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ORGANISING FOR CONTROL: THE GARMENT WORKERS' UNION, THE INDIAN
TATLURTHE SECTION AR THE SOUTH AFRICAN CLOTHING WORKEWS™

»

by LESLIE WITZ

‘INTRODUCTION

_The }ear 1922 fs seen as a tﬁmi ng pofnt 1‘n‘the- history of the

’ 'trade unfon movement' in South Afr'1ca. In tha‘t year 25 000 white’ =
mi ners on the Rand came out on strike demandi ng Job protectian“ -
and 1ncreased wages. The strike was crushed by the Smuts o

. government with 153 people killed and over 500 injured. But, . in .

the words of Rob Davies,
aithough the strike itself was defeated it
was nonetheless one of the crucial watersheds
- in the evolution of social class relations in
the South African formation.{1) -

Hhﬂe the state protected the interests of' mining capita‘l by'
crushing the strike 1t also moved tauards fncorporating uhite

wige earners as a supportive class and ending industria‘l

‘"caanct. ‘

Amongst other things the Rand strike prompted the South Afrfcan -

Party government to enmact the Industrial Conci lation Act in the

hope that 1t wpﬂd "defuse wbrk_ers' militancy and create further

divisions in the South Afr{can workforce so as. to weaken it(2) -

In order t.o'accomplisn this the act laid down complex bargafning

procgdures." extensive requiremnts.befqre a legal strike could

take place and refused recognition to trade unions which had 1n

their ranks pass - bearing blacks.(3}

In the following. years the hopes of the state were largely -
realised as most white workers became enmeshed in bureaucratic, -
non - militant, racially exclusive tradé unfons. Yet white

warkers were not simply trapped by the act. Incorporation was a--

-
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process which took over ten years or mov;e- to accompTish and was "~

determined by the specific conditions- facing trade unions.
Indeed ' some trade unions {especially the craft based ones) had
been cooperating with the state and capital since World War One.

to protect the position of skilled white workers.

There 1is one trade unfon which ft is mai'ntahlled went against all
these trends: the Garment Workers' Union (Gﬁl.l)_ under: the
leadership of its general secretary Solly Sachs, between 1928 and
1952, The GWU, - it has Eeen asserte&, revived 1ndus£ﬁal
militancy, comitted 'Etself_ to worker control ana minaged to
retain its commitment to non - racfalism.” A1) these assertions

require some form of qualif‘i-catfbn but ‘this paper will only -foﬁus

on the last one as this has been promoted as; the hope for Squth N

Africa. Here was a trade union which had almost 'eﬁtclu;i.;ély- B

- Afpikaner women as heﬁtbers and ‘showed signs, of what Lewi 5 has™ T

called, of "'gem.-:ir!e inter - racial. solfdarity”.{4) If this céu'ld

be extended to the whole of Soutﬁ Africa then, accor&in_g to Basfl

Davidson, writ‘lng_ in the New Statesman in 1950, there could be -
.hope for white and black in South Afr'lca;(:S.]; 7 )

This .paper will take a closer examiqation ”, the GWU's racial

policies in the late 1920s and. early thirties in order to examine .

the validity of these assertfons. Although the GWU's racfal

pol’i.c;y_ became a much more central issue to the unien a.ftgl;- 1936

when blacks star"ted entering the clothing industry in t.he"

.Transvaal {n greater numbers, 1ts roots-were implanted well

before then-l.,(ﬁ)_ Indeed the trends which were estabT{ished fn‘ the -

eartier pericd between 1928 and 1936 played a key role 1'n‘_shaping‘ ’

the relationships between :t_l'ie GWU and - black - workers 1in ‘the



industry in later years. This paper will examfné these trends and
how they were established in the first ten years of Solly Sachs’
) tenuresﬁip as general secretary of the GWU. In order to do this
it s first of all neccessary to understand the nature of the
.clothing industry, the Garment Workers' Unfon and the workforce

in the industry in those early years

THE CLOTHING INDUSTRY AND THE GWU

' } ) E]
The trade union which Solty chhs hecame se;retary of in 1928 was
undergoing the first phase  of a transition.(7) Originally
establisheq in 1913 under the name the Witwatersrand Taflors
Asseciation (WTA),the union 1n1tia1iy-only catered for those
workers engaged in the tailoring sectiﬁn of the clothing indystry
on the Witwatersrand. The making of clothes had 1nitiaIly been a
" skilled craft performed by tailors who had jmmigrated to South
Africa from Eastern Europe. Factory production had taken off
dﬁring World War One when imports almost ground ta a halt. In
factories workers were placed 1nh a set and each worker completed
one process in the qaking up of the garment. The set rather than

the individual would therefare complete the garment.

