 

Co11111i.ttee would gradually be transferred to a Shop Stewards 

Co11111ittee at the request of the latter Corrmittee. Then, 'at a 

time deemed correct' by the Shop Stewards Committee, the 

Executive Committee 'shall dissolve itself, and hand over all 

executive powers and duties to the Shop Stewards Corrmittee'.(14) 

While subsequent events did not follow the route foreseen by 

the IAS, the principles adopted by it turned out to be extremely 

important in eventually eliminating the power of the IAS to 

control an emerging trade union. However, a very tough aeb~te 

was first to ensue on the type of union that was to be set up. 

The debate which had many dimensions to it, focussed on 

whether to form an industrial or a general union. One group 

supported t he formation of an industrial metal union working 

closely with TUACC's Metal and Allied Workers Union(MAWU), while 

the other group supported the formation of a general union with a 

different organisational approach. 

The ar gument in favour of a general union approach was that 

an industr i al union would become economistic especially if it 

followed TUACC's policy, and that it easily led to 

bureaucrati sation. A general union, it was argued, was 

inherently political. It was also feared that a trade union, 

without the guidance of a political party, would fall prey to 

reformism. To overcome this worker education was considered to 

be of the utmost importance to ensure that an appropriate worker 

consciousness was developed before trade union structures came 
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into existence.(15) 

The ar guments in favour of an industrial union was that 

there was a t endency within a general union to move rapidly away 

from the wor kplace and to lose sight of those issues. A general 

union also had a tendency to recruit members at random and could 

have difficulty building up sufficient strength in any one 

sector.(16) It was furthermore argued that a sound way of 

organising could prevent industrial unions from becoming non­

political and reformist. 

There were also arguments specifically put forward in favour 

of organisi ng an industrial metal union working closely with 

TUACC's MAWU . Alpheus Mthethwa, general secretary of Mawu, was 

already organising Leyland up on the Rand and he strongly 

advocated t hat the IAS should work at establishing a Transvaal 

branch of MAWU. These members of IAS were influenced by the fact 

that TUACC already had a substantial and strong organisation off 

the ground. Another very important fact was the enormous size of 

the metal i ndustry on the Witwatersrand and that a metal union 

would be able to organise a very substantial proportion of 

African workers in the region. (17) 

The debate between the two groups became increasingly fierce 

as a power struggle developed between them and other issues 

became tied up in the struggle as well. The ferocity of the 

debate was reflected in the stormy passage that the proposals had 

through the Executive Committee. At a meeting attended by 

Alpheus Mthethwa on 22 Match 1975 it was decided by a majority 

vote 'to set up union structures in the field of metal' and to 

appoint an organiser and secretary. Mthethwa indicated that 

Mawu's execu t ive was willing to pay for the organiser of a Metal 

union who concentrated exclusively on the metal industry, thereby 

lending mot e weight to the side favouring an industrial metal 
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union. 

This decision unleashed the conflict between the two groups 

within the IAS. At the very next meeting of the Executive 

Committee with packed attendance the chairman called on the 

Executive t o review the previous decision because it 'was the 

cause of a rift in the IAS which could be avoided by revoking it 

and coming to a decision agreeable to both sides'.(18) The 

compromise proposal that was put forward was based on the 

argument that the IAS 'couldn't simply set up a structure without 

having functioning committees which would control the structure'. 

(19) 

The proposal, which was accepted nem con, still favoured the 

industrial metal union supporters. It stipulated that the 

formation of a union should be delayed until there were five shop 

steward committees functioning and that disagreement in approach 

and strategy should be discussed with Durban. A Metal Wing of 

about 5 Executive members was constituted. It included Sipho 

Kubheka as full time organiser in the metal industry, Gavin 

Anderson and Pindile Mfeti. An earlier intention to organise the 

furniture i ndustry as well, was reconfirmed at the meeting. 

However, the matter was fat from settled. It came to the 

fore again when it was proposed at an IAS Executive meeting on 14 

June 1975 t o drop the idea of organising the furniture industry. 

The questi on was then raised whether to organise in another 

industry ot not. One group supported organising a transport and 

general uni on while another favoured the concentration of all the 

resources exclusively in metal and allied. This matter was 

considered to be of such importance that position papers were to 

be drawn up for an Executive meeting two weeks later. At that 

meeting it was decided after extensive discussions to devote all 
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the resources for the next 3 months to the metal and allied 

industry.(20 ) 

Another matter became embroiled in the conflict at the same 

meeting when questions were raised about the Literacy account. A 

meeting was called for two days hence to discuss the questions. 

This started to bring matters to a head. Although the meeting 

was called to discuss Literacy one member insisted that the 

Executive should consider his proposal in order to avert a split 

in the organisation because -for the last few months there had 

been two dis t inct groups within the IAS'.(21) His proposal was 

that the decision taken two days earlier should be reversed, a 

transport and general union set up, 

an office should be devoted to it. 

and that two organisers and 

The enormity of the proposal 

was too muc h for the meeting to stomach, and it was decided to 

meet the fo l lowing morning at 6.30 am to discuss the proposals 

-after sleeping on the matter '.(22) 

At the early morning meeting the following day the proposal 

that a trans port ·and general union should be set up was thrashed 

through. The discussion was characterised by a lack of trust 

between the two groups and, at one stage, -a fairly acrimonious 

exchange' t ook place. Proposals were finally put forward that 

won majority support. They were that any decision whether to 

go into another industry was to be delayed for two weeks, that a 

paper on the strategical reasons for going into another industry 

had to be dr awn up, and that an investigation into the financial 

plausibility of such a step had to be conducted.(23) 

The intense dispute between the two groups came to an end 

when one of the strong supporters of the transport and general 

union was expelled from his IAS post in connection with the 

financial control of the Literacy account. Other supporters of a 

transport and general union thereupon also left the IAS. They 
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were mainl y students who withdrew the Wages Commission's 

services thereby effectively ending student involvement in the 

IAS. This brought the first intense power struggle within the 

IAS over i t s organisational direction to an end. The group 

supporting the formation of an industrial metal union working in 

close co-operation with TUACC and MAWU in Natal had won the 

battle. This was not the last time a conflict was fought over 

the organisational policy and direction of the emerging 

institutions. The matter was however sufficiently settled for 

the Metal Wing of the IAS to commence organising metal workers 

without inter ruption. 

Evaluation of IAS Activities up to July 1975. 

The IAS was slow in getting off the ground in the first 18 

months of its existence. It had a very low membership, sporadic 

attendance at its education course, and was without any factory 

organisation of any note. Why was this the case? 

To some extent the answer has to be located in factors 

external to the IAS. The state's repression of SACTU in the 

1960s destroyed independent and progressive African trade unions 

on the Witwatersrand. Such repressive state action instilled 

fear of trade unions in many African workers. 

It was with this historical awareness that the IAS was 

founded and with the knowledge that the state was still as 

repressive as before. The founders -also knew that capital was 

hostile to African worker organisation. Unlike Durban the 

Witwatersrand had not experienced a wave of strikes that had 

raised worker consciousness to the level where they would 

spontaneously join worker organisations. 

The founders of the IAS subsequently followed the mote 
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cautious route adopted in Cape Town, namely to set up an 

intermediate organisation that could serve as a vehicle to build 

up the wotket movement to a point whete it could acquire a life 

of its own. But why did it take so long to acquire a life of 

its own? 

The answer to this is partly due to the region in which the 

IAS conmenced organising. It tried to organise in Johannesburg 

which, according to Taffy Adler, has historically been hatdet to 

organise t han the East Rand. Soweto was mote dispersed, 

culturally and socially mote heterogeneous, and with a different 

political t radition ftom East Rand townships which were mote 

clearly work i ng class in theit orientation. Soweto also did not 

have the same concentration of hostel complexes whete migrant 

wotkets coul d be organised mote readily. (24) 

But the reason fot the slow organisational start of the IAS 

also lay i n part in the social composition of the dominant 

members on i ts conmittees. The initial structure of the IAS 

consisted of a Steering Committee and a numbet of sub-committees 

the most important of which was the Wotket Education Group. The 

Steering Committee had a majority of Africans ftom working class 

background whereas the larger Worker Education Group consisted of 

middle class intellectuals who were also White. The structural 

problem cont ained in that situation was that the Steering 

Conmittee ended up ratifying decisions taken by the Worker 

Education Gtoup even though executive powers wete 

constitutionally supposed to be vested in the Steering Committee. 

Aftet the tefotm of the IAS sttuctute in February 1975 the 

Executive Committee was overwhelmingly composed of academics ftom 

the University of the Witwatersrand. Although they shared a 

commitment t o building a democratic wotket movement, theit 

academic and White middle class backgtriunds provided obstacles to 
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this objecti ve. They lacked experience in worker organisation 

and tended to be fat too theoretical and academic in their 

apptoach.(25 ) As a result they placed too much emphasis on the 

role of education and too little on organisation. This was 

particularly the tendency on the part of the -general union 

group', but a similar emphasis existed on the part of the 

-industrial union group'. 

They also relied far too heavily on high-powered 

intellectual debates amongst themselves to resolve issues and 

make policy decisions. This had the effect of removing 

themselves and becoming remote from African workers and their 

representative leaders. Sipho Kubheka, a former African worker 

who had been a clerk before and was educated up to standatd 9 

became an ot ganiset in the Metal Wing of the IAS. On the general 

versus industtial union debate he subsequently said: 

I had difficulties thete because the debate was at a 
high level with some Wits students and lecturets thete. 
The debate was vety complicated for me. I had 
difficulties ·understanding everything. It was a matter 
of not knowing what was happening. (26) 

While there was a place and need fot sound intellectual 

analysis and leadership in the IAS which the academics and 

students wete well-placed to provide, they placed an exessive 

emphasis on intellectualism. It had the effect of reinfotcing a 

mental-manual division between themselves and African workers. 

The African otganisers's corrrnents on his experience as an 

organiser in IAS are informative: 

I gained a lot of experience, but that experience 
wasn't enough because intellectuals there were actually 
trying to dominate the whole thing. The White 
intellectuals had a problem that one can understand -
they wanted to be counted in the struggle. The way 
they were btought up was a completely wrong way: a way 
of feeli ng superior and a way of being dominant in some 
kind of debates. They actually wanted to work for the 
people, thinking for the people, not actually think 
with the people. That was the main ptoblem. (27) 



470 

The first 18 months in the IAS thus constituted a learning 

period for the White middle class lecturers and students in terms 

of how to en gage with African workers in the process of building 

a democratic and viable trade union movement. 

Finally, an excessive amount of time and energy was also 

spent by the two groups of intellectuals on fighting ovet the 

political direction of the IAS and other interwoven issues. 

Neither of the two groups were representative of workers and the 

conflict became a straight power struggle between them. Once 

the struggle was resolved in July 1975 organisation in the metal 

industry got under way. 

2. The Metal and Allied Workers' Union (MAWU), Transvaal Branch 

2.1 Origins of MAWU 

The members of the Metal Wing of the IAS started visiting 

four to • five factories regularly on a weekly basis 'trying to 

develop the organisation of the shop floor to the stage where the 

COITITl~ttee we were meeting with was representative of the workers 

in that factory'.(28) The experience gained by TUACC in Natal and 

passed on to the Metal Wing was of value at this stage. 

The first factories on which organisational work commenced 

were Leyland which was a heritage of Alpheus Mthethwa's efforts, 

Heckett, Dunswart, Ctaft Engineering, Metal Rolling, and Cassel 

and Cassel(C&C). Organisation on Heinemann co1T1T1enced a few 

months later. Gavin Anderson and Sipho Kubheka were the two 

organisers who concentrated on Heinemann with Pindile Mfeti 

making a valuable contribution even though he was not doing much 

organising. It was felt that 'He taught most of us how to speak 

to workers, how to put issues and things like that.'(29) 

Anderson believed that the Metal Wing made mistakes in its 
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organisational strategies during the eatly days. He gave an 

example of t wo such mistakes at Leayland. The first was to 

pamphleteet outside the factoty which aletted management against 

the union, while the second was to organise too much around one 

wotket in t he plant. In this case it was a patticulatly bad 

mistake because it became appatent after fout months of 

otganising t hat he was a management infotmet. At Heckett a mote 

subtle errot was made. The otganisets concenttated specifically 

on very bad wotking conditions within the factoty, but thete was 

no emphasis on the long term goals of the union. The result was 

that once considetable back pay was won fot the wotkets they did 

not seem to have any mote need fot the union although they did 

catty on belonging. (30) 

In Septembet 1975 it was felt that thete was sttong enough 

otganisation and teptesentation to elect the fitst Btanch 

Executive Committee (BEC). This was also the time that the 

Ttansvaal btanch of MAWU was fotmally constituted. With that the 

Wotket Education Gtoup also had to engage 

teotientati on' of its coutse towatds shop 

courses.(31 ) 

in a 

steward 

-massive 

and BEC 

Shopfl oor otganisation continued fot the temainder of 1975. 

Accotding t o Andetson this enabled mote teptesentative wotket 

leaders to emerge. The organisers statted tealising that wotkers 

had elected oldet tespected wotkets onto the fitst BEC. They 

wete not st tongly organising their fellow wotkers not were they 

taking deci sions on the BEC. They were undet the impression that 

they wete t o be told by the otganisets what to do tathet than to 

conttol the otganisets. As otganisation became mote rigorous 

mote teptesentative leaders started to emetge and come onto the 

BEC. By about Febtuaty 1976 a reasonably autonomous BEC 

existed.(32 ) 
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Although the organisers had a strong conmitment to 

democratic worker participation they were in positions of 

leadership and took initiatives at times. (33) It is in this 

context tha t the formation of a Shop Stewards Council early in 

1976 has to be seen. All the shop stewards and their alternates 

in every organised factory belonged to the Council which met for 

the first t i me in February 1976. According to Gavin Anderson, 

the Shop St ewards Council debated a number of strategic issues 

such as t heir approach to liaison conmittees and works 

committees, whether to organise foreign or South African firms 

and what t o do about the enormous Dunswart plant. Guidelines 

were given to the BEC which was responsible for implementing 

those decisi ons. 

But the Shop Stewards Council's first meeting was also its 

last. It was due to meet again in four months' time, but the 

June 16th up r ising 'blew things apart completely'. (34) In the 

interim the Heinemann dispute also took place creating a troubled 

period for t he union. 

The Heinemann Dispute 

Heinemann Electric in Elandsfontein, Germiston, was 70% 

owned by Bar l ow Rand and employed about 600 African workers. The 

organisation of Heinemann, which was commenced in October 1975, 

was done extremely thoroughly. The initial members were 

recruited very carefully - a new member would be recruited only 

if there was unanimity amongst existing members to do so. The 

first commi t tee workers elected was deliberately not called the 

shop stewar ds committee, but a Heinemann organising committee. 

Very intens i ve organisation took place not only in the factory, 

but also in t he townships. The organisers met three times a week 
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with Heinemann workers. On Monday they would meet with the 

organising committee, on Ftiday with new union members, and on 

Saturday a general factory meeting in the township. Major 

decisions wete not taken by the organising committee before it 

had tefetted decisions back to the departments in the factory and 

to the township committees~ They decided not to demand union 

recognition ftom the company until 75% of the workers were 

unionised.(35) 

The fit st action as a result of the union's organisation was 

when many members of the liaison conmittee resigned early in 

January 1976 on the grounds that it was an ineffective body. 

Management called another election fot a liaison conmittee on 26 

January. Wotkers demonstrated their preference fot the union by 

boycotting t he election: only 27 of the 606 workers voted.(36) 

By the end of January the union membership stood at 484, mote 

than 75% of the workforce. Heinemann workers then instructed 

theit union officials to open negotiations with management. 

As a result union officials met with the managing director, 

Mr. W.Wilckens, on 20 February, and presented him with a petition 

signed by 480 workers. The petition tead: 'We the wotkets of 

Heinemann El ectric wish to state that we ate members of the Metal 

and Allied Wotkets' Union (Ttansvaal) and that we reject wotks 

and liaison committees. We want the union to teptesent us and 

not a works or liaison conmittee.' (37) 

'At that stage began the teal battle between management and 

the union.' (38) Management tried its utmost to foist a liaison 

committee on the African wotkets. The day aftet union officials 

saw Mt. Wilckens, management instituted the election of a liaison 

conmittee again. On this occasion only 9 workers voted. One of 

the organiser s conmented latet: 'I don't think they realised the 

amount of organisation in the factory. They thought it was 



474 

accidental. They kept on trying to buy off people and intimidate 

people. It never worked.'(39) 

Management repeatedly attempted to force a liaison committee 

or some variant thereof onto the workers. They approached a 

group of 40 African workers whom they claimed to be 

representative of African workers and in favour of a liaison 

committee; they called in three officials from the Steel and 

Engineering Industrial Federation of SA (SEIFSA) who tried to 

persuade workers at a mass meeting to accept a liaison committee; 

when the workers elected an ad hoc committee of 16 members to 

represent them, management tried to use the committee to its own 

end by getting its members to distribute pamphlets in favour of 

management's latetst proposal, a 'management-worker co1m1ittee 1
, 

which was simply a variation of a liaison comnittee. On 17 March 

elections were held for this committee. In spite of vigorous 

efforts on the part of management to get workers to vote, only 3 

out of the 606 African workers cast their votes.(40) 

Frustration had already started to build up amongst the 

workers at management's obdurate unwillingness to recognise their 

representatives. At a mass meeting on 10 Match Mt. Wilckens 

addressed workers on the virtues of a liaison committee and then 

closed the meeting before any questions could be asked. More 

than half of the workers thereupon followed him to his office and 

appealed vociferously for the recognition of their union. This 

carried on fot a considerable period in the afternoon until shop 

stewards called on workers to disperse.(41) 

After that incident management went on the offensive against 

the union. Management started moving round the departments and 

'trouble-makers' were pointed out to them by the foremen.(42) 

Shop stewards were moved out of their departments and isolated 



475 

from other workers. For reasons that were not explained, police 

came on the factory premises between Monday, 22 Match, and 

Thursday, 25 Match. Their presence understandably heightened 

tension with i n the factory.(43) 

Then, on Thursday afternoon, management dismissed 20 workers 

including 3 shop stewards 10 minutes before the factory closed 

for the day. The reasons advanced were 'a general reduction in 

staff', even though several new workers had been hired over the 

preceding two days. Workers immediately held a meeting outside 

the factory gates and interpreted the firing as victimisation. 

They decided to have a meeting with the managing director the 

following morning. 

When workers returned to Heinemann the following morning 

they found one of the gates locked and the other only partially 

open with factory management and some police at the entrance. 

They gathered outside the factory gates and requested to meet Mt 

Wilckens to discuss the previous day's dismissals. They were 

informed he was not there. The Bakelite department workers, who 

had come t o work earlier at 6.00 am, thereupon came out of the 

factory and indicated that they also wished to speak to 

Mt.Wilckens. After a while Mt.van Lietes, the factory manager 

came out and said that everybody had to return to work without 

delay and stop causing trouble. The workers reiterated their 

wish to speak to Mt. Wilckens and remained outside. (44) A few 

minutes later the workers were told through a megaphone that they 

had all been dismissed and could reapply fot their jobs on 

Monday. 

The organisers then arrived and offered to help Mt. van 

Lietes by t alking to everybody, but he refused their offer. They 

nonetheless addressed workers outside the factory and urged them 

to remain calm. A while later they all adjourned to Alexandra 
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where they decided to return on Monday and again call for a 

meeting to urge management to recognise their union. 

Over the weekend very intensive township meetings were held. 

Each townsh i p was divided into area committees with one large 

central area committee for all the townships. All the issues 

were discus sed with workers in small groups and they confirmed 

their previous decision. (45) 

On Monday morning the workers arrived at Heinemann in order 

to speak to Mr. Wilckens. They found the gates locked and a 

larger number of police armed with batons and pick handles. 

Again worker s were told that Mr. Wilckens was not there and the 

attempts of the organisers to get some talks going with Mr. van 

Lieres fail ed. At 9.30 am Mr.van Lieres told the workers that 

they had ha l f an hour in which to fetch their leave pay and UIF 

cards. None of the workers responded. 

At 10.00 am Colonel F.S.Botha who was in charge of the 

police force , told the workers they had a half an hour in which 

to disperse or else he would disperse them.(46) Police pick-up 

trucks star t ed to arrive and police dogs were let out. The 

tension rose dramatically. It became clear to the organisers 

that the workers had not understood the police colonel's 

statement, but they were hemmed in by the police and could not 

speak to t he workers. At 10.20 Sipho Kubheka managed to get 

through the 

dignity. ( 47) 

police cordon and advise workers to depart with 

Workers agreed with this and started to move off 

singing 11 Nk osi Sikel el' i Aft ika 11
• The time was about 5 minutes 

before 10.30. 

The 40 policemen thereupon launched a baton charge on the 

dispersing workers. The police rained blows indiscriminately on 

the crowd. A reporter who witnessed the scene described it as 



follows: 

Police hit everybody and everything before them. 
Several people were bitten by dogs. 
A woman , about 7 months pregnant, was one of the 
victims. A policeman armed with stick resembling a pick 
handle hi t het all ovet het body. She lay still. 
Mt. Gav i n Anderson was standing next to me. All of a 
sudden, a number of police were raining blows on him. 
He fell and couldn't rise. Mote blows rained on him. 
He had t o be lifted to his feet; then he was led away 
into one of three police trucks. (48) 
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After t he baton charge 28 people were treated in hospital 

and Gavin Anderson, who was undet attest, was detained in 

hospital and treated fot a broken elbow. As a result the union 

immediately l ay charges fot wrongful and unlawful assault against 

the Minister of Police. It took mote than three and a half years 

fot the case to get onto the court toll, but the Minister settled 

out of court at the last minute. A sum of ovet R21 000 was paid 

by the state in damages to the injured people as well as legal 

costs in excess of RlO 000.(49) 

The state on the othet hand charged Sipho Kubheka and Gavin 

Anderson with inciting a strike and with obstructing the police 

in their duty. Fout ex-Heinemann wotkets were also attested and 

charged undet the Rioutous Assemblies and othet Acts, but were 

found not guilty. Messrs Kubheka and Anderson wete found guilty 

of instigating employees to strike and received light sentences. 

One organiser felt that although the dispute ended in an 

immediate defeat for the union, it was a victory fot wotkets in 

the long tun because 

workets showed no matter what ptessute was directed 
against them by management and the state they were still 
ptepated to stand for a union tight up to the end. 
Battles like that demonstrated quite forcibly that the 
state had to come to terms with unions fot Aftican 
wotkets. (50) 

But the reality was that the Heinemann dispute had destroyed 

union organisation at the factory. This was a definite loss to 

the union 



in that up to then there was a very strong and vibrant 
factory committee holding three meetings each week and 
raising subscriptions of R600 a month from that one 
factory. They were influencing all the factories in 
that area and in the union Heinemann workers were known 
for tak i ng a very clear position on everything and 
having a very sound way of tackling difficulties. So 
when that was lost it certainly was a big blow for all 
of us. (51) 
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The He i nemann dispute was also detrimental to more general 

union organ i sation in MAWU because the organisers had to spend 

three weeks on daily preparation for the court case. This 

required a great deal of their time and energy and the organisers 

could thus not give their full attention to organising the other 

factories. 

The student revolt of 16 July 1976 in Soweto and the events 

following i n its wake administered a further blow to the union. 

Organisers could not get to the factories and found themselves 

crippled fr om June till October. Added to this the Kombi used 

for organisi ng was stolen in September. 

Towards the end of 1976 all factory organisation of MAWU had 

therefore al most completely collapsed after making a promising 

start. In spite of that, the founding of MAWU was of immense 

significance in that a successful start had been made in the 

creation of a trade union. The IAS was achieving what it had 

initially set out to do: it had founded a worker organisation in 

the form of a trade union based on sound structures and practices 

incorporating active shop floor participation and worker 

representati on in the union. 

However the union had been severely weakened by the 

inexperience of the organisers who had not yet learned how to be 

'managers of discontent',(52) i.e. how ·to channel the conflict 

inherent in a situation and to contain it sufficiently to ensure 

an advance for the union and the workers concerned. Instead of 
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ending up st ronger than before, the union was severely weakened 

by the Heinemann dispute. 

There were also other events happening at about the same 

time in MAWU. The policy-makers in the union were at 

loggerheads with the IAS and this dispute led to the formation of 

an additiona l institution. 

3. The Counc i l of Industrial Workers of the Witwatersrand 

3.1 The Dispute Between MAW~ and the IAS 

The ba sis of the dispute between MAWU and the IAS tested on 

the fact that MAWU was trying to establish its autonomy ftom IAS, 

but the IAS was trying to retain its traditional tole of deciding 

over all matters including union organisation. Having given 

birth to t he union, the IAS found it difficult to accept the 

reality that its offspring wanted to assert its independence from 

its patent body. 

Strictly speaking the conflict was not a st~aight fight 

between MAWU and the IAS because the chairman and secretary of 

the IAS supported the union organisers on this issue. 

From t he point of view of the union organisers, they felt 

that the IAS wanted to have a say over the union, but the 

organisers wanted to ensure that the workers retained a say over 

their own affairs. The organisers would have ptefetted to let 

workers take the decisions even if they were wrong ones. In 

that way wor kers could learn from their mistakes. 

The union organisers felt that the involvement of the IAS in 

union affairs removed worker control of union matters and placed 

them in the hands of outside experts. They would have preferred 

workers to take decisions themselves ovet the budget tathet than 

presenting them with a prepared package as was the practice since 

the IAS was responsible fat the union's finances. They feared 

that what happened with the Heinemann legal cases would happen to 
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the union as well. The assistance of the IAS was requested in 

fighting the legal cases. The IAS did assist, but within a month 

the union no longer knew what was happening with the Heinemann 

cases. Thi s was because lawyers were handling the case and were 

taking many decisions that the organisers believed to be the 

preserve of the BEC. Rightly or wrongly, the organisers 

attributed t his loss in union participation to the IAS. (53) 

From the side of the IAS the Executive members felt excluded 

from the af fairs of the union and they wished to have some 

contact with workers. The IAS performed all the administrative 

functions of the union particularly fund raising ftom Overseas 

and links wi t h other worker organisations in the country. 

The conflict between the MAWU organisers and IAS executive 

was also a conflict over who controlled the union because the 

MAWU organi sers had effective control over internal matters of 

the union. The IAS exercised an external control over the union 

through fina ncial control. There was also discontent within the 

tanks of t he IAS that they should have such powers as an 

unrepresentat ive minority grouping of mainly university 

lecturers.(54) 

As a result of IAS control over the union, there was an 

attempt on t he part of the union's policy-makers to divorce the 

two organisa t ions. People in the IAS wanted to avoid it so they 

suggested setting up what they termed a -bridging colTITiittee' in 

order to med i ate between the two and to regulate the relationship 

between them. (55) The bridging corrmittee was called the 

Council of Industrial Workers of the Witwatersrand (CIWW) when it 

came into ex i stence. 



481 

3.2 The Str ucture and Role of CIWW 

CIWW wa s founded in September 1976. There was considerable 

dispute ovet representation on the Council. Although the IAS 

constituted an untepresentative minority grouping it was 

teluctant to telinquish its power and wanted equal representation 

with the union. The union was opposed to this, insisting on 

majority rept esentation. The union did in fact manage to gain a 

majority, but ironically this did not weaken the power of former 

IAS personnel who became CIWW officials. Due to personal 

relations they wete able to obtain majority suppott on issues in 

CIWW which they could not formerly achieve. The Council 

consisted of the IAS Executive Committee and the union BEC in 

order to give the union majority representation. The union also 

had majority reptesentation on the Secretariat, which was the 

Council's executive body (and elected by Council). The 

constitution of CIWW was based on the constitution _of TUACC in 

Natal in the hope that it would extend to other trade unions as 

well.(56) 

The fot mation of CIWW did not end the conflict between MAWU 

and the IAS. It was only the banning in November 1976 of 

Kubheka and Andetson, the two MAWU organisers, that btought an 

end to hostilities because it 'removed the power element'.(57) 

This provided some of the IAS Executive membets with the 

oppottunity to assume offices in MAWU, but it generated 

resentment amongst members of the BEC who felt that they had 

imposed themselves ftom outside. This resentment lasted amongst 

longstanding BEC members and sutfaced from time to time fot a 

numbet of years aftetwards. (~8) 

CIWW t ook ovet most of the functions previously petfotmed by 

the IAS. Fund taising, administtation, the maintenance of 

vehicles, and education were all taken ovet. The IAS cat tied on 
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with a legal service and literacy training. It subsequently 

introduced a new medical service, particularly in Workman's 

Compensation cases, with the aid of a few doctors. (59) 

This de velopment marked a significant reduction in the power 

of the IAS t o control the affairs of the union. The teal powers 

of the IAS had been transferred to CI WW which had MAWU 

representati ves serving on its Council and Executive. Although 

CIWW was a structural advance over the IAS it was still a body 

superimposed on the IAS and MAWU. In its report fot the first 6 

months of 1977 it stated that CIWW 'acts as the controlling and 

coordinationg body of the IAS and the Transvaal branch of 

MAWU'.(60) The control exercised by CIWW over the union was 

quite farte aching. The CIWW Secretariat 'tended to operate as 

the executi ve of the union' and it appointed union 

organisers.( 61) 

But there were limits to the control that CIWW could 

exercise over the union especially after it had reconsolidated 

itseJf again after mid-1977. The two major controversial issues 

that CIWW dealt with in 1978 were over the establishment of a 

general uni on and the Medical Scheme. Although CIWW took the 

final decis i ons on these two issues, one was 'fought in the 

arena of the MAWU BEC'.(62) while the other one was effectively 

taken by MAWU shop stewards. (63) What gave the CIWW Secretariat 

its power wa s the fact that it assumed certain crucial functions, 

namely cent ralised fundraising and contact with Overseas 

organisations .(64) 

3.3 Evaluati on of CIWW 

The fo rmation of CIWW was premature. According to Taffy 

Adler, secret ary and co-founder of CIWW, 'it was premature in the 
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sense that t here was a massive structure which wasn't justified'. 

(65) It was set up as a Council of industrial wotkets of the 

Witwatersrand when it only had one trade union in its fold. At 

the first round of federation talks (that eventually led to the 

formation of FOSATU) in Match 1977 it had difficulty justifying 

its presence at the conference since it represented only one 

trade union that was also present. 

CIWW was both a step backward and a step fotwatd in the 

democtatision of the and its relationship with MAWU, ot, to put 

it differently, in the transformation of the institutional 

relationship into a labour movement. It was a step backwards in 

that CIWW constituted a structure that was superimposed onto the 

IAS and MAWU. It was a bureaucratic and hietatchical body that 

exercised control ftom above that were ptopetly the preserve of 

the union's executive. The Council and Secretariat included 

members who were not representing anybody but themselves and 

their own interests, but were taking decisions affecting the 

union. 

On the other hand, the formation of CIWW has to be seen in 

the context of its time. The IAS had successfully nurtured the 

formation of a metal union which grew in strength until the 

setbacks it received after the Heinemann dispute which weakened 

and destabilised the union considerably. Although committed to 

the growth of a democratic labour movement the IAS still 

performed various vital functions fot MAWU and exercised 

considerable power, especially through financial control, which 

it was unwilling to relinquish. However, it may be a debatable 

question whether MAWU had the capacity to perform those funtions 

by itself. CIWW, as a bridging organisation between the IAS and 

MAWU, stripped the IAS of its financial control and power. By 

gaining majority representation on both the Council and 
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Secretariat t he union could potentially gain control over its own 

affairs on t hese bodies although the intellectual skills of the 

IAS representatives on CIWW would have given them a considerable 

advantage over the BEC representatives on these two bodies. 

Nonetheless the formal structures of CIWW had in fact succeeded 

in eliminati ng the control that the IAS had over the union. 

CIWW reconstituted itself on 30 July 1978 as the Transvaal 

branch of TUACC with TUACC thereby becoming a national co-

ordinating council of trade unions with a National Executive 

Committee (NEC). This flowed quite naturally out of the close 

relationships that existed between CIWW and TUACC. Fund raising 

had already become a joint venture between them.(66) The merger 

also took pl ace to sort out certain anomalies that had developed. 

The two meta l unions had simply been two loose branches. Thus a 

national metal union was also formed. MAWU in Transvaal had in 
-

the meanwhil e been regenerating and consolidating itself again. 

4. MAWU from 1977 to 1979 

4.1 Overview of the Period 

After t he Heinemann dispute in Match 1976, the Soweto 

uprising on 16 July, an internal struggle fot control between 

MAWU organi sers and the IAS, the theft of the Kombi used fot 

organising i n September, and the October banning of two leading 

organisers of MAWU, the union was extremely weak towards the end 

of 1976. Vi r tually all the factories it had organised up to then 

had collapsed or did so during 1977. Only Craft Engineering 

sustained or ganisation up to the end of 1979. 

As a result MAWU commenced with a period of reconstruction 

of the union in 1977. Fat the following three years up to the 

end of 1979 the union consolidated and stabilised its 

organisation at a relatively small number of factories. In 
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September 1979 it was organising 18 factories of which 11 had 

continuous teptesentation on the BEC.(67) In the opinion of 

John Stanwix , who was general sectetaty of the union ftom August 

1978 onwatds , the union approached industrial conflict cautiously 

because its organisation was deemed to be -flimsy' ovet this 

period. (68 ) It did not have a policy against strikes, but was 

reluctant t o enter into a strike. Although industrial conflict 

could arise spontaneously, it is intetesting to note that there 

were only a few btief wotk stoppages and one strike in the 

union's organised factories up to the end of 1979. 

Although MAWU had consolidated itself and stabilised the BEC 

and shop st ewatds committees by the end of the petiod undet 

consideration, 

process as well. 

decision-mak i ng, 

it had bureaucratised itself considerably in the 

While the BEC displayed some independence in 

the initiative and drive still came from the 

union's organisers. 

Ovet t his period MAWU struggled with some success fot the 

tight to or ganise at factories and the recognition of the union 

and workers' teptesentatives, the shop stewards, by management. 

At the end of the period the union's presence was well­

established at a number of factories and it was on the verge of 

signing its f itst recognition agreement with Tensile Rubber as an 

unregistered union. The union had laid itself a sound 

foundation. 

In otdet to give substance to this overview, it is necessary to 

consider aspects of MAWU's organisation in mote detail. 

4.2 MAWU in Action: A Detailed Analysis 

Factory Organisation 

At the beginning of 1977 MAWU's organisation lay shattered. 

Organisers proceeded to make contact with the -old' factories 
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formerly organised by the union as well as ·new' factories. (69) . 
The old factories with two exceptions, namely Ctaft Engineering 

and C&C (Cassel & Cassel), quickly collapsed completely. C&C was 

sporadically organised, but gradually died.(70) 

Membership figures and subscriptions were commensurately 

low. In May 1977 the union's signed up membership stood at 446 

(71) while subscriptions amounted to only R189. (72) Overseas 

funds became available during that time and two new vehicles wete 

bought which facilitated organisation. 

The me t hod of factory organisation adopted by MAWU was to 

tectuit and consolidate membership at a factory before 

approaching management. Once there was sufficient membership, 

wotket tept esentatives (shop stewards) would be elected 

democratical ly and given intensive training. The union was 

reluctant to take up individual grievances until organisation was 

established. The policy was to concentrate on fewer factories 

and to consolidate shop floor based organisation factory by 

factory. The organising strategy, according to the union 

secretary, was aimed towards gaining recognition as an interim 

stage in union organisation in otdet to secure a basis fot 

advancing the struggle. (73) 

Union organisers commenced to select their factories mote 

carefully and built up factories in Kew to such an extent that an 

office was opened up in the area in June 1977. (74) Kew became 

the most important and active branch fot a time as workers 

streamed in t o the office. (75) Two important factories that 

became well organised during 1978 were Tensile Rubbet and Toyota. 

The union commenced with a ·reorganisation' of Tensile Rubber in 

February and by September it was reorganised very well. (76) At 

the same t i me Toyota had strong shopfloot organisation, but 



487 

management resolutely refused to deal with the union. (77) 

Likewise organisation in Benoni got off the ground. At 

Light Casti ngs, a foundry with 'tough' management employing 

contract wor kers who resided in hostels, the union had managed to 

obtain a works committee.(78) Vosa Valves, a Stewards and 

Lloyds company which strongly favoured liaison co111T1ittees, was 

very well organised' early in 1978.(79) In Match its 

management met with two union organisers and agreed to a very 

limited recognition of the union. Although the company retained 

its liaison committee, it agreed to recognise MAWU as 'one 

legitimate channel of co111T1unication between management and the 

black worker s ' and that MAWU would be free to recruit members and 

organise in the company. Vosa management was also prepared to 

receive and consider representations by the shop stewards and 

union offic i als.(80) This opened the way fot shop stewards to 

meet regular ly with management.(81) 

By the time the 1978 Annual General Meeting was held, the 

union could claim 4 factories in Kew and 5 in Benoni which had 

'fairly wel l organised shop floors with shop steward committees 

and BEC membets'.(82) The remaining fout were in the vicinity 

of Jan Smuts airport. 

Subscri ptions had commensurately risen with the revival of 

the union. Over the 11 month period up to the end of August 

total subscr i ptions amounting to R4457 ot R405 pet month had been 

collected. (83) This sum still constituted less than half of 

the union's income: over the same period the union received 

R5501 ot R500 pet month from fund raising. Although membership 

figures fot t he period are not available, paid up membership must 

have been about 400. 

In the following yeat, 1979, MAWU consolidated its shopfloot 

organisation and BEC by concentrating on the same factories and 
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not expandi ng to new factoties unless citcumstances demanded it. 

This policy bote ftuit: at the 1979 AGM in Septembet the 

sectetaty could tepott that the union was otganising 18 factoties 

of which 11 had continuous teptesentation on the BEC.(84} Union 

otganisation had become mote concenttated in Kew and Benoni with 

vittually al l the solid factoties coming ftom these two tegions 

with Benoni becoming the mote impottant one. In Kew these 

factoties wete Ptecision Toqls, Tensile Rubbet, Ct aft 

Engineeting, Toyota, and Batlows. In Benoni they wete William 

Btothers, Li ght Castings, Vosa Valves, Aftican Malleable Foundty 

(AMF} and Zinchem. Membetship in the union had incteased 

commensutately: at that stage the union's signed up membership 

was in the vicinity of 4000 and its paid up membership had tisen 

to no less t han 1000. (85} 

John Stanwix, the tegional sectetaty of MAWU, consideted the 

primaty cti t etion fat a well organised factory to be the 

existence of an active shop stewards committee that functioned 

effectively as a channel of conmunication and decision-making 

with the members. In addition aubscriptions had to be up to 

date and majotity reptesentation had to exist in all the 

depattments of the factoty with an ovetall teptesentation of 

about 70% of the labour force. By these critetia he considered 

seven factor i es to be well otganised in August 1979. 

Stewards and Lloyds had resisted union tecognition in its 

companies on the gtounds that the union was not representative in 

all five of its Benoni companies. As a result the union 

attempted to otganise all five with the intention of setting up a 

shop stewar ds council between them. By September 1979 it had 

only made si gnificant gains in Vasa Valves where it had btoken 

the liaison committee and fotced management to deal exclusively 
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with the shop stewards. At that stage an agreement was being 

negotiated t o entrench the tights won by the shop stewards. 

The un i on was also on the verge of signing its first 

recognition agreement with Tensile Rubber in spite of the fact 

that it did not have strong shop stewards during 1979. In April 

theit organ i ser reported that they were weak, but learning how 

to approach management.(86) In July the union had 130 out of 

160 members and had succeeded in electing new shop stewards which 

did not include indunas.(87) This shop steward committee was 

also weak up to September 1979. It was not good at taking up 

grievances di rectly with management and did not have the strength 

and skill to force management into rapid decisions. As a result 

management had been able to engage in delaying tactics fot weeks 

on end.(88) Thus although the recognition agreement was to be 

finalised, the danger existed that the wotkets would soon say 

that the agr eement meant nothing. 

Conflic t on a very limited scale started to emerge as MAWU 

consolidated its position in 1979. They all had their origins in 

victimisation of shop stewards and union members. At William 

Btothets victimisation of union members took place over a period 

of three months commencing at the end of January 1979. The first 

round of dismissed members could be reinstated through the threat 

of legal action because they were such cleat cases of 

victimisation. The second time five shop stewards were 

victimised, but it was through wotket solidarity by staging a go­

slow that they were teinstated.(89) At Precision Tools on the 

other hand t hree shop stewards wete victimised in May 1979, but 

the shop floor was not strong enough to get them reinstated even 

though there was a partial and spontaneous walk-out by wotkets. 

(90) 

The most serious conflict took place on 9 October 1979 when 
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Toyota worker s went on strike. The union had been organising at 

Toyota for well on 18 months with management obstinately refusing 

to recognise the union. It insisted on having a liaison 

committee i nstead. The company's strategy was not to oppose 

union member ship of the African workers, even of those who served 

on the liaison committee, but to recognise the liaison corrrnittee 

as the only 'legal representative body' for African workers in 

the company. 

In Sep t ember 1979 the personnel manager claimed that the 

company knew exactly which committee members belonged to the 

union. The company had also recently instituted Grievance 

Procedures t hat he claimed everybody knew as well as Disciplinary 

Procedures t hat requited the employee to sign that he had 

received a warning for contravening company rules. The personnel 

manager perceived this as a 'communication tool'. (91) 

MAWU's strategy in the light of Toyota management's policy 

was to take over the liaison committee and challenge management 

with union policy from there. As a result the committee meeting 

challenged managerial proposals vigorously. They rejected the 

Grievance Procedure allegedly known by all workers. The shop 

stewards al so opposed the liaison committee constitution put 

forward by management and sought to gain approval of their own 

draft consti tution from a general meeting of workers before 

approaching management. (92) 

It was the company's new Disciplinary Procedures that 

precipitated the strike on 9 October. It commenced when four 

workers in t he picking department were summoned by the warehouse 

manager to sign a warning that they had not reached production 

targets the previous Friday. When they returned their fellow 

workers in picking decided to see the warehouse manager in order 
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to receive an explanation about the issueing of formal warnings 

-as this was something new'.(93) When they would not commence 

wot king unt i l they had seen the warehouse manager, the fourteen 

pickets wete escorted off the premises by security guards. 