Most of these factory workers were Afrikaans speaking.white women
and the WTA excluded them from its ranks: At the end of the First
World War the WTA had engaged in a series of struggles over cuts
n - wages. These.strdgg1és culminated in a strike tn 1922 which
ended. in defeat for the union with ﬁ general reductfon in ‘wages
befng accepted. 1In 1923 the WTA decided, following fts
ignomgnious defeat, to strengthen fits qrganféation by accepting
factory worker;, The Associatior was 1nterna1iyid{vfded"1nto two

sectians: "the factory section and the bespoke tailpring sectfon.
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From this stage onwards numéricat1y it was women (wh6 were mostly

factory workers) who were to dominate the unfon. . Tﬁg number of -

male members declined from 415 in 19_25 _to,'300 in 1923, whﬂe_oyer_ .

the same period.female membership rose from 787 to 1550.(8) Yet,

_despite their numerical predominance, women "had Tittle or no say

in the policy and the mamagement of the unfon®.(9) The union
offialdom was mefe1y interested in {ssues affectiﬁg bespoke
tatlors, suéh as 1mmigran£ tailors and bespoke tailoring _1n'
factories,{10) and tended to neglect gross vfo]ations of the
agreements in factories. ‘ .

Even so the unfon was undergoing a transition even before SoﬂyK ) -
Sachs tgok over in 1928. The WTA éﬁcouraged its members toA
participate actively in the affajrs of the unjon. It r§1]ied them‘i
to pay their subscripticns regularly, to report any complaints to_.

. shop - stewards, to énéourage dther workers to join the unién,‘io'“

attend meetings and not to work overtime.(11) Although women did
start attending meetings and heéan participating fﬁ-the affafrs

of the union, they were stfll treated on a patérna}ist basfs.(12)

.The coming of Solly Sachs speeded up this transition prﬁcessA

immensly. Over the next four years the unfon emeﬁged from fts’

_cocoon and hegan' using the strike " weapon. -to challenge the

enployers.. wége registers were continﬁal!y ;hecked and . strikes
became frequent occurrences f{n the clothing dindustry on the
Nitwatersrand. A new conét1tut1un;was,adopted by the.GNU in July
1929.(13) A great deal of emphasis in the constitution was placed
on the general meeting as thg structure fhroﬁgh whfcﬁ. members
were able to expréss their views and elect éﬁd revoke offfcials.

(14) Rithough managemént'of the union was vested in the hands of



" the Central Executive Comnittee (CEC), this was subject to the '
direction and control of general meetings.(15) On the executive

the bespoke tailoring and factory _ section had equal

. representation, giving the former grouping a meésure of power far

in excess of their numbers.{16) In 1930 the name of the union was

formally altered from the WTA, with its craft emphasis, to the

GWU, with its industry wide ramifications. ..

The next two years saw strikes in the industry reach their zenfth
culminating n two general strikes in 1931 and 1932 as the
Transvaal Clothing Manufacturers Association (TCMA)}, the
_organisation rgpresenting employers in the c1o£h1ng-industry in
the Transvaal, trfed to reduce wages. Although the union managed
to resist the wage cut successfully in 1931, the following year
it succumbed under heavy pressure from the manufacturers and the
government. The GWU was heavily deféated and its ranks - were
depleted. So1iy‘Sach§ was banned from befng in thg Transvaal for
twelve months, a restriction which was liftgd with the election-

of the fusion government in 1933.

Yet out of the depths of defeat the qu-regatheréd.its resouces
.and began to rebuild. The remainder of the old guard was finally
ejected lahd new leaders such as Anna Scheepers, Katie Viljoen,
Johanna. and Hester Corneliu; replaced them. Eventually, in 1934,
the bespoke tailoring sectfon seceded from the GWU to form the .
'Ta1lor1ng Workers Industrial Union. The employers also began to.
realise the va]uelof having one strong single union with which to
negotiate and in 1937 the closed shop tlause, which.had:beén in
abeyance since 1932, was inserted into the agreement between the -
i GWU and the TCMA. By the late 1930s the GWU was welT on fts.

course to becoming cne of the strongest trade unfons fn South



Africa.

THE. NORKFORCE IN THE CLOTHING INDUSTRY -

Up to 1928 there were very few blacks in the c1othfng'industfy'$n
the Transvaal. Although i_t is very difficult to obtain-accurate

statistics of the racfal composition of the workforce fin the ..