Thereupon the remaining warehouse workers decided they would find 

out from management why the fourteen had been sent away. Police 

and an inspector from the Department of Labour were summoned by 

management. The police behaved very civilly, but workers 

refused to discuss issues with management until the police had 

left. They were requested to leave and did so. 

The ctunch came after some fairly heated discussion when the 

managing dir ector, Mt. C.Alcock, gave the workers an ultimatum to 

tetutn to wotk within three minutes ot they would be fited.(94) 

When they di d not do so they wete all fired bringing the total no 

of wotkets fired to 101. Of these 76 wete selectively re­

employed by the company. Of the 25 who wete not re-employed no 

fewet than 12 wete shop stewatds.(95) Included amongst them wete 

many of the best shop stewards in MAWU such as D.Sebabi who was 

also vice-president of FOSATU. The Toyota strike was thus a 

set-back fo t MAWU. Not only did it lose one of its best 

organised factories, but also one of its strongest, if not the 

strongest, shop stewards committee. 

The BEC stabilised itself ovet this period with regular 

attendance of members at organised factories from about mid-1977 

(96) although it was still tathet precarious. (97) Great 

emphasis was placed on the training of BEC members in the formal 

proceedings of meetings. It was felt by the regional secretary 

that too much emphasis was placed on the correct procedures and 

administration because the BEC subsequently became too caught up 

with time-consuming formalities thereby not allowing sufficient 

time to discuss key issues such as regis t ration. (98) 
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The worker representatives gradually started to assert 

themselves and by 1978 they were taking strong stands on issues 

that came up in the BEC. (99) However, as was to be expected, 

policy initiatives still came from the organisers whose job it 

was to devise ways of advancing union organisational strength. 

In particular the White intellectuals played an active part. 

(100) Secondly, the formation of a national union in July 1978 

brought a National Executive Committee (NEC) into existence. An 

emphasis was placed on the development of the NEC which started 

to usurp some of the decision-making powers which the regional 

secretary considered to be the preserve of the BEC. Confusion 

still existed over the areas of authority and jurisdiction 

between the BEC and NEC.(101) 

Formation of the Transport and General Workers' Union 

By 1978 it was felt that MAWU and CIWW (later TUACC) had 

sufficient 

union. (102) 

stabilility and resources to open up 

A dispute arose during 1978 whether 

another 

another 

industrial union or a general union should be formed. The forum 

for the conflict was the TUACC Council which contained 

predominantly MAWU shop stewards and so it was effectively they 

who decided t he issue. 

The dispute, as was the case with the IAS, hinged around 

whether to form another • industrial union or a general union 

instead. But on this occasion worker representatives had some 

real say over the decision. Support for the general union 

position came from worker representatives, while the industrial 

union positi on received some support from intellectuals. (103) 

Behind the ar gument was also the differences in principle between 

a general and an industrial union, but what predominated in the 
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minds of the worker representatives was that the union movement 

should be concerned about all workers and not only workers in a 

particular i ndustry. (104) That concern won majority support 

and so the Transport and General Workers Union was founded in 

November 1978 with Lydia Kompe as organiser. Although the 

decision subsequently turned out to be unwise, it was nonetheless 

significant that it was possible for worker representatives to 

defeat a pos i tion held by intellectuals in the movement. 

4.3 Evaluati on of MAWU by October 1979 

By the end of the period under consideration MAWU had 

succesfully consolidated its organisation at a relatively small 

number of f actories. This was a considerable achievement 

considering the fact that it was lying shattered by the turmoil 

it had experienced in 1976. The period was characterised by 

consolidation rather than expansion. The union was therefore 

not very large at the end of the period, but it had managed to 

lay a firm foundation from which it could expand rapidly over the 

following two years especially during 1981. 

The or ganisational emphasis had been placed by the union 

officials on building up the BEC and shop steward committees. 

Particular at tention was paid to the efficient functioning of the 

BEC and strengthening the shop stewards in performing their tasks 

at the work place. However, in the opinion of the regional 

secretary, t he BEC had become detached from the shop stewards and 

rank and f i le in the process. Policy issues which were 

discussed at the BEC, such as the formation of FOSATU and 

registration , were not discussed thoroughly enough at the shop 

steward level. Consequently very few BEC members came to the 

meetings wi t h mandates from the shop stewards at their plants. 

In addition BEC members did not refer decisions back to the shop 
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stewards for discussion ot ratification. The tole of the shop 

stewards in t he union was thus confined to factory issues. This 

division between the BEC and the tank and file was not done 

deliberately , but was an unintended consequence of concentrating 

on the effi cient functioning of the BEC in tunning the union and 

concentrating the shop stewards' attention of factory issues and 

gaining recognition. (105) 

The tegio.nal secretary also considered that, while the 

concentration on the efficiency of the BEC had succeeded in 

stabilising i ts structure and functioning, it had also introduced 

rigidity. The corrrnittee became so caught up in administration 

and correct procedures that it did not have the flexibility ot 

the time to discuss ot to initiate key policy issues within the 

movement. 

The union was operating in an extremely hostile climate with 

most of the employers adamently opposed to recognising 

unregistered African unions and their elected shop steward 

corrrnittees. In spite of that the union was on the verge of 

signing a recognition agreement with one company, Tensile Rubber, 

shop stewar ds were taking grievances regularly to management at 

two companies, and the union was working through works committees 

at four other companies by the end of the period under 

consideration. 

But the re were also other reasons why union policy did not 

emerge from the tank and file through their elected 

representatives even though the union had built formal worker 

control into all the levels of theit structures. This was 

because worker leadership had not been built up adequately and 

still lacked the experience to take effective control of the 

structures on which they had majority representation. As a 
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result the i ntellectuals and experienced organisers still played 

a dominant t ole and they used theit position of power to maintain 

the existing policy of MAWU and TUACC. 

Futthet mote the creation of FOSATU changed the sttuctutes 

and dynamics of the fotmet TUACC institutions immensely. MAWU 

became enmeshed within the tightly knit structutes of FOSATU 

which formul ated many of the policies that MAWU as an affiliated 

union had t o adhere to, thereby limiting the scope fot wotket 

leadership and initiative on the BEC at that stage of its 

development. In otdet to understand th ~ changes wrought by the 

founding of FOSATU, its fot mation, structure and policy ate 

explained next. 

5. FOSATU 

5.1 Formation of FOSATU 

The formation of FOSATU was a difficult ptocess that took 

ovet twoyeats to bting to fruition. The greatest difficulty 

was encoun tered in Transvaal whete unions with different 

organising t raditions and principles faced each othet. The 

initiative fot the formation of FOSATU came from the National 

Union of Motor Assembly and Rubber Workers of South Africa 

(NUMARWOSA) aftet it disaffiliated ftom the Trade Union Council 

of South Africa (TUCSA) in December 1976 because of its 

ftusttation with TUCSA's indifference towards otganising African 

wotkets.(106 ) Almost immediately the National Executive of the 

union instr ucted its general secretary, Fred Sauls, and its 

national organiset, Btian Fredricks, to see if thete wete other 

unions who wete interested in forming a federation. (107) 

While t he tesponse of CIWW was ambiguous because of the 

complex situation in Transvaal, TUACC in Natal responded very 

favourably to the initiative because it provided an opportunity 

to expand t he worket base it was opetating from. TUACC also 
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felt that t hey would be strong enough to retain the organising 

principles and tight-knit structure that it had established. 

(108) However both CIWW and TUACC were in favour of the proposal 

because they believed worker organisation could be advanced most 

under a united labour movement. 

There were also external factors that made the formation of 

a large nati onal federation of registered and unregistered unions 

with Colour ed, Indian and African members, but predominantly 

African members, desirable. The state was, at that stage, still 

hostile to the existence of the rapidly growing African trade 

unions which operated under the teal threat of state repression. 
, 

Management was, with very few exceptions, equally hostile to the 

te-emet~ence of an African trade union movement and a national 

federation could potentially provide resources and protection 

against managerial hostility as well. 

As a result of NUMARWOSA's initiative the first conference 

to discuss t he possibility of forming a new national federation 

was held in Johannesburg on 23 Match 1977. The conference was 

attended by CIWW and MAWU(Ttansvaal ), the four TUACC Natal 

unions, NUMARWOSA and its parallel African union, the United 

Automobile, Rubber and Allied Workers Union (UAW), 11 unions from 

the Rand based Black Consultative Committee which comprised 2 

TUCSA parallel unions and 9 unions serviced by the Urban Training 

Project (UTP), and the Western Province Workers' Advice Buteau 

(WPWAB). 

The conference got off to a bad start with the Consultative 

Co1T111ittee tabling a resolution declaring that it could not, at 

that stage, be party to the formation of a new national 

federation. Its principal reasons were based on resentment that 

MAWU had -deliberately and knowingly established a counter Union 
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in the Reef' , and that NUMARWOSA had dismissed the secretary of 

the UAW in Durban who had close links with the UTP. They 

indicated t hat they would only be willing to enter into a new 

federation i f MAWU and the motor unions amended their ways . ·to 

suit the needs of the Consultative Coirmittee'. (109) 

Nonethe l ess, the end of the day saw a resolution passed 

which stated that it was ·essential for the progress of the 

labour movement and fot achieving the aspirations of the workers 

that a Federation of unregistered and registered unions 

acceptable t o our general membership be formed'. There were 

only two opposing votes which came from the TUCSA parallel 

unions. Although the Western Province Workers' Advice Bureau did 

not vote against the formation of a federation, it decided to 

withdraw fr om further attempts to form one on the grounds that 

its formati on was premature. This was because the initiative 

fot the for mation of the federation had not come from within the 

tanks of the workers and that officials remote from the workers 

would control the envisaged federation. 

A Feas i bility Coirmittee was set up to catty on working 

towards a Federation with national and regional co-operation. 

The greates t difficulty in achieving regional co-operation as a 

basis fot the establishment of a federation was encountered in 

the Transvaal. This was because of the animosity between the 

Consultative Committee and CIWW and their different 

organisational approaches. In June 1977 they met fot the first 

time after t he Feasibility Committee had made an effort to get 

them together • 

The meeting broke down on an issue that hit at the heart of 

their organisational differences. The CIWW delegation wanted 

executive members of the unions to be present at the next 

meeting, but a representative from the Consultative made it cleat 
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that only secretaries would attend from their side. This was in 

accordance with Consultative Committee practice where only 

secretaries of the unions met. The Consultative also reiterated 

their earli est position that they were not prepared to be 

involved in discussions until MAWU adhered to the guidelines laid 

out in the original resolution tabled at the conference in 

March.(110) As a result deadlock was reached and co-operation 

stalled in t he Transvaal for over a year. 

Imperceptible developments that took place over the next 11 

months were differences that started to emerge within the UTP and 

Consultative Committee unions. Informal contacts were also being 

built up between CIWW and some of the Consultative unions' 

executive and rank and file members. These developments emerged 

at a meeting of the UTP unions' presidents and vice-presidents on 

14 August 1978. The meeting which broke the longstanding impasse 

was convened in order to try and reform the Consultative into a 

strong and more representative co-ordinating body. The position 

of the Glass and Allied Workers' Union (GAWU) was that the long 

proposed Federation should rather get off the ground. The 

union's president proposed that all the Consultative unions' 

Executives should rather attend a forthcoming meeting of all the 

Transvaal unions involved in the Federation talks. The proposal 

was accepted with only two abstentions. (111) 

The meeting took place on 30 August 1978. While it 

constituted a major step forward for the Federation it also 

showed up the division that was taking place in the Consultative 

unions. It was attended by delegates from the Transvaal TUACC 

(CIWW having merged with TUACC in July) as well as the UAW and 

NUMARWOSA in Pretoria. The Consultative unions had 

representatives from GAWU, the East Rand Branch of the 
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Commercial, Catering and Allied Workers• Union (CCAWUSA), and the 

East Rand and Veteeniging branches of EAWU. Thete wete also 

workers in attendance ft om the Consultative 1 s Papet, Wood and 

Allied Union (PWAWU) and the Sweet, Food and Allied Wotkets' 

Union (SFAWU ) • . (112) 

At the meeting it was agreed to set up a Transvaal regional 

corrmittee and to tefet it back to the constituent unions fot 

discussion. Finally, the regional committee met on 1 October 

1978 in Sharpeville with about 150 trade union members and 

officials present including most of the Consultative union's 

secretaries. Although the latter again raised objections to the 

formation of a Federation, the matter was put to the vote. 

Support was pledged ftom MAWU, UAW, GAWU, PWAWU, and the East 

Rand and Vet eeniging btaches of EAWU.(113) The Engineering union 

was in the process of splitting as a result of divisions which 

had emerged before the federation talks had corrmenced. The 

secretary of SFAWU did not reveal what the decision of his union 

was, but it subsequently emerged that opinion in the union was 

divided. As a result it also split in two with the East Rand 

section joining the Federation. 

With the Transvaal regional committee established and 

corrmitted to a national Federation with regional co-operation, 

the temaindet was plain sailing. A dtaft constitution and basic 

policies were thrashed out at a two-day seminar in October and 

then referred to the participating unions for discussion and 

ratification. Finally, on 13-15 April 1979, mote than two years 

since the first conference to establish a new Federation, a 

Congress was held to inaugurate the Federation of South African 

Trade Unions (FOSATU). 
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5.2 Policy and Structure of FOSATU 

At its inaugural Congress FOSATU committed itself to non-

racial indus t rial unions in a tight Federation. This meant that 

admission t o the Federation was to be selective in otdet to 

ensure a hi gh degree of policy consensus among its affiliates. 

It also obl iged the joint pooling of resources at a local and 

t egiona 1 1eve1 with key t egiona l po 1 icy dee i sions taken by 

Regional Councils in order to effect a balance between central 

and regional power. (114) 

The or ganisational aims of FOSATU were to consolidate 

membership and stable shop-float conmittee structures, leading to 

the winning of recognition and negotiating tights from management 

at both industrial and plant levels. It believed that 

the essential basis fat such tights is the recognition 
at the pl ant level of the union as representative of its 
members, of shop stewards tights to representation and 
negotiat i on on behalf of members and the participation 
of shop stewards in grievance and disptue ptoc~dutes. 
(115) 

The Federation's policy towards other South African 

organisations was not to attack them even though it may disagree 

with them. It also decided not to align itself with any patty 

political or ganisation. 

The challenge facing FOSATU as a tight Federation of unions 

with differ ent traditions and practices, but striving fat a 

common poli cy emerged at the Inaugural Congress. Considerable 

effort was spent on trying to hammer out a conman practice on the 

salaries of officials of the different affiliates. While it 

sought to pay equal salaries at the level of average earnings of 

workers, i t could not obtain consensus on the matter. 

Consequently , it took a decision in principle to strive towards 

an equalisa t ion of salaries with some unions tenumetating their 

officials at higher levels than other unions. 
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In str ucture the National Congress was made the highest 

governing and policy making body of FOSATU. Each affiliated 

union was en t itled to representation tanging from four to twenty 

representati ves according to the union's size with worker 

majorities on all union delegations. The National Congress 

would ordinar ily meet every three years. 

The ma nagement of the affairs of the Federation was vested 

in the hands of the Central Committee between meetings of the 

National Congress. The Central Corrmittee would meet at least 

twice a year and be composed of two representatives from each 

affiliate, at least one of whom had to be a worker, three 

representati ves from each Regional Council, at least two of whom 

had to be workers, and the President, Vice-President and General 

Secretary of FOSATU. This structure also guaranteed a worker 

majority. In addition any officials attending the meeting were 

granted ful l speaking tights, but no voting tights. Amongst 

other duties , the Central Committee had to implement policy 

measures adopted by the National Congress. 

The Executive Corrmittee was requited to assist the General 

Secretary in the exercising of his duties between meetings of the 

Central ColTIT)i ttee. It had to meet at least once every two months 

and take . decisions in line with the policy directives given by 

the National Congress and Central Corrmittee. In composition it 

comprised the President, Vice-President, General Secretary and 

one representative from each Regional Council who could be a 

union official. In contrast to all other constitutional 

institutions, the Executive Committee was the only one that did 

not constitutionally guarantee a worker majority although the 

first Executive Corrmittee did have a four to three majority of 

worker tepresentatives.(116) 

In accordance with its policy of regional decentralisation, 
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the Federati on's constitution allowed for the establishment of 

Regio~al Cou ncils. Each affiliate union in the region would be 

entitled to 4 to 10 representatives depending on the size of the 

union. The Regional Council would ordinarily meet once a quartet 

and have jur i sdiction over a wide range of regional issues. 

Futthet mote a Regional Executive Committee was established 

in otdet to catty out the day to day administration of the region 

in between Regional Council meetings. It would meet at least 

once every month and was to be composed of two representatives 

from each affiliate of which at least one had to be a worker. 

Secretaries could also be ex-officio members of the Committee, 

but they had only full speaking tights without voting ti ghts, 

thereby aga i n ensuring that worker representatives could not be 

outvoted by officials. The Federation furthermore encouraged 

affiliates t o set up local offices of their unions so as to 

facilitate cl oset liaison between them. 

It is worth noting that the formation and structure of 

FOSATU did not provide the IAS with any constitutional power. It 

had become a service organisation completely subordinate to the 

unions and, in so doing, achieved what its Executive had in mind 

fat it in 1975. 

FOSATU policy was therefore primarily aimed at building up 

strong barga i ning power by means of worker representation on the 

shop-float and negotiation tights at the plant level. It was 

also strongly committed to worker participation and control of 

the Federati on as well as its affiliated unions. To this end it 

ensured wotket majorities in the top policy-making bodies at the 

national and regional levels of the Federation. It experienced 

great difficulties implementing these policy objectives in the 

Transvaal region during the first 6 months of its existence. 
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The reasons why the Transvaal region of FOSATU had 

difficulty implementing its policy commitment to strong shopfloot 

organisation and democratic worker control of the unions ate 

examined ne xt. This is done as follows: the situation, 

practices and, where appropriate, history of each of the 

affiliated unions up to the second half of 1979 ate first 

examined in detail. This not only serves to provide a valuable 

historical record of the unions, but also furnishes the raw 

material on which to base the subsequent analysis of the extent 

of democratisation and power attained by the unions. 

5.3 The FOSATU Transvaal Affiliated Unions 

The Engineering and Allied Workers' Union (EAWU) (117) 

The history of EAWU and the internal dissent that led to the 

split in the union was considered in chapter 9. Of the unions 

formerly serviced by the UTP that decided to affiliate to FOSATU, 

the section of EAWU which joined the new Federation was by fat 

the largest and most organised • At the end of August 1979 it 
..._____ 

had a signed up membership of about 1200 and claimed a paid-up 
....____. 

membership of approximately 1000. Regionally the membership was 

distributed in three equal parts between the East Rand 

(Boksbutg/Benoni), fat East Rand ( Spt i ngs/Br akpan) and the 

Veteeniging/Vaal areas. 

The test of strength of a trade union does not depend purely 

on its numbers, but on the extent to which it is well organised 

in the factory. The general secretary of the union, Calvin 

Nkabinda, considered a factory to be well organised ·when it has 

a majority of members with meetings going on and people ate 

really pushing in a factory and can make their weight felt'. By 
....----

this criteri on he did not consider any of the 28 factories where 

the union was organising to be well organised. There were 4 

that he deemed to be reasonably organised, the remainder being 



poorly organised. Of the 4 reasonably organised 

three had shop stewards committees. These were at Raleigh, 

Crabtree and Fagersta. The union had a fourth shop steward 

committee at van Leet where it used to be strong before the union 

had split in two. 

EAWU had three organisers of which two were located in the 

Vaal area. The organisers went out to factories every day, but) 

because of t he large number of factories it was organising, did 

not get to each factory frequently. It was engaged in reducing 

the number of factories it was organising in order to enable 

organisers to visit each factory at least once a fortnight. This 

approach to organisation was starting to conform mote to FOSATU's 

organisational policy. 

The union's major organisational achievement from the time J 

it had joined FOSATU was to be accorded preliminary recognition 

by Fagersta, a Swedish firm. The pressure on the firm to 

recognise EAWU did not arise from the union's shop floor 

organisation or members, but from a delegation of Swedish trade 

unionists who visited the firm. It transpired that the company 

would recognise a representative unregistered union, so EAWU 

commenced or ganising its African workers. When the union had 

attained what it thought to be 45% membership (it subsequently 

turned out t o be only 31%), the secretary and the FOSATU Regional 

Secretary, Taffy Adler, approached management. 

At this meeting the Fagersta management was very 

accommodating. It granted the union access onto the premises to 

address wot kets during the meal breaks for four successive 

Wednesdays. the use of the company's notice board to notify 

workers of the meetings, and fot officials (only) to take up 

complaints with management until the union's representativeness 
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had been established and the shop stewatds tecognised. The 

finalisation of a dtaft pteliminaty agteement also had to await 

ptoof of t he union's teptesentativeness. (118) The dt aft j 
pteliminaty agteement tecognised the union and the shop stewards 

as represent atives of its members. It was however still a very 

limited for m of recognition and would only have been able to 

serve as a basis fat futthet negotiations of the union's tights. 

To summatise, although EAWU had a faitly large signed up 

membership i t only had a reasonably well established shop floor 

base at four factories. While the attainment of recognition from 

Fagersta wa s indeed a breakthrough for the union, it was not 

achieved by pressure from the union's tank and file and the 

preliminary agreement only conceded limited rights to the union. 

Sweet, Food and Allied Wotkets 1 Union (SFAWU) (119) 

The his t ory and sttuggles of SFAWU, which was also formerly 

serviced by the UTP and similarly split in two when it joined 

FOSATU, has been considered in chapter 9. The section which 

affiliated t o FOSATU was considerably smaller than EAWU. It 

only had 400 signed up members of which 250 were paid up. 

Although the secretary claimed that half of its membership 

located in Kt ugetsdotp and the Vaal atea, 

was // 

she, as the sole union 

official, could only organise in Springs where the remaining 

membets wet e . Factory meetings were held ovet weekends about 

once a month fot a particulat factoty. In toto the 

about 40 shop stewatds most of whom setved on wot ks 

union had 1( 
committees /1 

which the un i on tried to take over. There were no shop stewards 

committees i n the union. 

The sectetary deemed a factoty to be well organised 

-iminediately it shows 30% membets and there ate shop stewatds in 

the factoty who are keen on ttade uni~nism 1 • By these ctitetia 

~ 
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she considered 5 out of the 12 factories whete the union had 

members to be well organised. Two of the five factories wete in 

Springs, 
\ 

one of which was Kellogg whete the union had managed to ~ 

sign a preli minary recognition agreement on 24 August 1979. 

The pr eliminary agreement with Kellogg was vety basic, but ~ 

established some important shop floot tights. It recognised the 

right of the union to represent and negotiate on behalf of its 

members as well as the right of shop stewards to represent 

members. The shop stewards could carry out their duties during 

'Company t ime' without specific permission of the plant's 

management. Union subscriptions would also be deducted by the 

company once membership exceeded 60% of the employees.(120) 

Thus al though SFAWU had lost a considerable number of its 

members in the split explained in chapter 9, it was in the 

process of reconstructing itself. A BEC had not yet been elected 

to direct t he affairs of the union. Its majot achievement in 

FOSATU up to the time under consideration was the recognition by 

Kellogg. 

Glass and Allied Wotkets' Union (GAWU) (121) 

The fo rmation, struggles and history of GAWU up to the 

second half of 1979 were considered in detail in chapter 9. It 

was shown t hat GAWU was relatively strong and militant in its 

early years, but its organisation had become rather brittle by 

1979. 

While t he union claimed a total membership of 1200, the paid 

up membershi p was in the vicinity of 100 to 200. Of the sixteen 

factories t he union was organising four were claimed to be well 

organised. However, by other criteria the union did not appear 

to have any well organised factories. It had a total of ten shop 
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stewards, no shop stewards committees, and no recognition from 

any companies except for informal contact at one company. 

Paper, Wood and Allied Workers' Union (PWAWU) (122) 

As in t he case of GAWU, a detailed history of PWAWU up to 

the second half of 1979, · including the period after it had 

affiliated t o FOSATU, is provided in chapter 9 above. At the 

time the research was conducted the union was very weak. The 

secretary claimed a total membership of 1500 members of which 

only 116 were paid up members. Of the sixteen factories where 

the union had been organising, none were considered to be well 

organised. 

The union did not show any signs of worker participation or 

control. It had a total of thirteen shop stewards, but no shop 

stewards committee as well as an inactive BEC. 

Although PWAWU made rapid organisational advances 

subsequently, it was at a low ebb in its history in August 1979. 

It had been on the decline since 1977 when White officials of the 

UTP were banned. The secretary diagnosed the union's problem as 

'the shop floor is dead - what's destroying the union is no 

activity at the shop floor'. 

United Automobile, Rubber and Allied Workers' Union (UAW)(123) 

By 1979 the UAW was a national organisation with branches in 

Port Elizabeth, Durban and Pretoria. In October 1979 the 

Pretoria branch had still retained its former close links with 

NUMARWOSA, a parallel registered union in Port Elizabeth. On 

account ther eof and because it was the only FOSATU union with an 

office in Pretoria, the union was somewhat isolated from its 

FOSATU affiliates in Transvaal. 

The UAW was striving to implement FOSATU's policy of putting 
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emphasis on shop floor activity. It was concentrating on 

organising only three plants, Sigma, Bosal and BMW, because of 

their large s ize. The backbone of the union was Sigma with 1200 

signed up members of whom 700 were paid up, subscriptions being 

paid by stop order agreement into Homes Trust. Total membership 

of the union was 1920 with 540 members at BMW where the union had 

-conrnenced or ganising fairly recently in about April 1979. 

Shop f l oor organisation of the UAW was intensive at Sigma. 

An organise r visited the plant daily and the shop steward 

conrnittee met weekly. The shop steward coninittee also met 

monthly with union members who had only recently joined the 

union. 

A factory was considered to be well organised by the 

regional secretary when it had a stable membership of mote than 

50%, when t he shop stewards committee was involved in activities 

of the union, and when members were bringing up their problems 

actively and discussing them. It did not seem asif any of the 

UAW factories had reached that point yet. At Sigma there was a 

liaison committee, but with inactive union members represented on 

it. Union officials also had recognition to represent workers at 

Sigma, but not the shop stewards. At Bosal a steering 

committee, forerunner to a shop stewards conrnittec, was meeting 

monthly. In toto, the union had 40 shop stewatds and steeting 

committee members of which 24 wete active. 

UAW also gave effect to the ptinciple of non-tacialism by 

otganising Colouted wotkets on behalf of NUMARWOSA which did not 

then have a btanch in Pretoria. Pt ovi si on was made fot the it 

teptesentation on the BEC of the union. Officials of the union 

were appointed on merit, but the union secretaty and otganiset, 

who wete both Afticans, thought that a White may have ptactical 
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problems. This was because young workers straight ftom school 

privately held black consciousness positions and would thetefote 

be strongly against White union officials. 

To summarise, the UAW tended to operate in isolation ftom 

the test of the Transvaal FOSATU affiliates. It was in the 

process of building up membership, but had not achieved 

recognition and negotiation tights on the shop floot yet. 

Transport and General Workers' Union (T&G) {124) . 
As was mentioned above TUACC established the T&G in November 

1978 after considerable debate and appointed Lydia Kompe, a MAWU 

organiser and fotmet shop steward at Heinemann, as the first 

sect etat y. From the IAS file she picked up members from two 

companies, namely Transvaal Coffin and Reef Chemicals. Ftom 

there organisation expanded to two plants of Knep Timbers, one in 

Albert Street, the other in Isando. 

Membership at the companies grew very well. At Tt ansvaal 

Coffin all 30 of the employees were members, at Knep {Albert Stt) 

51 out of 55 were, and at Reef Chemicals 80 out of 112 joined the 

union. By September 1979 total membership of the union was 269 

of which 177 were paid up members. There were three shop 

stewards corrmittees at Transvaal Coffin, Knep (lsando) and Reef 

Chemicals. Two of them wete meeting weekly with the third 

meeting fortnightly. 

Due to pressure from the members who were perturbed by 

frequent dismissals, Kompe and the Transvaal Regional Secretary, 

Taffy Adler, approached the management of Reef Chemicals in order 

to gain recognition of the union. Although management were not 

antagonistic, they raised the problem whether a Transport and 

General Union was the appropriate union to be organising chemical 

wotkets.{125) The Papet Wood and Allied Workers' Union was also 
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critical of the Transport and General organising workers in the 

wood industry, highlighting the ptoblems of a general union 

operating in an industrial union milieu. 

The sec retary considered a factory to be well organised when 

the union st arted talking to management and had strong support 

from the shop floor with the power to resist management actions. 

By this criteria she did not think that any of the T&G factories 

wete well organised yet because she was not sure that the Reef 

Chemical's shop floor membership was stable. Nonetheless, three 

of the facto t ies had very high ptopottion of members. 

In add i tion workers at Transvaal Coffin and Knep (Isando) 

had engaged in work stoppages in demand of higher wages. At 

Transvaal Coffin the workers had donned their overalls, but 

refused to st art working until they had spoken to the manager to 

explain the increased train and bus fates that they faced. At 

Knep (lsando) the wotkets downed tools fot about 4 hours in 

demand of a wage increase and obtained a tise of one Rand pet 

week. 

To summarise, although the T&G was a small union, it had 

four plants with strong support from members who were starting to 

make their demands known to management. As a general union it 

was facing the problem of organising in industries where 

industrial unions already existed in FOSATU. 

But that was only one of the many problems and challenges 

facing the Transvaal Region of FOSATU in their effott to build up 

a strong and democratic trade union movement. These problems 

ate considered next by examining the extent to which FOSATU and 

its affilia t ed Transvaal unions had succeeded in building up 

democracy and power in the organisation by the second half of 

1979. 
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5.4 Democracy and Power in FOSATU Transvaal Unions in 1979 

The cr eation of FOSATU presented the Transvaal Region with 

immense cha l lenges as fat as the democratisation process and 

strengthening of its unions were concerned. These challenges 

can broadly be divided into three categories. They were, 

firstly, the different organisational traditions of the unions 

that came in t o the Federation in the Transvaal Region. Whereas, 

under TUACC , the region had only one major and one fledgling 

union founded on the same principles, the Transvaal Region of 

FOSATU con t ained seven trade unions with three different 

traditions of worker participation on the shopfloot. 

Secondly , the rapid increase in the number of unions 

administered by a tight-knit Federation resulted in a burgeoning 

of bureaucr atic structures within the organisation. To add to 

the complications, the unions were spread over a large part of 

the whole P-W-V metropolitan complex, thereby necessitating the 

formation of yet mote local and co-ordinating institutions. 

These bureaucratic structures constituted a challenge to 

democracy in the Federation. 

The th i rd challenge was related to the proliferation of 

bureaucracy in FOSATU: the formation of the Federation created 

structures and problems that were well in advance of the workers' 

ability to control, and so they had to rely on officials, many of 

whom were White intellectuals, fot essential administration as 

well as key policy decisions. 

These challenges to democracy and worker-based power facing 

the Transvaal Region of FOSATU up to September 1979 ate 

considered i n mote detail below. 
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Different Tr aditions of the Unions 

The di f ferent organising traditions within the Transvaal 

Region of FOSATU were perceived in October 1979 by Taffy Adler, 

the Regional Secretary, as follows: 

the problem is that there are a number of organ1s1ng 
traditions within FOSATU. You have got a UTP tradition 
(I only call it UTP ·because it comes out of those 
unions) which, as I've seen it, is committed in 
constitu t ional fotrn to the idea of general membership 
organisi ng outside the factory in the township, and not 
directed at anything in particular; that where a problem 
comes up an official goes to talk to management, so that 
fat example your Executives ate elected by general 
membersh i p, not by factory membership; your meetings 
generall y ate outside the office, not inside the 
offices; yout organising thrust is actually collecting 
membersh i p, not negotiating grievances. Now that seems 
to be the major trend that characterizes these East Rand 
unions at this point in time. 

You then get the motor unions, whose organising 
colTfllitments at actually very similar to the former TUACC 
unions. They have very active shop floors. They tend 
to make fat greater use of branch meetings than we have, 
and there tends to be a general meeting of the branch 
every th ree months. They tend to have been not as firm 
as the TUACC unions have been about shop steward contact 
with management. While they will always accept the idea 
that officials report back to committees, their actual 
negotiati ons have been with officials in most cases. 

And you have got TUACC unions who have attempted to 
establish direct colTfllunication between shop stewards and 
management with officials present where necessary. 

Now, as fat as the East Rand unions ate concerned, 
fotmet TUACC policy is becoming mote of a rule. You 
have got in at least two of those unions, Engineering 
and Sweet Food, a cleat commitment and a movement 
towards t hat particular fotm of organisation. (126) 

These perceptions give an indication of the challenge that 

the different organisational approaches presented to FOSATU in 

Transvaal i n building up strong and democratic unions. To the 

extent that unions did not have democratic wotket participation 

on the shopfloot they were also weakened. This was particularly 

the case wi th the Glass and Papet unions. Alternatively, 

unions that had active shop stewards that were accountable to 

workers in the workplace were also developing their bargaining 
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power. MAWU had clearly made the greatest advances on both 

fronts, but t he UAW and the Transport and General Union were also 

making sound progress. 

There were various ways in which FOSATU was trying to gird 

up the democratic practices and power of its weaker unions in 

Transvaal. Staff meetings that were instituted fot various 

reasons were used to tty and instill new organisational practices 

in these uni ons. On such occasions MAWU could be relied on to 

support the Regional Secretary. Although the internal policy of 

unions coul d not be changed by MAWU, the union's secretary felt 

that MAWU was being relied on as a battering tam to break down 

the other unions' old practices and adopt the TUACC approach 

instead. (127) In addition the agreements being negotiated 

at Kellogg and Fagetsta were opportunities to incorporate new 

organisational practices in the Sweet Food and Engineering 

unions. (128) The ultimate control over unions such as the 

Glass and Paper ones was however their accountability to the 

Regional and National Executives where they would have to justify 

the financia l support they were receiving. 

It was not only at the level of the unions, but also at the 

Regional level that FOSATU experienced challenges in tendering 

the organisa t ion strong and democratic. 

Burgeoning Bureaucratic Structures 

In Transvaal FOSATU found itself in the dilemma that it 

created str uctures that were constitutionally in the hands of 

wotket repr esentatives, but who were not in a position to 

administer t hem on a daily basis. Since FOSATU did not intend 

to have a pu rely nominal control by workers of the unions and the 

Federation, it had, according to John Stanwix, to lay down rigid 

procedures i n ordet to ensure that the worker representatives 
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were fully i nformed before any decision were taken. (129) The 

implementati on of these rigid procedures requited mote structures 

and organisational control from above. It thus led to a 

bureaucratisation of FOSATU in Transvaal even though it was with 

the intenti on of increasing wotket participation within its 

stt uctut es. 

There were other factors that also accounted fot the 

burgeoning of bureaucratic structures in the Transvaal Region of 

FOSATU. A large number of staff meetings emerged in different 

forms such as local and regional staff meetings. (130) These 

meetings emerged as a result of the perceived need on the part of 

officials t o tun the unions and the Federation effectively. 

The essentia l features of these staff meetings were not only that 

they arose extra-constitutionally, but that they did not include 

any worker representatives on them. The staff meetings 

therefore had the effect of eliminating the participation of 

wotket teptesentatives in the administration and control of 

FOSATU. 

Workets' Capacity to Conttol 

Besides the complete absence of workers from staff meetings, 

there were other problems that faced FOSATU in facilitating the 

emergence of worker leadership. According to the regional 

secretary of MAWU in Transvaal during 1979, the challenge to 

create worker leadership in FOSATU came about because structures 

were created in advance of the workers' capacity to take 

effective con t rol of them. Because of that officials, many of 

whom were White intellectuals, but also experienced African 

secretaries of the larger and stronger unions, took 

responsibility for the administration and key policy decisions of 
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FOSATU. 

In Stanwix's opinion there were very teal factors that 

forced the Federation to operate in that way during 1979. 

Responsibility fot complex and important matters such as 

organising strategies, union administration, fundtaising, 

relations with othet organisations, especially the international 

trade union movement, had to be assumed without delay. The 

inability of workers to take the decisions strengthened the 

conviction of union officials that they had to take 

responsibility fot these matters. Once these patterns had been 

established, they were not easy to break. It was thetefote 

difficult fot intellectuals to pass responsibilities on to 

workers and to judge when the apptoptiate time had come to do so. 

(131) 

The problem of intellectual and official domination was 

presented in a somewhat different manner by the Regional 

Secretary of FOSATU in Transvaal in October 1979: 

I think there is a distinction to be made: there is the 
question of initiatives and there is the question of 
support. It is probably true to say, at this point in 
time, t hat FOSATU policy initiatives ate coming out of 
five or six people and that they ate not all White. I 
would say that those people all have their own support 
basis and that they would not make those things public 
unless t hey have consulted theit support basis. (132) 

The five ot six people that he considered policy 

initiatives to come ftom were the FOSATU General Secretary, Alec 

Erwin, himself as the Transvaal Regional Secretary, and the 

general secr etaries of MAWU (June Nala), NUMARWOSA (Freddie 

Sauls), WPMAWU (Joe Foster), and, to some extent, EAWU (Calvin 

Nkabinda). Of these only two were White intellectual officials 

while the remaining fout were experienced Coloured and African 

officials. He also perceived difficulties in developing worker 

leadership within FOSATU: 



The attempt is being made to develop leadership from the 
factorie s , which is incredibly difficult, because you 
ate taking guys from a world which is so limited and 
constrai ned. It is limited by the factory and the 
township , it is limited by the problems of being Black 
and poor i n South Africa, and you thrust them into a 
really highly sophisticated movement in terms of 
finance, in terms of decisions and choices they have to 
make - parallel unions, IMF, AFL-CIO, and you just 
consider what you ate actually thrusting on somebody. 
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In spite of that, the Regional Secretary could point to aspects 

where some measure of success had already been achieved: 

Now, gi ven that, I would actually say that we have been 
quite successful. I think that in terms of the general 
secretar i es that have been produced, there is no one to 
touch June Nala around. There is nobody that could say 
that she is dominated by Whites. 

The second area that I think we have been successful is 
through t he Secretariats here and in Natal, and through 
the MAWU office-beaters' meeting, we have built up a 
really si gnificant grouping of worker leadership. Guys 
like David Sebabi or Moses Mayekiso or Andrew Zulu, I 
think, ate really outstanding leaders and who have 
behind t hem really strong factories. And it seems to me 
that is t he test of leadership. (133) 

Besides the individual worker leaders that Adler could point 

to, the stronger unions in FOSATU had succeeded in developing 

representati ve worker leadership on the shopfloor by 1979. This 

was particul arly the case with MAWU which had seven well 

organised factories. SFAWU and EAWU were in the process of 

gaining for mal recognition at Kellogg and Fagersta respectively 

and had about four well organised factories each. In addition 

the UAW had sound organisation at Sigma. Democratic worker 

participation had thus emerged to some extent in FOSATU and its 

affiliated unions in the Transvaal by 1979. 

Although FOSATU's whole policy orientation and structure was 

aimed at transferring initiatives and controls to worker leaders, 

insufficient time had elapsed for it to be fully realised. In 

order to take up the challenge FOSATU also used education as an 

important tool with which to transfer skills to workers. It was 

tunning an educational course for BEC groups with prominent shop 
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stewards in attendance as well. The course included history as 

well as topi cal issues which confronted the BECs. (134) 

In ot det to dtaw together the analysis on the 

democratisati on process, the challenge facing FOSATU in creating 

democratic wotket control in Transvaal had three components. The 

first was to create democratic structures that ensured adequate 

wotket tept esentation at all levels of the organisation. The 

second one was to facilitate the emergence of wotket leadership. 

By so doing the domination by intellectuals and officials in 

FOSATU coul d be curtailed while retaining the valuable 

contributions they were making. Fot democratic wotkets' control 

to exist i t was however not sufficient fot wotket leadership 

merely to emerge, but fot such leadership to be teptesentative 

and accountable to the tank and file of the union. The thitd 

component was thus to attain representative worker leaders who 

were fully i n touch with, and accountable to, the tank and file 

on the shop f loor. 

The fi r st component had constitutionally 

although the emergence of extra-constitutional 

been achieved 

staff meetings 

constituted a departure from the principle of democratic workers' 

control. The second component had also been met to some extent 

as competen t worker leaders had emerged from the ranks of the 

unions in FOSATU. The third component, the attainment of 

representati ve worker leadership, was being met on the shopfloor 

level of some of the unions, but less so at the level of the 

unions as a whole, and least on the regional level. The union 

with the bes t shopfloor organisation, MAWU, was only at the stage 

where the BEC was concentrating on union affairs while the shop 

stewards conmittees were focusing on work place issues. The BEC 

representati ves were thus not being mandated by their shop 
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stewards ot their rank and file on mote general union issues 

being dealt with in the BEC.(135) As a result such key issues 

as registrat i on was not discussed meaningfully below the level of 

the BEC in MAWU. Furthermore, although the Regional Council and 

Regional Executive Committee had worker majorities on them, the 

extra-consti t utional staff meetings that emerged in otdet to 

administer and co-ordinate union affairs had no worker 

representati ves on them at all. 