1920s it is clear that most of the workers were white uomen-_‘

‘machinfsts If one uses the fndustrial census reports one can come

to a rough estimate of the racfa) ccmposit‘lon of the workforce in
the c?othing and textile 1ndustry on  the Hitwatersrand. From
these figures it appears that the number of Indfans rose from 90
in 1925 - 26 to 106 in 1926 - 27 and 109 in 1928 - 29. (17) Tl'leir‘

) proportian of the warkforce thus hardly ever rose above 2% {18)
"Whites on the other hand constituted i steady 663 of the

workforce. {19} It was ra_ther Africans who contrfbuted the decond- = — - ~ -

largest slice tc; the labouring population in the indusw..' The
industrial census figures recor& an increase in African workers
frem 964 fn 1925 - 26 to 1 101 in 1926 - 27 and 1 533 :ln 1926 -
29, thes constituting a fairly stable 28 to 30% of tt!e‘workfurce
for the period under review.(20) This “encroachment . of native
labour" at least fm absolute terms was soon to become a source of-

concern for the WTA.(21)

As was noted earlier the white women would work together {n
teams to sew the garment together using sewing machines. There

was a distict division between them and the African workforce 1n

 the factories. Africans in the clothing fndustry were {nvolved in

three major occupations:‘ ¢Teaning, laying out and press'[ ng.(22)
The first entailed sweeping the factory floor and the second the
laying. of the cloth on the table for the cutters. Pressing of



garments also involved Tittle skill. In one factory in order to
préss the cfothing, the manufacturer, “simpiy had. these garments
folded and aliowed a native to sit on the pile, the resulting
pressure. befng sufficient for an practical purpnses".(?ﬁ) The -
'opefation was not usually as crude as this and tended fo. be '
carried out using a largé steam press which merely had to be
opened and closed in a vertical motion. This contrasted markedly
with skilled pressing which was predominant in bespoke tailoring
establishments. Here each garment had to be carefully pressed
with a2 hand iron to ensure a neat crease.(24) This latter type
of pressing was becoming increasingly uncommon as as factory
production burgeoned and tai]oring‘dfminfshed. As the TCMA was
to comment to the Wage Board, “the clothing industry fis
such...that 1t does - not warrant the employment .of skilled
-pressers as they are not necessary in the trade in‘ question”.

{28)

Unlike African workers Indians we?e'mainly employed in tailoring
workshops. Tailoring fn#o]ved the making up of a suit of clothes
to fit a clients personal rquirements. Although tailoring started
aut as befng the preserve of a singTe‘tailur the tasks were also
fncreasingly becoming sub - divided. MNonetheless it was still
conducted on a small scale in filthy rooms which required lfftle.
overheads. Very Tow wages and sweating, the speeding up of work
to meet sudden demands fqr clothing, were a standard feature of

these estab)ishments.

. Both the employment of Africans as pressers and Indians as
‘workers in tailoring:workshops ﬁrEsented the WTA with serfous

hrob]ems.‘ In both cases it threatened the positions of &



constituency of its membership.. '

_In the case of the pressers the WTA, \ﬁfh its craft union base,’ o

.- wWas. deeply coru:er_;ned that this process of desl_d'lling would -lead '
fo unempioyment oil= a large proportion of 1ts male membe_rs_hfp: In
the. face of factory ﬁfnduction it attempted to create e Job
monopoly on certain categories of labour. 'One of the uqys in
A _uh'lch it sought to accomplish tllfs was through the erection of
a coluur bars. In_. 1524 1trca'|1ed . for African pressers fun the
fndustry to be replaced ﬁy'wh'lte-s.(zéi ' The manuf&ctu.reré paf‘& no -
B .atfent'l on ‘tgi.thi"s plex for the qbv*_io_us reason ;hat they h‘,d nec"
- need- to employ skilled vh'ite pressers' at high wages when
.unskﬂled Africans could perform the Job as ndequntely at a
cheaper cost. With the govermnent at the time trying to find .
’ enplb_vment for -the thousands of poor whites the setting of Mgi_l
-wages was not an attractive propaosition. - The on?y‘ u!térlziat!\;e
left for the WTA was to try and organise Arican workers fn the
industry. and thus ensure: that the wages of whites were not
undercut. - As early as 1927, Glass, the general sgcmﬁu of the
WTA, asserted that the asssociation would L

wa Shortiy be foced with the provtem of

submitting to & reduction of wages

because of the competition of their Jow.
standards of life.{27)

Trade wunion organisation was therefore seen as one way 1n nhlcn o

African Tabour would: not undercut white wages and jobs.