In the i r strategy to increase their power the formation of 

FOSATU consti tuted an advance fot the unions. The formation and 

consolidation of a tight Federation of trade unions laid the 

foundations for a mote united labour movement independent of 

state and ma nagerial control. In an environment where the state 

and management were both hostile to the rapidly emerging 

independent t rade unions, the unification of a fairly divergent 

group of such unions was able to afford greater ~trength and 

protection t o the unions than they would have attained in 

isolation of each other. Not only was FOSATU (Transvaal) 

successfully founded, but it was also consolidating the divergent 

unions into a working Federation committed to a common policy 

with the same organisational aims. 
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Patt 4 

Western Cape 

Patt Fout examines only one union, the Western Province 

General Workers' Union (WPGWU). Although thete wete a number of 

independent unions organising in the Western Cape during the 

1970s, the WPGWU was the only one that emerged in the early 1970s 

and organised African workers. The othet independent unions 

organising i n the region during this period wete the Food and 

Canning Wot kets' Union, the African Food and Canning Wotkets' 

Union, the Western Province Matot Assembly Workers' Union, and 

the Cape Town Municipal Wotkets' Association. Although the 

WPGWU was or ganising in the Western Cape up to Paarl, most of its 

organisation took place in the Cape Town region during the 1970s. 

Employment in the Cape Peninsula, consisting of the fout 

magisterial districts of Cape Town, Bellville, _Wynberg and 

Simonstown, had some outstanding characteristics that influenced 

the form of organisation of the WPGWU. Table 1 demonstrates 

that African workers were concentrated in the construction, 

services, manufacturing, transport and commerce sectors in 1970. 

In the manufacturing sector a large number of Aricans were 

employed in engineering (patticulatly marine engineering) and the 

food industries. In the commerce sector a large number worked 

fot the dairies, while in the transport sector many worked in the 

docks as stevedores and for the South African Railways and 

Harbours. In the services sector the majority were women working 

as domestic workers while a considerable number of men wete 

garage pump attendants. (1) 

Unlike any other metropolitan region in South Africa, 

African workers comprised a small minority (14%) while Coloured 

workers constituted almost 50% of the labour force in the Cape 
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Peninsula i n the 1970s. The proportion of African wotkers 

vatied between industries, but was high where wotking conditions 

wete less f avourable and African migrant wotkers had to be 

rectuited to petfotm the wotk at low wages. For instance, the 

ptoportion of Afticans in the construction sector was 29,7% -

almost twice as high as the proportion of Afticans in the 

secondaty sector as a whole. On the other hand, the proportion 

of Africans i n white-collar jobs, such as the finance sectot, was 

exttemely l ow (only 4,5%). Furthermore, because Africans 

constituted a small proportion of the labour fotce, theit total 

number in specific sectors was telatively small - all the 

manufactuting industties together only employed 12 475 Afticans. 

Table 1 

African and Coloured Employment by Economic Sector 1970 

Cape Peninsula 

Sector Af rican Coloured Total 
No. % No. % No. 

(1) (1) 
Ptimary 

Agr i c. 3031 30,4 5204 52,2 9976 
Mining 444 33,4 371 27,9 1329 
Total 3475 30,7 5575 49,3 11305 

Secondaty 
Manuf. 12475 10,2 80651 66,1 122082 
Cons tr. 14598 29,7 26540 54,0 49117 
Electr. 645 17,0 1573 41,4 3802 
Total 27718 15,8 108764 62,2 175001 

Tettiaty 
Commetce 7460 9,9 32088 42,7 75075 
Finance 1228 4,5 4113 15,l 27247 
Transport 7489 19,2 10703 27,5 38990 
Services 13022 11,9 54312 49,8 109039 
Total 29199 11, 7 101216 40,4 250351 

Total 60392 13,8 215555 49,4 436657 

Note 

% 
(1) 

100,0 
100,0 
100,0 

100,0 
100,0 
100,0 
100,0 

100,0 
100,0 
100,0 
100,0 
100,0 

100,0 

(1) The percentage refers to the ptoportion of Aftican and 
Coloured employees in each sector; they do not add up to 100 
because White and Indian employment figures have been omitted. 

Source: Hendrie and Hornet, 1976, Table 2, pp.9-10. 
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In add i tion to historical factors, a major contributing 

reason why the labour fotce in the Cape Peninsula had a low 

ptopottion of Africans and high ptopottion of Coloureds was the 

state's poli cy, formally adopted in 1955, of making the Western 

Cape a Col oured Labour Preference Atea. This policy was 

eventually embodied in the Bantu Labour Act of 1964 which 

compelled employers in the Atea to employ only Co.louted wotkets. 

Only if Coloured labour was not available, could a permit be 

obtained to employ African wotkets. Combined with influx 

control restrictions and further measures which included freezing 

the African family housing stock in the Cape Peninsula in 1966, 

the policy severely curtailed the entry of Africans into the 

Atea. (2) 

The Coloured Labour Ptefetence Policy had some important 

consequences for the African labour force in the Cape Peninsula. 

Besides only having access to jobs which Coloured wor-kers did not 

wish to have, facilities for skill acquisition for African labout 

wete deliberately not provided in the region. As a result 

African wot kets tended to be employed in unpleasant jobs 

requiting ver y little skill and at low wages. In a survey of 

employers in Cape Town in 1978 it was found that, wih few 

exceptions, Africans wete employed in unskilled and semi-skilled 

positions. (3) This was borne out in a survey conducted by 

Janet Graaff and myself of a stratified random sample of 211 

African workers in Cape Town during 1975-6. It was found that 

66% were per forming unskilled wotk while the remaining 34% wete 

semi-skilled operatives. None of the workers interviewed were 

employed in hi ghly skilled occupations. (4) 

Combined with influx control the Policy also exacerbated the 

immense gender discrimination against African women. Only 15% 
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of the Afr i can labour force formally employed in the Cape 

Peninsula were women. However the services sector, of which 

65% of the African labour force were women who were mostly 

employed in domestic service, is included in this aggregate 

statistic. If the service sector · is excluded, African women 

only made up a miniscule 1,3% of African employment in the 

remaining sectors in 1970. (5) In the Cape Peninsula African 

women had t herefore almost completely been excluded from access 

to employment in all the economic sectors other than domestic 

service. 

By res t ricting the permanent settlement of Africans in the 

Western Cape region and freezing the family housing stock, but at 

the same time requiring an increasing number of Atican workers in 

the regional economy, another consequence of the Coloured Labour 

Preference Policy was to make increased use of migrant workers. 

The result was that a disproportionately high number of the 

African labour force in the Cape Peninsula were migrant workers. 

According to an estimate by Wilson no less than 85% of the 

economically active African men housed within the municipal 

boundary of Cape Town in 1971-2 were migrant workers. (6) 

These socio-economic characteristics of the African labour 

force were influential with regards to the form of organisation 

adopted by the WPGWU as well as its policy and strategies. 

These ate all considered in chapter 11. 
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Chapter 11 

The Western Province General Workers' Union 1973 - 1979 

Introduction 

This chapter deals with the history of the Westetn Ptovince 

General Workets' Union (WPGWU) ftom its origin in 1973 as the 

Westetn Ptovince Wotkets' Advice Buteau (WPWAB) up to the end of 

1979. Aftet considering its founding, attention is focussed on 

how it sttuggled to transfotm itself fot the first fout yeats of 

its existence into a wotkers' movement thtough its struggles on 

the shopfloor as well as the internal democtatisation of the 

structure of the Advice Buteau. Specific aspects that ate also 

examined include why it became a genetal, not industrial, union 

which initi ally otganised only African and no Colouted wotkets. 

The growth and development of the union aftet 1977 is thereupon 

considered t o the point where it culminates in the formal 

recognition of the stevedores committee of the union by the Cape 

Town stevedoting companies in December 1979. In the final 

section its sttategies fot powet ovet this period are assessed as 

well as the extent to which it had succeeded in building up 

democratic workets' conttol in the union. With regards to the 

latter the t ensions between democracy and leadership and the role 

of White intellectuals in the union ate given careful 

consideration. 

1. Origins of the WPGWU: Founding of the WPWAB 

The WPGWU commenced its life as the Western Province 

Workers' Advice Bureau whose origin can be traced to two 

diffferent sources. On the one had Aftican ttade unionists who 

gained exper ience in SACTU in the fifties and early sixties and, 
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on the othet hand, students from the University of Cape Town 

(UCT} who wete members of the Wages Commission in conjunction 

with some off ice holders from NUSWEL (National Union of Students 

Welfare and Social Action Department}, a division of NUSAS 

(National Union of South African Students}. The fotmet trade 

unionists felt it had become time that African workers could be 

organised again after the severe repression of SACTU in the 

sixties. The origin thereof was explained by Zota Mehlomakulu, 

who had been with the WPGWU ftom its inception, as follows: 

So in 1972 when the bannings of some people expired, of 
the leadership in patticulat, we actually had a meeting 
to sort out what to do about trade unions. So a 
decision was made that trade unions should be started 
again i n the Western Cape, but not under the South 
African Congress of Trade Unions. And there was a 
problem of financial resoutces that we had. Just at the 
time we came to know about the Wages Commission and then 
decided after several meetings that we approach them and 
see what can come of out meetings. So in middle 1 72 we 
did that and that is how we came across people who wete 
actually ptepated to assist in the initial stages of the 
whole th i ng. (1} 

The students grasped the opportunity to become directly 

involved wi t h the fotmet SACTU trade unionists in starting to 

organise Afr i can wotkets. In fact, they played a leading tole 

in shaping t he sttuctute and constitution of the Western Province 

Wotkets Advi ce Buteau. 

The sttuctute of the WPWAB consisted of an Executive 

Committee Annual General Meeting of members. The Executive 

Committee which contained exclusively wotket members had to 

'administer the affairs of the Advice Buteau' which included 

engaging ot dismissing staff and receiving financial 

contributions ftom membets. The Board of Trustees, which was 

composed of officials from tegisteted trade unions and 

professional people such as lawyers and academics, had 

considerable power constitutionally. It was responsible fot 
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raising any monies othet than members' contributions, and the 

constitution futthet specified that 

The Boatd shall have the powet to approve the 
appointment of a Secretary and othet staff of the 
Buteau. The Board shall be consulted by the Executive 
tegatding the policy of the Buteau, and shall be 
competent to requite an explanation ftom the Executive 
Corrmittee on any decision taken by that Corrmittee. 

One of the reasons why the Advice Buteau constitution gave 

so much fina ncial control to the Boatd of Trustees was to satisfy 

financial donors that theit money was safeguarded ftom 

misapptoptiat ion. In the founders' opinion professionals and 

registered t rade union officials wete people with the necessary 

responsibili ty and status that would be acceptable to donors. 

Financi ally the Advice Buteau was initially almost entirely 

dependent on outside sources. Fat the fitst two and a half 

yeats of its life it relied very heavily on donations channelled 

through the Wages Commission until the thitd quartet of 1975 when 

it received its first donation directly ftom the International 

Confederation of Ftee Ttade Unions (ICFTU) based in Brussels. 

All donations had to be deposited into the Trustees' account 

which was empowered to make payments exlusively to the Executive 

account. The Executive Corrmittee was requited to make a monthly 

application of the expected expenditure of the Advice Buteau in 

writing to the Trustees, but this often did not happen. The 

money was ttansfetted regularly nonetheless. 

The WPWAB was launched on 9 Match 1973 to coincide with the 

first training course fat members tun by Etic Tyacke ftom the 

Johannesburg-based Urban Training Project. At that meeting a 

proposed constitution of the WPWAB was presented to the wotkets 

fat theit consideration. The inaugural meeting was held on 20 

June 1973 at the Chtistian Institute in Mowbray when the 

constitution was accepted and the first Executive Corrmittee and 
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Board of Tru stees were elected. 

In rea l ity the power ovet the affairs of the Advice Buteau 

fot the fir st four years of its existence lay in the hands of a 

small infor mal gtoup composed of White intellectuals and the 

African organising secretary. Some of the intellectuals who were 

ftom UCT and the legal profession wete represented on the Boatd 

of Trustees. In late July 1973 the intellectuals who were 

active in t he Advice Buteau fotmed themselves into a loose 

organisation , the Workers' Educational Project (WEP), which had, 

as its fotmal task, the running of a ttaining ptogtam fot the 

Advice Buteau. Around November 1973 it changed its name to 

Wotkets' Advisory Ptoject (WAP) as a safeguard against potential 

state harassment for being involved in 'Bantu Education'. (2) 

The strategy to transform the Advice Buteau into a 

democratic worker organisation was present from its inception. 

The situation when the Advice Bureau was started was that it had 

no members and, more importantly, no organised workers in any 

factories. It ·was therefore necessry to create the necessaty 

structures which would facilitate the development and growth of a 

democtatic labout movement within the organisation. Only as 

worker organisation in the factories flourished and matured could 

workets themselves take control of the Advice Buteau. 

The Advi ce Bureau adopted a cautious organising strategy at 

the outset i n view of the past teptession and feats many African 

workers had of trade union membership. The founders of the 

WPWAB thus decided to start an organisation that would deal with 

individual workers' complaints. The complaints service was 

statted and soon manned by Barnet Ntsodo. It has remained as a 

permanent service offered to individual workers dealing mainly 

with complai nts about theit wotk. At the same time Aftican 

workers who joined the Advice Buteau in large numbers from 
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patticulat companies were encouraged to elect factory committees 

at theit pl ace of wotk and to have them registered as works 

committees undet the Bantu Labour Relations Regulation Act of 

1973. Although the decision to fotm wotks committees came in 

fot much criticism, especially ftom the newly-founded independent 

trade unions in Durban, the WPWAB decided it was an apptoptiate 

strategy as Zota Mehlomakulu latet explained: 

What attracted us was the fact that the works 
committees, although introduced by the government, had a 
measure of democracy in that wotkets were allowed to 
elect theit teptesentatives. (3) 

In addition to that it was argued in an article in 1976 which 
closely reflected the organisation's viewpoint that 

The Bureau's view is that registration helps wotkets 
gain management recognition. Obligatory legal 
recognition of this sort provides them with a channel 
fot direct negotiation with theit employers. (4) 

However at that time the ptimaty emphasis was already placed on 
sound workplace organisation: 

The Advice Buteau, nevertheless, certainly does not 
contend that registration of a factory committee as a 
'works committee' is the principal ot essential 
requisi t e fot sound worker organisation at the 

. workplace. The basic requirements are a united, 
educated and trained labour force with an elected 
committee, continuously responsible to the workers and 
maintai ning well-established organisational connections 
with other committees. In this context the argument fot 
or agai nst registration is immaterial. (5) 

Ftom early on in its history the WPWAB placed an emphasis on 

tank and f i le participation in union affairs by holding general 

factory meet ings of all the union members. 

Since registered works committees could by law teptesent 

only African wotkets the strategy effectively meant that the 

Advice Bureau would organise only African wotkets. It was based 

on the des i re to organise workers who were not organised and at 

that time no African workers were organised in Cape Town. There 

was in principle no opposition to organising Coloured workers as 

the Advice Buteau adopted a non-racial stance ftom its inception. 
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A tacti cal reason fot not organising Coloured wotkets 

initially, was the desire on the patt of WPWAB to avoid provoking 

the hostility of the tegisteted Coloured trade unions. At that 

early stage t he founders were not aware that many of these unions 

were mainly ctaft unions with the result that there wete 

unskilled Col oured workers who wete not organised. The founders 

also had an exaggerated idea of the organisational strength of 

the registered unions. This decision was also necessary 

diplomatical ly since three secretaries of these tegisteted unions 

were elected onto the Board of Trustees of the WPBWAB. 

The fac t that the Advice Buteau was organising only African 

wotkets led it to adopt an organisational approach that was 

unique amongst all the independent unions which emerged around 

the same time. It decided to organise as a general rathet than 

an industri al union. There wete two basic reasons for this 

decision. The fitst was that, because of the Coloured Labour 

Ptefetence Policy in the Western Cape African wotkets tended to 

be unskilled and semi-skilled operatives. Combined with the 

fact that many of them wete migrant wotkets· with only one yeat 

contracts, they tended to have a high inter-industry job 

mobility. In otdet to retain workers who switched jobs from 

industry to industry fairly frequently, the Advice Buteau decided 

to organise on a general rather than an industrial level. (6) 

The second reason was a political consideration. Intellectuals 

in the organisation believed that stronger working class 

consciousness and solidarity could be attained through a general 

union than through fragmented industrial unions. 

The Advice Buteau initially made very rapid organisational 

sttides amongst African wotkets in the Cape Peninsula. Its 

early progress, as well as the reasons therefore, ate considered 
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next. 

2. Early Organisation of the Advice Buteau 1973-74 

The Advice Buteau expanded fairly rapidly up to the end of 

1974. Although there tended to be some exaggeration in reports 

early in t he organsation's history, the organising secretary 

reported that eleven works corrmittees had been formed by August 

1973 and t hat most of them were registered. The enterprises 

with works corrmittees were in very diverse sectors of the 

economy. For instance four of the works corrmittees were 

established at Steeldale Reinforcing, Western Steel, Gtoote 

Schuur Hospi t al and Mowbray Maternity Hospital. Five mote works 

corrmittees were in the process of being formed including two mote 

at hospitals . (7) By October 1973 the Advice Bureau claimed to 

have approximately 2000 members. (8) A month latet it had 

established no less than twenty works committees. Not all the 

workers at t hese places were members of the Advice Buteau, but it 

allegedly waited until about 75% of the wotkets at each 

enterprise wete organised before forming a corrmittee. (9) Aftet 

a year and a half's existence at the end of 1974 the Advice 

Bureau claimed to have just ovet 3000 members and 34 works 

corrmittees. (10) 

Why di d the Advice Buteau grow so rapidly in its first two 

years of existence? Even though thete was an element of 

exaggeration in the claims put forward at the time - the 34 

corrmittees were by no means all functioning - the growth of 

wotkets who were organised was still tematkably high. Wotkets 

ftom factor i es would turn up at the Advice Bureau office with 

lists of members joining the Buteau without having been formally 

organised. Conditions were right fot African workers to seize 

the opportuni ty to be organised since most of them were occupied 
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in the least skilled and most unpleasant tasks due to the strict 

enforcement of the Coloured Employment Preference Policy in the 

Western Cape . But there were three other influences that 

contributed to the growth of the Advice Buteau in that period. 

The first was the workers' newspaper, Abasebenzi, that was 

published i n Xhosa eight times pet year by the Wages Commission 

of UCT. I t was distributed in large numbers in the African 

townships. The paper exhorted wotkets to take theit problems to 

the Advice Buteau, to elect factory coR111ittees and to attend the 

training provided by WAP. 

The second influence was the organisation that went on 

informally in the African townships. Elijah Loza, fotmet 

chairman of the SACTU local committee in the Western Cape and 

placed undet house attest around 1963, informally recruited 

African wotkets fot the Advice Buteau. Christmas Tinto, fotmet 

secretary of the SACTU-affiliated South African Railways and 

Hatbouts Wo t kets Union and was banned in 1963, claimed to have 

held meetings in one of the African townships whete he told 

wotkets to join the Advice Buteau. He also stressed to the 

wotkets that it was not illegal fot them to do so. (11) 

A thitd influence was the training courses that wete tun 

regularly on Saturday afternoons fot members of the Advice Buteau 

by WAP in a dilapidated old hall in Athlone belonging to the 

British Ex-Servicemen League. The course was commenced around 

August 1973 and controlled by the intellectuals in WAP. 

Mehlomakulu however conducted much of the training because of het 

organisational experience, knowledge of works committees, and 

fluency in Xhosa. Otherwise, whenever a White intellectual took 

ovet the training an intetptetet translated the proceedings into 

Xhosa. The first session included a simulation game on 
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negotiations between management and workers over grievances at 

work. Approximately 20 to 30 workers attended the course on 

average. 

Written material was frequently provided at the course. A 

roneoed ~Handbook on Works Conmittees 1 with information on how to 

set up a statutory works committee and run it, was widely 

distributed and frequently used. A Training Manual was also 

written by members of WAP and handed out in stages over time. 

It was in both English and Xhosa (with the two languages on 

opposite pages facing each other) and coveted topics like South 

African labour history, capitalist production, and trade unions. 

The basic approach in the training sessions was intended to make 

workers aware of the reasons for their exploitation and 

oppression and that the responsibility to struggle for their 

rights and emancipation rested on them. 

The regular training course served to bring together members 

of the Advice Bureau who worked at different factories. By so 

doing it provided a focal point for the Advice Bureau's 

organisational activities. But the course was not without its 

problems. The content of the course was not closely enough 

integrated with the day to day struggles of workers at the 

workplace. It was too intellectually oriented and aimed 

primarily at giving workers an understanding of the South African 

political economy. This was the wrong emphasis at such an early 

stage of t he organisation. As a result attendance at the 

training sessions was sporadic except for a small number of 

stalwart members who attended regularly. 

A valuable asset to worker education was added to the Advice 

Buteau in May 1975 when the Western Province Literacy Project 

linked up wi th it. The technique it used was aimed at creating 

an awareness in workers of their · exploitation, the causes 
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thereof, and the need for organisation to challenge it 

meaningfully . The Literacy Project staff subsequently became 

closely connected with the organisational work of the Advice 

Bureau. 

As fac t ories became organised and elected works committees, 

weekday evening courses were run for the co1T1J1ittee members. 

These focus sed more directly on the workplace and factory 

colTlllittee. They were consequently of more ilTlllediate use to the 

workers and this form of training was sustained in the 

organisation whereas the general training course faded away by 

1977. 

The gr owth of the Advice Bureau inevitably attracted the 

attention of the state which proceeded to harrass the Bureau. 

It started off with the arrest of one of the two organisers in 

the Bureau' s office in December 1973 for not having his pass in 

order. Thereupon there was a lengthy struggle with the Bantu 

Affairs Admi nistration Board to obtain the registration of the 

secretary, Zora Mehlomakulu, as an employee of the Executive 

ColTlllittee. The office had to be closed for a few weeks in 1974 

and voluntarily staffed by Whites until the end of August when 

she was fina l ly registered. 

In mid-August 1974 a highly significant event took place 

that heralded the start of the Advice Bureau's transformation to 

a worker movement. It was the first strike action taken by 

members of t he Advice Bureau who worked at Nautilus Marine. To 

understand t he circumstances which led up to the strike and the 

eventual consequences of the conflict, it is necessary to examine 

the Advice Bureau's organisation and the role of the African 

workers at t he company. 
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2.1 The Nauti lus Marine Conflict: August - October 1974 (12) 

Nautilus Marine, a marine engineering company situated in 

the Cape Town docks which carried out repairs and maintenance 

services on ships, was employing about 286 African workers in 

1974. In the beginning of the year Mehlomakulu started 

organising Nautilus workers. By early June 1974 it was felt 

that organisation had advanced sufficiently to make an approach 

to management. At a meeting attended by 157 Nautilus workers it 

was unanimously agreed that they should tty to obtain a 

registered works co11111ittee. A provisional co11111ittee of twelve 

members was elected which approached management to call a meeting 

so that a statutory works co11111ittee could be elected as specified 

under Section 7(a) of the Bantu Labour Relations Regulation Act. 

Management was initially reluctant to do so, but eventually 

consented and called a meeting on 27 June 1974. The Bantu 

Labour Offi cer who was a White was also in attendance. 

Accordi ng to an African employee, workers unanimously voted 

by a show of hands in favour of having a works co11111ittee and for 

the twelve provisional members to serve on it. In spite of 

that, management refused to allow them to have a works co11111ittee 

and tried to pressure them into accepting a liaison committee 

instead. Workers however strongly opposed the formation of a 

liaison committee and when management argued that a works 

co11111ittee would be illegal the meeting broke up. 

In the light of events at the meeting the Advice Bureau 

decided to resort to a legal strategy. It first drew up a 

memorandum calling for the election of a works co11111ittee which 

was signed by nearly all the African employees at Nautilus 

Marine. The memorandum was then handed to a fitm of attorneys 

which wrote a letter to Nautilus management requesting them to 

call a meeting at which a wotks comm.ittee could be elected as 
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laid down in the Bantu Labout Relations Regulation Act. 

The tesponse of Nautilus was to send a manager to the lawyer 

concetned. He angtily told the lawyet that he should keep his 

nose out of the ptivate affaits of the company. In spite of 

being shown the memotandum signed by the wotkets, the manager 

departed leaving the attotney's lettet behind. 

This i ntetlude led to a futthet detetiotation in the 

relationship between management and the Aftican workers. The 

last straw fot wotkets came in mid-August when management fited 

an African employee, Billion Maqula, who had worked fot the 

company fot nineteen years as a sand-blaster on the grounds that 

he had been ctiticising the fitm including management. He was 

also accused of giving the fitm a bad name. 

Workers thereupon decided to take things into their own 

hands. When they tutned up at wotk they tefused to get into 

theit ovetal l s until Maqula had been reinstated and they had been 

allowed to elect a wotks co1T111ittee. The wotk stoppage by the 

wotkets had a dramatic effect on management. They completely 

capitulated and sent a cat to fetch Maqula ftom the township. 

Upon attival management publically apologised to him and 

presented him with a new ovetall. Management also acceeded to 

the demand for a statutory works committee. Within three hours 

the wotk stoppage was ovet with the wotkets' demands having been 

fully met. 

The successful outcome of the sttike by the Nautilus Matine 

wotkets plus the fact that it was the wotkets themselves who 

initiated the sttike, had a ptofound impact on the intellectuals 

and wotkets i n the Advice Buteau. The sttike demonsttated the 

powet of workers when they acted collectively to withhold theit 

labout. The Nautilus wotkets had achieved within thtee hours 
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what the intellectuals with theit legal strategy and the aid of a 

fitm of lawyers could not achieve ovet three months. The lesson 

was learned that collective action on the part of wotkets was a 

powerful weapon and could be used to build up the strength of the 

Advice Buteay. 

Nautilus Marine workers were however so flushed with theit 

quick and complete victory that they developed an exaggerated 

sense of t heit importance in the Advice Buteau and of theit 

strength in t he workplace. Theit unwillingness to reflect mote 

deeply on t heit action was to lead to theit downfall within a 

relatively shott time. 

The works conunittee came into operation early in September 

1974, but f tom the beginning it was cleat that the relationship 

between it and management was extremely strained. At one of the 

first meetings on 20 September with management there wete strong 

disagreements . At the meeting the works committee put forward 

three demands. The fitst was the reinstitution of a fotmet 

practice whereby wotkets could take six months unpaid leave while 

they · retutned to the Homelands. The second was a minimum wage 

of R35 pet week fot all African employees. At that time the 

basic wages wete in the vicinity of R16 to R25 pet week. The 

thitd demand was the removal of thtee African supetvisots, who 

wete general ly tefetted to as 'boss boys', from the test toom 

used by othet wotkets. These three 'boss boys' were accused of 

working agai nst the interests of the wotkets and of being opposed 

to the works committee. They allegedly misteptesented the wotks 

committee and so put it in a very unfavourable light with 

management. 

Nautilus management conceded to the first demand and wete 

willing to reinstitute the practice of revolving unpaid leave fot 

African empl oyees. They were however adament that they would 
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not give i n to the remaining two. A heated dispute ensued, 

patticulatly ovet the three 'boss boys', an issue over which the 

works committ ee felt very strong, but the issue was not resolved. 

As a resul t of the argument Aftican wotkets took the drastic 

step of imposing a ban on working overtime, on night shifts, and 

over weekends . This was particularly inconvenient for a marine 

engineering firm since ships coming into the harbour could 

urgently requite repairs and maintenance regardless of the time 

of day ot day of the week. 

This decision on the part of workers considerably increased 

managerial hostility towards the works committee and the African 

employees. Intellectuals in the Advice Buteau subsequently 

warned Nautilus workers not to take precipitate action as it 

appeared that management attitudes had hardened considerably 

since the first strike. Also these demands wete more costly fat 

management to meet and workers should therefore expect mote 

resistance f rom management. 

A fut t het extraneous event worsened relations between the 

two patties yet mote when one of the Nautilus African workers was 

murdered early one morning while on his way to work. His death 

was unrela t ed to the dispute at Nautilus, but it gave the state 

security apparatus the opportunity to intervene. On 23 

September the Railway police detained the Nautilus works 

committee fat the whole day in separate cells while the police 

and securi ty police interrogated them individually. The 

interrogati on did not concentrate on the death of the Nautilus 

employee, but on the formation of the works committee and the 

training course intellectuals in the Advice Buteau was tunning 

fat African workers on Saturday afternoons. 

This experience strained the relationship between management 
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and the workers to breaking point. Workers even started 

refusing to obey conunands of management whom they perceived as 

being insensitive to workers' needs and trying to intimidate 

workers by co-operating with the police. 

Management thereupon went on the offensive: at closing time 

on Monday, 30 September 1974, they fired ten workers some of whom 

were works conmittee members. This was perceived as a clear act 

of victimisation on the part of the remaining wotkets and the 

following morning they held a meeting with management to discuss 

the expulsi on of the ten workers. According to the wotkets, 

management advanced different reasons. At first they presented 

the dismissal s as a reduction of staff for economic reasons, but 

subsequently stated that they were getting rid of those workers 

with short setvice who were listening to 'agitators'. 

Management allegedly also threatened workers that they would 

catty on di smissing ten workers per day if they carried on being 

difficult and 'cheeky'. Workers thereupon tried to persuade 

management t o reinstate the dismissed workers, but management 

refused to budge. Workers responded that they were not prepared 

to wotk under such conditions and went on strike for a second 

time. They downed tools and left the firm. 

At an ensuing meeting at the Advice Buteau the workers 

decided that they would teturn to work the following day, but 

that they would present management with a list of their demands. 

The most important demands were: 

The reinstatement of the sacked workers. 

No further victimisation of workers. 

Management must be prepared to negotiate with the Works 
Conmittee and not call in the police whenever there was 
disagreement. 

A minimum wage of R35 per week. 

The next morning upon arrival at Nautilus Marine the workers 
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found the South African Railways police were present. The 

workers wer e shepherded into a large hall while the works 

committee del iberated with management. Management informed the 

committee t hat they were adament about the dismissal of the ten 

workers and , because of the lack of obedience of the African 

workers, management had decided to terminate the services of all 

of them. The works committee tried to present the demands to 

management, but they responded that it was too late fot the 

committee t o do so since management had already made up their 

minds. 

Two days later the dismissed workers fetched their pay 

packets and were informed that they could reapply fot employment 

at Nautilus if they so wished. According to management they 

selectively re-employed wotkets and took back 50 to 60 of the 

dismissed workers. They also replaced many Africans with 

Coloured wot kets. 

The Advice Bureau's organisation at Nautilus Marine was 

shattered by the company's teptisal after the workers went on 

strike fot t he second time. Up to that stage Nautilus workers 

were the strongest and most militant in the Advice Bureau, but 

the second strike and management's counter-offensive destroyed 

organisation at the firm completely. Although the company had 

adopted a hostile stance towards the works committee from the 

outset and had victimised workers, the Nautilus workers assessed 

their strength relative to management incorrectly. They had 

become over -confident and over-aggressive against the counsel 

from the Advice Buteau. They consequently lost their jobs and 

considerably impaired the Advice Bureau's organisation and 

strength. 
~ 

This was even mote the case as the effects of the strike 
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tippled out widet than only Nautilus Matine. Ex-employees of . 

Nautilus found that _ they were being harassed by the security 

police who provided other fitms with lists of the Nautilus Matine 

strike leaders exhorting the firms not to employ these workers. 

A number of wotkets subsequently had the experience of being 

employed by engineering companies in Cape Town's docks one day 

only to be t old the next day that theit services would no longet 

be requited. In some cases workers wete directly told why they 

wete being dismissed. The most serious harassment was 

expetienced by Mt Ndingane, a particularly outspo.ken sttike 

leadet. Wi t hin the course of a month he lost no less than thtee 

jobs directly as a result of security police interventions. 

In spite of the setback of the second sttike the conflict at 

Nautilus Marine heralded the first action that co111T1enced the 

transformati on of the Advice Buteau to a wotkets' movement. It 

also provided valuable lessons to wotkets and intellectuals in 

the organisation. In patticulat they learned that wotkets' 

demands coul d be made in mote nuanced ways than all out 

confrontations with management. This lesson was soon theteaftet 

applied at Mastettteads. 

3. Struggling to Build a Workers' Movement 1975 

Outing 1975 the Advice Buteau continued with its struggle to 

transform itself into a wotkets movement. It realised that, in 

order to do so, wotkets themselves would have to build up theit 

strength on t he shopfloot. To this end it continued struggling 

to fotm st atutory works committees and, once they were 

established, to tty and make organisational advances through 

wotkets' par ticipation in struggles to have a say ovet theit 

working lives. Three of the companies whete the Advice Buteau 

engaged in struggles during 1975 wete Mastettteads, Lupini 
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Brothers and Duens Bakery. Although the Advice Bureau did not 

make any organisational advances at any of the three concerns, it 

is construc t ive to consider each of them in order to understand 

the nature of the challenges facing the Advice Buteau at the 

time. 

Mastertreads in Maitland, a tyre retreading company 

employing about 30 African and 15 Coloured workers, was one of 

the first places where the Advice Buteau established a works 

corrmittee under the chairmanship of Daniel Thebe. After the 

committee was formed, it tried to enter into wage negotiations 

with management. The company however used a stalling technique 

and kept putt ing the date back when they were prepared to discuss 

wages with t he works corrmittee. 

Finally the committee and African workers' patience tan out 

and they organised a go-slow in which workers would try and give 

the appearance of working normally, but in fact reduce production 

as much as possible. On the day of the go-slow in February 1975 

African wor kers spent the morning running around very actively, 

but as unproductively as possible with the result that their 

output nosedi ved very sharply. Management soon noticed this and 

at lunch time Thebe was called in and asked what was happening. 

Thebe cauti ously distanced himself from the action of the 

workers, but said he thought they were unhappy about their wages. 

The message was not lost on management and at tea-break they 

announced t hat they would engage in talks about wages with the 

works committ ee at the end of the week. Production in the plant 

immediately increased well above its normal level for the 

remainder of the day. 

Although workers successfully forced management's hands 

through thei r collective action, they gained a pyrrhic victory in 



541 

the end. Over the following months management engaged in a 

counter-offensive by gradually replacing African with Coloured 

workers. In so doing they undermined the organisational base of 

the works conmittee. By June 1975 only ten African employees 

were left at the company and the works conmittee could no longer 

operate effectively. (13) 

Daniel Thebe became an organiser in the Advice Bureau, but 

was dismissed from the organisation a year later in mid-1976. 

His dismissal was an important development in the history of the 

Advice Bureau in that the elected worker representatives exerted 

their author ity over one of the organisers, thereby introducing 

the practice of ultimate accountability by the organisers to the 

workers. 

An example. of the advances the Advice Bureau made in 

organising works conmittees as well as the problems it 

encountered with the strategy is provided by the works conmittee 

at Lupini Brothers. Lupini Brothers was in the stonemasonry 

trade of the building industry and employed a large proportion of 

contract Afr ican workers. Wages and working conditions were 

subject to t he agreement negotiated on the Industrial Council for 

the Building Industry for the Western Cape. African workers 

employed by t he company were dissatisfied with working conditions 

and, after making contact with the Advice Bureau early in 1975, 

decided to establish a works committee. 

The chai rman of the works conmittee was Storey Mazwembe, a 

contract worker who was responsible for putting the workers in 

touch with the Advice Bureau and who rapidly displayed good 

organisational abilities. The first action on the part of the 

works conmi t tee was to draw up a list of complaints. This was 

done in consultation with workers and by going through the 

Industrial Council Agreement in operation at the time in order to 
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see if and where the company was infringing its terms and 

conditions. The initial list of seventeen demands was reduced 

to nine in order to put the co1T111ittee in as strong a bargaining 

position as possible. 

The nine 'Complaints of Employees' were submitted to Lupini 

mamagement i n Match 1975. They are listed in full below because 

they give an indication of both the nature of problems the 

African wor kers were experiencing and the demands they felt they 

could make t hrough the works committee. 

1. Lupi ni's employees demand that our wages should be 
increased. We demand Rl,00 pet hour fat ordinary work. 

2. We have complaints about overtime payments. We 
damend t he following overtime rates: 
(i) Second hour of overtime work from Monday to 
Thursday, first and second hour of overtime on Friday, 
and over time work on Sturday up to 5.00 pm: one and 
one-third times out hourly wage; 
(ii) over time work on Saturday after 5.00 pm, overtime 
work on Sunday, work on public holidays: one and two­
thitds times out hourly wage. 

3. When an employee leaves Lupini's, he must be given 
his Unemployment Insurance Card. 

4. Lupini's employees ate complaining about the way in 
which the managing director treats us and requests him 
to stop assaulting workers. 

5. Employees insist on being allowed to receive phone 
calls from outside. 

6. Lupini's employees demand to be paid weekly and that 
payment takes place before 5.00 pm on Fridays. 

7. We complain about the old man who has to carry cement 
bags. We request that a younger man should assist him. 

8. Lup i ni's employees insist on being paid a travelling 
allowance when working at building sites that ate fat 
from our places of residence. 

9. Deductions from out wages for the loss of working 
tools must not be made. We suggest that the tools 
should be kept locked up in a tool-store and that a 
store-keeper must be in charge of the store. (14) 

The works co1T111ittee attained a remarkably high level of 

success with its demands: management acceded to all the demands 
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excepting t he wage demands. Basic earnings of the workers 

before the negotiations commenced were 56,5 cents pet hout. 

They demanded Rl,00 per hour, but management only agreed to an 

increase of 10 cents per hour. 

In May 1975 Lupini Brothers management however went onto a 

counter-offensive: on 12 May they called two of the works 

committee members, one of whom was Storey Mazwembe, and told them 

that their labour contracts had expired and that the company 

would not renew them. Both the workers had been in employment 

for mote than ten years with the company and management refused 

to divulge any reasons for their dismissal to the works conmittee 

at a meeti ng on 28 May. The works conmittee drew up a 

memorandum on behalf of the Lupini workers demanding the re­

instatement of their two conmittee members reminding management 

that it was an offence under the Bantu Labour Relations 

Regulation Act to victimise works conmittee members. (15) 

Attempts to mobilise workers after the victimisation of the 

two conmittee members by the Advice Bureau however failed for 

reasons that never became cleat. The most likely reason 

appeared to be the fact that management had successfully chosen 

the most competent worker leaders to victimise and that othet 

workers wer e cowed by the managerial offensive. As a result 

organisation at the company subsequently dwindled away. Storey 

Mazwembe conmenced working as an organiser for the Advice Buteau 

even though the Department of Bantu Administration refused to 

allow him to register as an employee with the Bureau. 

Duens Bakery, a subsidiary of Bokomo since September 1973, 

employed about 370 African employees of which 106 worked in the 

bread department and 130 in delivery in August 1975. (16) The 

remainder worked in the confectionary and other small 

departments. In about May 1974 the management of Duens 
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introduced a liaison co11111ittee in order 'to have conmunication 

between management and the workers'. The workers' 

representati ves were selected by foremen in the two largest 

departments. 

In the second half of 1974 the Advice Bureau started 

organising African workers at Duens Bakery. In December the 

workers fel t confident enough to write a letter signed by 60 of 

them reques t ing management to get rid of the existing liaison 

committee and to replace it with a statutory works corrmittee 'as 

liaison co11111ittee has not been serving the workers' interests at 

all'. 

Management at first adopted an uncompromising position 

insisting that the liaison co11111ittee represented African workers, 

but then changed their attitude. They proposed that workers 

should choose, by means of a secret ballot, between a liaison and 

a works committee. The workers were however opposed to a ballot 

since many of them were illiterate and they feared that they 

could be deceived in some way or other. Management however 

insisted t hat a secret ballot should be held because they 

maintained that workers would be intimidated into voting for a 

works co11111i ttee. Management nonetheless proceeded to organise 

and conduc t a ballot in May 1975 with the approval of the local 

Bantu Labour Officer. Workers however boycotted the election 

and only one worker cast his vote. 

The Advice Bureau thereupon decided to intervene more 

directly on behalf of the workers and wrote a letter to Duens 

management stating that the company's African employees wished to 

elect a works co11111ittee in terms of Section 7(A) of the Bantu 

Labour Rel ations Regulation Act. They included a petition 

signed by 240 Duens employees, a clear majority, requesting the 
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formation of a works conmittee. 

Management however persistently insisted on a secret ballot 

for workers to choose between a liaison and works conmittee. 

They organi sed a second ballot early in August which all the 

workers except one again boycotted. 

The workers thereupon decided to hold a strike in such a 

manner that they could persuade management to have a works 

committee el ected. In conjunction with the Advice Buteau they 

organised t o conmence the strike between 6.00 and 6.30 in the 

morning, a time when a change of shift occured. Workers from 

both shifts would then be present at the firm as would the 

delivery staff. Workers would then insist that management 

should allow the election of the works conmittee there and then, 

whereupon workers would proceed to work again. 

At about 6.00 am on 12 August 125 to 150 Duens workers 

gathered on t he company premises and, when asked by a manager why 

they were there, a spokesperson replied 'we ate here to elect a 

works commi t tee'. Management however summoned the police who, 

after talks with Mt Fouche, the administrative manager, petsuded 

the workers to return to work and disperse after they had been 

promised that two of their delegates could see Mt Fouche at 2.30 

that afternoon. However, before the meeting took place 

management unilaterally fired four workers including the two 

delegates whom the workers had chosen to represent them! 

The workers were not going to take such blatant 

victimisation lying down. The following morning they again went 

on strike on the company premises at 6.00 am, but on this 

occasion they made two demands: they demanded the reinstatement 

of the fou r dismissed workers and the immediate election of a 

ten-member works conmittee. The workers' spokesperson, a grey­

haited 73 year old man, said to Mt Geyser, the general manager, 
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'we want wor ks co11111ittee, baas, sign for it. Otherwise we rather 

go to jail'. Members of the South African Police force as well 

as a White Bantu Labour Officer turned up, but none of them could 

persuade the workers to disperse until their demands were met. 

At 10 am the police arrested nineteen of the striking workers and 

charged them under the Bantu Labour Relations Regulation Act for 

illegally taking part in a strike. 

The magistrate subsequently found fourteen of the workers 

guilty and f i ned them RlOO or 90 days suspended for three years. 

Upon appeal to the Supreme Court the case was set aside on the 

grounds that the state had failed to prove that the strike was in 

fact illegal . The judge thought it most probable that a report 

of the dispute whould have been sumbitted 30 days before the 

strike to t he Bantu Labour officer for the area concerned, 

thereby maki ng the strike legal. 

Although the workers won the court case, they lost the 

battle for recognition at Duens Bakery. Not only did the 

workers not gain recognition of their works co11111ittee, the 

organisation of the Advice Bureau at the company also declined. 

Besides the intransigence of management against its African 

employees and the Advice Bureau, the state's intervention on the 

side of management also played a key part in the defeat of the 

workers. 

The Duens dispute revealed very clearly that the Advice 

Bureau was st ruggling for recognition against the company as well 

as the stat e. This was very clearly demonstrated with the 

decision of the state to prosecute the workers. During the 

court proceedings management confessed to both the magistrate and 

the counsel for the defence that they dismissed the four workers 

for playing a leading part in the dispute since they acted as 
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spokespersons for the workers. In spite of having evidence of 

a clear case of illegal victimisation on the part of Duens 

management, the state chose not to prosecute the company. 

Instead, it ptosecuted wotkets for going on a strike that turned 

out not to be unlawful. The state's intervention however played 

a major pat t in desttoying the Advice Bureau's organisation at 

Duens. 

In addi tion to endeavouting to build up organisation at the 

workplace i n 1975 the WPWAB also tried to transform its 

structutes i n otder to become a worker controlled otganisation. 

4. Failed Att empts to Institute Workers' Control 1975-76 

The int ended transformation of the Advice Bureau from a 

bureaur ttic structute to a democtatic worker movement tutned out 

to be a mor e difficult task than the organisation envisaged at 

the outset. The process began with some intensive discussions 

amonst the members of WAP and the organisers on the form of 

otganisation that the Advice Bureau should aim to become. 

The debate focussed around three issues: the internal 

sttuctute of the otganisation, its role, and its eventual form. 

The central concern was how to ensure meaningful worket 

participation as well as democtatic wotker reptesentation in the 

Advice Bureau. Thete was conwnon agreement that workets at 

factories should elect delegates who would be ditectly 

represented on the controlling body of the Advice Bureau. The 

tole of the Advice Buteau was seen as intetvening in all spheres 

of workers' l ives, not only the workplace. 

Unanimi ty did not exist ovet the eventual form of the Advice 

Bureau. At first it was decided that industrial unions should 

be aimed at , but the majority view changed to arguing for a 

general uni on on the ground that greater worker unity could be 
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achieved through a general union. Then it was contended by a 

majority that a general workers' council rather than a general 

union shoul d be founded. This was argued on two assumptions: 

that trade unions became bureaucratic organisations whereas 

workers' councils somehow did not have this tendency, and trade 

unions tended to become economistic whereas workers' councils 

retained an i ntegration of economic and political objectives. 

Workers were partly exposed to this thinking fot the first 

time in discussions at the training course and in an Abasebenzi 

of December 1974. In one article a case was made out fot a 

General Union rather than industrial unions. In an editorial on 

the failed Nautilus strike the unity of all workers in different 

factories and industries was stressed. The form this unity was 

to take was t hrough 'General workers' Councils'. (17} 

The Advice Buteau 'and WAP decided to call the first meeting 

of a Worker s ' Council on 8 February 1975, but the meeting was 

postponed t o May 1975. Abasebenzi of April 1975 called on 

workers to el ect factory committees because the WPWAB would soon 

call a 'conference of factory co111Tiittees 1 to start a 'General 

Workers' Council'. The paper asked: 

What sort of organization is best suited to bring the 
factory colllTiittees together in unity? This is a matter 
on which there must be much discussion. But certain 
rules can be laid down from the beginning. The first is 
that such an organisation must be directly responsible 
to the workers in the factories. That is, each factory 
should elect delegates which catty the workers' 
instructi ons to the meetings, and which report back to 
the wor kers afterwards. Secondly, the organization 
must be controlled by the workers and no-one else. This 
means t hat the trainers and the 'intellectuals' must be 
kept fir mly in advisory positions; that the otgnizers 
must be prevented ftom exerting undue influence; (18} 

Considerable emphasis was placed on training and accountability 

of worker representatives: 

It is important not to under-estimate this training. It 
is only through training that workers can take their 

.. 



next step fotwatd. Ttaining helps them to undetstand 
HOW they should act and WHEN they should act when 
exptessi ng the intetests of wotkets... Thete is a 
danget t hat the teptesentative will neglect his duty to 
infotm t he wotkets at his factoty of what the othet 
wotkets ate thinking and doing. That is why wotkets 
must ensute that their teptesetative always temembets 
why he has been elected: he is to catty the wotkets' 
thoughts to the teptesentatives of the othet factoties. 
He is t o catty the thoughts of all the othet wotkets 
back to his own factoty. If he does not do his job 
ptopetly , the wotkets must immediately replace him with 
someone who will setve them better. (19) 
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The article also argued that thete was not a division between 

conmunity and workplace issues: 

wotkets ate also beginning to realize that not all theit 
ptoblems begin and end in theit factory! Take the 
matter of bus fates... Bus fates is just one of the 
many ma t tet that workers in a single factoty ate 
powerless to change - but that wotkets as a~ can 
battle against and win victory! ~-

By May 1975 forty five delegates from twelve factories had 

met three t imes 'to teceive training on the Workers' Council'. 

(20) Howevet, the Workers' Council was still-born and simply 

failed to develop any life of its own in spite of · exhottation 

from Abasebenzi. 

The ma i n reason for the collapse of the Wotkets' Council 

was, in the petception of the intellectuals in the Advice Bureau, 

that it was ptematute. They considered that it was started 

before Afri can wotkers in the Advice Buteau wete ready fot it. 

The worker t eptesentatives, it was believed, had not yet obtained 

sufficient expetience in factory reptesentation and worker 

organisation to take the initiative or lead on the Workers' 

Council. However, it is also possible that the workers could 

have rejected the Wotkers' Council on political grounds. There 

could well have been a perception on theit patt that the Workers' 

Council was ptemature politically and that it would have been too 

hazardous for the Advice Buteau to embatk on such a path so early 

in its histoty. They thetefote let it die a natutal death. 
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Whatever the precise reasons were fot the Council's failure, the 

project was shelved. 

The second attempt to transform the Advice Buteau into a 

democratic worker organisation was commenced in 1976. Zora 

Mehlomakulu described it as follows: 

Between 1976 and 1977 the WPWAB started a Controlling 
Committee to get the control of the union out of the 
official s of the union to the workers by having two 
represent atives in each factory that has members in the 
union, deciding on any matter affecting the union. Of 
course, that does not mean that the official of the 
union has got no say at all, but what there is, is a 
situation where workers actually take part in 
controll i ng the affairs of the union. (21) 

Structurally there was no difference between the Workers' 

Council and Controlling Committee (CC). The basic intention 

behind them both was to set up a mote democratic structure than 

the existing Executive Committee that was only elected annually 

at an AGM and not accountable to members. However in principle, 

the CC was seen mote as a body that would try and ensure workers' 

control of t he Advice Bureau than one that would forthwith take 

up political issues in and beyond the workplace. 

· In mid- 1976 there were also discussions to form area 

committees based on residential areas. The reasons fot this 

were twofol d: firstly to introduce an organisational level 

between the factory committee and the CC. It was felt that it 

would be easier to organise workers on a regional basis. 

Meetings in the townships with the organisers would be greatly 

facilitated. Secondly, the intention was to decentralise 

control and training with the organisers, rather than the 

intellectual s , undertaking the training. In these ways it was 

believed the Advice Bureau would be less vulnerable to state 

repression. 

However , before the ideas could be properly implemented the 

Advice Buteau was propelled into political action by the student 
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revolt in the Cape Peninsula which was sparked off by the events 

in Soweto i n June 1976. When a call was made by students for 

workers to stay-away from work, the Advice Bureau supported the 

call. It played a part in planning the stay-aways and managed 

to persuade the students to delay the timing thereof until 

Coloured wo rkers would also support it. On the evening of 1 

September 1976 an Advice Bureau meeting was held at which the 

political s ituation and pending stay-away called for mid-

September was being discussed. On occasion strong criticms were 

voiced against the state, amongst others by Storey Mazwembe, one 

of the organisers. At 4.00 am the following morning three 

organisers, including Mazwembe, and two office bearers were 

detained by t he security police. 

The intensity of the repression heightened irrmensely when it 

was learned the following day that Storey Mazwembe had died 

within a few hours of being taken into detention. The inquest 

into his cel l-death returned a verdict that he died by hanging 

himself with strips he cut from a blanket with a razor-blade he 

had found i n the cell. (22) The two office bearers were 

released a fortnight later while the two organisers were kept in 

'preventative ' detention until the end of the year. These 

detentions, together with the turmoil in the townships made it 

impossible f or the Advice Bureau to continue organising. 

In November 1976 the state struck yet another blow at the 

Advice Bureau when it banned John Frankish who was playing an 

extensive supportive role, Debbie Budlender, part-time employee 

of the Advi ce Bureau, Judy Favish of the Literacy Project, and 

Jeremy Baskin and Willie Hofmeyet who edited the worker 

newspapers. 

The combination of these repressive acts and the general 
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turmoil and police aggression in the townships forced the Advice 

Bureau to cease orga~ising workers in the last quarter of 1976. 

Thus after experiencing rapid growth and commencing its 

transformati on towards democratic organisation, the Advice Bureau 

sunk to its nadir at the end of 1976. 

5. Transformation of Advice Bureau to General Workers' Union 
1977-79 

After t he disruption of the Advice Bureau's organisation and 

the intimidation experienced by the events in September and 

November 1976, it took a considerable period of time to re­

establish t he workers' committees and the Advice Bureau's 

organisation . It was only around April 1977 that the 

organistion was in operation again. From the outset it was 

decided to carry on with the establishment of a Controlling 

Committee (CC) and the abolition of the Executive Committee and 

Board of Trustees. This was achieved in the first half of 1977 

when control of the union was formally placed in the hands of the 

Controlling Committee. 

The Committee, which was elected annually, consisted of two 

elected repr esentatives from each of the organised enterprises in 

the Advice Bureau. The representatives were to be elected at 

general mee t ings of the enterprises. All policy and financial 

decisions were henceforth to be taken by the CC which met monthly 

and was constitutionally in control of the work of the 

organisers as well. White intellectuals who remained in the 

movement had to regularise their position in the union by being 

appointed i nto positions by the CC. They, along with the 

organisers, became accountable to the CC for what they did. It 

was decided not to elect an executive committee because of the 

union's prior experience with its Executive Committee which was 
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isolated ft om wotkets on the shopfloot and did not actively 

participate i n the affairs of the union. (23) 

Sttuctut ally the Advice Buteau had thus transformed itself 

into a democratic trade union in 1977. Except for a different 

terminology i ts structure as well as principle of placing control 

of the organisation in the hands of wotket representatives was 

exactly simi l ar to what the FOSATU unions in Transvaal and Natal 

had done. 

Aftet re-establishing its shopfloot organisation during 1977 

the Advice Buteau proceeded to consolidate its position in the 

first thtee months of 1978. This was partly necessitated by the 

fact that ovet the preceding two years many of the oldet workers, 

often those with most organisational experience, had been 

retrenched. The Advice Buteau thereupon encouraged wotkets at 

all their organised factories to elect new representatives onto 

both their factory committees and the Controlling Committee. At 

newly organi sed factories workers wete still experiencing strong 

resistance t o forming tegisteted works committees from management 

who wanted to establish liaison committees instead. Where 

wotkets wer e not able to fotce management to register the 

statutory works committees their factory committees still 

operated as democratically elected wotkets committees (as they 

were called) . (24) 

The tr ansformation of the Advice Buteau into a workers' 

movement was rounded off on 25 June 1978 when it was decided at 

an Annual General Meeting to change its name to the Western 

Province General Workers Union (WPGWU). The name of the union 

was apptopti ate in that it had continued organising on a general 

tathet than industrial basis: of the eleven factories 

represented on the Controlling Committee in June 1978, five were 

in the engineering industry, two in construction, and one each in 
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the food, t extile, corrmercial and chemical industries. The 

general character of the union was thus very much in ' evidence 

with its str ength at that time lying in the engineering industry 

followed by construction. (25) 

Over t he next twelve months up to June 1979 the WPGWU 

remained strongest in the engineering industry with seven 

factories soundly organised by the end of the period and with 

contacts est ablished in two more plants. Regular combined 

meetings of t he factories in the industry were also being held by 

the union. It also made gains in the textile industry by 

organising a second mill. A noteworthy feature of its 

organisation in the textile industry was that not only African 

workers, bu t some Coloured workers as well, were being organised 

into the uni on. The WPGWU was however experiencing problems in 

the construc t ion industry and failing to make advances. Even in 

its best organised firm, Dura Construction, the union was finding 

it extremely hard to maintain a strong organisation because the 

company employed mainly migrant workers who were subject to 

victimisation when they came to the end of their contract 

periods. In that way the union lost many of its worker leaders. 

In addition the workers were moved around a large number of small 

sites which also made sustained organisation very difficult for 

the union. 

The industries in which the WPGWU however made the most 

significant advances over the twelve months period ending in June 

1979 were the red meat industry and the three stevedoring firms 

in Cape Town's docks. Whereas at the start of 1979 only one 

meat company was organised, ·the union had organised five meat 

companies by the end of June. This was due, in large part, to 

the enthusias t ic assistance from workers in the first company to 
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be organised . A significant feature of its organisation in the 

meat industry was the fact that Coloured workers were also being 

organised in t o the union. The union's organisation in the three 

stevedoring f irms was also advancing apace in spite of attracting 

considerable police attention. (26) Once a sound organisational 

base had been established amongst African stevedores, the union 

proceeded to organise Coloured stevedores as well. 

Six mon t hs later, in December 1979, the WPGWU had to report 

its disappoi ntment in its organisational achievements in the 

engineering and construction industries. Its problems in the 

construction industry were discussed above. In the engineering 

industry, a number of its important factories had been weakened 

considerably . The union attributed its decline to the recession 

which led to a 'massive reduction in employment'. Furthermore 

the state's policies of influx control and Coloured employment 

preference combined to hit the union's organisation in the 

industry very hatd, as the union explained: 

Out organised base in this sector has rested strongly 
upon the African workers and the recession has resulted 
in large scale substitution of Coloured workers for 
African workers. Implementation of this policy is felt 
most keenly by the contract (migrant) workers... In 
most of our factories the backbone of union strength is 
found i n the migrant labour force and we have 
accordingly experienced difficulty ••• (27) 

In the textile industry the union held its own over the six 

months endi ng in December 1979 while it continued to expand 

regionally by organising workers in Paarl in the Electricity 

Supply Corrmi ssion (ESCOM) and Roads Department of the Provincial 

Administrati on. 

The two industries in which the WPGWU continued to make 

considerable progress in the second half of 1979 were the meat 

and stevedor ing industries. By the end of the year the union 

had no less than nine organised factories in the red meat 
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industry as well as the active support of at least 80% of the 

stevedores i n Cape Town's harbour. Their combined action had 

brought about the greatest organisational advance of the WPGWU up 

to that time . How this came about is considered next. 

6. Organising Stevedores and gaining Recognition 1979 

Before the advent of the WPGWU working conditions on the 

docks· left much to be desired. Dock workers, in demand of 

better wages and working hours, refused to work overtime in 

October 1972 and again in October 1974. As a result a new 

system was i ntroduced in December 1974 that guaranteed stevedores 

a minimum of R22,20 per week if there was no work. With 

overtime work on Sunday a worker could earn a maximum of R47,74 

per week. (28) In the mid-1970s a substantial proportion of 

Cape Town's docks was converted to cope with containerised 

loading and offloading. This led to a radical reduction of 

stevedores over this period from about 1800 down to 600. Many 

dockworkers were laid off at 24 hours notice regardless of length 

of service and without any severance pay. (29) 

Organisation at the Cape Town's stevedores was undertaken by 

Zora Mehlomakulu who described her experiences and the problems 

she encountered in the following way: 

I went to the stevedores although it is very difficult 
to find them. At a particular time when they are 
actually coming out I could speak to one of them ••• and 
told them that I have got some intention of having them 
organised into a union. So, naturally, because they had 
representation that never truly represented them, some 
of them were apathetic and thought 'stupid woman that 
wanted to organise' and many other things. And some of 
them actually got keen. So I invited a few of them to 
the office and they came ••• 

They asked if I could visit the hostel. I visited them 
and tried to arrange a meeting. the management would 
never allow a meeting in the hostel. So we chose a 
certain open space in the township and in that meeting I 
had about 80 people attending and actually told them 
about t he union and my intention of organising them. 



The 80 people that attended the meeting wete very keen, 
so we called aftet that a series of Saturday meetings. 
In each meeting 20 people wete being added. Also 
attempts were made at going to the hostels and taking up 
mote people with almost doot to door organisation until 
there was a very big meeting. 

It was only African workers at this time. I enquired 
ftom them whether thete was Coloured wotkets. They said 
yes, but they were outnumbered by the Black workers. I 
asked them about the possibility of speaking to them. 
Some said the Coloureds were keen but were afraid of 
coming to the townships. Some said including Coloureds 
now would take us back. That issue was actually 
controversial because some of them were in a better 
position and they wete likely to jeopardise the test of 
the workers' position. With the last strike the 
Coloureds played a tole that led to theit detriment ••• 
The wotkets would want the Coloureds to be organised, 
but would feat becase of theit position they would be on 
the management side. (30) 
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In the end the African stevedores decided that the union 

should organise the Coloured stevedores as well. The union 

subsequently attained considerable success in organising the 

Coloured stevedores. At the beginning of 1979 it intensified 

its organisational drive amongst the stevedores. By the end of 

Match tegulat weekly meetings with 200 stevedores on average wete 

being held. (31) 

The organised stevedores and WPGWU felt that they were 

strong enough to co11T11ence demanding recognition ftom management. 

The union wrote to the stevedoring companies on 1 May 1979 

demanding that each of the three companies convenes a meeting of 

their workers who wanted to elect a representative conmittee. 

Although thete wete three stevedoring companies, namely South 

African Stevedore Services Company (SASSCO), Gtindtod-Cotts and 

Rennies, in existence at that time, the stevedores were not 

formally employed by them. Instead, they were employed by the 

Cape Town Stevedores Association (CTSA) which was affiliated to 

the national employers' assocation, the South African Stevedores 

Council ( SASC). The union received a reply ftom one of the 
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companies cl aiming it had a liaison committee and was informed 

that it had to deal with CTSA and not with the individual 

companies. 

In the next round of the struggle the stevedores elected a 

representati ve · corrmittee under the auspices of the WPGWU in 

August and the union wrot~ to the CTSA forwarding the names of 

the committee members and demanding that -the Association meet 

with all t he stevedores in order to discuss the relationship 

between the committee, on the one hand, and the Association and 

the three companies, on the other hand'. (32) Instead of 

convening a meeting the CTSA replied to the union stating that 

- ••• until such time as your Union becomes registered ••• , we will 

not have any further dealings with out establishment. However, 

after registration, we will have no objection to dealing with any 

organisation of which mote than 50 per cent of our workers are 

members in good standing'. (33) The union thereupon sent CTSA a 

list of members in good standing that comprised somewhat more 

than 50 pet cent of the stevedores, but received a reply back 

reiterating that they would not negotiate with the union until it 

was registered. 

By then the mood of the stevedores was becoming increasingly 

angry and the third round of the struggle led them to take ditect 

action. In mid-November the union was contacted by Freight 

Services Management, the holding company of SASSCO. The holding 

company indicated that it found itself in strong disagreement 

with the approach of SASSCO and requested a meeting with union 

officials to discuss aspects of union and company policy. The 

stevedores agreed to this request provided the SASSCO corrmittee 

representatives 

December 1979. 

were present and a meeting was set up for 3 

However, three days before the scheduled meeting 

Freight Servi ces cancelled the meeting indicating that they wete 
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compelled to do so under pressure from SASC. 

That was the last straw as fat as the stevedores ere 

concerned. At a mass meeting attended by approximately 400 

workers they decided to present management with an ultimatum that 

at 6.00 am on Tuesday, 11 December, the stevedores ·would gather 

outside the offices of the CTSA in order to hold the meeting 

which they had demanded over the past seven months'. (34) The 

stevedores carried out their ultimatum, but the manager of CTSA 

refused to negotiate with them. Thereupon the stevedores 

indicated thay they would not work that day, but would all return 

to work the following day. The one day work stoppage was heeded 

by all the st evedores who also all returned to work the following 

day thereby demonstrating a strong discipline and solidarity to 

management. 

As a result of the workers' action the CTSA manager flew to 

Durban to consult with the SASC where the employers decided to 

back down and indicated that they would be willing to 'talk and 

listen to worker representatives, including all registered and 

unregistered trade unions'. (35) Management also called a 

meeting with the stevedores informing them that their conmittee 

would be recognised. 

Management still had one card up their sleeves. As a last 

desperate bi d they advised workers on Ftiday, 14 December, to 

attend a meeting called by TUCSA on the following day. It was 

the same day on which the WPGWU had also called a mass meeting of 

stevedores. In spite of a pamphlet distributed by TUCSA 

informing the stevedores that they would be given the opportunity 

to join a 'r esponsible' and 't ·egistered' union at theit meeting, 

only one wor ker attended the TUCSA meeting while over 300 workers 

attended the WPGWU meeting. At the mass meeting the stevedores 
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decided to j oin and support the WPGWU, confirmed in office their 

elected commi ttee, and approved a constitution drafted previously 

by the commi t tee and union officials. 

The fi nal form the constitution of the Cape Town Stevedores 

Corrrnittee (CTSC) was negotiated with the CTSA since it also 

entailed re l ationships with management. The constitution 

contained t he following provisions: it laid down that the 

Committee would consist of fifteen elected members, with five 

from each company. The rights of the Committee recognised by 

the employers included the following: to negotiate with 

management over wages and working conditions, to consider 

management proposals affecting conditions of service before any 

changes are made by management, to hold Committee meetings 

outside of working hours on company premises with the prior 

approval of management, to have meetings with management during 

normal working hours with normal pay, for Committee members to 

exercise their functions as representatives during working hours 

after informing their immediate supervisors, to institute 

grievance and dismissal procedures agreed upon by both management 

and the Committee, and protection of committee members against 

victimisation. 

The for mal recognition and tights accorded to the union in 

the constitution appeared to be very limited. 

nowhere menti oned by name in the constitution. 

The union was 

There was only 

reference to the -representative union' and the only tole 

accorded to t he representative union was that the the Committee 

could instruct officials thereof to attend meetings of the 

Committee wi t h management of the companies and the CTSA. The 

officials only had observer status, which was the right to attend 

meetings, bu t not the tight to participate in the proceedings, 

except in the case of meetings with the Association where they 
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could have full negotiating tights provided there was mutual 

agreement beween the local employers and the Committee. (36) 

The reasons why the union was not granted formal recognition 

with the officials only having observer status were, in part, a 

compromise: two of the stevedoring companies were opposed to 

recognising the union. (37) On the other hand the union 

accepted observer status because, in line with the union's 

policy, 'observer status places squarely on the shoulders of the 

wotkets of the union, and not the officials of the union, the 

responsibility fat negotating with and, in general, confronting 

their bosses'. (38) The union also preferred reference to the 

'representative union' rather than the Western Province General 

Workers' Union because it wanted all stevedores (and not only 

union member s) to be able to participate in elections of the 

Committee, and because it believed that it should only be 

entitled to exercise the tights accorded by the constitution to 

the union as long as it remained truly representative. (39) 

In practice, however, the WPGWU gained considerable tights 

ftom the CTSA. Union officials were never refused permission to 

attend meetings where they always had full participation rights. 

In addition it was granted access onto the docks fat collecting 

subscriptions once a month, to hold caucus meetings with 

committee members during working time, permission fat organisers 

to enter stevedores hostels and hold general meetings there, and 

to train stevedores on issues such as health and safety during 

working hours. (40) 

Additional tights were subsequently entrenched by the 

co11111ittee. It negotiated a series of Procedures with the CTSA. 

These were Gtievance 1 Disciplinary and Dismissal Procedures as 

well as Lay-off and Retrenchment Procedures. A particular 
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achievement at the time was the Lay-off and Retrenchement 

Procedure which specified that lay-offs would be applied in 

preference to retrenchment. A system of unpaid long leave with 

guaranteed re-employment was instituted with an additional 

mechanism of cycling employees through two week periods of 

unpaid leave should the demand for labour drop below the supply 

reduced by voluntary lay-offs. Retrenchement would work on the 

principle of -last in first out' with one month's notice to 

retrenched workers. Before serving notice on retrenched workers 

the Committee has the right to negotiate with management in order 

to -minimise the effects of any intended retrenchment'. (41) 

In subsequent years the wages and working conditions of 

stevedores were improved considerably through negotations by the 

union and the Stevedores Committee. The number of stevedores in 

employment also fell, but this was almost entirely due to the 

switch to containerisation in Cape Town harbour. The union also 

expanded its organisation of stevedores after 1980 to all the 

major urban harbours in South Africa thereby building its power 

base firmly in the transport industry. 

The WPGWU also used the recognition of the CiSC by the CTSA 

as a powerful argument against the registration of independent 

unions. It could point out that it had effectively gained 

recognition from management as an unregistered union and had 

ensured ttiat workers' control was retained in the Stevedores 

Committee. (42) This issue, which relates to both the union's 

strategies for power and democracy in the union, is considered 

below. Before that the organisational level which the WPGWU had 

attained by t he end of 1979 is sketched out. 
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7. The WPGWU in December 1979 

At the end of 1979 the WPGWU had an effective membership of 

3000 although it had a claimed membership of 8000. By effective 

membership was meant signed up members who were ptopetly 

organised and ·not mete card-holdets of the union. In spite of 

making cons i derable headway in organising Coloured stevedores 

with all 200 of them becoming members, the union did not tectuit 

many Coloured workers. Of the total of 3000 otganised members 

only about 275 were Coloured wotkets. (43) Paid up membership 

during 1979 was also extremely low with only about 180 members, 

or 6% of the effective membership, paying monthly subscriptions 

on average ovet the year. 

There were two reasons that accounted for the union's low 

paid up membership figures. The first was that it did not have 

any check-of f facilities and thus collected subsctiptions by 

hand. Although the union was sttongly committed to collecting 

workers' subscriptions directly, this inevitably resulted in 

lower paid up membership than would have been the case with 

check-off facilities. The second, and mote important reason, 

was that t he union was very successful in raising funds ftom 

international bodies which obviated the need fat it to rely on 

workers' subscriptions as a source of revenue. 

Table 1 provides an indication of the extent to which the 

WPGWU was successful in taising funds ftom external sources. In 

1973 and 1974 all the donations, which came to the union via the 

Wages Commi ssion of the University of Cape Town, amounted to 

Rl800 in 1973 and R4000 in 1974. From 1975 onwards the union 

raised money from overseas trade unions through contact with the 

ICFTU. In 1975 and 1976 the amounts were still relatively 

small. In 1975 at least R3267 was raised and in 1976 at least 

R5649 from t he ICFTU by means of a Joint Fund-raising Committee 
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with the IAS in Johannesburg and the IIE in Durban which all 

applied joi ntly for funds from British and West European trade 

unions. In 1977 the sum raised overseas increased to Rl9678, 

but it was in the following two years that fund-raising in the 

WPGWU rose dramatically to Rl05000 in 1978 and R81000 in 1979. 

These enormous sums of money were raised in order to beat the 

provisions of the Fund-Raising Act of 1978 before they came into 

operation. The Act was aimed at prohibiting the collection of 

funds from i nside and outside the country unless the organisation 

was authori sed to do so as a registered welfare organisation or 

similar insti tution. 

The success of the union in raising international donations, 

meant that workers' subscriptions remained a small proportion of 

total union expenditure from its foundation in 1973 up to 1979. 

As Table 1 demonstrates, for the first four years subscriptions 

ranged between 12 and 18 per cent of total expenditure. Then, 

from 1977 to 1979, it dropped sharply to constitute only 4 to 6 

per cent of total expenditure in the union. Even as a 

proportion of salaries alone, workers' subscriptions averaged 

only 10 per cent on average during this period. 

Because workers' subscriptions constituted such a small 

proportion of the union's salaries one of the mechanisms through 

which workers' control could potentially have been imposed on 

union organisers, namely through their money paying the 

organisers' wages, was not available to the workers in the WPGWU 

up to 1979. The union realised that it was unhealthy for it to 

be so dependent on international funding and as from 1980 it 

commenced t o take the raising of workers' subscriptions far more 

seriously. (44) 
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1973 
1974 
1975 
1976 
1977 
1978 
1979 

1973 
1974 
1975 
1976 
1977 
1978 
1979 

Sources: 
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Table 1 

Annual Income and Expenditure of WPGWU 1973-79 
Selected Variables 

INCOME EXPENDITURE 
Subsctip- Donations 
ti ons 

Salaries Travel Salaries Total 
gratui- Transport + Expen­
ties Transport ditute 

236 
519 

1108 
902 
680 
909 

1609 

1800 1275 n.a. 
4060 2070 n.a. 
3267 3910 n.a. 
5649 4746 345 

19678 5872 1733 
105196 9796 3392 
80834 17168 6933 

Subscriptions as Percentage of: 
Salaries 

19 
25 
28 
19 
12 

9 
9 

- 2000 
- 4060 - 4615 

5091 5907 
7605 10687 

13188 22201 
24101 35994 

Salaries Total 
+ Ex pen-

Transport diture 

18 
9 
7 
7 

12 
13 
18 
15 
6 
4 
5 

Financial Reports to Board of Trustees, 
Financial Statements to Controlling Committee, 
Audited Annual Financial Statements fot 1977-80. 

Notes to Tabl e 1 
1. 1973 is for the period Febr 1973 to Jan 1974. 
2. Donations and Total Expenditure are estimates fot 1973. 

They at e based on salary and tent calculations. 
3. Subscript ions for 1974 is extrapolated from July to Dec 1974 

which was R259,25. 
4. Donations and Total Expenditure for 1974 based on an 

applicat ion for funds by the Board of Trustees to Wages 
Commiss ion. 

5. Salaries for 1974 an extrapolation from three months' salary 
in 1974 . 

6. Salaries fot 1975 an extrapolation of seven months' salary in 
1975. 

7. Total Expenditure fot the period July 1974 to Sept 1975. 

The WPGWU had seventeen factory conrnittees which were deemed 

to be sufficiently organised to be represented on the Controlling 

Conrnittee by the end of 1979. A factory was considered to be 

sufficiently organised to be on the CC when more than half of the 

African workers in the factory had been signed up and some 
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subscriptions were being raised. The WPGWU officials considered 

a factory to be well organised when at least half of the workers 

in the facto ry had been signed on as members, if the members had 

elected a factory committee which was attending training 

meetings, if the corrmittee regularly held general meetings of its 

factory members and if its Controlling Committee delegates 

regularly at tended meetings. By these criteria no less than 

fourteen of the seventeen factories represented on the 

Controlling Corrmittee at the end of 1979 were deemed to be well 

organised by Di Cooper, a union organiser. (45) 

At that time the union was employing four full time 

organisers as well as two education officers who were effectively 

operating as organisers as well. The education officers 

concentrated on training factory committees in preparation for 

meetings wi t h management. The training thus built up the 

organisatinal strength of the factory committees. In addition 

to that the union relied heavily on volunteers in 1979. These 

were union members who organised workers over the weekends and in 

the evenings , a task which they did with considerable success. 

The general nature of the union was still very much in 

evidence at the end of 1979. Of the seventeen factory 

committees represented on the Controlling Committee four were 

from the meat industry, three each were in stevedoring, 

engineering and in construction, two in textile companies, and 

one each in the chemical industry and the public sector (ESCOM). 

Whereas the union still had a reasonably strong but waning base 

in engineeri ng and construction, its greatest strength at the end 

of 1979 was with the Cape Town stevedores with the meat industry 

with considerable strength and making rapid further advances. 

The followi ng year was however to see the complete demise of the 
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union's organisation in the meat industry as all its Aftican meat 

wotkets came out in the fitst solidarity sttike by the 

independent unions and wete all dismissed as a result. On the 

othet hand t he union consolidated and extended its organisation 

of stevedores to the othet major hatbout cities in the country. 

Having presented the WPGWU's history ftom its origin in 1973 

to the end of 1979, it remains to analyse the union's strategies 

fot powet and the level of internal democracy it had attained 

ovet this per iod. 

8. Democracy and Strategies for Power in the WPGWU 

8.1 Structural Transformation: Democratic Workers' Control and 
White Intellectuals 

The extent to which the WPGWU had succeeded in establishing 

democratic wotkets' control in the union and its strategies to 

enhance its powet wete so intettelated that they ate considered 

together. Because the details have .been spelled out in the 

exposition above, only btoad themes ate discussed and enalysed in 

this section . 

The fou nders of the Western Province Wotkets' Advice Buteau, 

fotetunner t o the Western Province Workers' General Wotkets' 

Union, did have the intention of creating an organisation that 

would eventually be controlled democratically by its wotket 

members. When it was started its structures and policy wete 

firmly in t he hands of White intellectuals in the movement. 

Although fotmet SACTU officials and members played an important 

patt in ga i ning workers' support and recruiting them into the 

Advice Buteau, the determination of the structure and policy of 

the Advice Bureau as well as its finance, administration and 

organisational strategies were controlled by the White 

intellectual s . Zota Mehlomakulu, genet a 1 sect etar y and 

organ i set , however had cons i det ab 1 e say ovet at gani sati ona 1 
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issues. 

Ftom t he outset in 1973 the Advice Buteau sought to lay the 

foundations on which meaningful wotket participation could be 

built. Rig ht ftom the start there was a general conviction that 

it had to be based on factory committees whose members were 

elected by the wotkets and who wete to be kept accountable to 

wotkets by means of general factory meetings. Because of the 

repressive political circumstances prevailing at the time, the 

factory committees took the fotm of statut-0ty works corrrnittees 

which wete democratic in fotm and allowed fat democratic 

practices as well. In addition to the committees the union also 

placed a great emphasis on participation of the tank and file in 

shopfloot or ganisation. It achieved this by holding general 

meetings of all the members of each organised factory on a 

monthly basi s , as Dave Lewis explained. 

The str ucture of the union doesn't actually start with 
factory committees, it starts with the general, so 
called, the tank and file. Thete is an incredibly 
strong accent in the union on general factory meetings. 
(46) 

Throughout the period undet consideration in this thesis, 

and in subsequent years, the WPGWU did not deviate ftom its 

policy of t rying to build its strength on democratic worker 

participation through factory committees. The Advice Buteau 

initially made fairly rapid progress in organising enterprises 

and establi shing works committees. Within two years of being 

founded the leadership of the Advice Buteau believed that 

organisation at the workplace was sufficiently strong to 

ttansfotm the organisation into a worker controlled movement. 

After · intensive discussions amongnst the intellectuals in 

the Advice Buteau it was decided to create a General Wotkets' 

Council consisting of elected delegates ftom each of the 

organised factories. In the minds of its founders, the Council 
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would not confine itself to workplace issues, but take up issues 

affecting othet aspects of the workers' lives as well. Although 

the factori es elected delegates and the Wotkets' Council met 

three times up to May 1975, the movement did not get off the 

ground fot reasons that never became very cleat. The two most 

probable reasons were either that the factory committees were not 

yet well enough established to take control of the movement ot 

that worker s felt it was not appropriate at that stage to start 

an organisati on that was foreseen to play a mote direct political 

tole. 

The second attempt to transform the structures of the Advice 

Buteau into a democratically worker-controlled organisation 

commenced i n 1976 and was successfully brought to completion in 

1977. On t his occasion it was envisaged to create a Controlling 

Committee consisting of two representatives ftom each of the 

entetptises elected at general meetings of the -entetptises. 

Control of the central affairs of the Advice Buteau would be 

placed in the hands of the Controlling Corrmittee. Structurally 

there was not any difference between the Controlling Committee 

and the General Workers' Council, but politically the Controlling 

Committee wa s expected to concentrate on workplace issues fot the 

time being. 

Except fot the interruptions created by the stay-away, 

political turmoil and state harassment of the Advice Buteau late 

in 1976, t he Controlling Committee was successfully launched in 

1977 with control constitutionally firmly placed in the 

Committee's hands. Thus within fout years of being founded the 

Advice Buteau had successfully transformed itself into a movement 

in which control of the organisation was formally and 

structurally placed in the hands of elected wotket 
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representatives. This did not however mean that they actually 

exercised control in practice. Thete wete many reasons why 

control did not reside exclusively ot even mainly in their hands. 

One of the reasons lay in the fact that the Controlling 

Committee could initially consist of any two representatives ftom 

an enterpr i se. As a result wotkets frequently chose 

teptesentati ves who were not on the factory committees in otdet 

to share out responsibilities between the workers. However, the 

result was t hat such representatives wete unable to participate 

meaningfully in the affairs of the Controlling Committee because 

they lacked the experience and knowledge to do so. The 

unintended conse.quence of this attempt to appt oximate a fot m of 

participatory democracy was to reduce democracy because mote 

influence was thereby placed in the hands of knowedgeable and 

experienced organisers. In otdet to overcome this limitation 

the constitution of the WPGWU was amended in about 1979. It 

laid down t hat Controlling Conmittee members had to be factory 

representati ves. They were still elected by general meetings 

of the enterprises, but in practice most general meetings 

followed t he tecorrmendations of the factory committees in 

electing the Controlling Conmittee representatives. (47) 

Another reason why control of the union did not reside in 

the hands of the Controlling Committee was because the union 

decided not to elect an executive committee in otdet to ensure 

direct democratic participation by all the factory delegates. 

However, an unintended consequence of the decision was that the 

control of the union remained in the hands of the intellectuals 

and otganise t s. As John Frankish explained: 

It was initially thought not to have an executive 
because of out experience with an executive in the past. 
It was really an attempt to enforce democracy to prevent 
decisions being taken in isolation. We found that the 
problem is a difficulty finding a balance between 



democracy and leadership. In enforcing this democracy 
the teal leadership in fact remains in the hands of the 
staff because one doesn't have the wotkets with enough 
ongoing knowledge on the day to day activities in otdet 
to really take ovet leadership. (48) 
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In otdet to overcome this problem an Executive Committee of 

seven member s was elected in 1980. It met once a week with 

union officials and was granted administrative, not policy-

making, power s in ordet to deal with ongoing union matters. 

A deeper structural reason why democratic wotkets' control 

could not be implemented in practice in the WPGWU was the socio-

political configuration of its members and officials. At the 

one extreme there wete university-trained intellectuals, all of 

whom wete White up to the end of 1979. They wete few in numbet, 

tanging ftom about ten in the first couple of years down to about 

five ftom mid-1976 onwards. Although none of them could speak 

Xhosa, they were extremely influential. On the othet extreme 

there wete the African members of the WPGU, particularly the 

migrant workers, who had very little ot no education. Not only 

was a large proportion of them illiterate, but many of them wete 

not conversant with English either. 

No systematic survey of the social characteristics of the 

WPGWU's membership has ever been done, but a survey of 211 

African workers in Cape Town conducted by Janet Gtaaff and myself 

during 1975-6 serve to give some indication of the educational 

background of the union's members at the time. The educ at i ona 1 

level of the African workers surveyed in the sample was found to 

vaty with t he legal status, and hence social background, of the 

wotkets. Half the African wotkets who were botn and raised in 

Cape Town (those with section lO(l)(a) tights undet the Bantu 

(now Black) (Urban Areas) Consolidation Act) had schooling up to 

ot less than the end of ptimaty school (standard 5), while half 

the Africans not born in Cape Town, but who had been in 
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continuous employment in Cape· Town fot at least ten yeats (those 

with Section lO(l)(b) tights) had received less than ot up to a 

standard 3 education, whereas half the migrant wotkets had less 

than or up to fout years education at most, a level that is 

generally not considered sufficient to ensure literacy. 

Futthetmote almost a thitd of the migrant wotkets had in fact 

received no formal education at all. (49) 

Between these two extremities wete a small handful of 

African leaders who had former direct trade union and political 

experience. Initially only one of them, Zota Mehlomakulu, was 

openly involved and employed by the Advice Buteau as general 

secretary and organiser while the others kept an informal contact 

with the uni on. Mehlomakulu was influential from the start in 

organisational issues of the Advice Buteau. Ftom 1975 onwards 

othet African leaders emerged in the union. Some of them, 

notably Alpheus Ndude and Reverend Marawu, were recruited ftom 

outside while othets such as Wilson Sidina and Storey Mazwembe 

rose from t he tanks of the wotkets. These African leaders 

themselves came to play the tole of intellectuals in the 

organisation. They thetefote tempered the influence of White 

intellectual s to some extent. 

In spi t e of the socio-political composition of the Advice 

Buteau, the White intellectuals did not have untestticed power 

and influence in the organisation. This was not only because 

of the presence of experienced African leadership in the union, 

but also because the tank and file wotkets often had considerable 

political and economic awareness as well as a keen sense of what 

was in the i t interest. White intellectuals wete thetefote 

constrained by the tank and file to act in the wotkets' 

interests. In spite of these constraints thete were still 
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certain fea t ures of the social composition of the union that 

tended to place a disproportionate amount of influence in the 

hands of the White intellectuals. 

Firstly , the vast difference in educational levels linked 

with the l ack of comprehension and literacy in English on the 

part of most African migrant wotkets placed the wotkets in a very 

dependent si t uation vis-a-vis the intellectuals in the movement. 