The low wages being paid to Indianm workers presented possfbly an
even greater thre‘at te the WTA. They could undercut white wages
and even perhaps Tead to them losing t!_teir Jobs. ‘It therefore
 became tuperative for the WTA to organfse Indian workers. ‘



DRGANISING THE INDIAN WORKERS

Between 1929 and 1932 there were 72 tailoring workshops run by
Indians in the centre of Johannesburg, Jeppe, Hillbrow,
Braamfontein and Fordsburg and 21 oﬁ the Reef.{28) These tailors
were . organised into ' the Transvaal Indian  Taflors’
Associatﬁoﬁ(TITA). They employed in total 165 Indian workers, 98% '
of whom were men.(29) The workers in these small workshops- wefe
qnorganised and subject to forms of extreme exploitation. Many
of the workers were membérs of the tailors family and obliged to
carry out the labour free of chérge or for very little. (30} Child ‘
labour was particularly prevalent in these  workshops. A
blacklist was glso circulated and when a worker was sacked by an
Indian employer no other Indian employer would hire him.(31) The
terms of the bespoke tailoring agreeement, to which the TITA was
a party, were hardjy ever taken notice of, never mind adhered

to.{32)

In October 1928 the WTA began taking steps towards organising
Indian workers.{33} The WTA had decided that in order to
preserve the position of i£s members it was necessary to organise
Indian workers. "So¢ long as a 1arge‘numbef of workers, whatever
their race or ¢olour may be, remain unorganised the conditions
of the organised' w9rkers. ére always 1in great danger."{34)
Conversely if thé indian werkers were organised "an improvement
in their conditions 1s bound to come about and the coriditions of
the organised workers would 2lso be secured more effectively”.

(35)

While there was general consensus amgng the WTA exécutfve-.that
Indians should be organised there were debates over how this

organisation "should be constituted. The chafrman, H.Lee,



suggested that’ the Indians should form their own section which

which would be a part of the union. Solly Sachs concurred “with

- this view.(36) Both Sachs and Lee 1mp1iéd‘tha£ thefr views on -

this matter were based upon 'the_deep racial prejudice which they
felt the white workers were imbued with. The Rev.Sigomony, an
Indian minister of the Anglican church, a man who "had taken a
very great interest in the labour movement®, was a guest at the
executive meeting which discussed this question.(37) His speech
at the meefing ran contrary to what both Sachs énd Lee had said.-
He favoured Indians'forﬁing independent unfons. He was definitely
against paralTe1s.(§8) Hnnethe1e§s, -tﬁe NTA decided to go ahead
and form a para1iel unfon for Indian workers. In thfs way it '
ensured that it could ﬁffer these.memb;rs organfsational §upporf
aﬁd 1eadershfp while at the same time ensu}jng that the paréile?

would be firmly under the NTA's control.

As a result of this executive meeting the WTA decided to call .a
meeting of Indian workers.(39i At this meeting the workers

. appointed an executive and decided to organise into a trade union

section.{40) They also requested that the KTA convene a'iméeting

with the Indian tailors over infringementsvof the agreement and

to organise a dance to raise funds. This the HTA‘,Central'
Executive agreed to do. {41)

At this stage the Indian'tajlors began putting'pressurg on - their
.workers to ignore these grganisational efforts. They intimidated

the workers with threats of losing thefr jobs if they attended
union meetings and the TITA refused to meet the WTA to discuss

the enforcement of terms of the agreement.(42) This pressure on

the part of the Indian tailors seems to have pafd off for there
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is no mention of any attempt to organise the Indian workers agafn

untit July 1930.

" The spur for the second attempt to organise Indtanm workers arose
out of the inftiative of the white Master'tailars‘and.therbespoke
tailoring industrial council. The white tailors were vitally
interested 1in the gross exploitation of Indian workers as this
was enabling the Indian taiolrs ta undercut'pr1ces. According to
one taflor Indian cqmpetiﬁion was. a great menace to- the -
tafloring industry because "they work all hours of the day and
night at low wages®.(43) Another, in much more vehement * tones,
expressed the opinfon that “Tthquestion-of Indian competitfon fs
becoming a vey serious menace to the tailoring .yrade“.(44) 6n
behalf of these tailors ‘the bespoke céuncf] launched a campaign
to publicise .the agreement among Indian tailors and to ensure
that 1t was adhered to. The council proposed circulating the
agreement to the Indian tailors through the Transvaal Indfan
Congress yet nothing seems to have come of this.(45)} It was only
when agents of the council visited these establishments and
threatened p}osecut10n that the Indian tailors began to adhere to
the agreement.(46) In addftion the TITA agreed to assist the GWU
“in evey way possible" to organise the workers 1n the Indfan
gwned workéhops.( 47) ) The GWU, encouraged by the progreés made by
the council, again began its attempts to organise Indian workers.
The GWU executive met in August 1930 and started working out
plans in connection with the affiliation of Indfan workers to the
GHU.(48) Finally, " {n June 1931 the GWU and the Indian taTIorihg