The workers had to rely on the intellectuals to inform them what 

their legal tights were in terms of the Bantu Labour Relations 

Regulation Act, how the industrial relations system operated in 

South Africa, and the most apptoptiate organisational strategy 

to adopt. The way in which the intellectuals chose to explain 

these issues crucially affected the decision subsequently made by 

wotkets. Even when the Controlling Committee came into 

operation in 1977 and many of the elected wotket representatives 

had by then gained considerable experience and knowledge ftom 

their yeats of involvement in the Advice Buteau, the 

intellectuals still inadvertently dominated the policy decisions 

taken by the ColTITlittee. How this could happen was explained by 

the general secretary of the WPGWU since 1978, Dave Lewis, as 

follows in 1983 wh~n the problem of intellectual domination still 

existed in t he Controlling Corrm t ttee: 

Basical ly I suppose it would still be relatively easy, 
definitely not as easy as it was in the past, but it 
still i s within the realm of possibility fot someone 
even to use a tone of voice, a cynical sort of attitude, 
that wi l l very heavily influence certain people... If 
you wan t to take a vote on the Controlling Committee, a 
kind of dismissive and cynical tone of voice, an 
accentuation of certain facts and leaving out others, 
can determine the issue. (50) 

Secondly, the socio-political conditions prevailing in the 

country in which Whites were the dominant ltuling group and 

Africans the dominated oppressed group had definite consequences 

fot the union. African workers had been socialised in such a 
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society to assume positions and toles of subordination to Whites. 

There was a tendency fot them to do so in the union as well and 

cede to the White intellectuals key controlling toles in the 

organisation. In the final instance, according to Dave Lewis, 

the problem was really a political one: 

The underlying structural problem is a huge political 
problem, the problem of the oppressed not often being 
involved in decision-making and to facilitate a 
situation where they know that it is theit tight to 
actually take the final decision. That is really the 
problem, it is not the tole of Whites ot the tole of 
intellectuals. (51) 

Lewis thus perceived the toots of the problem to reduce the 

influence of intellectuals and increase the wotkets' teal control 

of the union as political. He was however also of the opinion 

that the WPGWU faced an ittesolvable problem although there was a 

legitimate tole fot White intellectuals in the union: 

I used to believe naively that we're going to teach the 
level whete we eliminated intellectuals ftom the 
organisation. I don't think we'll evet be entirely 
successful because we'll never remove that kind of 
contradiction in society. I am not sure the 
elimination of intellectuals is desirable either. I 
don't think the tole of university-based White 
intellectuals is illegitimate in the struggle, but its 
got to be treated as a contradiction. There has been a 
tendency amongst some unions whete there ate Whites 
involved to say we ate a non-racial union, thetefote it 
is not a question. Anybody who says that is crazy. I 
think it is a question whether one likes it ot not. (52) 

But the dominant tole of White intellectuals when the Advice 

Buteau was started became mote testticted and shared by others as 

the organisation progressed. Besides the stt uctut al 

transformation of the union in which final decision-making in 

terms of the vote was placed in the hands of wotket 

representatives, the structures and practices of the union also 

allowed wotket leadership to emerge ftom the tank and file. 

Often some of the stronger wotket leaders would end up as 

organisers having either been victimised ot dtawn out of their 
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factories to assist the union in a mote full-time capacity. 

This was the case with organisers such as Daniel Thebe, Storey 

Mazwembe and Wilson Sidina, a former employee of Gearing 

Foundries. The experience and training of such organisers as 

well as worker leaders in the factories, led them to express 

their views and argue over their differences of opinion with the 

intellectuals with increaasing vigour. 

An aspect of union organisation in which intellectuals did 

not dominate was in the relationship between factory co11J11ittees 

and management. (53) Furthermore, the independence and strength 

of these committees, particularly in the stevedoring and meat 

industries, brought worker leaders into the Controlling Committee 

who operated from their own power base and were consequently mote 

assertive i n arguing their differences of opinion with the 

intellectual s . Thus although the intellectuals remained very 

influential in the WPGWU up to the end of 1979, they were 

operating wi t hin constraints set by the structures, practices and 

people devel oped in and through the union. 

· rn addition, there was an awareness in the union, 

especially on the part of White intellectuals, of their dominant 

tole in the union. According to Frankish, the union tried to 

overcome th i s domination by consistently adopting the policy 

that, if there were more than one way of doing something within 

the union, the method that would strengthen democracy and 

increase wor kers' control would be adopted. (54) This approach 

accounted fo r the union's policy on recognition and registration. 

8.2 Recognit i on and Registration 

The es sence of the WPGWU 1 s strategy for power was to attain 

it by means of democratic worker participation on the shopfloor. 

Although the two objectives of power and democracy essentially 



576 

reinforced each other, there were certain strategic areas in 

which they had to be played off against each other. In such 

cases the union tended to place too much emphasis on democratic 

workers control, at times almost fetishising democracy above all 

else, and consequently ended up weakening rather than 

strengthening itself. This happened with regard to the union's 

recognition and registration policies. 

The union's recognition policy as it existed at the end of 

1979 grew out of its initial policy to form statutory works 

commit tees. Only elected worker representatives could serve on 

these plant-based committees and negotiate with management. 

Union organisers were thus always excluded from negotiations with 

management. This legal restriction had the effect of 

democratising and strengthening the union at the shopfloor level. 

Workers, who were elected as representatives onto the committees, 

could mote easily be kept accountable to the tank and file 

because of their daily contact with each othet on the shopfloor. 

At the same time the worker representatives had to develop 

sufficient courage, knowledge and expertise with which to face 

management across the negotiating table. 

This practice was gradually raised to a principle in the 

WPGWU. The principle was that the union wanted management to 

perceive clearly that the union was controlled by workers and 

that organisers were not allowed to usurp the tole of negotiation 

which was deemed to be the exclusive preserve of wotket 

representatives in the union: 

Management must see at every step along the way that the 
union to which the workers belong is controlled by the 
workers themselves... In other words a demand for 
recognition must always be governed by one overriding 
principle, namely: it is never the function of union 
officials to negotiate for the workers; it is never the 
function of the union secretariat or bureaucracy to 
substitute itself for the workers~ - Rather, the function 



of the union officials is to ensure that the wotkets 
possess the necessary 'skills' and self-confidence to 
face management themselves. (55) 
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As a result, the union's approach was generally to get 

management to recognise a workers' corrmittee elected under the 

auspices of the union, and not recognition of the union as such: 

This intial approach consists in demanding of management 
that they recognise the workers' democratically elected 
committee, a corrmittee elected under the auspices of the 
union. (56) 

Such an approach towards recognition the WPGWU placed 

workers' representatives completely in charge of negotiations 

with management. Since the representatives were drawn from the 

shop floor t hey could be kept accountable mote easily and 

thoroughly t han could union officials. Thus the union's policy 

was designed to optimise democratic workers' control in shopfloot 

negotiations with management. However the practice of excluding 

organisers from negotiating with the workers' committees weakened 

the union's bargaining power. This was because the organisers 

were mote i ndependent than worker representatives who could 

always potentially be victimised and organisers usually had 

greater experience and expertise than workers. As organisers 

they had t he time and indeed the responsibility to prepare 

themselves mote thoroughly to face management than workers could. 

In 1983 Da ve Lewis was of the opinion that the presence of 

organisers did sometimes strengthen the union's bargaining 

position. He explained why this was the case as follows: 

Sometimes bargaining is very complex and officials ate 
in a pos i tion to provide a broader perspective, broader 
arguments , gather research material and all that sort of 
thing. (57) 

An ana lysis of the minutes of a meeting between the 

Stevedores Committee and the Stevedores Association bore this out 

as well. The finding was that, while the organisers attending 

the meeting spoke only about a quartet the number of times that 
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Corrmittee members spoke, their points were mote penetrating than 

those of the Committee members. (58) 

The WPGWU's intensive corrmitment to democratic wotkets' 

control of the union also led it to adopt a very fitm stance 

against regi stration. The union expressed this very clearly: 

Out pri ncipal reason fat rejecting registration lies in 
out uncompromising corrmitment to workers control, to 
internal democracy within out union. We ate convinced 
that the requirements fat registration presuppose that 
the wot kets voluntarily relinquish exclusive control 
over the it unions. (59) 

It was not only the union's corrmitment to democracy that 

made it oppose registration. There was also hostility ftom tank 

and file union members who had a deep mistrust of registering 

their union with the state. The toots of some of this 

suspicion l ay with workers' fotmet experiences with the 

Department of Labour which tried to foist registered liaison 

committees onto them. (60) 

After t he Wiehahn Commission Report and amending legislation 

had been passed the WPGWU released a memorandum on 22 October 

1979 in whic h it came out strongly against registration. In the 

memorandum i t argued that the independent unions' strength was 

based on their democratic practices, but this strength would be 

undermined by registering: 

The unusual strength of the unregistered unions ••• tests 
precisely in the democratic functioning of the unions; 
it tests precisely on the fact that out unions ate 
controll ed by the workers. (61) 

By regi stration we will be precisely compelled to give 
up that factor which has accounted for out success to 
date, namely out organised strength in each factory. 
(62) (Emphasis in the original) 

In the memorandum the WPGWU however seriously overestimated 

the control s which the state would be able to impose on unions 

that registered. Among the 'mote blatant' of the 'web of 

control and supervision' the union included the Industrial Court, 
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'financial conttols, possible vetoing of election and appointment 

of office beatets and officials, etc.', (63) none of which 

subsequently matetialised. It has been contended that it was 

precisely because of the opposition to registration on the patt 

of the WPGWU and othet independent unions that the state did not 

impose such rigid controls. The atgument however overlooks the 

tole of othet actots in the field and seems to have been based on 

reading mote into the law than was actually there. 

After meeting with other independent unions on 3 Novembet 

1979 in Johannesburg and being challenged by FOSATU that it had 

exaggerated the controls inherent in tegisttation, the WPGWU 

added an 'Additional Comment' to its memorandum in which it came 

to the con1.l usion that 

it appears to be genetally agteed that the teal conttols 
in the entite industtial telations system ate contained 
in patticipating in the Industrial Councils themselves. 
(64) 

Although the union held sttong views on the disadvantages of 

enteting industrial councils, it did not advance any atguments in 

the memorandum ot 'Additional Comment' on why ot how democratic 

wotkets' con t rol of the independent unions would be undetmined in 

industrial councils. The atgument that it did advance, howevet, 

was that t he unions would weaken theit batgaining sttength on 

industtial councils: 

What wi l l we have to give in tetutn fot a seat on the 
Industti al Council? No less than out strength. 
(65) 
It forc es us into a ptesctibed round of bargaining at 
the level of the total industry - i.e., at a level at 
which the bosses ate 100% organised and yet at which the 
black un i ons ate very weak. (66) 

The metits and demerits of tegisttation were extensively 

debated between the WPGWU and others in the pages of the South 

African Labour Bulletin. (67) They will therefote not be gone 

into hete except to analyse the implications of the argument of 
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the WPGWU for union democracy and power. 

While the WPGWU was correct in identifying its strength in 

active worker participation in the workplace as well as 

democratic workers' control of the union, it made a mistake in 

casting the debate on registration exclusively in terms of 

maintaining i nternal democracy and workers' control in the union. 

By focussin g so heavily on democracy it tended to obscure other 

objectives of the independent unions, such as attaining greater 

power, and ignored other strategies through which unions could 

potentially gain power, such as using legal concessions by the 

state. The controls on democracy in the unions which 

registration would bring wete also completely exaggerated. The 

result was t hat the WPGWU could therefore not properly evaluate 

the advantages and disadvantages of registering in terms of the 

different goals it held as an independent union. 

Further more, even though the WPGWU did argue that the unions 

would be weakened by joining industrial councils, how 

registration would effect the overall strength of the unions was 

not considered. There was also the assumption that the 

independent unions would be the weaker party in all industrial 

councils they may end up joining if they were to register. 

While this certainly was the case with the industrial council in 

the engineer i ng industry, this was not necessarily the case with 

many of the smaller regional and local industrial councils. It 

was within t he power of some independent unions to dominate these 

smaller industrial councils and potentially use them to their own 

advantage. 

The WPGWU also obfuscated and even hid the tole of 

leadership and, in particular, of intellectual leadership, in the 

unions even though it was not their intention to do so. While 
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its aim in opposing registration was precisely to prevent the 

domination of the independent unions by experts, it gave the 

impression t hat the independent unions had all established 

democratic workers control. This was however not the case as 

most of t hem were either still heavily influenced by 

intellectuals ot, as in the case of the Consultative Committee 

unions, contr olled by their secretaries and executive committees. 

The difficult challenge of finding a balance between democracy 

and intellectual leadership in the independent unions was 

therefore not addressed and assumed to be unproblematic. 

Problems Organising Coloured Workers and being a General Union 

As a uni on coll1llitted to non-racialism the WPGWU did not only 

have to face the question of the tole of White intellectuals in 

the movement, but also grapple with the problem of organising 

Coloured wor kers successfully. At the outset the Advice 

Bureau's strategy of organising statutory works committees had 

excluded the possibility of organising Coloured workers. 

Although the strategy was justifiable as a way of overcoming 

African workers' fears of trade unionism, it severely inhibited 

the Advice Bureau's ability to build itself into a powerful 

working class organisation with a united African and Coloured 

base. The exclusion of Coloured workers considerably weakened 

the potential power base of the union since they formed a 

majority of workers in the Cape Peninsula (49% in 1970) while 

African workers constituted a relatively small minority (14% in 

1970). The growth potential and therefore strength of the 

Advice Bureau was thus severely hampered. Management was also 

able to play off Coloured workers against Africans by replacing 

militant African with Coloured workers as happened after the go-

slow at Mastertreads. Such action c1early weakened the Advice 
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Buteau. It was also mote difficult later on fot the union to 

recruit and organise Coloured workers and foster solidarity 

between them and African workers. United black working class 

action was subsequently hatdet to obtain. 

The WPGWU thus did not make much headway in organising 

Coloured workers up to 1979. Coloured membership at the end of 

1979 was less than 300 out of an effective membership of about 

3000. The external factors which contributed to the union's 

lack of progress on this ftont were, according to the general 

secretary of the WPGWU, firstly, a 'grotesque' understanding of 

trade unioni sm which TUCSA unions had imbued in Coloured workers. 

Through many decades of operation in the Western Cape the TUCSA 

unions had instilled a cynical attitude in Coloured workers 

towards trade unionism in which they viewed unions merely as 

benefit soc ieties without developing any notion of shopfloor 

struggle on t heir patt. Secondly, in two of the industries in 

which the WPGWU had established a strong presence, namely 

engineering and construction, Coloured employees were artisans 

and in supervisory positions and therefore removed ftom African 

workers in t he labour process. On the other hand the industries 

which had l arge concentrations of unskilled Coloured 1 about et s 

were either already organised by a progressive union, as was the 

case in the food industry, or were captive to TU CSA unions 

through closed shop provisions as was the case in the textile and 

garment industries. (68) 

This ar gument does, however, beg the question why othet 

independent unions, namely the Food and Canning Wotkets' Union, 

the Nationa l Union of Motor and Rubber Wotkets of South Africa, 

and the Cape Town Municipal Wotkets' Association were 

successfully organising Coloured wotkets during the 1970s. In 
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part this could be explained by the nature of the unskilled 

Coloured workers which the WPGWU was trying to organise. Many 

of them wer e casual labourers with a high labour turnover. 

Their lack of stability thus did not make them suitable fot 

unionisation. (69) 

Another reason was however the fact that the WPGWU was an 

African union and that African workers were unsure about the 

wisdom of or ganising Coloured workers into the union. The 

reason fot th i s was explained by Lewis: 

There is a problem of the relationship between African 
and Coloured wotkets which I would say is something that 
has broken down a little bit over the last couple of 
years since 1976, but still to this day African workers 
really believe that Coloured workers ate actually 
unreliabl e. You know, that when the chips ate really 
down, they're not going to stand with them. And there 
is evidence of that in the past. (70) 

In additi on to that the African membership imbued the union 

with an Afti can culture. The most obvious aspect thereof was 

that Xhosa was the predominant language in the union. Coloured 

workers, especially while they were strongly outnumbered, would 

therefore feel like strangers in the union. Thus although the 

WPGWU was a non-racial union corrmitted to organising all workers 

regardless of race, in practice the schisms between the 

population gr oups which had been exacerbated by the state proved 

difficult to weld together in the shott run. The initial 

decision by the union not to organise Coloured workers thetefote 

proved difficult to rectify subsequently and left the union with 

a smaller and weaker base. 

A final aspect of the WPGWU's otganisational strategy to 

considet with tegatds to building up a power base is the fact 

that it became a genetal, tathet than industtial, union. Ftom 

the outset it adopted a policy of organising all wotkets who 

apptoached t he union regatdless of the industty or enterprise 
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which the wotkets came ftom. Similarly the organisers 

approached pl ants on a random basis, organising workers whetevet 

it could establish suitable contacts. Dave Lewis described the 

problem as fo l lows: 

One of t he problems is the potenial tendency towards 
randomness in organising. You know, when you ate a 
general workers' union you accept any members. 
Accepting any members is fine, organising any members is 
another st ory alltogethet. And there was and still is a 
little bi t of a tendency to do that: 'Ah, there's a big 
factory, we'll go and grab that', when it actually makes 
very littl e sense in terms of the general make-up of the 
union to i n fact go for such a factory. (71) 

This approach on the patt of the union prevented it from 

building up and consolidating its strength in strategically 

chosen industr ies in Cape Town. Instead, the strength of the 

union advanced and receded in diverse industries over time. 

Soon after t he Advice Buteau was founded it showed most progress 

in engineering, financial and security firms as well as 

hospitals. (72) However, over the next few years the financial 

and security firms and hospitals fell away so that by 1978 the 

union had advanced most in the engineering and construction 

industries. By the end of 1979 these two industries started 

receding and, instead, the union had rapidly gained ground in 

stevedoring and meat firms. 

The strategy of establishing a general union thus made the 

WPGWU end up as a less powerful organisation than it most 

probably could have been if it had concentrated on organising 

strategic enterprises in a limited number of industries. 

Because workers in different industries also faced quite diverse 

working conditions it is also not clear that the formation of a 

general uni on created greater solidarity than a federation of 

industrial unions would have done. However, the WPGWU did 

succeed in establishing sound democratic work place organisation 

whetevet it did take root. 
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Part 5 

Synthesis and Conclusions 

Introduction 

In Part Five the empirical and theoretical findings of the 

thesis are drawn together. It commences with a summary of the 

history of the independent unions during the 1970s by 

synthesizing the experiences of the different union groupings 

presented in detail in Parts Two to Four. -It thereupon analysis 

the union groupings' strategies for power on a comparative basis 

and proceeds with an examination of the democratisation process 

within the unions. 

The fin al chapter contains the conclusions of the thesis. 

It is done by presenting the major findings of the thesis and 

analysing the extent to which they challenge, modify or confirm 

the sociologi cal theories presented in the thesis. Finally, the 

political significance of the activities of the independent 

unions is assessed. 



Chapter 12 

Historical Synthesis and Union Strategies for Po~er 

1. Development of the Inpendent Trade Unions in the 1970's 

1.1 Origins and Formation 
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Although the independent trade union groups were started 

under circumstances unique to each group, the ones considered in 

the thesis all had four broad themes in common. These were, 

firstly, that they all started as organisations other than trade 

unions for fear of state repression. In this 'survival era' the 

organisations that emerged as forerunners of the independent 

unions were the General Factory Workers Benefit Fund (GFWBF) and 

Central Administration Services (CAS) in Durban, the Urban 

Training Project (UTP) and Industrial Aid Society (!AS) in 

Johannesburg, and the Western Province Workers' Advice Bureau 

(WPWAB) in Cape Town. 

Secondly, the initiative for the formation of the unions 

came primarily from intellectuals outside the ranks of the Black 

working class although this was done in conjunction with African 

trade unionists or former trade unionists: the GFWBF was founded 

by officials from some registered trade unions and Wages 

Commission students. Subsequently some SACTU supporters 

assisted in t he formation of the unions. The WPWAB and IAS were 

founded mai nly by Wages Commission students in conjunction with 

former SACTU trade unionists, and the UTP by ex-TUCSA trade 

unionists. The leadership of the incipient unions was initially 

in the hands of the intellectuals who were mainly White. 

Thirdly , the incipient organisations all relied heavily on 

internationa l funding. The major financial donors were European 

trade union centres, the International Confederation of Free 
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Trade Unions ( ICFTU), and the International Trade Secretariats, 

but European religious organisations also made contributions. 

Although the union groupings generally strove to be as 

financially self-reliant as possible through worker 

subscriptions , they all remained heavily dependent on 

international funding throughout the 1970s. Even as late as 

1979 FOSATU relied for 60-70% of its revenue on international 

trade unions, principally the ICFTU. However, in spite of the 

extensive rel i ance on the international trade union movement, the 

independent unions astutely avoided any control of their 

organisations by the funding bodies. This was facilitated by 

the fact tha t the donors made no concerted effort to control the 

unions. 

Fourthly , the founders of the independent union movement had 

in common that they were committed to forging democratic trade 

unions. Th e leaders however held different conceptions of 

democracy wh i ch resulted in dissimilar practices in the union 

groupings. 

There were also ideological divisions between the union 

groupings. TUACC (Na ta 1 ) , IAS and WPWAB were non-racial and 

progressive i n orientation while the UTP was reformist and 

committed to African leadership of the unions. Ideological 

differences combined with variations between the regions also led 

to different forms of unions developing. WPWAB became committed 

to general unionism while all the other centres developed 

industrial un ions although there was initially strong support in 

the IAS for a general union. 

1.2 Initial Or ganisational Experiences 

The ini t ial organisational experiences of the independent 
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union groupi ngs varied quite markedly from each other. This 

was due to the disparate conditions facing the unions in 

different regions and also distinctions between the founding 

bodies. 

Durban was most markedly unlike the other industrial 

centres. The strike waves of 1973 and 1974 gave rise to high 

worker consci ousness and militancy with the result that African 

workers poured into the newly formed unions. Consequently union 

membership in Durban grew rapidly. By June 1974, only eighteen 

months after after the Durban strikes had commenced, the GFWBF 

membership stood at 22 000 while signed up membership of the four 

unions found ed by then had risen to over 10 000. These bodies 

had grouped t hemselves together in the Trade Union Advisory and 

Co-ordinating Council (TUACC). The unions were also adopting 

organisationa l strategies of signing on masses of members without 

consolidating their organisation at the workplaces. The unions 

had an earl y breakthrough with management when Smith & Nephew 

signed a recognition agreement jointly with the NUTW and the 

registered TWIU in June 1974 after a successful strike in 

November 1973. 

In Cape Town and the Witwatersrand there were no equivalent 

strike waves and membership of the organisations progressed much 

more slowly. African workers' fears that joining trade unions 

would automa t ically entail state repression in the light of 

previous exper iences, had to be overcome first. 

There were also varied experiences between 

organisations that both operated in the Witwatersrand. 

the two 

The UTP 

was started about three years before the IAS and in a relatively 

short time i t had revived two African unions, was servicing 

another, and had helped African workers to establish seven new 

unions. Th us it was servicing no less than ten African unions 
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by the end of 1975. These unions had grouped themselves 

together into an ad hoc body, the Consultative Committee of Black 

Trade Unions (CCOBTU). By contrast, the IAS had only succeeded 

in getting one union, MAWU, off the ground by that time. 

The var i ed experiences of UTP and the IAS were in part due 

to the diffe rences in composition between the two bodies. The 

UTP leadershi p consisted of experienced trade unionists whereas 

the IAS was composed of students and university academics with no 

trade union experiences. The UTP was also oriented towards 

establishing trade unions from the beginning, whereas extensive 

and drawn out debates took place in the IAS before agreement 

could be reached to start an industrial union. The IAS 

commenced its attempts to organise workers in Johannesburg with 

workers who resided in Soweto whereas the UTP was mainly 

organising in the East Rand amongst workers residing in townships 

where there was a stronger working class consciousness. 

1.3 Organisat i onal Strategies of the Unions 

The organisational strategies adopted by the various union 

groupings also differed from each other. This was partly due to 

ideological di stinctions between their leaders, but also because 

of the dissim i lar circumstances facing them in different regions. 

In Cape Town the WPWAB adopted a strategy from the start to 

form statutory works committees and to exert pressure on 

management t o recognise and negotiate with the works committees. 

By assuring Af rican workers that they were enabled by law to form 

works commit t ees and that the law even gave them nominal 

protection against victimisation, the Advice Bureau sought to 

overcome wor kers' fears. The works committees also promoted 

democratic worker participation since the entire committee was 
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elected by African workers. The WPWAB did not insist on 

recognition for itself from management, but of the works 

committee whose representatives and electorate were members of 

the Advice Bu reau. The works committees were therefore not used 

as an alternative to trade union recognition, but as a means of 

building up a general workers' union from the work place upwards 

by uniting all the works committees in a common worker 

organisation. Cape Town management's counter-offensive was to 

promote liaison committees as an alternative to recognising works 

committees under the auspices of the Advice Bureau. In this 

they were encouraged and supported by the Labour Department. 

In Nata l the TUACC unions were initially opposed to using 

statutory wo r ks and liaison committees. This was because of 

the manageria l counter-offensive against the unions in which they 

used these committees as a pretext not to recognise the unions. 

However, as t ime proceeded and the unions failed to make headway 

and went on t he defensive, they revised their strategy to one of 

using liaison or works committees when it was considered to be 

tactically ad vantageous to the unions. 

The TUACC unions also changed their organisational strategy 

of signing on mass membership after worker militancy receded in 

Nata 1 from about the second half of 1974. The unions lost 

their members hip and they came to realise that 

we were going factory by factory like a wind just 
blowing t hrough them and leaving them no better off. (1) 

The man agerial counter-offensive also prevented the unions 

from making headway and so the unions switched their strategies 

to in-depth work place organisation. The shop stewards were 

given a key role with responsibilities for signing on, organising 

and represent i ng workers in their departments, as well as for the 

collection of subscriptions. 
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On the Witwatersrand MAWU, which was started by the IAS in 

1975, placed great emphasis on worker participation in decision­

making from the start and strove to gain direct recognition of 

the union from management. The UTP-serviced unions used works 

committees and tried to turn them into 'union committees' by 

having union members elected onto the committees. 

By 1976 the union groupings had established themselves 

fairly firml y. On the Witwatersrand the MAWU BEC was reasonably 

strong. (2) The Consultative Committee of Black Trade Unions 

were being encouraged to become financially more self-reliant and 

to rely le ss on the services and staff provided by the UTP. 

Signed up membership of seven of the UTP-serviced unions totalled 

no less than 19 338 in November 1976. (3) 

In Nata l the NUTW was the strongest and stablest independent 

union. Thi s was in part due to the recognition agreement with 

Smith & Nephew and the supportive link it had with the registered 

TWIU in Na t al. MAWU, CWIU and TGWU were not making much 

progress because of internal problems in the unions. 

In Cape Town the WPWAB had organised works committees across 

a wide range of enterprises including engineering, construction, 

banking, ho spitals and others although organisation was most 

solid in t he manufacturing industry. (4) Attempts were also 

being made to transform the Advice Bureau into a thorough 

workers' mo vement by placing control of the organisation in the 

hands of elected factory representatives. 

1.4 Union Set backs in 1976 

During 1976, particularly in the second half of the year, 

the independent unions received severe setbacks. These were all 

as a result of the economic and political climate in which the 

unions were operating. 
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Firstly, the Soweto uprising of June 1976 that led to 

considerable socio-political upheavels and harsh state repression 

on the Witwatersrand and Cape Peninsula, severely disrupted the 

independent unions organising in those regions. During the 

height of the disorder operations of the unions just about came 

to a standstill. 

Secondly, the economy slumped to its lowest growth level 

since the Second World War in the wake of the Soweto uprising and 

the precedi ng international recession. The independent unions 

were subsequently hard hit as workers were laid off during 1976 

and 1977. 

Thirdly , conflicts between management and two of the 

independent unions on the Witwatersrand in 1976 ended in defeats 

for the un i ons and effectively destroyed their organisational 

bases. Th e first conflict took place at Heinemann Electric in 

March 1976 over union recognition for MAWU. The police 

intervened by ruthlessly baton-charging Heinemann workers while 

the dispute was in progress. The subsequent turmoil led to the 

collapse of MAWU at Heinemann's which was the union's best 

organised pl ant by far. In addition the Glass and Allied 

Workers' Un i on (GAWU) entered into a trial of strength with 

Armourplate over dismissals in September 1976 by organising a 

legal strike that lasted no less than eight weeks. But the 

union eventually lost the struggle and was weakened in the 

process. 

Fourthl y , in November 1976 the state imposed the most 

repressive measures yet taken against the new independent unions 

when it banned twenty two people who were closely involved with 

the union mo vement. Included amongst the people were three key 

UTP officia l s, the entire organisational leadership of MAWU in 
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Transvaal and Natal, other central organisers in Natal, and 

significant union officials and active supporters in the Western 

Cape. (5) The state appeared to have the intention of crushing 

the incipient independent union movement and making yet another 

attempt to replace them with its official plant-based liaison 

committee system. Although the bannings severely hampered the 

unions' operations, they nevertheless survived the state 

onslaught. 

1.5 Recovery and Recognition Struggles of Unions 1977-1979 

Early i n 1977 the independent unions were at their lowest 

ebb since they had been founded earlier in the decade. But the 

unions had l aid the foundations for their recovery through the 

organisational structures and shop floor practices they had 

instilled in their members during the preceding four years. 

In Cape Town the WPWAB was back on its feet again by April 

1977. It soon thereafter successfully transformed itself by 

placing control of the organisation in the hands of a Controlling 

Committee comprising elected factory representatives. Soon 

thereafter i t appropriately changed its name to the Western 

Province Gen eral Workers' Union (WPGWU). The WPGWU organisation 

also started penetrating into new industries. Of particular 

significance was the union's headway in organising workers in the 

stevedoring and meat industries in Cape Town during 1978 and 

1979. The WPGWU scored one of its major achievements when it 

gained reco gnition as an unregistered union from the Cape Town 

Stevedores Association at the end of 1979. 

In Natal TUACC possessed sufficient resources and resilience 

to weather the state's bannings fairly comfortable. It was 

necessary for MAWU to rebuild its organisation almost from 

scratch due to the weak strategies adopted by its previous 
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general sec retary. Aside from the fact that it took the TGWU 

the whole of 1977 to resolve its internal schisms and conflicts, 

the TUACC Natal unions consolidated their strategy of 

concentratin g on in-depth organisation in a limited number of 

factories from 1977 to 1979. They also advanced their strategy 

by focussing primarily on attaining recognition as a first stage 

of organisa t ion. The companies were carefully chosen by the 

unions which selected subsidiaries of multinational corporations 

so that international pressure could be exerted on their parent 

companies to recognise the unions. 

Althoug h each of the TUACC unions in Natal was organising a 

n~mber of factories, each one also conducted an intensive 

recognition campaign at one particular company. Thus MAWU 

focussed on gaining recognition at Glacier Bearings, CWIU at 

Henkel, TGW U at Forbo-Krommenie, and the NUTW on renewing the 

Smith & Nephew agreement. 

The companies adopted a sophisticated counter-offensive that 

anticipated some of the recommendations of the Wiehahn 

Commission. They introduced multi-racial works councils as a 

pretext for refusing to recognise the unions. Management 

claimed that the works councils represented all the workers, not 

only the Afr icans, and that their councils were therefore more 

representati ve than the independent unions. To that argument 

management added that the companies would in any case not 

recognise an d negotiate with unregistered trade unions. As a 

result of t he effective managerial counter-offensive none of the 

TUACC Natal unions had succeeded in signing a recognition 

agreement ot her than the NUTW that renewed the agreement with 

Smith & Nephew. 

In Tra nsvaal CCOBTU was hardest hit by the bannings and 
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consequently most of the unions suffered severe setbacks during 

the following two to three years. Although the bannings were 

most probably the primary reason for the setbacks, CCOBTU was 

also disrupted by considerable conflict within and between some 

of the unions. The conflict resulted from personality and 

power struggles between the secretaries and executive members of 

some of the unions as well as ideological differences of opinion 

whether or not the unions should enter into the newly proposed 

federation of independent unions. 

The end result was that two of the unions split with one 

part of each union joining the new federation, FOSATU, while two 

other unions severed their relationship with CCOBTU and also 

affiliated to FOSATU during 1979. (See Figure 1 for a graphical 

overview of the formation of CCOBTU, its successor CUSA, and 

FOSATU.) As a result of the inner conflicts in CCOBTU the 

unions lost considerable ground they had gained in organising 

workers although other unions in CCOBTU such as SACWU and CCAWUSA 

carried on making steady headway. CCAWUSA in particular was 

successfully signing on members in the large department stores 

and supermarkets. 

MAWU i n the Transvaal had very different experiences from 

CCOBTU over the same period. In July 1978 the MAWU Transvaal 

and Natal branches united into a single national union. At 

about the same time TUACC was extended to operate in Transvaal 

and a branc h of the TGWU was established on the Rand in November 

1978. Then, with the formation of FOSATU in April 1979, the 

number of unions affiliated to the Federation with MAWU in the 

Transvaal region jumped dramatically from one to six. 
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Formation of FOSATU and CUSA 
1971 - 1980 
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GFWBF - General Factory Workers Benefit Fund 
TUACC - Trade Union Advisory and Coordinating Council 
FOSATU - Federation of South African Trade Unions 
TUCSA - Trade Union Council of S.A. 

Remainder are all individual trade unions. 
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The unions in FOSATU also varied in their method of 

organisation and strategies as they had three distinct traditions 

of trade unionism between them, namely that of MAWU, CCOBTU, and 

the motor unions, NUMARWOSA and UAW. 

At the start of 1977 virtually all the plants organised by 

MAWU had collapsed. The union almost had to be rebuilt 

completely by organising new factories. This was successfully 

done over the next three years by concentrating on intensive shop 

floor organ i sation at a limited number of factories and entering 

into very few strikes. Towards the end of 1979 the union's BEC 

had been st abilised with representatives of eleven factories 

attending meetings regularly and was on the verge of signing its 

first reco gnition agreement with Tensile Rubber as an 

unregistered union. 

Althoug h MAWU was the largest union affiliated to FOSATU in 

the Transvaa l region by 1979, some of the other unions had also 

been making gains. SFAWU had signed a preliminary recognition 

agreement wi t h Kellogg and EAWU was negotiating an agreement with 

Fagersta, a Swedish subsidiary. The UAW had built up 

considerable membership at Sigma and was well-organised on the 

shop floor, while the TGWU was laying sound organisational 

groundwork at a small number of diverse factories. The other 

two unions i n FOSATU were however unorganised and in disarray. 

1.6 Achievements of the Independent Unions up to 1979 

What were the achievements of the independent trade unions 

in the 1970s? They had succeeded in reviving progressive 

African trade unionism within a decade after the state had 

crushed 

survive 

SACTU in 1963. Another major achievement was 

in a hostile political environment in which both 

to 

the 

state and ca pital were initially opposed to their very existence. 
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In addition no former African trade union movement in South 

Africa had 

independent 

played a key 

succeeded in establishing itself as firmly as the 

unions did. Not only did they survive, but also 

part in forcing the state to rethink its policy on 

African trade unionism and, for the first time in the country's 

history, switch from a policy of repression to one of granting 

equal legal rights to African trade unions in 1979. 

In Natal the TUACC unions also succeeded in turning a 

temporary movement into permanent organisation. The danger 

existed tha t the upsurge in African worker consciousness and 

militancy i n 1973 and 1974 could recede as a result of the state 

and capital's retaliation. The TUACC unions were however 

successful i n evolving their organisation to a shopfloor-based 

strategy wh i ch could advance workers' interests in the workplace 

sufficiently for them to identify with the unions. 

2. Organisat i onal _Strategies for Power 

The organisational strategies that the unions adopted to advance 

their power i s considered next. The organisational strategies 

adopted by t he unions are examined first, and then the unions' 

use of ind ustrial conflict is analysed. Like the historical 

overview, t he analysis compares and contrasts the strategies 

adopted by t he different union groupings. 

A numbe r of organisational strategies received considerable 

attention f rom the independent unions. While there were 

certain broad similarities between the union groupings, there 

were also some significant difference between them, such as over 

whether to form industrial or ·general unions, whether to select 

certain stra t egic factories or to organise all-comers, whether to 

concentrate on gaining recognition for the union or for the 
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workers committee, whether to make use of statutory works 

committees or not and, after May 1979, whether to register or 

not. With the exception of registration, where the 

consequences of the unions' decisions only became evident after 

1979, these and other related issues are considered next. 

2.1 Work Place Organisation 

All the union groupings considered in the thesis adopted a 

central foc us on democratic workplace organisation with shop 

stewards pl aying a key role as a fundamental tenet in their 

strategy to acquire power. The independent unions' strategies 

formed a s harp contrast with the general practices of the 

established unions such as the registered unions in TUCSA. The 

officials of the latter unions tended to be office-based with 

workers havi ng to come to them with their problems, shop stewards 

played minimal roles in the unions, officials tended to rely on 

industrial council inspectors and agents to resolve problems on 

the shopfloo r , and the unions placed an emphasis on the benefits 

which they provided for workers. (6) 

The independent unions' strategy also contrasted with the 

mass campaigns conducted by SACTU. Although certain unions and 

regions in SACTU did engaged in the painstaking task of building 

up their or ganisational strength on the shopfloor, the mass 

campaigns enjoyed a high priority in SACTU's policy from 1957 

onwards. The mass campaigns, such as the Pound-a-Day campaign, 

did not attempt to build up union strength through intensive work 

place organi stion, but rather to recruit large masses of workers 

into the uni ons on popular issues. 

By cont rast, in the 1970s the independent unions strove to 

build up t heir power in the work place with the core of action 

being in the work place and shop stewards being given the pivotal 
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role in the unions. It was also made clear to workers that 

they would have to rely on their own combined strength, rather 

than the offi cials or the law, to improve their wages and working 

conditions and to carve out a greater say for themselves in their 

working lives. Furthermore union benefits for workers were 

either non-existent or kept down to a minimum. This thesis has 

demonstrated how the independent unions repeatedly relied on the 

organised collective strength of workers to try and meet their 

demands. The organisation of workers at the workplace also 

usually too k place democratically. Thus the independent 

unions' cen t ral method of building up power consisted of 

organising workers democratically on the shopfloor. 

In practice the strategy of work place organisation was 

implemented i n different ways by the union groupings. It was 

not even adopted at the outset by the TUACC unions in Natal. 

They commenced instead with the mass recruitment of workers 

outside the factory gates or in the union offices after the 

Durban strikes had raised worker consciousness. Organisers at 

first played a central role in the unions with little attention 

being paid t o the shopfloor. It was only when the weakness of 

this organisational strategy dawned on the organisers during 1974 

to 1975 that the unions switched to in-depth work place 

organisation . Shop stewards were given the key tasks of 

recruiting and organising workers, collecting subscriptions, 

canvassing worker positions on issues and taking them up with 

management. To do so, they had to meet regularly as committees, 

usually weekly, at which they · also received training. 

Implementing such a policy was a slow and arduous task and it was 

not until 1977 that most of the TUACC unions were doing so on a 

fairly consi stent basis. 
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By contrast the MAWU branch founded by the IAS in 

Johannesburg engaged in intensive work place organisation right 

from the outset. At Heinemann Electric, the union's best 

organised factory, as many as three weekly meetings were being 

held during the intensive struggle for recognition by the union. 

The tradition continued after the union lost the Heinemann 

dispute: shop stewards meetings were held weekly with all the 

factories being 

dispute taking 

organised and more frequently when there was a 

place. Although the other unions in the 

Transvaal region of FOSATU did not organise as intensively as 

MAWU did, they also placed an emphasis on shopfloor organisation 

and generally held weekly or fortnightly meetings with shop 

stewards. 

The WPGWU also placed an emphasis on work place organisation 

from the start and usually held regular weekly meetings with 

works committees from organised plants. In additjon monthly 

general meetings with the rank and file members from each 

enterprise was also held. Its adoption of the strategy to gain 

recognition of works committees organised under the auspices of 

the union led it gradually to adopt as a principle that only 

worker representatives and not officials could negotiate with 

management. This was in order to ensure the representativeness 

and accountable of the negotiators, but by placing such emphasis 

on democracy the union weakened its bargaining power. This was 

because union officials, unlike the worker representatives, were 

not dependent for their employment on management and could 

therefore adopt more uncompromising stance in negotiation. Union 

officials also usually had greater expertise than worker 

representatives. Their absence from the negotiating tables thus 

further weakened the union. 

The UTP on the Witwatersrand stressed the need for workers 
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committees al most at the outset of their organisation in 1973. 

It was part i cularly in their Shop Steward Manual of 1976 that 

they spelled out the central role of shop stewards in the union 

very clearly. The shop steward was described as 

the person responsible for the union in the work place. 
The shop steward is the link between the union members 
and the union office and the link between the union 
members and management. He or she is the key person to 
build uni on strength and solidarity. (7) 

However, in practice the Consultative Committee unions did 

not place as much emphasis on shopfloor organisation as the other 

union groupi ngs did. Although the unions did generally have 

union committees, which were statutory works committees 

consisting of union members, and many of the committees were 

playing an active role, there was not as much emphasis placed on 

strong shopfloor organisation as was the case with the other 

union groupings. Some of the unions were, for instance, not 

holding committee meetings, others had not held elections for new 

committees for many years, while none of the unions organised 

regular, weekly meetings with all their organised factories, as 

tended to be the case with the other union groupings. 

In practice the different union groupings thus attained 

different levels of success in building up their strength through 

shopfloor organisation. Broadly speaking, · the FOSATU unions in 

Natal and Transvaal and the WPGWU were more successful at 

building up their strength on the shopfloor than the Consultative 

Committee unions had been. This appeared to be primarily due to 

a firmer commitment on the part of the FOSATU unions and the 

WPGWU to strong democratic shopfloor organisation and a greater 

awareness of the intensity of organisation it required to put 

into practice. Indicative of this was the fact that their union 

offices tended to be hives of activity on weekdays after working 
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hours with shop steward and other meetings being conducted, 

whereas the Consultative Committee unions tended to close for the 

day at that time. 