_workers entered into an affiliation agreement.(49}

A close examination of this agreement reveals that the GWU. at the

same time gave the Indian workers support yet still kept them

nu



firmly within the GWU's ambit. The Indian Tailoring Workers

Sectioh was to pay the GWNU an affiliation fee in return -for

administrative assistance. The executive of the Indian section

controlled 1its own intermal affairs, but it was “subject to the

supervision of the Central Executive Committee of the Union". {50}
In relations with management the Indian section did not have its
own say either. The section had to comsult the GWU before any

final decision was reached with management. "

The agreement between the GWU and the Indian section in effect

performed a dual fFunction. On the one hand it had created a

parallel unioh to which the GNU would offer finantial and

administrative assistance thus fagi"l‘]'tat‘ing the'org'anisat‘lon -of

Indian workers by the paraljél. ‘Yet this support was in eichange
for a great deal of control which the GWU was to exércise over -
its parallel. Seeking to monopolise jobs in an ever diminishing '

~craft the agreémgnt with the Indian tdflbrithWdrkefs'ééﬁé"'theﬁ:'w" T

the means to accomplish this more effectively.

The related growth of worker organisation and the actions of the
bespoke council did 1ittle to deter the Indian tailors from their

practices of gross exploitation. Despite their assurances to the

council they carried on very much as before claiming that they -

had to pay low wages in arder to "cater for the native trade"-

which required cheaper garments.(51) The council refused to
concede this point since Indian tailoring shops also catered for
"
etc-"‘.('szl Lengthy negatiations on this issue were conducted ' and
in 1933 an agreement was eventually reached whereby the Indian

tailors agreed to observe all the terms of the agreement - except

12 7 ) -
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for the wage tlause where they were exempted to pay 60% of the
. égreement. ra;es.(53) Even then the contraventions contihued
unabated. The GWU's efforts to improve conditions af the workers
were frustrated by workers who colluded with their employers and
accepted lower wages than those prescribed in the agreement.{54)
The Chairman of the bespake council reported that "even under the

new lower rates about &350 back pay was collected”.(55)

The. Indian section of the GWU therefore did not achieve very much
in the direction of alleviating the conditfons of the Indian
workers. Most of the members had "fajled to become Toyal and

honest trade unfonfsts" and in the opinfon of the GWU Central -

Executive, thg Management Comnittee of the Section “"was largely
influenced by the bosses outlook on questions”.(56) Furthemore
the Sectfon was proving difffcult for the GWU to control. At a
time when the GWU was suffering a critical shortage of money the
section only.offéred to pay the €Wy &1 a month affi{liation fee,
whiie the union demanded &2.2.0 per month for "three years loyal
service.(57) This was at a time when the section was spending
.money on community organisation than the union in pariicuiar. The
GWU was particularly angérgd‘by‘th15'expenditﬁre.n.“All - monies
colTected in the funds of the Union must be spent exclus{vely on
matters affecting the Unfon and its members, and for no other
purposes”, the Central Executive Committee proclaimed.(58) The
section's agreement with the union was terminated by thé union’

and thereafter it seems to have col?apﬁed‘as there 1s no further
mehtion of it 1n éhe records. (59) Indian workers were later
incorporated into. the number two branch of tﬁe union established
1n 1935, S |
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THE SOUTH AFRICAN CLOTHING WORKERS' UNION

The organisation of African workers presented the WTA with a set
of different problems from that when it tried to arganise Indian
- workers. Foremost among these was the provision of the Industrial
Conciliation Act which prohfbited a registered union'frém having

in 1ts ranks pass - bearing blacks.

Regi&traéion wis nonetheless not a major obét&cTe in the
organisatfon ‘of trade umfons. In 1925 the Pact government  had
passed the Wage Act fn order promote to employment amoﬁg non -:
unfonised white workers by setting high minimim wages throﬁgh a
Wage Board. As it was prohibited for thé Board to discrinﬂnate on
grounds of race and colour when making recomnmndatfnns oﬁganised.
groups of African workers inundated the Board with applications

from 1ts inception 1n 1926. .