Other factors also accounted for differences in the 

shopfloor strength between the union groupings. These were the 

union structures and practices as well as the process through 

which they t r ied to gain union recognition. Their influences are 

considered below. 

2.2 Union Structure 

Two as pects of union structure were relevant to the 

independent unions' ability to accumulate power. The first was 

the internal organistional structure of the unions and the second 

was the decision of the unions whether to be industrial or 

general unio ns. 

The internal organisational structure which facilitated the 

emphasis wh i ch the unions could place on shopfloor organisation 

was the way in which the executive committees of the unions were 

composed and elected. The three union groupings had different 

organisational arrangements. The Consultative Committee unions 

eletted the i r Executive Committees at Annual General Meetings 

(AGMs) of t he unions while in the FOSATU unions the Branch 

Executive Committees (BECs) consisted of shop stewards elected by 

the shop st eward committees of the organised plants. The 

Controlling Committee (CC) of the WPGWU was composed of 

representati ves elected at general meetings of the organised 

factories i n the union. Initially the CC members did not have 

to be factory committee members, but from 1979 onwards it became 

a requireme nt. The distinctions between these constitutional 

arrangements reflected important underlying differences between 

the union groupings. 
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In the case of FOSATU and the WPGWU the composition and 

election procedure was deliberately designed to make the BECs and 

the CC members accountable to the shopfloor in each of the 

organised factories. Having been elected from the 

either directly or indirectly through shop stewards, 

shopfloor, 

the BEC and 

CC members were known by the shopfloor members and known to be on 

the executive committee. In this way work place issues could 

more easily be drawn to the attention of the union's supreme body 

while, at the same time, the executive committee members could be 

kept accountable by members at each of the work places. Members 

or shop stewards could more easily demand to know what the union 

was doing about shopfloor issues specific to their factory. 

In the Consultative Committee unions, on the other hand, the 

election of Executive Committees at AGMs meant that shopfloors 

were not directly canvassed about the issues, Executive members 

were accordingly considered to be accountable to the union as a 

whole, not to specific workplaces. In addition it was quite 

possible for some factories to dominate the Executive Committee 

while others were not represented on it at all. Thus whereas in 

the FOSATU unions and the WPGWU there was the expectation and 

practice that the executive committees were directly accountable 

to the rank and file in each of the workplaces there tended to be 

the expectation and practice in the Consultative Committee that 

the executive committees were responsible, along with the union 

secretaries, for running the affairs of the union between the one 

AGM and the next. 

The second aspect of union structure which influenced the 

organisational strength of the unions was whether they opted to 

be industrial or general unions. While the UTP and TUACC were 

clear from the outset that they wished to develop industrial 
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unions, debates took place within the Advice Bureau and IAS on 

whether to form industrial unions or other forms of worker 

organisation . In the IAS the alternative to industrial unionism 

was a general union whereas in the Advice Bureau the debate was 

wider-rangin g and at one stage consisted of an attempt to 

transform itself into a Workers' Council. However, in the end 

the IAS start ed an industrial union, MAWU, in the Transvaal, and 

the Advice Bureau transformed itself into a general union. 

On the whole the decision of the union groupings to form 

industrial unions assisted them more in building up their power 

than did the formation of a general union by the Advice Bureau. 

Although all the industrial unions experienced periods of advance 

and decline , the Western Province General Workers' Union faced 

additional organisational problems. By organising as widely as 

it did, it was unable during the 1970s to consolidate its power 

base in all but one of the industries. From year to year it 

found its power base shifting as, for various reasons, its 

strength in one industry declined while it was advancing in other 

industries. Thus after having shown strength in engineering, 

construction , financial and security firms as well as hospitals 

over the yea rs, it ended up in 1979 consolidating its power base 

in stevedor i ng and the meat industries. . However, after a 

devastating strike in the meat industry the following year, it 

completely l ost its oganisational foothold in th~ meat industry 

as well. 

An add i tional reason why the formation of a general union 

was not as advantageous for building up power emerged in 1978 

when a debate ensued in the Transvaal branch of TUACC over 

whether the next union it would found was to be a general or 

industrial union. On this occasion the will of worker 

representati ves that all workers should be organised prevailed 
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and resulted in the formation of a general union, the Transport 

and General Workers' Union (TGWU). It proceeded to organise 

workers in diverse industries, but encountered demarcation 

problems with other independent industrial unions which argued 

that it was encroaching on their terrain, as well as managerial 

resistance in granting it recognition because it was not 

considered to be the 'appropriate' industrial union by the 

companies. 

Furthermore, as a general union, the WPGWU felt it could not 

turn workers away regardless of which enterprise they came from. 

The result was that the union did not engage in the strategic 

selection of companies that could have assisted in building up 

its power base. 

below. 

This aspect of union strategies is considered 

2.3 Strategic Selection of Companies to Organise 

There were two approaches amongst the union groupings with 

regards to the number of factories the unions selected to 

organise and the intensity with which they actually organised 

them. The WPGWU and Consultative Committee unions tended to 

organise all workers which came to the union and selected 

enterprises regardless of their strategic significance. Some 

of the Consultative Committee unions recruited workers very 

widely. EAWU was thus organising 40 to 50 factories in 1979 

whereas the Laundry, Ory Cleaning and Dyeing Workers Association 

was organising about 60 companies with only one organiser. The 

FOSATU unions in Natal, on the other hand, concentrated on very 

few strategically selected companies, especially after 1977. In 

some cases the unions concentrated most of their resources on 

only one or two factories in order to make concerted effort to 
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win recognition from the companies. In Transvaal MAWU also 

limited the number of factories it was organising after 1977, but 

not nearly as drastically as the FOSATU unions did in Natal. 

As a result of its policy the WPGWU ended up organising 

workers at enterprises where its ability to build up a power base 

was limited. Most noticeably security services and hospitals 

fell under this category, as did building sites in the 

construction industry. The building sites were very difficult 

to organise on a sustained basis because of their temporary 

nature and wo r kers were moved around as a result and because many 

of the empl oyees were migrant workers with a relatively high 

turnover. An immense amount of effort and resources were 

required simply to maintain a fairly low density of organisation 

in the construction industry. Similarly the indiscriminate 

signing on of members from tens of factories on the part of EAWU 

forestalled the possibility of engaging on in-depth work place 

organisation by the union. 

While it was understandable that unions did not want to turn 

workers who wanted to be organised away, TUACC in Natal found a 

solution to t his problem which did not interfere with the unions' 

policy of trying to build up their power base. It established 

the TUACC Wo r kers' Project which workers could join by paying a 

small subscription fee and receiving only limited services from 

it in return, usually in the form of individual legal services. 

The Workers' Project also aided the unions which could eventually 

draw in new factories from it once sufficient membership had been 

built up or an active core had revealed itself at a factory. 

This strategy was adopted by TUACC in Transvaal as well. 

The formation of the Workers' Project allowed FOSATU unions 

in Natal to concentrate on a small number of strategically chosen 

plants. These were selected on the basis of their size and 
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international linkage which also enabled the unions to exert 

i nternational pressure on the companies. 

In the long run the policy of selecting enterprises for 

their strategic value paid off in that the unions that did so 

were using t heir resources more effectively in building a power 

base. They were eventually granted recognition at a larger 

number of factories and grew more rapidly in size and strength. 

2.4 Policy towards Statutory Works and Liaison Committees 

From their inception the Advice Bureau and UTP adopted a 

strategy of establishing statutory works committees in factories 

where workers were being organised. The approach adopted by 

both was to have union members elected onto the works committees. 

Both organisa t ions were also opposed to co-operating with liaison 

committees because they were not wholly elected by workers and 

because they t ended to be part of management's counter-offensive 

against the unionisation of African workers. 

In Natal on the other hand, the TUACC unions were initially 

strongly opposed to any form of statutory committee, regardless 

of whether t hey were liaison or works committees. The unions 

adopted this policy because management in Natal was very 

actively promot i ng liaison committees as a counter-measure 

against the unionisation of their African employees. 

The ini t ial strategy adopted by the Advice Bureau and UTP 

was more ap propriate at the time for building a power base in 

that statuto ry works committees were democratic in form and 

obliged management to recognise and negotiate with elected worker 

representatives in the workplace. The law also nominally gave 

workers protection against victimisation although in practice 

this protecti on counted for very little. The Advice Bureau and 
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Consultative Committee unions achieved considerable success with 

the strategy as they established a considerable number of works 

committees t hat were recognised by, and dealt directly with 

management. As the Advice Bureau grew stronger (and became the 

WPGWU) and its workers more confident, it gradually started 

abandoning t he policy of forming statutory works committees and 

established factory-based workers committees instead. This 

demonstrated progress on the part of the union as it relied 

exclusively on its organisational strength to gain recognition of 

the workers committees. 

The Natal FOSATU unions mistakenly made a principle out of a 

strategy by opposing all forms of statutory committees. As time 

passed and t he managerial counter-offensive of founding liaison 

committees i n order to foil the unions' efforts at gaining 

recognition gained considerable ground, the unions switched their 

strategies f rom outright opposition to statutory committees to a 

strategic ev aluation of the advantages and disadvantages of using 

such a comm i ttee~ However the FOSATU unions still failed to 

distinguish s harply between works committees which were not only 

democratic i n form, but enabled the unions to control them, and 

liaison committees which lent themselves more to control and 

manipulation by management. They therefore tried to make use 

of both lia i son and works committees with their attempts to make 

use of lia i son committees all without exception ending up in 

failure. 

Alterna t ively the FOSATU unions in Natal tried to boycott 

liaison comm i ttees or isolate them by taking them over first and 

then refusing to use them. This was only successful at Glacier 

Bearing. Another strand in these unions' strategy was to form 

works commi t tees as a bridgehead in the workplace for trying to 

gain union recognition. Although the unions did not gain 
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recognition, the works committees did generally help them to 

advance the i r organisation at the plants as was the case at 

Revertex and Multi-Metals. 

The TUACC unions in Natal thus lost time and ground with 

their initi al strategy towards statutory committees thereby 

weakening t hemselves for the first three or so years. By 

contrast, t he approach adopted by the UTP and the WPGWU enabled 

them to adopt a strategy which strengthened them initially. In 

particular t he strategy helped the WPGWU to build up sufficient 

strength and confidence to start abandoning its reliance on 

statutory wo r ks committees and form workers committees instead~ 

2.5 Union Recognition 

The un i on groupings adopted different strategies with 

regards to gaining recognition from management. The WPGWU 

concentrated on gaining recognition of its factory-based workers 

committees elected under the auspices of the union instead of 

recognition of the union. This was a continuation of the earlier 

policy of gaining recognition of the statutory works committees. 

The reason for this strategy was that it was felt that this 

strategy would ensure greater democracy in the union by 

preventing domination of the negotiations by organisers. 

The po li cy adopted by the FOSATU unions was to insist on 

recognition of the union as a whole. This involved negotiating 

over workin g conditions with both the shop stewards committees 

and union off icials. The Consultative Committee had a similar 

policy to FOSATU on recognition. 

While both strategies held advantages for promoting trade 

union strength, the one adopted by the FOSATU and Consultative 

Committee unions was more effective because it could ensure both 
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worker representative participation and maximum union strength at 

the negotiation table. This was because both shop stewards with 

their detailed knowledge of working conditions and union 

officials with greater expertise could be present at 

negotiations. The independence of the union officials from 

management could also ensure that the union could negotiate free 

from fear of dismissal, a possibility that always faced shop 

stewards. The approach of the WPGWU considerably increased the 

opportunity for worker participation, but placed more emphasis on 

union democracy than on strengthening union power vis-a-vis 

management. In practice it also worked out that union officials 

did, in any case, attend and participate in meetings between 

management and workers committees as happened with the Cape Town 

Stevedores Association. 

From these considerations it thus emerges that trade union 

democracy and power are simultaneously complementary and 

contradictory to each other. The independent unions were able 

to build up their power by practising trade union democracy 

through worker participation on the shopfloor, but an excessive 

concentration on trade union democracy as a principled goal could 

reduce the potential power of a union. 

It was however not only the unions' policy towards 

recognition, but also the process through which they endeavoured 

to gain such recognition that affected their organisational 

strength. In this regard there was a wide divergence between 

the strategies of the FOSATU unions on the one hand and the 

Consultative Committee unions on the other hand. The 

recognition campaigns conducted by the FOSATU unions in Natal 

after 1977 were very intensive and involved the active 

participation and, at times, struggles of the rank and file 

members of the union. The workers were as, if not more, 
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By con t rast the recognition campaign conducted by the 

Consultative Committee unions from 1975 to 1976 did not involve 

intensive struggles. In general, once the demand for 

recognition had been made, either by the works committee or 

through a l etter written by the union on behalf of the members, 

and a refusal had been received from the company the matter was 

dropped by t he union. There were no concerted attempts made to 

put pressure on management through the organised strength of 

workers on t he shopfloor to change their mind and recognise the 

union instead. 

The process of gaining recognition was significant because 

it could be t aken as indicative of how a union would conduct its 

affairs once it had gained recognition. Inevitably clashes of 

interests would arise between management and workers once a 

recognition agreement had been signed between the parties. The 

unions woul d be faced with options whether to build up the 

workers• co l lective strength in support of their demands or 

whether to s~ttle for the best that could be gained under the 

circumstances . Hence it is reasonable to conclude that the 

FOSATU unio ns were more actively engaged than the Consultative 

Committee unions in building up their power base in the workplace 

as far as gaining recognition was concerned. 

Since this study of the independent unions only goes up to 

the end of 1979 the effect of registering on the power of the 

unions could not be assessed as they were still in the process of 

registering when the field work for this thesis was being 

conducted. 
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In conclusion it can be said that the independent unions 

were more effective in their organisational strategies when they 

built up t heir power base democratically by organising the 

collective strength of workers on the shopfloor in support of 

their demands~ when the structures and practices of the union 

facilitated more direct shopfloor representation on the union 

exectuvie committees; when they concentrated their 

organisational efforts on specific industries rather than 

organising generally across industries; when they strategically 

selected companies to organise rather than responding to all 

workers who came to them; by gaining company recognition of the 

union in such a way that management recognised and negotiated 

with both shop stewards and union officials; and by utilising 

statutory plant-based committees in such a way that they did not 

compromise the independent control and democratic principles of 

the unions. 

3. The Independent Unions' Strategic Use of Conflict 

3.1 Action that gave Initial Impetus to Union Organisation 

Industrial conflict can have diverse effects on the 

which trade unions are able to yield. An analysis 

power 

of the 

industrial conflicts which the independent unions entered into 

suggest that their impact on the unions can be divided into three 

categories. Some disputes gave an impetus to the growth of the 

independent unions while they were still very new in the early 

1970s. In Natal they played an even more important role by 

impelling the formation of independent unions. In other cases 

the strikes strengthened the unions' organisation while in a 

fairly large number of cases they were detrimental to the unions. 

The strikes that gave an initial impetus to trade union 

organisation are considered first. 
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In Natal the 1973 strike wave that started in Durban and 

spread to Pietermaritzburg gave an immense momentum to the 

General Fac t ory Workers' Benefit Fund that was already in 

existence at the time of the strikes. The strikes raised 

African worker militancy and consciousness which they channelled 

into buildi ng their own worker organisations. The following 

year, in Ja nuary 1974, the renewed strike wave, concentrated in 

the textile i ndustry, hit Durban once again. It had the effect 

of renewing t he momentum of workers to join the unions. 

One of t he most significant strikes during that time was the 

one at Smith & Nephew in Pinetown in November 1973. The strike 

was to back a demand for higher wages and was supported by both 

Indian and Af rican workers. The significance of the strike lay 

in the fact t hat the company agreed to recognise the unregistered 

and recentl y founded National Union of Textile Workers (NUTW) 

along with t he registered Textile Workers Industrial Union. As 

a result t he first agreement recognising an unregistered 

independent union was signed in July 1974 between Smith & Nephew 

and NUTW. 

On the Witwatersrand a strike and some industrial disputes 

also lent impetus to the formation and revival of unions by the 

Urban Train i ng Project (UTP). The strike in June 1972 by 300 

African bus drivers employed by PUTCO in Johannesburg in demand 

of higher wages led directly to the formation of the Transport 

and Allied Workers (TAWU). 

Two or three disputes involving the UTP also boosted trade 

union membe r ship and support. At Raleigh Cycles in Springs 

African wor kers wanted to establish a works committee, but in 

July 1973 management fired four female workers who had 

distributed UTP calenders that focussed on workers committees. 
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A Supreme Court interdict was issued against the company to 

refrain from victimising workers and the company settled out of 

court agree i ng to reinstate the fired workers with back pay and 

to the establ ishment of a works committee. A similar incident 

took place at Van Leer, also an engineering company on the East 

Rand, soon af terwards: a worker was victimised while the workers 

were trying t o establish a works comittee. The matter was also 

taken to the Supreme Court, and, again, management settled out of 

court. As a result of these victories membership of the 

Engineering and Allied Workers' Union (EAWU) which the UTP was 

assisting, 

Pilkington 

rose considerably. In 

Brothers in November 

like vein the 

1974 which led 

strike 

to 

at 

the 

victimisation of strike leaders was taken to the Supreme Court 

and won by the dismissed workers. The outcome of the strike 

helped to build up workers' confidence and the formation of the 

Glass and Allied Workers' Union (GAWU) in April 1975. 

In the Cape Peninsula the Advice Bureau initially made rapid 

headway in establishing works committees at a number of plants, 

but came up against intractable management at Nautilus Marine 

that refused to allow the formation of a works committee. A 

protracted legal struggle ensued, but the Advice Bureau's lawyer 

did not make much headway. The workers however quickly resolved 

the matter i n September 1974 by going on strike when management 

victimised a fellow-worker: within a few hours the dismissed 

worker was reinstated and management had agreed to the formation 

of works committee. This action on the part of workers not only 

strengthened organisation at Nautilus Marine, but also provided 

other workers with a vivid demonstration of the power of 

collective worker action and organisation. 

The dis putes narrated above served to give the unions an 

initial impetus by helping them to recruit and organise workers. 
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Once they were more established the unions entered into disputes 

that either served to strengthen their organisation or weaken 

them. Be fore analysing what the crucial factors were that 

determined t he outcome of the disputes, all the case studies of 

the major disputes of the unions which were considered in the 

thesis are briefly summarised below. This is done in order to 

collect the information together and for subsequent ease of 

reference. 

3.2 Disputes that Advanced the Unions' Strength 

Cape Town Stevedores 

The Cape Town stevedores staged a highly disciplined one day 

work stoppage in December 1979 in demand of recognition of their 

workers committee elected under the auspices of the unregistered 

Western Prov i nce General Workers' Union (WPGWU). Although the 

Cape Town Stevedores Association had previously indicated that it 

would not recognise an unregistered union, the work stoppage 

induced it t o change its policy and it decided to recognise the 

workers committee. The strike resulted in one of the most 

significant victories for the WPGWU, not only because its 

committee gained recognition, but also because it immensely 

strengthened the union's argument against registration at a time 

that the issue was being hotly debated. 

Natal 

Carpet Manufacturing Company (CMC), Jacobs, Durban 

In Sept ember 197S African workers went on strike at CMC 

because man agement had fired a shop steward of the NUTW for 

hitting a White foreman in self-defence. Workers remained at 

their machines, but refused to commence working until management 
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had reinsta t ed the foreman. This happened at four consecutive 

shifts until management addressed a large gathering of workers 

outside the plant. Through the skillful intervention of an 

organiser who had mingled with the workers, the strike was turned 

into a victory for the workers. The organiser, speaking from 

the midst of the crowd, obtained a concession from management to 

give a written undertaking that the shop steward would be 

reinstated after two weeks and would receive pay during the 

suspension. The organiser also persuaded the workers to accept 

the offer and the NUTW emerged with increased strength and 

credibility from the dispute. 

Forbo-Krommenie, Durban 

The dispute at Forbo-Krommenie in October 1978 arose out of 

a concerted recognition campaign the Transport and General 

Workers' Union (TGWU) was conducting at the company. The 

company tenaciously clung to its liaison committee while the 

union resolutely pursued recognition through its strong shop 

steward committee in the plant. The dispute came to a head when 

management fi r ed a worker for alleged insubordination as well as 

thirteen other workers who left their workplace to question 

management's reason for doing so. Although twelve of the 

workers were subsequently taken back on conditions laid down by 

management, t he state proceeded to prosecute the workers for 

striking in a dispute that was much more akin to a lock-out. 

The magistra t e however decided that the workers had not gone on 

strike. As a result the outcome of the dispute was that the 

union's shop steward committee was still intact and able to 

continue pres surising management to recognise the union. 

However, many of the disputes the independent unions entered 

into had det r imental effects on their organisation and strength. 

Cases where this happened are briefly described before the 
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factors tha t accounted for the victory or defeat of a conflict 

are presented. 

3.3 Disputes that were Detrimental to the Unions 

Witwatersrand 

Heinemann El ectric, Germiston 

The di spute at Heinemann - it is not clear whether it 

constituted a strike or a lockout - took place in March 1976 over 

MAWU's campaign to have the union recognised. Management 

resolutely refused to do so and tried to promote a liaison 

committee in its stead. The African workers boycotted it. The 

dispute grad ually escalated until police presence almost became a 

regular fea t ure at the plant. The crisis was reached when 

management f ired twenty workers including three shop stewards. 

The followi ng morning all the workers were dismissed when they 

remained ou t side the gates requesting to see the managing 

director ove r the _previous day's dismissals. They again returned 

to work the following Monday to find the gates locked. After a 

deadlock was reached the police, armed with batons and 

pickhandles, gave them instructions to disperse within 30 

minutes, bu t baton-charged the workers before the full time had 

elapsed. The ensuing chaos coupled with the arrest and trial of 

trade union s officials destroyed the union's organisation at 

Heinemann, t he best organised factory of MAWU on the Rand, and 

severely ham pered the organisation of other plants as well. The 

dispute was thus a complete defeat for the union and drastically 

set back its organisation on the Rand. 

Armourplate, Springs 

The str i ke at Armourplate by members of the Glass and Allied 

Workers' Uni on (GAWU) that commenced in September 1976 was unique 
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in a numbe r of ways: it was the first ever legal strike by 

African wor kers in the country; the union also organised a 

picket outs i de the company at the outset of the strike, but the 

state squashed it with great alacrity; the strike was also one 

of the first trials of strength organised by an independent union 

in the 1970s . 

The st r ike was caused when Armourplate dismissed three 

workers without consulting the works committee which was a union 

committee as well. The union insisted that this was a 

violation of a procedural undertaking on the part of management 

and called a legal strike when management refused to reinstate 

the workers. Before and during the strike police intervened on 

the side of management, especially when workers started picketing 

the plant. Police turned up within a short time and prosecuted 

workers unde r the Riotous Assemblies Act on the same day. 

The un i on organised strong support for the striking 

workers incl uding financially assistance, but after eight weeks 

the workers were no longer able to hold out against the company. 

They ended t he strike formally by getting their pass books signed 

off at Armou r plate. 

its preroga t ive to 

Although management had by then exercised 

dismiss the striking workers and employ 

alternative workers, it wanted to re-employ some of the striking 

workers. The strikers however refused to be re-employed on a 

selective basis and were thus all dismissed. The strike thus 

ended in a serious defeat for the union. 

Nel's Dairy, Johannesburg 

The Sweet Food and Allied Workers' Union (SFAWU) section of 

which Sikha khane was the secretary fought a long and extensive 

dispute aga i nst management that stubbornly refused to have any 

dealings with an African union. 

The di spute centred around the union and African workers' 
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attempt to have a works committee established at Nel 1 s Dairy, but 

the management resolutely opposed this move. Finally the 

dispute boi l ed over into a strike in March 1979 after four 

workers had been dismissed the previous week. Management 

thereupon t ook an even tougher stand against the union and 

deliberately started firing union activists even though the union 

filed two court interdicts to restrain management from 

victimising workers. Charges were laid against the company and 

in a settlement out of court Nel •s Dairy agreed to pay damages of 

R25 000. Although the financial outcome was a victory for the 

union and workers concerned, the union lost ground 

organisationally in that its original leadership at the company 

had been removed. 

Toyota, Joha nnesburg 

A spon t aneous strike in October 1979 by members of MAWU 

working at Toyota resulted in a severe setback for the union. 

The strike took place when workers refused to accept the new 

disciplinary procedure that management had unilaterally 

introduced. Underlying the workers• resistance to the procedure 

was manageme nt 1 s refusal to recognise their union and negotiate 

a disciplinary procedure with the union. Management fired all 

101 strikin g workers, but selectively re-employed 76 of them. 

Amongst the 25 who were not re-employed 12 were shop stewards. 

The outcome of the strike was a blow to MAWU which not only lost 

one of it be st organised companies on the Rand, but also one of 

its stronges t shop steward committees. 
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At a Mastertreads plant in Cape Town African workers who 

were members of the Advice Bureau engaged in a go-slow in 1975 

when management deliberately stalled wage negotiations with the 

works committee at the plant. On the same day that the go-slow 

commenced management indicated that they would take up wage 

negotiations again with the committee. The go-slow however 

turned out to be a temporary victory as the company subsequently 

replaced African with Coloured workers and the works committee 

dwindled away. Organisation at Mastertreads thereupon came to 

an end. 

Nautilus Marine 

A few weeks after the successful work stoppage by workers in 

Nautilus workers again came out on strike in October 1974 in 

demand of higher wages and against the victimisation of ten 

fellow workers. However, on this occasion the strike had a 

different outcome. Relationships between management and the 

workers had soured immensely to the point that no working 

relationship existed. Management had beforehand indicated its 

intention to break the Advice Bureau and works committee's hold 

and seized on the strike to dismiss and selectively re-employ 

workers. The result was that organisation at Nautilus Marine 

came to an end and the Advice Bureau's strongest plant 

organisation was broken. The event also acted as a disincentive 

to organisation in that the militant leaders at Nautilus were 

harassed by the security police who tried to prevent them from 

finding employment elsewhere on the Peninsula. 

Duen's Bakery 

At Duen's Bakery African workers had attempted to establish 

a works committee for a considerable period. In August 1975 
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they finall y went on strike in order to force management's hand 

to convene a meeting at which a works committee could be elected. 

The strike was planned at the early morning change of shift so 

that all the workers would be present and, when management turned 

up, they could call for a meeting right there to elect a 

committee. Management however refused to comply and called in 

the police. This strategy was repeated two mornings in 

succession, but on the second morning police selectively arrested 

striking wor kers, nineteen of whom were charged under the Riotous 

Assemblies Act. Although they were found innocent in that the 

state failed to prove that the strike was illegal, organisation 

at Duen's Ba kery came to an end. 

Natal 

Disputes that severely weakened the independent unions in 

Natal took pl ace at Leyland, Pinetex, Defy, Conac Engineering, 

Natal Cotton and Woollen Mills, and Rainbow Chickens. 

Leyland Motor Corporation, Mobeni, Durban 

The str ike at Leyland occurred in March 1974, a time when 

African workers in Natal were still in a militant mood and the 

unions were still generally increasing in size. The Leyland 

strike proba bly constituted the first serious setback for a TUACC 

union, in this case MAWU. The strike was over union recognition: 

management formed a liaison committee and workers downed tools 

when management refused to call a referendum to determine the 

workers' aspirations. In spite of remaining on the premises, 

104 of the 177 striking workers were fired • 

Management at Leyland then appeared to change their strategy 

by indicating they would reinstate the fired workers and 

negotiate with MAWU. Instead, however, management refrained 
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from re-empl oying 65 of the strikers including the strongest and 

most influe ntial trade unionists and so managed to strangle the 

union's organisation at Leyland. Thus, under the pretence of 

recognising t he union, management engaged in a strategy to crush 

the union at Leyland. Because of this and state interference at 

another Leyl and plant, the union ceased organising at Leyland. 

Pinetex, Pinetown 

The NUTW attempted to organise a legal strike at Pinetex, a 

Frame mill, in April 1974, over victimisation of six contract 

workers. However, on the morning the strike was scheduled to 

happen the police arrested the organiser, who had been using 

rather strong-arm tactics, for inciting the workers to strike. 

He was foun d guilty on the grounds that the attempted strike was 

declared il l egal because the union had made a small technical 

error by in forming the Labour Officer in the wrong district of 

the dispute. 

Defy, Jacobs , Durban 

African and Indian workers at Defy came out on strike over a 

bonus dispu t e after the company had introduced new technology 

that increas ed workers productivity. The company was intent on 

not increas i ng its wage bill and paid workers only approximately 

half of the new bonus they had expected. Management ended up 

firing 19 of the 45 striking African workers and MAWU's 

organisation at the plant came to an end. 

Conac Engineering, Pietermaritzburg 

The di spute between Conac and MAWU is noteworthy for the 

range of fo rces that was mustered against the union. No less 

than three state departments, Labour, Police, and Bantu 

Administrati on, as well as the Industrial Council, took up 

stances aga i nst MAWU during the dispute in October 1975. The 

dispute was over workers• refusal to work overtime which the 
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company not only regularly demanded from them, but made them work 

much more t han the statutory maximum of ten hours per week that 

the Industri al Council Agreement stipulated. The company fired 

seven Afri can workers who refused to work overtime and 

subsequently locked-out others who indicated that they were 

unwilling to do overtime. During the ensuing struggle in which 

the union tr i ed to get the workers reinstated, it was constantly 

harangued by the security police and treated in a hostile and 

unco-operati ve manner by officials from the Departments of Labour 

and Bantu Ad ministration. The Industrial Council official also 

refused to di vulge whether the company had been granted exemption 

to allow Afr i can workers to do more than the statutory ten hours 

per week. Under these circumstances union organisation at the 

pl ant 1 apsed . 

Natal Cotton and Woollen Mills (NCWM), Jacobs, Durban 

During 1975 the workers at NCWM had staged a series of 

successful short work stoppages in support of their demands. In 

a counter-move management, which was keen to promote a liaison 

committee at the plant, appointed a new personnel manager who was 

virulently opposed to the NUTW. He immediately proceeded to 

boost the l iaison committee and tried to crush the union with 

such brutal force that workers of their own accord decided to 

strike in demand of the dismissal of the new personnel manager. 

The strike commenced on 27 October 1975 and developed into a 

trial of st rength as it carried on for a fortnight. The NUTW 

strongly supported the strike and organised surreptitious 

picketing around the plant. It also made loans available to the 

striking wor kers to help tide them through. The strike succeeded 

in getting management to agree to dismiss the personnel manager, 

but only after a discreet period had elapsed once the strike had 
• 
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ended. The strike however turned into a severe setback for the 

union when i t collapsed as many strikers unexpectedly returned to 

work. By so doing the 150 most committed strikers who were 

still out on strike were left exposed to management. 

Subsequently only 15 of the 150 were reinstated by the company 

and union organisation at NCWM came to an end. 

Rainbow Chic kens, Hammarsdale 

At Rai nbow Chickens the workers and an organiser from the 

TUACC Worke r s Project (TWP) planned to hold a series of work 

stoppages over the victimisation of a shop steward. They 

intended to 

and return 

cease working but remain on the company's premises 

to work each time management threatened them with 

i f they did not start working. The plan however dismissal 

backfired as the workers refused to start working when management 

issued them with an ultimatum that they would be fired otherwise. 

The same thing happened to the afternoon shift when they refused 

to start wor king after management had given them a final warning 

to do so. Management selectively re-employed the fired workers 

with 150 to 200 of the workers not being taken back again. The 

strike was a setback for organisation at the plant even though 

the TWP subsequently recruited new members quite rapidly at the 

plant again. 

3.4 Analysis of Industrial Conflict by Independent Unions 

An important question to consider is why some conflicts 

advanced and strengthened trade union organisation while others 

weakened the unions. The question is related to, but not the 

same as, asking which disputes ended in victories for the unions 

and which ended in defeats. The underlying factors that 

determined why some industrial disputes advanced and others 

retarded the unions are therefore te~sed out next. It is based 
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on the dispute case studies that were briefly summarised above. 

On the rare occasion where African workers were 

indispensabl e to operations and could not be easily and quickly 

replaced ma nagement was likely to accede to their demand as was 

the case wi t h the PUTCO bus drivers who won their demands for a 

wage increas e and retained their employment. 

Go-slows and limited work stoppages where workers remained 

in possessi on of their machines tended to have successful 

outcomes fo r the unions as were the cases at Mastertreads and 

NCWM. Fur t hermore stoppages in which workers returned to work 

once management had finally threatened them with dismissal if 

they did not do so had favourable outcomes. By contrast, work 

stoppages where workers remained defiant once management had 

issued a fin al ultimatum tended to be lost as happened at Toyota 

and Rainbow Chickens. 

Strikes or stoppages where workers displayed a clear 

discipline with the union being able to demonstrate its ability 

to call wor kers out on strike and to bring them back in to work 

had more cha nce of succeeding. This was clearly demonstrated by 

the stevedores' one day strike in Cape Town. On the other hand 

workers at Rainbow Chickens were not as well disciplined and did 

not adhere t o their pre-arranged plan. The result was that the 

work stoppage failed and organisation in the plant was weakened. 

Dispute s in which the police remained uninvolved were more 

likely to succeed than ones with police intervention of one kind 

or another. Heinemann was an example of how police intervention 

not only destroyed organisation in that plant, but disorganised 

all of MAWU's organisation on the Wiwatersrand. At Armourplate 

and Rainbow Chickens organisation was also disrupted and 

disorganised by police interventions. 
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Where the workers and union made a realistic assessment of 

management's response to industrial action they were more likely 

to be successful than where they miscalculated managemerial 

responses. In the case of the stevedores' strike, the union had 

made a realistic assessment of management's reaction. At the 

first Nautilus strike the ~orkers correctly assumed management 

would yield to their demand, but in the second strike they had 

seriously underestimated management's hostility and determination 

to destroy their organisation. 

Managerial attitudes towards trade unionism itself was also 

a key factor in determining the outcome of a dispute. When 

unions were faced with management who had a liberal pluralist 

orientation to worker organisation they were more likely to 

succeed tha n when thgy faced management who were opposed to 

independent trade unionism from a unitarist perspective. Thus 

at Heineman n Electric, Toyota and Leyland, for instance, 

management were hostile to trade unionism with the result that 

the strikes were exploited by management to break union 

organisation at their plants. At NCWM managerial attitude and 

policy towa rds the NUTW hardened so much over time that union 

organisation temporarily had to cease at the company. 

Another factor that played a role in the outcome of a strike 

was the spon t aneity of the action. Spontaneous actions taken by 

workers in the heat of the moment were more likely to have 

detrimental outcomes than strikes over which they had deliberated 

beforehand. The Toyota strike demonstrated the dangerous 

consequences of spontanous action on the part of workers whereas 

the well pl anned and executed stevedores strike proved highly 

successful. 

Finally , in disputes where workers' legal rights were 

clearly bei ng violated recourse to the Supreme Court turned out 
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to be successful as in the Raleigh, Van Leer and Pilkington 

cases. 

To pull together the findings on disputes, the above 

analysis showed that the unions tended to advance their struggles 

in disputes where workers were irreplaceable in the short run, 

where they returned to work once management had issued a final 

ultimatum that they would be fired otherwise, where the police 

did not intervene in the dispute, where the action was planned 

and carried out by a well disciplined work force, and when 

managerial reaction had been assessed realistically. By 

contrast, strikes and other disputes tended to end in defeats 

when workers were easily replaceable, when they carried on 

striking after management had issued their last ultimatum, where 

the police did intervene in the dispute, where action was 

spontaneous and the work force was undisciplined, and when 

management's reaction had been miscalculated. 

The analysis .thus points to the immense significance of the 

absence of the right to strike in South Africa. The South 

African judicial system made it legal under all circumstances for 

employers t o dismiss striking employees under common law for 

breaking their contracts regardless of whether the strike was 

legal or not . Employers thus had the legal right at all times 

to dismiss workers who went on strike regardless of the 

circumstances . Under such conditions the common factor that 

emerged as the determinant of the outcome of a dispute was 

whether the workers managed to retain their employment or not. 

In dis putes where workers and their shopfloor leaders were 

not dismissed as a result of their industrial action, the unions 

tended to advance and strengthen their organisation at the 

workplace. The unions then retained their organisational base 
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intact and had members with increased experience and awareness. 

On the other hand, when large numbers of workers or their 

shopfloor l eaders were dismissed, the unions were weakened. 

Given the small size and limited resources of the unions it was 

generally impossible for them to reorganise such plants. The 

key determi nant of the outcome of an industrial dispute at that 

stage of the independent unions' development was thus whether the 

unions reta i ned their membership at the plants or whether they 

lost a large mass of workers or their key shopfloor leaders. 



630 

Chapter 13 

Democratisation of the Independent Unions 

1. The Creation of Dempcratic Structures 

The independent unions considered in the thesis shared 

certain common themes in their efforts to democratise themselves 

and their co-ordinating bodies. At the same time there were 

also some s harp contrasts between the union groupings. This 

synthesis hi ghlights what the union groupings had in common and 

where they di verted from each other. 

The firs t aspect which the independent unions had in common 

was that t hey all owed their existence to oligarchic 

organisations other than trade unions. The Western Province 

General Worke rs' Union (WPGWU) commenced as the WPWAB, FOSATU in 

Natal had i t s origins in the Central Administration Services 

(CAS) and t he General Factory Workers' Benefit Fund (GFWBF), 

while in Transvaal it had its roots in the Industrial Aid 

Society (IAS) . The Consultative Committee of Black Trade Unions 

in turn owed t heir existence mainly to the UTP. Therefore the 

first challenge that faced all the organisations in their quest 

for democracy was to create unions and coordinationg bodies with 

structures t hat were in fact democratic. The task was by no 

means an easy one and took many years to achieve. 

The process through which the different 

created democratic structures in all the union 

briefly exam i ned below. 

Western Prov i nce Workers' Advice Bureau 

organisations 

groupings are 

The WP WAB was founded in March 1973 and although the 

constitution made allowance for the election of an Executive 
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Committee el ected annually at the AGM, real control of the 

organisation was in the hands of a small group of intellectuals 

who were almo st all Whites drawn from the University of Cape Town 

and the lega l profession. The small group called itself the 

Workers Advisory Project (WAP). In order to provide the Advice 

Bureau with respectability in the eyes of donors and a protective 

umbrella agai nst the state, a Board of Trustees was also set up. 

Its membersh i p was determined by WAP and composed mainly of WAP 

members as we l l as registered trade unionists who were considered 

to be sympa t hetic. Constitutionally, the Board of Trustees 

controlled appointments, finances and decisions taken by the 

Executive Committee. 

As the Advice Bureau placed an emphasis on workplace 

organisation the number of organised works committees increased 

rapidly and af ter almost two years of existence the intellectuals 

in WAP felt t hat the time had come to transform the Advice Bureau 

into a democratic organisation. The need for the transformation 

arose out of t he organisational developments in the Advice Bureau 

since the Executive Committee, which was elected at an AGM and 

chaired by a rather conservative township leader, was 

unrepresentat i ve of the works committees and out of touch with 

issues at mos t factories. 

After extensive discussions it was decided that a Workers' 

Council shou l d be established. It was envisaged that the · 

Workers' Cou ncil would consist of factory committees elected by 

the workers at each factory and take up issues inside and beyond 

the workplace . Control of the whole organisation as well as 

intellectuals in the movement was to be vested in the hands of 

the Workers' Council and the Executive Committee was to be 

abolished. 
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The ach i evement of this objective proved to be considerably 

more difficu l t than was expected by the intellectuals. The 

first Works Council which was established in April 1975 was 

stillborn. The reason for this was most probably because the 

workers in the Advice Bureau lacked the expertise and 

organisationa l experience to take command of the Council, but 

failure could also have been due to the fact that the workers did 

not consider it an appropriate time for founding an organisation 

that could become politically involved. It was only on the third 

attempt afte r two more years of endeavour that success was 

achieved. By that stage it was decided to set up a Controlling 

Committee comprising two representatives elected by a general 

meeting of each organised factory in the Advice Bureau. 

The Controlling Committee finally came into existence and 

started functioning in the first half of 1977. The functions of 

the Controlling Committee were to control the organisation. All 

policy decisions were to be taken by the Committee and organisers 

as well as the White intellectuals in the movement were to be 

appointed by the Committee and be accountable to it. It thus 

took the Advice Bureau four years from the time of its foundation 

to transform its own structure into that of a democratic worker 

organisation. The following year it changed its name to the 

Western Province General Workers' Union, a move which reflected 

the reality of its structure and operations more accurately. In 

1981 it dropped the title 'Western Province' as it had become a 

national union organising stevedores in the other major harbour 

cities. 

Industrial Aid Society 

Similar to the Advice Bureau, the IAS in Johannesburg was 

also firmly under the control of White intellectuals who were 



committed t o the establishment of a democratic 

organisation. It was founded in December 1973 

Steering Committee at the head of the organisation. 
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workers' 

and had a 

The IAS 

embarked upon organising African workers as well worker education 

through a sub- committee, the Worker Education Group. The Steering 

Committee wa s composed of self-appointed White intellectuals as 

well as Bl ack workers whereas the Worker Education Group 

consisted en t irely of White intellectuals who were also self­

elected. 

During t he first fifteen months considerable emphasis was 

placed on worker education with the result that the Worker 

Education Group became the largest and most important body in the 

IAS and it effectively took the decisions in the organisation. 

In order to resolve this anomaly the IAS restructured itself in 

March 1975 by scrapping the Steering Committee, the Worker 

Education Group and other sub-committees and consolidating them 

all into an IAS Executive Committee. It was explicitly decided 

that the Executive Committee would not have worker 

representatives serving on it and acknowledged that it was 

therefore not a representative body. This restructuring 

constituted a significant advance in facilitating the 

democratisation of the IAS as it was also decided that worker 

representatives would be elected onto a separate trade union 

executive committee and that powers would gradually be 

transferred to them as and when they requested it. 

The actual transformation to democratic structures was to 

prove a slow and uneven process as power struggles for control 

by various groups retarded its progress. After considerable 

debate and conflict in the Executive Committee over whether to 

start a general or industrial union, it was decided to start 
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organising workers in the metal industry. After six months of 

organisational efforts a Branch Executive Committee (BEC) of the 

Metal and A 11 i ed Workers' Union (MAWU) Transvaal branch was 

finally established in September 1975. 

The transfer of power to the union's BEC did however not 

take place smoothly. Instead, a power struggle developed 

between intellectuals in MAWU on the one side and the IAS on the 

other for control over the union and its policy. The IAS was 

performing administrative and financial services for the union, 

but some of the Executive members of the IAS felt themselves 

excluded from the affairs on the union. On the MAWU side the 

organisers feared that control of the union would be taken over 

by the IAS if its Executive Committee became too closely 

involved. There were even considerations on the part of MAWU 

officials t o separate the two organisations. In order to 

prevent suc h a rupture a compromise was reached by t he formation 

of a new ove r-arching organisation with representation on it from 

both the IAS and MAWU. The new bridging organisation, the 

Council of Industrial Workers of the Witwatersrand (CIWW), was 

established i n September 1976 with majority representation of the 

union on both the Council and its executive arm, the Secretariat. 

CIWW took over most of the functions previously performed by the 

IAS. These included fund raising, administration and education. 

The formation of CIWW was both a step backward and a step 

forward in the democratisation process of the movement. It was 

a step backward in that CIWW constituted a structure that was 

superimposed onto MAWU and the IAS. In particular the 

Secretariat tended to aper.ate as the executive of the union 

thereby stifling the development of the union's BEC. Thus IAS 

members on the CIWW Secretariat were not representative of any 

worker con stituency, but were nonetheless in a position to 
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exercise some control over MAWU. On the other hand the 

formation of CIWW was a step forward in that it was a semi­

representative body which took over the key functions previously 

performed by the unrepresentative IAS. CIWW, as an organisation 

combining rep resentatives of both MAWU and IAS, had also stripped 

the !AS of the potential control it previously exercised over 

union funds and administration. 

The democratisation of the structures was considerably 

advanced in July 1978 when CIWW reconstituted itself as the 

Transvaal region of the Trade Union Advisory and Co-ordinating 

Council (TUACC). The representation of IAS on the TUACC 

Council was reduced to a minimal two members whereas all the MAWU 

BEC members were on the Council. The establishment of the 

Transport and General Workers' Union late in 1978 added yet 

further weight to worker representatives on the Council and 

Secretariat. 

When FOSATU was founded by amalgamating TUACC and other 

unions together in April 1979, the principles existent in TUACC 

were embodied in the structures of FOSATU. Majorities of 

worker representatives were constitutionally ensured on bodies at 

all hierarchical levels with only one exception, namely the 

Executive Committee. Even so the first Executive Committee did 

have a four to three majority of worker representatives. 

From t he time of its inception, it thus took almost five 

years for the IAS to transform itself and the organisations it 

gave rise to into fully democratic structures. Whereas the 

unions that were founded were endowed from the outset with 

democratic structures from the shopfloor up to the Executive 

levels, the real difficulty over this period was to get the 

structures of the co-ordinating bodies to be democratic. 
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TUA CC 

When the initial institutions that eventually constituted 

TUACC were fo unded in 1972 and 1973, the intellectuals, mainly 

White, were firmly in control of them. This applied to CAS and 

the GFWBF. Once again the intellectuals shared a commitment to 

establishing democratic trade unions. Because of that they 

ensured that all the unions that were started were all formally 

structured to allow for control by the workers' elected 

representatives. Their executive committees, known as Branch 

Executive Committees (BECs), were brought into life as soon as a 

sufficient level of organisation had been achieved. 

The commitment of the intellectuals in the movement to 

democracy also led them to construct TUACC in such a manner that 

workers' control was built into the organisation. TUACC 

consisted of a Council and Secretariat: the Council was 

composed of the full BECs of the unions affiliated to it and two 

representatives from interested parties such as the Institute for 

Industrial Education. The Secretariat consisted of two 

representatives nominated by each affiliated union, only one of 

which could be a paid official of the union, as well as one 

representative from each affiliated interested party. The 

principle of worker representative majorities was thus built into 

both the TUACC Council and Secretariat. Furthermore, only trade 

union delegates had voting rights on the Council and Secretariat. 

Urban Traini ng Project 

The UTP was founded in Johannesburg in 1971 by former TUCSA 

trade union i st with two White intellectuals as the driving force 

in the organ i sation. The initial aim of the UTP was to provide 

training fo r African workers on i ndustri a 1 issues, but it soon 
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assisted in reviving African unions and founding new ones at the 

request of the workers they were training. The UTP experienced 

none of the agonising problems the Advice Bureau and IAS went 

through in establishing trade unions with democratic structures. 

This was probably due to the fact that the UTP founders were 

themselves experienced trade unionists. Within the first two 

years of its existence the UTP had already revived two African 

unions, helped establish two new unions, and providing 

educational and other services for a fifth union. It 

successfully continued its activities and by the end of 1975 it 

had helped to establish seven new African unions, revived two, 

and was providing a wide range of services for all of them. The 

services were basic infrastructural ones and included fund 

raising, employing union organisers, education as well as 

admininstrative and accounting assistance. It also rented 

office space for many of the unions. The UTP was in fact 

providing virtually all the vital resources required by most of 

the unions and playing the role of a co-ordinating body for the 

unions. 

There was however no attempt by the UTP to make 

structurally accountable to the unions it was servicing. 

i tse 1 f 

It did 

not endeavour to place control of the organisation in the hands 

of represen t atives of the unions it was servicing and co­

ordinating. Instead, it carried on as a relatively autonomous 

organisation with control and direction in the hands of its self­

appointed executive committee which consisted of UTP staff and 

ex-officio members including two Whites with religious and legal 

qualifications. Some of the UTP staff members on the UTP 

executive committee did consist of union secretaries and would 

thus have ensured that union interests were represented. But 
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actual control of the UTP was in the hands of its own committee 

which was not made accountable to the unions. 

The reason for retaining its relative autonomy, was that the 

UTP did not consider that its role should be that of a co­

ordinating body of the unions it was servicing. That role was 

to be assumed by the Consultative Committee of Black Trade Unions 

which initial l y consisted of unions serviced by the UTP as well 

as TUCSA Afri can unions, but the latter group fell away after two 

or three years . 

The Cons ultative Committee was however inherently limited in 

that it consisted only of the secretaries of the unions 

associated wi th it. This made the Consultative Committee an 

oligarchic body as it comprised only a single official from each 

of the union s . Furthermore the Consultative Committee had no 

constitution and no formal organisation with offices and a staff 

of its own, but only met on an ad hoc basis if and when issues 

arose. It was therefore impossible for the Consultative 

Committee to perform the co-ordinating tasks required by the 

unions even though collective policy decisions regarding the 

unions were being taken by the Consultative Committee and not by 

the UTP. 

A doubl e disjunction had therefore developed between the 

intended and actual roles played by both the UTP and the 

Consultative Committee. The UTP did not wish to perform the 

function of an over-arching co-ordinating body, but it had to do 

so, whereas t he Consultative Committee did want to perform that 

role, but was unable to do so. Up to 1979 both organisations 

were also oli garchic in that neither had structures through which 

union worker representatives could serve on their controlling 

bodies. Many of these anomalies and unrepresentative structures 

were however removed the following year when the Council of 
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Consultative Committee of Black trade unions 

thus only 

which had 
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the 

not 

succeeded by 1979 in creating democratic structures at the level 

of a co-ordinating body of the trade unions. The remaining 

groupings had succeeded in creating formal structures that were 

democratic at all levels of the organisation in that they allowed 

for worker majorities at each of the levels. 

However , while the creation of democratic structures was 

essential for democracy to emerge in the independent union 

movement, i t was by no means sufficient to ensure that workers 

took control of the unions. Democratic practices with workers 

actually ta king the decisions had to be established in the 

structures. This entailed building up the workers' capacities 

to take command of the structures and proved to be a more 

difficult and time-consuming challenge than creating the 

appropriate structures. 

2. Developin g Workers' Capacity to Control 

The independent unions under consideration did not delay the 

development of the workers' abilities to assume control of their 

organisations until the democratic structures were . fully in 

existence, but commenced with the task right from the time of the 

unions' ince ption. As has been pointed out above in the section 

on the union s ' strategies for power, the central task which the 

unions set themselves was to build up their power base on 

democratic shopfloor organisation. Although the TUACC unions in 

Natal did not immediately give shop stewards a central role in 

the unions and the Consultative Committee unions did not organise 

the workplace as intensively as the other union groupings did, 
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the most important terrain on which workers' capacities to take 

control of the unions was developed was through shopfloor 

organisation. This entailed not only formal and regular 

training by union organisers, but learning through experience and 

struggle in negotiations and conflict with management. 

Formal education and training of workers was undertaken by 

all the union groupings at the outset as a way of advancing 

workers' knowledge and understanding and preparing them to take 

control of the unions. Although they all commenced by placing 

great emphasis on worker education and training, their 

experiences diverged widely as time went on. 

The Advice Bureau initially laid stress on the political and 

ideological education of workers although it also taught workers 

their rights under labour laws and how to set about forming 

registered works committees. But much of the training was 

inappropriate in that it was too remote from the workers' 

experiences and workplace concerns. The organisational demands 

on intellectuals worked to the detriment of formal education as 

less and less time and resources were allocated to it. Separate 

education sessions were eventually no longer held so that by 1979 

the GWU had to all effects abandoned formal education. 

In the IAS formal education was also initially inappropriate 

for similar reasons. It also became less prominent, but it 

never dwindled away completely as a continuity was maintained by 

Phil Bonner, a university lecturer who did not become embroiled 

in worker organisation. Up to 1979 education therefore 

continued at a low level for the union BECs and advanced shop 

stewards. The contents became more closely linked with 

organisational issues over time. Formal education was therefore 

sustained at a low level for the more advanced worker 

representati ves because the unions could draw on outside 
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resources. 

Experiences with formal education in the UTP took a very 

different path. From the outset their courses were practically 

linked with the workers' situation and organisational needs. 

Since the UTP retained its relative autonomy and set store by its 

educational service to the unions, formal training was continued 

throughout the period. In contrast with the other 

organisations, the UTP was able to sustain worker education by 

allocating sufficient resources to it and not being subject to 

the same pressures from organisational demands as the unions 

were. 

The Institute for Industrial Education (IIE) in Natal was 

also initially linked with the TUACC unions as a relatively 

autonomous body. Its worker education courses dealt with 

worker issues in factories and unions as well as helping the 

worker understand society, but, unlike the UTP, they were general 

correspondence courses not specifically geared to meet the needs 

of the TUACC unions at the time. TUACC however decided that the 

IIE should specifically serve the educational and organisational 

needs of the unions. Consequently a struggle for control of the 

IIE and its direction ensued between intellectuals in TUACC and 

the IIE chairperson which was won by the TUACC intellectuals. 

The IIE thus came under the control of TUACC late in 1975. The 

crisis the TUACC unions experienced during 1976 and the heavy 

demands uni on organisation demanded however placed such enormous 

burdens on t he shoulders of the intellectuals in TUACC that they 

were unable to continue running formal education courses through 

the IIE. Education in the TUACC (later FOSATU) unions therefore 

receded and by 1979 it was at a very low level. During those 

years intens i ve training of shop stewards and advanced workers on 
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specifically organisational issues was taking priority in the 

unions and making heavy demands on the intellectuals' time. 

Thus up to 1979 formal education was generally not playing a 

significant part in developing the workers' capacities to take 

democratic control of the independent trade unions. 

Organisational training and experiential learning through 

shopfloor struggles was playing a more important part in building 

up their confidence and ability in learning how to run and 

control the unions. 

As a result of these activities worker leadership started 

emerging in the unions and co-ordinating bodies of the movement 

during the 1970s. Worker leaders emerged on the shopfloor as 

shop stewards and as representatives on the unions' executive 

committees, as well as union organisers and co-ordinating body 

officials. Many of these leaders wielded considerable influence 

in the union s . Some of them, such as June Rose Nala, developed 

into intell ectuals in the union movement. The emergence of 

worker leadership was however not enough to ensure that the 

unions were democratic. It was also necessary for leaders to be 

representati ve of the workers and accountable to them. 

3. Establish i ng Representative and Accountable Leadership 

In all t he union groupings the level at which worker leaders 

were most representative was on the shopfloor. Besides the 

daily contac t which shop stewards and works committee members had 

with their rank and file members, the committees tended to hold 

regular wee kly meetings at which they had to report on their 

shopfloor actions to their fellow committee members and the union 

organiser. Sometimes some of the more advanced workers in the 

factories attended such meetings which helped increase the 

accountability of the representatives. Some unions, most 
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notably the WPGWU and the UAW, placed a further emphasis on 

general facto ry meetings which were held monthly. Such meetings 

greatly fa c i1 ita ted both the representativeness and 

accountability of the shop stewards and committee members. The 

Consultative Committee unions, however, did not place the same 

degree of emphasis on committee and general factory meetings. 

While union committee members could still be held accountable by 

the rank and file at the workplace, less opportunities existed 

for this to happen outside the workplace under the auspices of 

the union than with the other union . groupings. 

The executive committees of the unions constituted the level 

where the next most accountable worker leadership had developed 

in the independent trade union movement up to the end of the 

1970s. There was however an unevenness in the manner and extent 

to which the executive committees in the various union groupings 

were operating and being held accountable. 

In the Natal region of FOSATU only MAWU and the NUTW had a 

sufficient number of well-organised factories to ensure a stable 

representation of elected shop steward representatives on their 

BECs. These unions also had active shop stewards that could 

make sure that the BEC members reported back to them on a regular 

basis. The other two Natal unions analysed in the thesis did 

not yet have stable and large enough bases that could ensure a 

continuity of representatives on their BECs and that could also 

hold the uni on organisers accountable to them. 

In the Transvaal region of FOSATU it was only MAWU that 

clearly had a stabilised BEC with strong representation from the 

factory flo or. No less than eleven factories of which seven 

were deemed t o be well organised were continuously represented on 

the BEC in 1979. The BEC was however not deemed to be fully 
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representative and accountable at that time by the regional 

secretary of MAWU. He was of the opinion that so much effort 

was being put into stabilising the BEC and getting its members to 

participate in the affairs of the union, that they were not 

bringing work place issues from their shop steward committees to 

BEC meetings . Conversely, he also felt that the BEC members 

were not systematically reporting back about union affairs to 

their shop st ewards committees. The BEC members could therefore 

not be held properly accountable by the shop stewards. Only two 

other union s of FOSATU in Transvaal were sufficiently organised 

to have elec t ed BECs, but their representation was not very wide. 

The remaini ng four unions in the region were not sufficiently 

advanced organisationally or had experienced too many setbacks to 

have functio ning BECs. 

The un ions of the Consultative Committee of Black Trade 

Unions mostl y had operating Executive Committees by 1979. 

However, the Executive members were elected at AGMs of the unions 

and were not considered as factory representatives on the 

Committee. They therefore did not develop active systems of 

representati on and accountability to shopfloor committees in the 

unions. In four of the Consultative Committee unions conflics 

emerged from 1977 onwards as Executive members started 

challenging the authority of the union secretaries. To the 

extent that they succeeded in wresting control of union affairs 

from the hands of the secretary they did increase union 

democracy. It was however a form of democracy that was remote 

from the rank and file. Workers in the Consultative Committee 

unions were therefore not in control of their unions as the 

Executive Committees were not made directly and actively 

representat i ve nor accountable to them. 

The WPGWU on the other hand went to the opposite extreme and 
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tried to develop a form of participatory democracy instead of 

representative democracy at the executive level of the union. 

When the Co ntrolling Committee was established in 1977 it was 

decided that the general meetings of the factories could elect 

any two representatives, not necessarily factory committee 

members, onto the Controlling Committee. It also decided not to 

elect an Exec utive of the Controlling Committee which was a large 

body consisti ng of 34 members. 

The uni ntended consequence of the union's attempt at 

participatory democracy was to establish oligarchic practices. 

The general meetings of the factories tended to elect Controlling 

Committee representatives who were not factory committee members 

in order t o share out responsibilities. However these 

representatives were not well-informed on shopfloor or union 

matters and therefore could not participate meaningfully in 

Controlling Committee proceedings. The end-result was to 

increase the influence of the organisers and to reduce their 

accountability to the workers. In addition the non-election of 

an Executive of the Controlling Committee meant that greater 

independence and power was placed in the hands of the organisers. 

This was because the Controlling Committee only met monthly on 

account of its size which was not frequently enough to enable the 

organisers to bring policy decisions and other strategic matters 

to the Contro l ling Committee to decide. 

The way in which these limitations of the Controlling 

Committee was overcome was to move towards a system of 

representativ e democracy. The constitution was amended to make 

it a requirement that the Controlling Committee members had to be 

elected from amongst the factory committee members. An 

Executive of the Controlling Committee was also elected. The 
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Executive met weekly which enabled worker representatives on the 

highest level of the union to develop a greater control over 

union affairs. 

The level at which representativeness and accountability of 

union leadership was hardest to attain was on the co-ordinating 

bodies of t he unions. The WPGWU, being a general union 

operating only in the greater Cape Town region up to 1979, did 

not yet requ i re a co-ordinating body. 

In the case of the Consultative Committee of Black Trade 

Unions there were no worker representatives on the Committee 

which compr i sed only union secretaries. The Consultative 

Committee was thus oligarchic in structure and it was therefore 

impossible t o infuse democracy at the level of worker control 

into it. Even at the union executive level the secretaries took 

decisions on the Consultative Committee that did not always carry 

the approval of some of the unions' Executive Commit tees. This 

became most manifest over the question whether the Consultative 

unions shoul d join FOSATU or not when serious rifts developed 

between two of the union secretaries and their Executive 

Committees. The Consultative Committee could therefore not be 

regarded as a democratic co-ordinating body. 

In FOSATU the Natal region had, by 1979, years of experience 

in the problem of trying to make co-ordinating bodies 

representative and accountable to workers. Although the TUACC 

constitution was democratic in that it allowed for a majority of 

worker representatives on both its Council and Secretariat, it 

took many years before worker representatives developed a 

meaningful say in TUACC, especially on the Secretariat. The 

first problem it experienced was that very few worker 

representatives attended the TUACC Secretariat meetings and they 

were completely outnumbered by union officials. Decisions were 
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therefore effectively being taken by union officials without any 

real accountability. This situation carried on for more than 

two years before a greater number of BEC members attended 

Secretariat meetings. From April 1976 onwards the number of 

worker representatives more or less equalled the number of 

officials attending meetings. 

But then a second problem became more acute. It was the 

problem of ensuring that the BEC members were speaking on behalf 

of their unions and not representing their own personal position 

on issues. Underlying this problem was the fact that the union 

BECs were not taking sufficient steps to ensure that their 

representatives on the Secretariat were properly representing 

them on the BEC. By 1979 one of the unions, MAWU, had found a 

way of overcoming the problem. The MAWU BEC passed resolutions 

which had to be tabled at the Secretariat meetings. By so doing 

it prevented its representatives from taking sectarian positions 

on important issues affecting the union. This practice was 

carried on when the FOSATU Regional Executive Committee replaced 

the TUACC Secretariat in April 1979. In the Natal region FOSATU 

had thus made considerable headway in trying to ensure that a 

representative form of democracy did exist at the co-ordinating 

of unions level. 

For democracy to exist in unions it is not only necessary 

for worker leaders who serve as office-bearers to be 

representative and accountable. It is equally necessary that 

the union officials, especially the organisers and intellectuals, 

have to represent workers' interests and aspirations and be able 

to give an account of their activities to workers. 
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4. Tensions between Democracy and Leadership 

All the union groupings considered in the thesis shared the 

common experience that control and leadership of the initial 

organisations was in the hands of their founders. In all cases 

the founding leaders constituted White intellectuals and some 

Africans who usually had prior trade union experience. The 

White intellectuals however played a far more significant role in 

shaping the policy, direction and structures of the unions and 

co-ordinating bodies that subsequently emerged. They all shared 

in common the intention of building up democratic trade unions 

with control ultimately situated in the hands of workers. 

The task of establishing workers' control was made 

particularly difficult for the independent unions by the socio-

political composition of the unions. The overwhelming majority 

of members of the unions were Africans with at most a lower 

primary school education which barely made them literate, were 

located in the least skilled occupations in industry where they 

tended to have no control over the application of their labour­

power and were not allowed any say over their working conditions. 

Added to this was the fact that Africans were denied any 

participation in the political processes of the country. Even 

their freedom to decide where they would live and work was 

removed from them by the bureaucratically enforced influx control 

laws. 

Given such a socio-political background most African workers 

who joined the unions had, at the time of joining, not acquired 

the capacities to plan the most appropriate organisational 

structures of the unions, nor were they accustomed to decision­

making over issues that affected their working lives. 

Furthermore they lacked a thorough understanding of the political 

economy which was essential in drawing up the plans and 
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strategies of the unions. 

These social and political realities of South Africa did 

however not imply that African workers were intellectually and 

politically i nept, or that they could arbitrarily be manipulated 

by intellectuals. Most workers had an acute awareness of what 

was in their own interests, many of them had had previous trade 

union and political experience, while there were also workers who 

had immense i ntellectual skills, the potential of which had never 

been allowed to develop before, but did so once they joined the 

unions and co uld established themselves as worker leaders. Thus 

from the start the workers set certain parameters, defined by the 

workers' und erstanding of their own situation, within which 

intellectuals could direct and lead them. 

But giv en the social and political background of the 

workers, the 

leadership, was 

role of leadership, particularly 

still of vital importance to the 

also unavoidable that, at the unions. It was 

intellectual 

independent 

outset, the 

intellectual leaders would, of necessity, have to play an 

influential and even dominant role in the unions. A tension 

thus developed between the essential need for leadership in the 

unions and the leaders' objective of establishing democratic 

workers' cont rol of the unions. 

The basic way in which the intellectual leaders in the 

independent union movement sought to reduce their dominance and 

influential position was to build democratic workers' control 

from the sho pfloor level up to the highest structural level in 

the union groupings. To the extent that the unions succeeded in 

establishing workers' control the dominance of intellectuals was 

reduced. 

The emphasis which the union groupings placed on shopfloor 
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organisation also increased the opportunities of rank and file 

members to keep organisers accountable to them. It was however 

impossible for workers to develop complete control over 

organisers because organisers spent most, if not all, of their 

time off t he shopfloor where the workers spent their working 

days. Non etheless, organfsers would have to account to workers 

what they had done during periods inbetween meetings and workers 

were genera l ly quick to spot organisers who were not acting in 

their intere sts. 

union group i ngs, 

dismissed f rom 

insistence. 

As a result a number of organisers in all the 

but more notably FOSATU and WPGWU, were 

time to time by the unions at the workers' 

It was also necessary for the union groupings to keep 

intellectual leaders, most of whom were Whites at the outset, 

accountable and responsible to the rank and file members in the 

unions. The union groupings adopted different approaches to 

achieve this objective. 

FOSATU and the WPGWU had adopted broadly similar non-racial 

approaches by not hesitating to give White intellectuals 

prominent po s itions in the unions if they were the most competent 

people to perform the tasks. This undoubtedly gave the White 

intellectual s immense power and influence in the first few years 

of the union s ' existence. However, over time the dominance of 

extent that democratic the intellectuals was reduced to the 

structures and practices within these 

developed. As has been shown above, 

control had been established on the 

union groupings were 

the strongest workers' 

shopfloor, then at the 

executive l evel of the unions, while least effective workers' 

control exi sted at the level of co-ordination of the union 

groupings. 

In the Transvaal region the formation of FOSATU in April 
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1979 howeve r increased the problems of co-ordinating union 

activities immensely as their number leaped up from two to seven 

and three different traditions of trade union organisation were 

united in a tight-knit federation. Added to this was the vast 

size of the P-W-V region. As a result of these factors the 

administration and co-ordination required for union organisation 

increased dramatically. In addition to FOSATU's constitutional 

bodies with worker majority representatives, the unions and 

FOSATU officials also started up extra-constitutional committees 

consisting of officials only. These committees played an 

important part in the co-ordination and administration of union 

affairs, but were not representative or accountable to the 

workers. 

While the formation of FOSATU had thus strengthened the 

independent trade union movement by uniting a number of unions, 

it had however reduced democracy in the Transvaal ~egion. The 

democratic structures created in the region were not sufficient 

to cope with · the unions' organisational problems and 

unrepresentative structures consequently emerged. The Transvaal 

region of FOSATU had thereby sacrificed democracy for greater 

strength in the movement. 

Although intellectual leaders had remained influential, by 

1979 the situation had been reached in FOSATU where most of the 

very influential ones were no longer Whites. It was probably an 

accurate perception by the regional secretary of FOSATU in 

Transvaal, that a situation had been reached towards the end of 

1979 where the six most influential leaders in FOSATU each had 

their 

gain 

these 

constituencies which they would first have to canvass 

the support of before they could take any initiative. 

six only two were Whites, the remaining four were 

Coloured and two African general secretaries of unions. 

and 

Of 

two 
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In the WPGWU there was an awareness on the part of the White 

intellectual s that, because they were Whites, the accusation of 

White control of the union could be made against them. There 

was thus a conscious policy on their part that, when there were 

different ways in which things could be done, the method that 

would stren gthen democracy and increase workers' control would 

always be chosen. 

In spi t e of these efforts on the part of FOSATU and the 

WPGWU it was still accepted by both union groupings that White 

intellectual s were still very influential, but that their power 

had been enormously reduced since the founding of the unions. 

In both gro upings final decisions were being taken by committees 

dominated by worker representatives who could not easily be 

swayed by in t elJectuals to vote one way or another. 

The UT P and Consultative Committee of Black Trade Unions 

took a compl etely different approach to the potential problem of 

White intell ectual domination of the unions. They adopted the 

policy tha t only Africans may be appointed to leadership 

positions in the unions. Although they prevented the domination 

of the uni on by White intellectuals, it did not resolve the 

problem of domination of the unions by Black intellectuals and 

leaders. 

The po l icy adopted by the Consultative Committee unions in 

fact led them not to pay sufficient attention to the problem of 

domination of the unions by African leaders, who were usually the 

secretaries of the unions. Nor did they put as much effort into 

building up t he power and influence of worker representatives on 

the shopfloor in the affairs of the unions as the other unions 

did. As a result thereof power struggles developed within 

three of the Consultative Committee unions over control of the 
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unions between the union secretaries and the elected executive 

committee members after 1976. The significant feature of these 

power struggles were that neither the rank and file members, nor 

their shop stewards, participated meaninfully in them at all. 

Thus by 1979 the Consultative Committee unions had not yet 

developed the appropriate structures and practices by means of 

which the intellectual leaders and officials of the unions could 

be properly controlled by the workers and made fully accountable 

and responsible to the workers. 

The independent unions considered in this thesis had 

found the process of democratising themselves to 

considerable challenge. As a first stage all the 

thus 

be a 

union 

~roupings, with the exception of the Consultative Committee of 

Black Trade Unions at the level of the co-ordinating body, had 

succeeded in establishing democratic structures at all levels of 

organisation in the movement. Furthermore, the severe 

organisational demands placed on the unions prevented the union 

groupings, again with the exception of the UTP's educational 

service to the Consultative Committee unions, from providing an 

ongoing educational training of workers that could develop their 

capacities to take control of the union structures. 

Nevertheless worker leaders did emerge from the rank and 

file of the unions to assume responsibilities from the shopfloor 

level up to the highest level of administrating and co-ordinating 

the unions' activities. The union groupings achieved varied 

success in making these worker leaders representative and 

accountable to them. Greatest success was achieved in the work 

place with least success at the level of co-ordination. Even so 

FOSATU made considerable advances in devising a method of keeping 

union representatives on the Regional Executive Committee in 
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Natal accoun t able to the unions. 

Another great challenge facing the unions in their 

democratisat i on process was to prevent undemocratic domination by 

the intellectual leadership in the movement. Although the 

influence of White and other intellectuals in the movement was 

still considerably high at the end of the seventies, sufficiently 

democratic structures and practices had been developed by two of 

the four uni on groupings to ensure that control was, ultimately, 

located in t he hands of worker representatives at all levels of 

the organisation. One of two groupings where this was not 

happening i n 1979 was the Consultative Committee which had not 

yet developed the appropriate structures to enable such control 

to happen. The other was the Transvaal region of FOSATU whose 

formation of FOSATU in April 1979 had necessitated the formation 

of extra-constitutional committees of officials which were 

playing a key role in administrating and co-ordinating union 

affairs. Such committees did not have any elected worker 

representati ves on them and could thereby avoid being made 

accountable t o workers. 

Democracy could therefore not simply be imposed in the 

unions cons t itutionally by creating the appropriate structures. 

It also requ i red the gradual establishment of the ethic that the 

unions ought to be democratic and the instilling of democratic 

practices on the part of the workers. While such control was 

still very imperfect by 1979, the ethic of democratic workers' 

control had been established and workers were in the process of 

solidifying the practice of operating democratically in the 

independent unions. 
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Chapter 14 

Theoretical and Empirical Conclusions 

The ma j or findings of the thesis are presented in this 

chapter under five broad themes. They are: 

- the develo pment of the independent unions during the 1970s, 

the strategies for power on the part of the unions, 

- the democratisation process in the unions, 

- the role of intellectual leadership in the unions, and 

- the politi cal significance of the unions in the 1970s. 

The emp i rical findings are, where appropriate, linked to the 

theories of trade unions and related issues that were presented 

in chapter one. The extent to which they confirmed, modified or 

challenged t he theories is considered. Finally, the way in 

which the i ndependent unions' activities in the 1970s was 

politically important is presented. 

1. Development of the Independent Unions in the 1970s 

The development of the independent unions up to 1979 can be 

divided into two stages. The first stage, starting from the 

inception of the unions up to the end of 1976 can be termed the 

survival era of the unions. During this period the newly formed 

unions were struggling for survival against a hostile state which 

frequently used its repressive powers against the fledgling 

unions, and an equally hostile management which engaged in a 

concerted counter-offensive against the unions. In addition 

workers' fea rs of trade unionism based on the state's repression 

of SACTU in the early 1960s had to be overcome as well. This 

period was characterised by the unions' determined effort to gain 

a foothold in the work place by either obtaining recognition of 
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the union or of a statutory works committee organisationally 

linked with the union. 

The unions had very little success in their endeavours to 

gain recogn i tion during this era and it was only the NUTW which 

managed to s ign an agreement with Smith and Nephew. There was 

considerably more success on the part of the unions in forming 

statutory works committees, but these committees were extremely 

limited in t heir bargaining power. 

During 1976 a series of events and circumstances 

administered hard blows to the independent unions. These were 

the deepenin g economic recession, disastrous disputes two unions 

entered into , other organisational mistakes by some unions, the 

uprising spa r ked by events in Soweto in June 1976, and, not least 

of all, a round of severe state bannings of activists in the 

independent trade union movement in November. The state had 

probably intended to deal a death ~ blow to the independent unions, 

but the un ions already had sufficient organisational depth to 

survive the repression. Nonetheless, at the end of 1976 the 

independent unions were at their lowest ebb since being founded. 

The second stage the independent unions entered in 1977 can 

be characterised as the period of intensive struggle for 

recognition on the part of the unions which came to an end in 

1979 when t he Wiehahn Commission proposed a change in state 

policy which granted legal recognition of African unions. Up to 

1979 the state bureaucracy however remained strongly opposed to 

African trade unionism as did the companies organised by the 

independent unions, including subsidiaries of multinational 

corporations . Thus although the independent unions struggled 

intensively for recognition during this period as well, they 

achieved remarkably little formal success. At the end of 1979 
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they had signed only two comprehensive recognition agreements 

which incorporated grievance and disciplinary procedures and two 

provisional agreements. 

The formal recognition agreements however do not adequately 

reflect the organisational strength and advances the independent 

unions had made by 1979. This is because a number of the shop 

stewards committees had obtained informal recognition of varying 

kinds from management and because some statutory works committees 

under the unions' auspices were also taking up work place issues 

with management. In all, the independent unions analysed in the 

thesis considered themselves to have in the vicinity of 80 well 

organised and a further 30 reasonably organised work places in 

1979. FOSATU, which generally set itself the most stringent 

standards, considered about 20 of its plants to be well organised 

while the Consultative Committee unions regarded about 46 and the 

WPGWU 14 of their plants as well organised. Their total signed 

up membership was approximately 44 500 in 1979. Of these 18 600 

were in FOSATU, 22 900 in the Consultative Committee of Black 

Trade Unions and 3 000 in the WPGWU. The independent unions were 

thus well entrenched by the end of the 1970s and had laid sound 

foundations based on strong shopfloor organisation. This solid 

base enabled the unions to make rapid advances and grow 

considerably in size and strength in the ensuing years. 

But in spite of the organisational advances of the 

independent unions during the the 1970s they were still 

relatively small, weak and unadvanced when compared to the trade 

union movement in advanced capitalist societies such as Britain 

and America. It is for these reasons that the liberal pluralist 

theory of trade unions by Flanders and Fox are largely 

inapplicable to the independent unions as they were in the 1970s. 

Flanders and Fox considered the principle role of trade 
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unions to be the regulation of work place conditions through a 

system of ru l es derived from collective bargaining. By so doing 

trade unions curtail 'the arbitrary will of management' and thus 

restrict managerial prerogative. But in the 1970s the 

independent unions were not primarily engaged in challenging 

managerial prerogative at the work place, but engaged in a grim 

struggle for survival and trying to force a reluctant management 

to recognise the unions. 

The struggle for recognition was not won until after 1979 

when, aided by the change in state policy, the unions gained 

sufficient strength to force management to grant them 

recognition. The number of formal recognition agreements 

thereupon mushroomed and by the end of 1983 the independent 

unions had s i gned over 400 agreements. It was only once these 

agreements i ncorporated grievance, disciplinary and retrenchment 

procedures that the independent unions started challenging 

managerial prerogative meaningfully. (1) The independent unions 

then entered a further stage in their struggle. They discovered 

it was not enough to have the procedural rules curtailing 

arbitrary managerial behaviour agreed to on paper, but these 

rules had to be applied in practice on the shopfloor. They thus 

entered into severe conflict with management in the early 1980s 

over the en forcement of the procedural agreements. A strike 

wave consequently erupted on the East Rand in the second half of 

1981 in whic h more than half of the 50 strikes were challenges to 

managerial prerogative over such issues as unfair dismissals and 

the arbitrary action of foremen. (2) 

The limitation of the liberal pluralist theory of trade 

unions is t hus that it is only applicable to a particular stage 

of trade union development which requires certain specific 
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conditions in the social formation in which they operate. Trade 

unions have t o be well-entrenched, relatively powerful, and with 

a legitimacy in the eyes of both the state and capital. None of 

these conditi ons held for the independent unions in South Africa 

in the 1970s aithough they did start applying increasingly so as 

the 1980s proceeded. Similar criticisms can be levelled at 

Hyman's theory of trade unions although he did lay stress on the 

fact that hi storical specificities had to be taken into account. 

Even so, he t ended to base his perceptions on the role of trade 

unions on the experience of British unions after the Second World 

War. 

Even though the independent unions were still 

weak at the end of the 1970s they were nonetheless 

building up t heir strength during that period. The 

for power which the union groupings adopted and the 

which they succeeded are considered next. 

2. Strategies for Power 

relatively 

gradua 11 y 

strategies 

extent to 

The independent trade unions considered in the thesis all 

shared in common the fundamental strategy of striving to build up 

of democratic 

the in-depth 

the more 

their power by means 

Generally, t he greater 

taking place in unions, 

shopfloor organisation. 

work place organisation 

successful they were in 

acquiring a power base. The Consultative Committee of Black 

Trade Unions, which placed less emphasis on intensive shopfloor 

organisation than FOSATU and the WPGWU did, accordingly had a 

weaker power base at the end of the 1970s. This was 

subsequently demonstrated by the advances the trade union 

groupings mad e in gaining work place recognition. At the end of 

1983 the FOSATU unions had no less than 285 formal recognition 

agreements whereas the unions in CUSA, which was more or less the 
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successor of the Consultative Committee, had less than a quarter 

of that with only 62 agreements. (3) 

In the thesis I also examined the strategies which the 

independent unions adopted in order to gain power. In addition 

to placing a primary focus on intensive work place organisation, 

the unions were more successful in accumulating power when their 

structures and practices gave a greater say to shopfloor 

representatives in the running of the union, when they used 

statutory works committees as a way of gaining managerial 

recognition of committees elected under the auspices of the 

unions, by gaining recognition from management of both shop 

stewards an d union officials rather than negotiating with only 

worker representatives, when organising along industrial lines 

rather than operating as general unions, and by strategically 

selecting factories to organise instead of organising plants 

indiscrimina t ely. 

Industr i al Qisputes also advanced the independent trade 

unions' strength on some occasions when their members went on 

strike. An immense impetus to the formation and growth of the 

unions was initially provided by the strike wave in Durban. 

Once the unions were founded and their members engaging in 

strikes the key issue which decided whether a union would gain in 

strength from a strike was whether it managed to retain the 

employment of its striking members at the plant. If all the 

strikers or t he leaders of the strikers were dismissed, the union 

was weakened by the strike. The factors that assisted unions in 

retaining t heir membership were when workers were relatively 

~killed and in key positions .and could not b~ replaced at short 

notice, when workers stayed at their machines instead of leaving 

the plants or work sites, when the police did not intervene in 
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the disputes, when workers realistically assessed management's 

threats and returned to work once they had given workers a final 

ultimatum to do so, when strikes were planned beforehand and not 

spontaneous actions on the part of workers, and when the 

workforce was disciplined and came out on strike and went back in 

unison. 

The theoretical writing considered in this thesis paid 

remarkably little attention to the strategies by means of which 

trade unions have acquired their power. Even though Hyman and 

Fryer ~sserted that trade unions were 'first and foremost a 

source and medium of power' and identified determinants of union 

power such as the strategic importance of the workers organised, 

they did not study the process through which unions accumulated 

power. 

affecting 

There have, on the other hand, been studies on factors 

trade union growth by Bain and Price as well as Undy 

and others, but union growth cannot assume to provide a measure 

of union 

when they 

there a re 

power. While unions generally increase in strength 

increase in size, they do not necessarily do so as 

numerous other factors that influence the 

strength of unions. The study organisational 

strategies to grow in strength therefore required 

focus from an examination of factors that would 

growth of union membership. 

3. Democratisation of the Unions 

of unions' 

a different 

increase the 

The independent unions virtually all started as oligarchic 

organisations in which the leadership, particularly the 

intellectual leaders, all played a dominant and highly 

influential role. The intellectual leaders shared a common 

commitment to creating democratic unions and during the 

under consideration in the thesis the unions went through 

period 

three 
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phases of a democratisation process. 

The fir st phase was the creation of democratic structures in 

which major i ties of worker representatives were established at 

all levels of hierarchy in the unions and co-ordinating bodies. 

This process took up to four years to achieve from the foundation 

of the union s . 

The second phase, which did not await the completion of the 

first phase , but started roughly at the same time, was the 

development of the workers' capacities to take effective control 

of the structures created in the unions and the co-ordinating 

bodies. This phase took longer to complete and was not yet 

fully accom plished by the end of the 1970s. There had however 

been suffi cient development of workers to facilitate the 

emergence of many worker leaders who assumed responsible 

positions as office-bearers and officials of the unions and co­

ordinating bodies. 

The th i rd phase of the process, 

completion of the first two phases, 

which also did not await 

but started from the outset 

as well, wa s to make the leadership of the unions representative 

of the membe r s and accountable to them. This, too, had been 

achieved by the end of the period under consideration, but in a 

differential manner. The most representative and accountable 

leadership existed on the shopfloor level and the least so at the 

level of co-ordinating bodies, with the union executives falling 

somewhere be t ween the two. 

In rela t ing the empirical findings to the theories on trade 

union democ racy presented in the thesis, the approach of 

Edelstein and Warner which stresses formal structures and the 

need for open competition in election to the top posts of a union 

is not adequate. In addition to formal democratic structures it 
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is equally important, if not more important, to develop ongoing 

democratic practices in which the rank and file are involved and 

ensure that their elected representatives and officials remain 

accountable to them. 

The findings also turned Michels' theory of oligarchy on its 

head. Instead of the unions starting as democratic 

organisations and ending up as oligarchies, the independent 

unions commenced as oligarchic organisations and underwent a 

process of democratisation in the first seven or so years of 

their life. The unions did not however become fully democratic 

with comple t ely effective workers' control, nor did union 

democracy i ncrease continuously and smoothly throughout the 

period. 

The life span of the unions under consideration were however 

too short t o establish whether a period in which democratisation 

was on the ascent in the unions would be followed by a period 

when oligarchy would become dominant. There were however 

occasional setbacks to democracy in the unions, but these 

setbacks ha ppened when the unions sacrificed democracy for the 

sake of achi eving greater collective power. This happened with 

the formation of TUACC in Natal when planning, co-ordination and 

the development of strategies effectively fell into the hands of 

union secretaries for more than two years up to about April 1976. 

It happened again with the formation of FOSATU in April 1979, but 

in the Transvaal region. Once again planning and administration 

fell into the hands of union and federation officials, but this 

time in extra-constitutional committtees that sprung up. This 

was due t o the fact that the number of unions increased 

overnight f rom two in TUACC to seven in FOSATU thereby requiring 

far more bu r eaucratic administration than the constitutionally 

democratic structures of FOSATU could cope with. 
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The contrary also happened in that the WPGWU on occasions 

sacrificed greater strength to ensure more democracy in the 

union. Th i s happened with regard to the union's policy on 

recognition in which only worker representatives could negotiate 

with management. The principle underlying this policy was that 

union offici als were never to take over or undermine the task of 

worker representatives. Although this ensured greater 

representati veness and accountability on the part of negatiators 

the union al so weakened itself by excluding officials who usually 

had greater independence and expertise than worker 

representati ves. 