The clothing industry, as it was one of the Targest employers of
white labour in South Africa, was included fn the HWinfster of
‘ Labour‘s first reference to the Wage Board. (60) It seems that he
heped that the wages set by the Board would entice even more
whites into the industry. The‘Board; after much opposition from )
manufactureres who arqued that tﬁey would have to close down 1f
they paid higher uagés, pub115he6_a determination.(61} This
determination only covered the ctothing 1ndustr} in the Cape,"
- Natal and Free St&te since, the Board stated, the industry fn tye
Transvaal was covered by an industrfal counci) agreement. (62)
The problem here was that the African workers in the Transayaa1
were not covered by the agreement. Both African cldthing warkers
and the WTA were unhappy with the non-inclusion of the Traﬁsvaa?

in  the determination since no official wage regulaiing body had
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;
been constituted to cover the African's sphere of empToyment.
Therefore, with the assistance of the Cummunist'Party and fhe
WTA, African workers in the clothing industry were organised into
a representative- bhody which could make representations to .the
Wage Board, the South African Clothing Werkers' Unfon (SACKU):
(63)

The SACKU launched a concerted campaign to press the Wage RBoard
into exteqdihg the scope of its determination.(64) It s
noteworthy that this pressure was exerted "indepedently and .in
conjunction™ with the WTA.{65} The WTA -was thus not only
assisting 1in the ‘organisation ‘of African workers but  also
attempting to ensure that Africans were pafd a légal 1y
enforceable wage whiéh,, in turn, would prevent undercutting of
white wages. In 1928 wages of Africans in the industry varied
from 7/6 to 20/- per week.{66) The starting wage for both white
male and female employees was &1.0.0 per week, with the wages of
females reaching §2.10.0 and males &5.0.0.{67)} The Tow wages paid
to African males did not threafen'the jobs of white females, but
rather white males who were engaged in skilled pressing. Since
the leaderhip of the WTA was dominated by white males it fs not
surprising that the NTA pressed for a Hélge Board determination to

prevent this undercutting.

The second major problem in relation to organising African. -
workers lay in the.attitudes of the majority of the members of
the WTA. While the leadership remained {n the hands of white
males it was Afrikaner women who were numerically domin&nt in the
union. Although they were divided in the w&rkp?ace from the
' African workers many - of them had arrived in the city deeply
imbued with .specific racial attitudes.. These attitudes centred
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on the "potions of white ‘baaskap' and Afrikaner exclusivisml M
{68} quhgnna Cornelius, for instance, related that it took her
years to‘get:.used't‘ol the jdea that the En§1ish were_human “while
for a Tong time after that sh;e continued to regard the Africans
s being °pretty well sub - human'".(69) In her evidence befare
the GWU Comnission of Inquiry tn 1949, Johanna Pretorfous, a
 member-of the CEC, -stated that she was educated so that she knew '
"~ her place and the black knew its place.(70) In more blunt terms,
another member of the CEC has stated that they (the. whités in the
clothing industry) had it in their minds that *'n Kaffir was 'n
Kaffir" and “tfnde_r; no. ¢ircumstances were they going to have
blacks".(71) - N '
The‘re.. was thus a real reluctance on the part of the women to
assist c‘wgan_is‘ing African male workers and to help them fn thefr.
.strugg‘les; J-ohanna Cornelius recalled that: -

When Mr.Sachs brought it forward at a general meeting

we should ask the same wages for black men because by that

time they already came in as pressers as a white man I was

opposed to that, I couldn't understand how a person could

even. say t.hat.(TZJ
_ Racial categories were certainly a decisive factor 1n shaping the
'strugg1es of garment workers. White workers would welcome the
assistance of Afric.an workers in their struggles when Jt
threatened their bargaining position. They were, however, very '
reluctant to ass{st the African workers in their struggles. It
was the fact that they were black rather than fellew “workers
which determined the actions of white workers. This s borne out

by the events of May/June 1928.
In May 1928 at the Afr'l‘ca_n CTathing factory in Germiston three
white workers were dismissed because they were organising for the

- WTA. White workers at the factory went on strike demanding the
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re-instatement of the three women.(73) Workers in three other-
factories joined in the strike. At the core of the st_i"ike lay the
fundamentat issue of organising on the factory floor. Mr.Kramer,
the owner of African Clothing, stated that a principle was
involved in the strike, "that of whether they were to have
control of their own factory or take instruét‘lons fr'dm unfon

officials".(74)

The strike tock on a festive atmosphere "of bright colours, gay

processions, of laughter and joking, of music and dancing”.(75)

On the third day of the strike the SACWU decided to ballot dts
members on whether to come out in sympathy with the strikers.(76)
The members of the SACWU were in favour of such an action if the
whites desired it.(77) A deputation from the SACWU visited the
strikers who were gathered at the Apollo Hall at the time.

The dancing at the Apolle was stopped and

the offer (from the SACWU) was announced.

It was received with cheers - and the dance

continued. (78}
In the face of this joint action Kramer relented and reinstated.
the three workers. The Communist Party hailed this as a great
victory for labour solidarity.(79) What was regarded as {mportant
was that the Africans had "struck to help the whites and not for
any demands of their own".{80} But as Francine de Clercq has
pointed out, . this was an isolated incident 1in specific
_circumsténces and is no way indicative of "a concerted effort by
the union leadership and rank and file to develop Tinks among
workers across f-ace and skill boundaries to build up a wunited

labour movement".(BL) Events later 1in the month confirm de

Clercq's anmalysis.

Since the African. workers in the clothing. industry. had begun -

atiewpting to organise into a trade union they had to endure
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increasing - victimisation and “severe persecution™  from
employers.{82) The manufacturers refused to negotiate-wfth the
SACWU, maintainfng that the Native Affairs Department was - "the
natural representative of native workers".(83} The TCMA also
opposed the attempts by the SACKU to effect a Wage Beard
determination to cover the clothing‘iﬁdustry-in the Transvaal.
{84) Mhen the issue of the right to trade union organisation
among Africans' on the shop floor arose management took . an
tnstransigent stand. It refused to grant this right and dismissed
union officials {n the factories.(85)} On & June 1928 the SACWU
became fnvo]véd in its.hfggest struggle to date with management

over this issue,

The -strike organised by the SACWU fn June 1928 fin many ways
parai1efs that of the previous menth under the auspices * of the
WTA. A presser,. Alfred Sepobe, who was employed at Clotﬁing‘ahd
Shirt Manufacturers owhed by S.Wunsh, was dismissed becaqse of
his trade union activities.({86) His fellow African'wuriers in the
clothing industry in Johamnesburg, numbering betweén‘ZDO and 250,
came out on strike demanding his reinstatement.(87]‘According to
union officials this was the firét ever strike by Africans in
South Africa on the point of trade union organisation.(88) The'
Rand Dafly Mail also asserted that the refusal of the strikers
to meet with. officials of the Native Affairs Department was

"unprecedented in. the history of native industrial troubles”.(89)

The strikers marched to the Communist Hall in Fox Street carrying
the red banner of the Clothing Union. There they 1istened to
speeches made by the léader of the union and the Commun{st Party

and- were fssued with polony, bread and butter.(90) The SACWU
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Ciried to ‘persuade the white workers to Jjoin them in their
struggle but without success, the WTA did not even issue &
message of sympathy.{91) Management called in the police and the
chairman and the secretary of the union, Makabeni and Thibedf,.
were érrested and charged with {ntimidation and 100 other
strikers were chaﬁged with dessertion and . for conducting an
iTlegal procession through the streets of Juhannesburg.(925 “In
the cells of Marshall Square prison management reached an

agreement with the strikers. The strikers were told .that  they
would be released on bail as long as they returned to work.(93).
In the position which they were in the strikers had little
alternative but to accept the terms which weré offered. The.
strike fizzled out and was offictally called off on 18.Juné. The
strikers were sentenced, upder the Masters and Servants Act, to
ten dagys‘itqu:r'lsongneni or a 81.0.0 fine, and about a quarter of
them opted for the latter alternative. The white workers had not
been prepared to assis_t the black workgré in thefr stuggles and
' aﬁ tha; their union,the WTA, could say was that because of "the_
many complications in connection with the dispute® it had decided

to remain neutral.(94)

When Solly Sachs became general secretary of the GWU fn ﬁovember \
1928 {ts position an’ organ.is'lﬁg black workers did not alter much..
Although he was a firm believer in a non - racial South Africa he
realised that the racist attitudes of white workers made the
creation of a united front between black and white workers
totally fimpracticable.(95) The orily réa'l:'lst.ic strateqy was. first
and foremost. to fnculcate the white w-orke.rs uitﬁ a non - racfal
working class consciousness. For this reason Sachs promoted the -
idea of separation of the workers to avoid racial friction and at

the same time to educate white workers to become. members of a -
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unfted working class.. What tended to occur in practice, however,:
as a result of both the theoretfcal and tactical position held by

Sachs, is that he concerntrated almost. gic.lus’lvely on the

* struggles of white workers and all but neglected the struggles of -

black workers. Mith white workers themselves reluctant to . Join
with black workers the GWU was not: set on the road of inter -
racial soli‘darfty. When the general strikes broke out fn the’
clothing industry in 1931 and 1932 black workers were virtually

ignored by the union..