The ex perience of the WPGWU also confirmed the findings of 

the Webbs with regards to participatory democracy. Attempts on 

the part of the WPGWU to introduce forms of participatory 

democracy resulted had the unintended consequence of increasing 

oligarchy within the union instead. This happened when the 

Consultative Committee was established in 1977 and it was decided 

that its representatives need not be workers committee members 

and that no executive of the Controlling Committee would be 

elected. But instead of increasing the number of worker 

representatives who took control of the union these measures 

actually reduced the hold which the Controlling Committee had 

over the union. This was because ordinary rank and file members 

elected onto the Controlling Committee were unable to participate 

at meetings because they were not familiar enough with union 

affairs, and because the absence of an executive placed full 

responsibil i ty for running of the union in the hand of union 

officials i n between the monthly Controlling Committee meetings. 

These were s imilar to the reasons why British trade unions became 

oligarchic during the nineteenth century: the unions tried to 
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retain a form of participatory democracy once they grew large 

into national unions, but instead they became oligarchic with 

power vested in the h~nds of the union secretaries and executive 

who alone developed all the expertise necessary to run the 

unions. 

4. Harnessing Intellectual Leadership 

Intellectual leaders played an immensely important role in 

the independent unions from the outset. They planned union 

strategies that helped to ensure their survival against a hostile 

state and concerted managerial counter-offensive, they 

administered and co-ordinated union affairs, they helped train 

and educate workers in trade union organisation, they assisted 

the unions in obtaining vitally required finance from abroad, and 

they made strategic use of legal action to help the unions gain a 

foothold and make organisational advances. The intellectuals, 

most of whom were Whites at the time the unions were founded, 

thus played an immensely important role in helping the unions to 

consolidate themselves and in building up their organisational 

strength. 

The intellectuals thus played a dominant role in the 

independent t rade union movement and were extremely influential, 

especially at the outset and during the first few years of the 

unions' exis t ence. However, they also shared a commitment to 

creating democratic trade unions in which workers would have the 

ultimate con t rol. They succeeded in this to a considerable 

extent, but s till remained disproportionately influential by the 

end of 1979. 

There was however an unevenness between the union groupings 

in the extent to which they had succeeded in harnessing the 

direction intellectuals were giving to the unions. In the non-
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racial union s where White intellectuals played a significant part 

there tended to be a greater awareness and sensitivity to the 

issue of in t ellectual and leadership domination of the unions. 

As a resul t those unions put in a greater effort in creating 

democratic structures and facilitating the emergence of worker 

leaders from the shopfloor which could contain the influence of 

the White i ntellectual leaders. In the Consultative Committee 

of Black Trade Unions there was however less sensitivity to the 

fact that Bl ack intellectuals could dominate and direct unions 

undemocratically. As a result these unions had not created as 

effective st ructures and practices by means of which the 

leadership of the unions could be controlled by workers on the 

shopfloor. 

The ro l e of intellectuals in the independent unions during 

the 1970s t hus contradicted the conceptions Michels and Perlman 

had of intel l ectuals in trade unions. Michels was wrong in that 

the intellectuals, with very few exceptions, did not become 

disillusioned and withdraw from the trade union movement. Nor 

did they l et an impossibilism with hard-line ideological 

programmes t hat were bound to kill the organisations dominate. 

While inte l lectual leaders certainly did hold ideological 

positions s t rongly and adopted mistaken strategies on several 

occasions, they were sufficiently open-minded and in touch with 

the realiti es of South Africa to adapt and consequently adopt 

more realistic strategies. 

The intellectuals were also not in fundamental conflict with 

the rank and file workers by trying to impose their own ideology 

on relucta nt workers as Perlman would suggest. They were 

generally not granted a legitimate leadership role unless they 

were perce i ved by the workers to be acting broadly in the 
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workers' interests. At the same time structures and practices 

were being created which increasingly enabled workers to express 

their aspirations and have them implemented. Major clashes of 

interests between intellectuals and workers were therefore not 

characteristics of the independent unions in the 1970s. 

The definition and rol~ ascribed by C.Wright Mills to union~ 

made intellectuals accorded far more closely to the leadership 

role intellectuals played in the unions. The limitation of 

Mills's approach is that he assumed the presence of union-made 

intellectuals to be unproblematic in the creation and maintenance 

of democracy in trade unions. 

While Gramsci's conceptualisation of intellectuals and the 

role of organic intellectuals in proletarian movements proved to 

be valuable, White intellectuals in the independent trade union 

movement could not 

defined by Gramsci. 

be regarded as organic intellectuals as 

This was because it was impossible for them 

to organise African workers in the field of culture. 

White intellectuals were estranged from African workers by 

the South African social formation in numerous ways. White 

intellectuals mostly came from bourgeois or petty bourgeois 

backgrounds as opposed to the proletariat upbringning of African 

workers; educationally White intellectuals usually had tertiary 

level education and holding degrees while most African workers 

did not get beyond primary education; the legal requirement to 

live in racially segregrated residential areas meant that White 

intellectuals could not live in African townships, but in vastly 

different social communities; finally the language and cultural 

backgrounds of White intellectuals and African workers were 

distinct with Whites usually unable to speak an African language. 

Given t he existence of such enormous socio-cultural 

distinctions between White intellectuals and African workers it 
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was not possible for the intellectuals to gain a proper 

understandin g of the contents and idiom through which to conduct 

a cultural structure. An example of the cultural organisation 

which White i ntellectuals in the independent trade union movement 

were totally unable to conduct is well depicted by the following 

quote: 

And at t he apex of working class culture in South Africa 
stand the songs and poetry of Vuyasili Mini. Mini was a 
union or ganiser from Port Elizabeth in the 1950s and 
early 1960s. As a cultural activist Mini was not 
content to write songs and poetry. He formed a highly 
successful cultural club under the auspices of the 
union. He used his songs as an organising tool with 
tremendo us effect at union meetings and demonstrations. 
(4) 

Up to 1979 there was not a conscious effort to organise 

workers cul t urally by White intellectuals. In this respect it 

would there fore be inappropriate to try and define them as 

organic intellectuals in the Gramscian sense. To what extent 

their inabi l ity to be cultural organisers disadvantaged the 

unions would be h~rd to estimate, but at best White intellectuals 

could facil i tate the emergence of such cultural organisation in 

the unions as subsequently happened in the FOSATU unions. 

5. Political Significance of the Independent Unions 

The independent unions generally did not engage in political 

issues whic h would have brought them into direct confrontation 

with the sta t e during the 1970s. The only significant exception 

to this was when the Western Province Workers' Advice Bureau lent 

strategic an d organisational support to the call by students for 

a stay-away in September 1976 to protest against Bantu Education 

and detenti ons - and paid a high price for it in terms of state 

repression. The unions also did not affiliate to any other 

movements during the period. In Natal FOSATU decided not to 
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join Inkatha after being invited to do so by Chief Buthelezi in 

1975. For the most part the unions concentrated their energies 

on creating bridgeheads into the work place and building up their 

organisational strength on the shopfloor. 

The strategy of the independent unions formed a strong 

contrast wi t h the policy of SACTU which took up the issue of 

state power from its inception on the grounds that economic 

exploitation could not be divorced from the political oppression 

of Blacks i n South Africa. But it was mainly on account of 

SACTU's poli cy and the harsh state repression it invoked that the 

independent unions decided to restrict their activities to the 

shopfloor. One of the first tasks of the independent unions was 

to overcome t he fears of trade unionism which African workers had 

as a resul t of SACTU's repression. In addition to that the 

state had, i n the interim period, armed itself with even harsher 

repressive l aws and machinery than it had during the 1950s and 

early 1960s. 

This did not however mean that the strategy adopted by the 

independent t rade unions in the 1970s was politically irrelevant. 

The strategy was in fact politically highly signficant, but its 

significance lay in the fact that the independent unions were 

putting all their energies into organising and building up the 

collective s trength of the Black working class where it was 

potentially most powerful, namely at the point where they exerted 

their labour- power. By concentrating on organising workers where 

they were engaged in production the independent unions were 

adopting a strategy that would potentially maximise their 

strength. The power which they so acquired could be wielded at 

the appropriate time and under suitable circumstances in support 

of political demands which would advance working class interests. 

The policy of the independent unions to concentrate on 
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building up their power in the work place also assisted them in 

their initi al struggle for survival. By not confronting the 

state directly while they were still weak and fragile, the state 

was never provoked into using its full repressive might against 

the independent unions. The strategy also enabled the 

independent unions to exert all their energies on increasing 

their organi sational strength in the work place. 

The pol i tical strategy of the independent unions paid off in 

that they not only survived the 1970s when the state was still 

opposed to African trade unionism, but became strong enough to 

start exerti ng their collective power on the shopfloor in support 

of broader working class demands. A very important feature of 

the independent unions' collective action was that they went 

beyond mere symbolic protest actions which the system could 

easily tole rate, but that they started inflicting real economic 

costs on t he system. Thus when Dr Neil Aggett, Transvaal 

secretary of the Food and Canning Workers' Union, 

detention approximately 100 000 workers, of whom 

died while in 

roughly two-

thirds were f rom the independent unions considered in the thesis, 

downed tool s on 11 February 1982 for up to half an hour to 

demonstrate t heir anger with the state. (5) 

In November 1984 the independent unions engaged in their 

most signifi cant political act up to that time when they 

supported t he call for a two-day stay-away by the Congress of 

South African Students (COSAS) on the Witwatersrand. In the 

ensuing mas s stay-away supported by anything from 300 000 to 800 

000 workers , FOSATU played the most prominent organisational 

role, suppo r ted by CUSA and other independent unions. In some 

industries i n the East Rand and Vaal regions, stay-away levels 

reached at l east 90%. The demands of the stay-away included 
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the withdrawal of the military and police from Black townships 

and an end to housing rent increases. Approximately 400 000 

students also boycotted schools for the duration of the boycott 

demanding democratically elected students representatives 

councils in Black schools. (6) 

Thus as the independent unions 

resilient they started engaging in 

grew stronger and more 

campaigns with broader 

political demands in co-operation with other organisations. 

Reflecting theoretically on developments in the progressive 

and independent trade union movement over the thirty year period 

commencing in 1955 it would appear that political unionism as 

spelled out by Lambert is flawed as a form of trade unionism in 

the South African social formation. Its essential mistake is 

the simultaneous interlacing of the economic struggle against 

exploitation in the work place with the political struggle 

against oppression in one and the same form of organisation, 

namely trade unions, in a social formation where the state relies 

on repression, rather than consent, to rule. It is a mistake to 

do so in the first place because its engagement in the politics 

of liberation is bound to incur the repressive wrath of the state 

against it. (7) But it is also a mistake because trade unions 

are institutions which are organisationally best suited to take 

up the struggle of workers in the work place for control of 

production and the allocation of financial resources of companies 

and other enterprises. Trade unions are thus the most suitable 

vehicle with which the working class can try to ensure the 

transformation of class relations in the production process to an 

industrial democracy free from managerial domination and economic 

exploitation. 

On the other hand, trade unions concentrating on in-depth 

shopfloor organisation are structurally and organisationally not 
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the most suitable institutions for taking up issues beyond the 

shopfloor in a direct and democratic manner. Community 

organisations with democratic representation in the residential 

areas would, for instance, be more suitable organisations for 

taking up comm unity-based issues. Similarly trade unions are 

also not the most appropriate bodies for taking up the struggle 

for gaining control of the state and confronting state power 

directly. Their ultimate weapon against the state is the power 

to withhold t heir labour, whereas the state has a multitude of 

weapons it ca n bring to bear against trade unions - including the 

power to repress and destroy the unions. A broad political 

movement whi ch can confront the state at all levels with a 

diverse range 

organisation. 

the shop floor 

of strategies would be a more suitable 

Thus both for taking up community issues beyond 

and challenging the state there are more 

appropriate institutions with different forms of organisation 

from trade unions. 

By placing a primary emphasis on democratic work place 

organisation it does not mean that trade unions have to be either 

'economistic', focussing only on improving wages and working 

conditions within capitalist relations of production, or 

'workerist', which only emphasizes working class leadership in 

shopfloor issues and not on all fronts. (8) By adopting such a 

strategy the trade unions could be political by participating in 

political campaigns with other organisations sharing the same 

objectives where and when it is in the interests of the Black 

working class to do so. The particular contribution of the 

unions in such campaigns would be to strengthen the campaigns' 

demands by applying their economic power built up arduously over 

a long period of time by organising workers intensively in the 
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work place. Such an approach ensures that unions retain their 

autonomy and it also enables them to retain their legitimacy on 

two fronts. On the one front they retain it in the eyes of the 

state, an essential requirement for unions if they are to survive 

under a repressive regime. On the other front they retain their 

legitimacy in the eyes of the politically conscious Black masses 

which is necessary for being deemed relevant to their broader 

struggle for liberation and whose support they require during 

phases . of intensive struggle. 

But there is also a fundamental way in which the very 

activity of in-depth shopfloor organisation on the part of the 

unions is political in itself. This arises from the 

understandin g that politics essentially constitutes a power 

struggle between opposing groups for control over the allocation 

and use of material and financial resources. The struggle of 

unions again st capital over the frontier of control in the labour 

process the refore fundamentally constitutes a political act on 

their part. To put it in other words, it is a struggle with the 

goal of transforming production to ensure a working class 

hegemony ove r the control, allocation and use of resources in the 

production process. To this immediately needs to be added that 

trade unions by themselves are unable to achieve such a 

transformati on. A far broader struggle is required to 

transform the social relations of production in the wider social 

formation be fore working class hegemony can feasibly exist in the 

work place. But the struggles of trade union to push back 

managerial prerogative help to create the embryo of working class 

hegemony in the production process which can come to fruition 

when there i s transformation at a societal level. 

Such a perspective on the political role of unions thus 

makes the implicit assumption by Lambert that work place issues 
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are economic and that the 'transcendence of the economy-politics 

divide' is only achieved when unions engage directly in 

'political s t ruggle' beyond the work place unsatisfactory. 

(9) The Marxist-Leninist theory which underplays the role of 

trade unions i n their struggles against capital over the frontier 

of control in the work place is therefore also inadequate. 

Probably the most important political role that the 

independent unions thus played in the 1970s was to lay the 

foundations which could assist in the eventual transformation of 

the social re l ations of production in the work place. It seems 

appropriate t o let Alec Erwin, who was FOSATU's education officer 

at the time he wrote the following in 1985, have the final word 

on the matter . In an article dealing with liberation politics 

which stressed the need for unity between different forms of 

organisation striving for liberation, he also addressed the vital 

need for economic transformation in South Africa 'that will 

secure the i nterests of the working class and rural population'. 

(10) In addressing the problem of transformation he made a 

statement revealing the political significance of the activities 

of the independent unions in the 1970s. 

It may well be significant that one area where some 
discussio n and some public articulation of the problem 
[of transformation] has emerged is in the independent 
shop-floo r based unions. Their close link with workers 
must make them aware of problems and their experience of 
the workings of the economy also make them far more 
cognizant of economic issues. However, it is the 
particula r form of unionism that they have evolved that 
has raised the issue more clearly. This unionism is 
based on shop-floor organisation and democratic 
participation of worker representatives in control of 
the union and in negotiation. Worker representatives -
shop stewards - are, therefore held closely accountable 
whilst playing very active roles in negotiations and 
within their union structures. This generates effective 
and militant unionism but it also addresses the problems 
of transformation since it establishes democratic 
organisation within the productive process itself. 
(11) 
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Appendix A 

Research Methods Used in Thesis 

Use of Multiple Research Methods 

A numbe r of different methods was used to collect data for 

the thesis. The four principal methods were: (i) observation, 

(ii) intervi ews, (iii) analysis of source material, and (iv) 

circling bac k. (1) The first three methods were further 

subdivided i nto the following techniques: participant and 

nonparticipant observation, structured and unstructured 

interviews along with discussions, and analysis of both primary 

and secondary source material. As a further step to try and 

verify the findings and clarify some of the issues, a circling 

back method was used: the unions, as well as individuals 

formerly involved in the unions, were asked to comment on earlier 

drafts of sections of the thesis pertaining to them. 

A description of all the research methods employed in this 

thes1s is discussed below. In each of the methods the problems 

and pitfalls encountered in analysing and interpreting the 

evidence is discussed. An indication is also given of how I 

tried to overcome these problems. 

Participant Observation 

I conducted my participant observation for four years from 

1973 to 1977 while I was closely involved with the Western 

Province Wor kers' Advice Bureau (WPWAB) as one of the founder 

members of t he Workers' Advisory Project (WAP) and chairman of 

the Board of Trustees of WPWAB. In these positions I was 

involved in pl anning and strategising in WPWAB as well as in the 

direct train i ng of African workers. This involvement also put 



676 

me in touch with similar activities elsewhere in the country, 

particularly the Institute for Industrial Education (IIE) and the 

Trade Union Advisory and Coordinating Council (TUACC) in Durban 

and the Industrial Aid Society (IAS) in Johannesburg. 

One of my last acts as a representative of WPWAB was to 

attend the first meeting of independent trade unions on 23rd 

March 1977 in Shakespeare House, Johannesburg, to discuss the 

formation of a federation that became FOSATU two years later. 

These experiences, although they were not gained for research 

purposes at the time, provided me with insight into the operation 

of the independent trade unions in their formative days. They 

were of great value in helping me interpret my research material 

and presenti ng an account of the unions' struggles and historical 

development. 

However the methodological problem of subjectivity existed 

as a result of my involvement in WPWAB. The danger existed of 

wanting to rely too heavily on my own interpretation of the 

events and activities I was direct1y involved in during these 

years. I al so found that I tended to have a selective recall of 

the events. To try and correct for these potential biases in my 

research I made a point of placing due weight on other accounts, 

both oral and written, of the same events. But at the same 

time I had to bear in mind that the other accounts were also 

subjective and potentially biased. In cases where I knew the 

subjective i nterests of the source, I could make allowance more 

easily than when I was unsure who was responsible for ~he 

information as was often the case with documentary evidence. 

The problems of reliability and bias are discussed in more detail 

under the ap propriate headings below. 
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Structured Interviews 

One of the first ways I tended to approach unions, 

especially t he ones with which I had no or very little prior 

contact, was to conduct a structured interview with the general 

secretary of t he union. A questionnaire was used to guide the 

interview. (See Appendix B) The questionnaire was comprehensive 

and aimed at oroviding a general overview of the union as well as 

to point to t he most relevant aspects of the union to concentrate 

the research on subsequently • It included questions on the 

union's struc t ure, membership, organisational method, recognition 

from manageme nt, finances, industrial disputes, as well as other 

topics. The average time of an interview ranged from two to 

three hours al though the first one lasted over five hours. Some 

of the secre t aries had to be interviewed more than once as they 

could not afford to give that much of their time uninterruptedly. 

A disad vantages of the questionnaire was that i~ was drawn 

up to try and cover all the unions to be interviewed. The 

questions we re therefore framed at a general level to try and 

apply to all the unions. The result was that certain aspects 

specific to t he different unions could not be captured from the 

prescribed questions. At times it was therefore necessary to 

diverge from t he questionnaire in order to probe those aspects of 

the union. 

In the case of a few of the smaller unions, the interview 

with the uni on's general secretary was the only personal contact 

I had with the particular unions. This was mostly the case with 

some of the unions of the Consultat1ve Committee of Black Trade 

Unions (CCOB TU) and was in part due to the fact that I was not 

granted any additional access by the unions. I was thus not in 

a position t o verify the facts and impressions the unions' 

secretaries conveyed to me except for primary and secondary 
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source material I could lay my hands. In the case of CCOBTU I 

obtained considerable material and assistance from one of the 

former officials of the Urban Training Project (UTP), Mr L. 

Douwes Dekke r , as well as from the UTP itself. 

Nonparticipant Observation 

Further access to the unions was provided by observation of 

union meeti ngs. These meetings ranged from Annual General 

Meetings (AGMs) to general factory meetings, to shop steward 

meetings, to branch and regional executive meetings. The FOSATU 

unions, especially those in Natal, were very facilitative, as 

were the ones in Transvaal and the General Workers' Union (GWU). 

My approach was to remain uninvolved in the meetings' proceedings 

other than t o record events. Except in the case of very large 

meetings, my presence was explained to those present if they did 

not know beforehand why I was attending. 

Such nonparticipant observation afforded me the opportunity 

to perceive at first hand what decisions were being taken at 

various levels and the way in which decisions were being 

reached. The observations were particularly useful in 

evaluating t he extent of democracy and worker participation 

exercised in the unions. 

The ma j or problem with this method arose when the meetings 

were being conducted entirely in an African language, mostly Zulu 

or Xhosa, neither of which I could understand. (Even on the 

Witwatersrand the African language _most commonly used at meetings 

was Zulu.) In such cases it was necessary to have an 

interpreter who was usually requested to act as such by the 

organiser or the chairperson of the shop stewards committee. 

Many of the meetings were however automatically translated 
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because of the presence of a non-African organiser at the 

meeting, or Indian workers who could not speak Zulu, or Coloured 

workers who could not speak Xhosa. Although this made it easier 

to follow t he broad gist of the proceedings, a considerable 

amount of t he finer points and nuances were lost by my not 

understanding the African workers directly. 

Unstructured Interviews and Discussions 

Interviews were conducted with individuals who had either 

played an important historical role in the unions or who were 

significant i n the unions at the time the research was conducted. 

Often these two attributes overlapped as the most significant 

persons usua l ly had extensive trade union experience. The 

interviews were usually 'tailor-made' for the interviewee in 

order to try and draw the maximum amount of relevant information 

from the person. A list of issues to be covered with the person 

was drawn up beforehand with some questions being phrased in 

order to ensu re that the most pertinent information was extracted 

and that the questions were not leading questions. Most of the 

'tailor-made' interviews were recorded because of their important 

role in the research. Some of the really key ones were 

transcribed i n full afterwards. 

The greatest value of these interviews was in the 

reconstruction of the unions' histories, in examining . their 

policies, and in probing controversial and sensitive issues. 

They allowed for topics to be followed up in-depth until the 

topic had been probed sufficiently ; 

The unst ructured interviews with people who had been in the 

independent trade union movement for all or most of its 

existence, amounted 

certain union s . 

to obtaining oral histories from them on 

The precautions that had to be taken in using 
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the evidence of the interviews were similar to the ones 

historians encounter in general, namely 'to look for internal 

consistency, to seek confirmation in other sources, and to be 

aware of potential bias'. (2) In the end, says Paul Thompson, 

there are no absolute rules to indicate the reliability 
of oral evidence, any more than that of other historical 
sources. The basic tests of reliability ••• - searching 
for internal consistency, cross-checking details from 
oher sources, weighing evidence against a wider context 
- are just the same as other sources. (3) 

The interviews I conducted proved no exception: the 

interviewees could not always recall dates and details of certain 

occasions, or would simply get them confused. However the more 

serious pro blem arose in assessing the reliability and bias of 

the intervi ewee's information, especially on sensitive and 

controversia l issues. Account had to be taken of the posts and 

positions held by the persons at the time and which aspects or 

sides they would seek to promote and which to play down. It was 

clear that a person inevitably only had limited knowledge of all 

the events and that there were certain activities which the 

person did not even know about or could at best speculate what 

happened there. Furthermore, a person's recount of events was 

selective and aspects which emphasized that person's role were 

recalled bett er than others. 

Hence t he evidence from interviews had to be used cautiously 

by checking t hem against other verbal and written accounts of the 

same events. The plausibility of the person's contentions were 

weighed up in the light of subsequent events as well as other 

evidence on the same events. Allowance was also made for the 

person's own preferences when deciding what weight to attribute 

to the person's point of view on issues about which divergent 

views existed. 

Discussions were entirely unstructured and took place during 
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informal encounters such as travelling to or from a meeting, 

socialising after work, and so on. Some most valuable snippets 

of information were passed on during such informal exchanges in 

that people were usually more relaxed on such occasions and were 

not necessarily 

were saying or 

discussions also 

concerned about the implications of what 

impressions they were creating. 

created the opportunities for them to 

they 

Such 

raise 

issues they were really concerned about or considered to be very 

important. 

Valuable information gleaned from discussions was usually 

recorded in the evening of the same day when the research 

material obtained during that day was reviewed and filed, but 

some times a few days elapsed before they were written down. 

Care was however taken not to make use of confidential or 

compromising information passed on to me on such occasions. 

Information actually used from discussions was selected carefully 

precisely because the informants were relaxed and not necessarily 

maki~g accurate statements, but generalising or expressing their 

frustration or irritation on some or other issue. An attempt 

was made to sift out such information and use what appeared to be 

reliable information. 

The limitations of observation and interview research 

methods were to some extent overcome by the use of primary and 

secondary source material. 

Primary Source Material 

Primary source material consisted of minutes of all levels 

of meetings held by unions and coordinating bodies, memoranda and 

reports drawn up by the unions, correspondence, financial 

reports, annual reports, founding and replying affidavits legal 
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suits, and records of court proceedings and judgements. The 

references t o the chapters on the unions provide a detailed 

account of primary source material used in the thesis. The 

FOSATU unio ns and the WPGWU allowed me access to virtually all 

their files with the most extensive set of files being available 

at FOSATU i n Natal. In the case of the CCOBTU unions primary 

source mate r ial on some of the unions was kindly made available 

to me by Loe t Douwes Dekker from his personal collection. 

Primary source material was particularly useful for 

confirming dates and the exact chronology of events, the key 

participants at certain meetings, the names of office bearers and 

officials, as well as the formal decisions taken at meetings. 

Memoranda, reports, correspondence, affidavits and court records 

were very valuable for detailed accounts of events or disputes 

the unions entered into, as were the newspaper reports. 

The pri mary material also had their limitations: while some 

secretaries made it their task to present virtual verbatim 

reports of meetings, others made their minutes exercises in 

concealment. The latter was more common and to a great extent 

it was the result of operating under a repressive political 

system. The unions' records were also incomplete and minutes of 

earlier m~et i ngs had often been lost, destroyed or mislaid. As a 

result there were occasionally gaps over large periods, usually 

the early ones, in the records of certain unions. 

But pri mary source material, like interviews, were not free 

from bias, especially where conflict existed within the unions or 

institutions . In cases where committees or meetings polarised, 

the minutes usually reflected the side the recorder was on better 

than the ca se of the other side. Reports and memoranda also 

reflected s imilar bias or the position of certain groupings 

within the unions. In cases where the author of the documents 
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was not stated, it was considerably harder to know how to 

interpret the information and conclusions especially when the 

opposing groups and their counter-arguments were not known. In 

such cases other evidence of the events were relied on to 

supplement the account of the events. 

The most difficult primary material of all to deal with was 

when the information was misleading or the authorship was clearly 

not who it purported to be. In their early days, when the 

unions were struggling for their survival, there was a tendency 

for them to exaggerate their achievements, presumably as a way of 

boosting wor kers' confidence and morale in their organisations. 

Early claims by unions of membership figures or factories 

organised the refore had to be interpreted carefully. 

In a situation where many of the organisers and officials of 

working class origin were barely literate in English, if at all, 

reports were often drafted by the intellectuals. When this 

appeared to carry the approval of the officicals concerned, the 

documents di d not present much of a problem as reliable source 

material, 

to reflect 

bu t on the few occasions where reports were found not 

t he actual position of the official who purportedly 

drew up the report as became apparent from subsequent events, the 

reliability of the documents had to be seriously questioned and 

corrected by other accounts of the events. 

Secondary Source Material 

The use of secondary source material depended to some extent 

on the availa bility of the material. A considerable amount of 

material was available on the independent unions in Natal 

starting with the IIE book on the 1973 Durban strikes and keeping 

up a . fairly continuous stream of articles in the South African 
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Labour Bulletin. This was probably due to the fact that the 

Bulletin was initially the journal of the IIE and was produced in 

Durban up t o early in 1983. Some useful dissertations of 

honours stud ents in Industrial Sociology at the University of the 

Witwatersrand could be drawn on as well. Although newspapers 

and the we ekly Financial Mail were used, they were not the 

crucial sources of information because of their lack of material 

on the issues examined in this thesis. On certain aspects, such 

as strikes they were nonetheless very useful and the SALDRU 

newspaper cl i ppings of the major newspapers in the country were a 

valuable so urce of information since all the initial search and 

collation of material had already been performed. Unfortunately 

the service only commenced in 1975 and thus made it considerably 

harder to ob t ain newspaper material on earlier periods. 

Seconda ry source material all had the disadvantage that the 

selection and interpretation of their information had already 

been filtered through the perspective of their authors. This 

was taken account of when drawing on the material. Newspaper 

reports of industrial conflicts were also usually very 

superficial and often failed to get to the reasons for the 

disputes. Other methods therefore had to be relied on to 

understand t he causes of the disputes. 

The abo ve methods were used in drawing up the first draft of 

the empirica l section of the thesis. However, in order to try 

and ensure t hat the presentation of facts was accurate and the 

interpretati on of events reliable, one more ~esearch technique 

was used. 
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Circling Back 

The fir st draft of the thesis on the various unions and 

groupings were submitted to them as well as individuals who were 

involved in earlier periods of the unions' history for their 

scrutiny. In the case of the unions and federations this was 

followed up by seminars with them in the different centres. The 

purpose of t he seminars was to obtain direct feedback from the 

organisations on the reliability of the interpretations, 

especially the criticisms aimed at the organisations. 

Such an exercise proved to be most fruitful as a research 

method since it rapidly became apparent which interpretations 

and criticisms could be sustained and which could not stand up to 

closer scrut i ny. In addition certain 'grey areas' where 

insufficient material was available to present clear or accurate 

descriptions of events were also pinpointed by the unions who 

were often i n a position to provide the missing information to 

clar i fy points or issues. 

However s howt ng research to people being researched, is not 

without its problems and hazards. The primary problem is that 

the research f indings of the unions as they were in the 1970s are 

still of immense importance to the unions at the present time. 

The unions were thus consciously or unconsciously trying to 

present them selves in as favourable a light as possible given 

their existi ng political positions and policies. This is very 

understandabl e given the potential importance that criticisms 

could have on the public image of the unions. The events in the 

1970s are recent enough to influence outsiders' impressions of 

the unions i n the 1980s. As a result the criticisms in the 

thesis of t he organisations were closely scrutinised and major 

efforts were expended in some cases by unionists in attempting to 

put the union s in a different light. 
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Although the feedback from the unions and formerly involved 

individuals provided valuable new information, the feedback had 

to be treated cautiously in the light of the existing evidence 

previously collected by means of all the other research methods. 

At times t he verbal information presented at the seminars or 

subsequent discussions were in contradiction with earlier 

interviews granted by the same people. Only new information 

that was compatible with earlier evidence could be 

into the t ext. This did often lead to new 

incorporated 

or modified 

interpretati ons. 

evidence su pported 

New oral evidence incompatible with existing 

from more than one source usually had to be 

rejected. Otherwise, when the evidence was not conclusive one 

way or ano t her, attempts to provide final interpretations of 

certain events had to be abandoned due to the conflicting 

evidence. 

After t he first drafts had been amended in the light of the 

first circl i ng of the findings to the union groupings, second 

amended dra f ts were again sent out. On this occasion unions 

either did not bother to respond or selected intellectuals in the 

union group i ngs were approached for their responses. Usually 

only relati vely minor points were raised on the second drafts, 

suggesting t hat the second drafts were deemed to be historically 

more reliabl e and accurate. There were however a couple of 

unions that responded with strong criticisms of the second 

drafts. 

A bias t hat was built into the circling back method was that 

it tended t o be only the unions' intellectuals or top organisers 

who read the first draft of thesis chapters. The second draft 

was almost exclusively read by university-trained intellectuals. 

their parti cular perspectives on the events were thus the only 
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ones I could obtain from this method. Although attempts were 

again made to ensure that a balance was maintained with other 

evidence, t he method did afford intellectuals the opportunity to 

put matters pertaining to them in a more favourable perspective. 

The combination of techniques outlined above most probably 

provide a reliable account of the unions' histories during the 

1970s. The account and analysis are however not value-free as 

they were viewed from a particular perspective that supports the 

broad aims of the independent trade union movement. Strenuous 

efforts were however made to present a reliable rendition of the 

unions' experiences in the 1970s. Other people may well be able 

to draw different conclusions from the experiences. 
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A F R I C A N T R A D E U N I 0 N R E S E A R C H 

QUESTIONNAIRE FOR UNION SECRETARIES 

UN ION: 

YEAR FOUNDED: 

How can I obtain a brief history of your Union? 

What are the goals of your Union? 

PERSONAL PROFILE 

Name: 

Education: 

Income: Home Language: 

When did you become Union Secretary? 

How did you become Union Secretary? 

What previous union experience do you have? 

Date Union/Organization 

/2 ... 

Age: 
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Experience 
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What are your tasks as Union Secretary? 

How often, on average, do you go to a factory/company: 

(a) to see Union Members? 

(b) to attend factory meetings? 

When was the last time you attended a factory meeting? 

WIEHAHN AND RIEKERT COMMISSIONS 

Does your Union intend to apply for provisional registration? 

Why (not)? 

Is the Wiehahn Corruni s sion and subsequent legislation likely to: 

(a ) influence job r eservation experienced by your Union Members? 

(b) change access to apprenticeship by your Union Members? 

(c) .. /3 ... 
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(c) affect your Un ion's legal rights in any way? 
(Industrial Court, unfair labour practices) 

(d) strengthen or weaken your Union in any way? 

691 

(Registration conditions, migrant workers and frontier commuters, 
Industrial Council veto, works councils) 

Has management's res ponse to your Union changed since the Wiehahn 

Commission Report? 

Explain How: 

Have relationships between you and registered trade unions changed since 

the Wiehahn Corrnniss i on Report? 

/4 ... 
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Do you expect the recommendations of the Riekert Commission to influence 

your Union in any way? 

'\ 

UNION STRUCTURE 

Does your Union have an executive committee/branch executive committee 

(EEC)? 

How is it elected/appointed? (Procedure, composition, term of office) 

How often does the executive committee/EEC meet? 

What does the executive committee/EEC do? 

What are the tasks of the executive committee/EEC members? 

How many organizers does your Union have? 

/5 ... 
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What is the average income of an organizer? 

How were they appointed/elected? 

Are there any non-Af rican organizers? 

Why (not)? 
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Do you think Whites , Coloureds, or Indians have a role to play in African 

trade unions? 

Explain: 

What are the tasks of the organizers? 

How often, on average, does an organizer go to a company/factory: 

(a) to see Union Members? 

(b) to attend factory meetings? 

How many shop stewards/shop stewards' conunittees does your Union have? 

/6 ... 
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In which companies/ f actories/plants are the shop stewards' committees? 

(If too many, where are largest and most important ones) 

How are shop stewards elected/appointed? 

(Procedure, composi t ion, term of office) 

How often do shop s t eward committees meet? 

What do the shop stewards' committees do? 

What are the tasks of the shop stewards? 

UNION MEMBERS 

How many members doe s your Union have? 

17 ..• 
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How many are paid-up members? 

What are the predominant language groups amongst your members? 

Is your Union open to all race groups? 

Why (not)? 

Does it have any non-African members? 

Specify: 

What number/proportion of your Union members are: 

permanent residents 

frontier commuters 

migrant workers 
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Are there differences between migrant workers and permanent residents with 

regard to: 

(1) readiness to belong to a union 

(2) payment of union dues 

(3) attendance of union meetings 

(4) willingness to serve as an office bearer 

How many organizers ( 

are migrant workers? 

/8 ... 

), executive members ( ), shop stewards ( ) , 
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What number/propora t ion of your Union members are 

unskilled? 

semi-skilled (s.a. operatives)? 

skilled (s.a. artisans)? 

supervisory? 
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In how many compani e s/factories do you have members and in what regions are 

the companies/factor ies? 

No. of Companies/Fac tories No. of Members Region 

ORGANIZATION 

When would you cons i der a company/factory to be well organized? 

When would you cons i der a company/factory to be poorly organized? 

What proportion of workers at a typical organized factory is unionized? 

/9 ... 
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How often does your Union hold company/factory meetings? 

What porportion of company/factory members attend them? 

How many companies/ f actories are: 

well organized? _ 

reasonably organized? 

poorly organi zed? 

Which companies/fac t ories are well organized? 

How do you choose wh ich factories to organize? 

How does the Union r ecruit new members? 

How does the Union s et about organizing a new factory? 

At what stage do you approach management? 

/10 ... 



- 10 -

TRAINING AND PUBLICATIONS 

What training do Un i on office bearers receive? 

(Frequency, duration , contents, type of training) 

What training do Un i on members receive? 

Who runs the training course? 

What is the purpose of your Union's training course(s)? 

Have Union office bearers or members been sent overseas for training? 

What material does your Union publish? 

Who are the publica t ions for? 

What are the aims of the publications? 

/ 11. .. 
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DISMISSALS AND DISCIPLINE 

Can Union office bearers be dismissed from their posts by members? 

On what grounds and how? 

Have any office bearers ever been dismissed by members? 

Specify (when, why, how): 

Have any off ice bearers even been dismissed without the participation of 

members? 

Specify (when, why, how): 

Have members been dismissed from the Union? 

Specify (when, how, why): 

Have workers been refused membership to the Union? 

Specify (when, how, why): 

/ 12 ... 
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Is there a right to appeal against dismissals? 

Explain the procedure: 

Can your Union discipline members and/or office bearers? 

On what grounds and how? 

Have any members and/or office bearers been disciplined? 

Explain (when , why, how): 

Is there a right to appeal against disciplinary measurers? 

Explain the pr ocedure: 

Does your Union have a dismissal and/or disciplinary code? 

/13 ... 
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WORKER GRIEVANCES 

How does the Union get to know that an individual worker has a grievance? 

What are the most common grievances of individual workers? 

How does the Union usually handle an individual worker's grievance? 

What success rate does the Union have with individual grievances? 

How does your Union know that a group of workers has a collective 

grievance? 

What are the most common collective grievances? 

/14 ... 
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How does the Union usually handle a collective grievance? 

What success rate does the Union have with collective grievances? 

Do you think Union members are satisfied with your Union's performance in 

handling grievances ? 

What use does your Union make of legal services? 

I NDUSTRIAL DISPUTES 

Do workers sometimes take matters into their own hands when they have an 

unresolved grievance ? 

Give examples : 

Have there been shor t spontaneous shows of resistance (such as lightning 

strikes) by workers in companies/factories where you have members? 

Specify (when , why, what, for how long): 

/ 15 ... 
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What was the respons e of the Union? 

Have there been str i kes, lock-outs, go-slows, bans-on-overtime, or any 

other form of indus t rial dispute between Union members and management in 

recent years? _ 

Specify (disputes, date, Union and management's responses, any third 

parties involved): 

Did the existence of unemployed workers influence the outcome of any of the 

disputes? 

/16 ... 
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What effect did the disputes have on Union membership and strength? 

PROBLEMS OF ORGANIZATION 

Who or what are the major obstacles your Union faces in organizing workers? 

How has the economic climate since 1976 influenced your Union? 

What are your Union ' s experiences with works committees, liaison committees 

and in-plant commit t ees set up by management? 

/17 ... 
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Have ethnic difference ever caused divisions in your Union? 

What role does the Department of Labour play towards your Union? 

Does Inkatha have any effect on your Union? 

Does your Union have any policy towards Inkatha? 

MACHINERY AND SKILLS 

Has the introduction of new machinery: 

(a) changed the number of Union members? 

(b) changed the t ype of work they do? 

/18 ... 



706 

- 18 -

(c) changed the l evel of skill required from members? 

(d) changed the r e sponsibility at work of members? 

(e) made them more /less/equally replaceable by other workers? 

Does the kind of wo r k your Union members do influence the Union's strength 

in any way? 

UNION RECOGNITION AND NEGOTIATION 

Has your Union gained recognition from employers/employers' associations? 

SPECIFY: 

Employers/Associations Form of Recognition 

Do your Union organi zers have access onto company/factory premises? 

Specify (how many, nature of access): 

/ 19 ... 
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Is your Union allowed to put notices up on the company/factory premises? 

Are shop stewards a l lowed to tend to Union tasks during working hours? 

Are they paid during those hours? 

With how many compan ies does your Union negotiate directly with management 

over wages and work i ng conditions? 

Which companies do you negotiate with? 

With which of them do you have formal (signed) agreements? 

I NDUSTRIAL COUNCILS 

Is your Union repre s ented in any way at Industrial Council negotiations? 

Explain how and which one: 

Does your Union have any other dealings with the Industrial Council? 

Specify: 

/20 ... 
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Does the Industrial Council perform any services for your Union? 

Specify: 

Are your Union members' interests adequately represented on the Industrial 

Council? 

Why (not)? 

UNION BENEFITS AND SOURCES OF REVENUE 

What benefits does your Union provide for its members and how much do 

members contribute to each benefit? 

Benefit Details Contribution 

How are dues collected from workers? 

Is there a joining fee? How much? 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

/21. .. 



- 21 -

How much are weekly dues and what are they for? 

How much does the Union raise from weekly dues? 

What other sources of revenue does the Union have and how much does it 

receive from them? 
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Source Amount 

Are all the Union expenses (salaries, rent, transport, etc.) borne by the 

Union? 

If not, who bears t hese costs? 

Are Union accounts audited each year? 

/22 ... 
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REGISTERED UNIONS AND FEDERATIONS 

What links does your Union have with a registered union(s)? 

Why do you have these links? 

What co-ordinated group and/or federation(s) does your Union belong to in 

South Africa? 

Why do you belong to it/them? 

Why did you /did you not join FOSATU? 

What ties does your Union have with international labour federations? 

/23 ... 
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Why do you have these ties? 

CONCLUSION 

Are there any important issues which I have omitted? 

What are they? 
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