In August 1931 an agreement had been reached between the SACWU
and the GWU that in the event of an 'Ihdustri'ai dfspute they would
assist each other.(96) ‘When the general strike broke out in 1931,‘_

_ however, the the GWU did not call on the SACWU aﬁd conducted the

stH-ke unilaterally. A‘Ii the African workers were 'Iock;sd out and
did not receive an.y strike pay.(97) ﬂs mlong a§ the ‘A.fr.'l'c.a'n
workers were Tocked out there was no need to bring them into the
fray as had been the case in May 1928. Thé Communist Party
accused the GWU leadership of becoming “more and ‘more thé agent
of the bosses in splitting thé ranks of the workers and in
betraytng thefr strugg‘les".(SBl'As a result of these tactics the
African Federation of Trade Unions (AFTU) set up by the Communi st
Party began to organise among clothing workers. It appealed to

strikers to demand stﬁke pay for Africanm workers and "to -fight -

" against the Aattempts of the Trade Union bureaucracy to betr:&y'

their strugg:]e"'.-(99). The AFTU failed to become a significant:

‘ force,” in particular failing to make any headway among white |

clothing. workers who were tfed to their Jdeas of racial
exclusivism.{100) As the strike  ended with am agreement to

maintain the status quo African workers returned to work but did.
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not collect any strike pay for the time they were tocked out. The .
CP asked Gana Makabeni to sever the SACWU's connection with  the
GWU because of the GWU's exclusivist tactics, but Makabeni, with
his wage guaranteed by the GWlY, refused to do this.(101} He was

consequently expelled from the party.{102)

Towards the end of 1931 the GWU and the SACWU again started
pressing for a Wage Board determination to cover African workers
in the industry. This time it seemed that their efforts were
going to be successful and this caused much bitterness among
employers. Some of them attempted to stir up the workers against
the leadership of the GHU, Sachs in particular. They banked upon
the racialism of the workers to oust Sachs from the leadership
and to institiute a regime which would not pursue the
determination. They offered the author Herman Charles Bosman &25
to publish an article, in his newspaper the NEW LSD, which was
scathing 1n 1ts criticism of Sachs. Bosman then went to Sachs and
offered -not to publish the article if Sachs paid him &50, but
Sachs turned the offer down.(103} In the next issue of the NEW
L3D Sachs was accused of going

to the Inchape Hall and sways in the arms of

skokiaan-reeking Zulu and Basuto women...It

is humiliating for a white woman to have to

compete, for a white man‘s favour, with black

kaffir women from the kraal. We understand that

Sachs enjoyed these dances. We wonder what 1t

is that attracts him to kaffir women. Do

you like their frizzy hair, Sachs? Or their

prognathous jaws? Or their African fragrance?(104)
It 1is noteworthy that this articlie pointedly asked the question:
"We wonder how the thousands of factory giris, whose votes placed
Sachs in office will feel about this?"(105) The answer came in
court when when Sachs sued the editors of the NEW- LSD - for
defamation. Mary Mcnoughton, a member of the GWU and a friend of
Sachs stated:

If what was written about Sachs were true, 1
would not want him to be the secretary of my



‘s

Union. And 1f they were true the GWU would
have done a service by his being shown up.(106)

The case proved beyond doubt that the article was slanderous and
only contained the slightest hint of truth. Sachs had never
danced _in his 1ife before and certajnly not "swayed in the aﬁns
of Skekiaan r'eek'ing- Zulu or Msutu women".{(107} Sachs wan the case
and afterwards Bosman aske& for a cut of the costs and damages _'
stnce Sachs would never have acquired the money 1f Bosman had not
published the article.(108) Althogh the puﬁlfcat‘lon was hawied
outside Germiston factorfes ft never aroused the ire of the vmité ‘
workers enough to usurp Sachs. The fact that thi; tactic failed
says Aa | great deal about the confidence of the workers in  the’ '
leadership acquiring benefits for the workers, part.iculdr'ly after
the successful 1931 strike where_they- had managed to offseét a
reduction in wages. Once the art‘lc'!.e was ﬁruved to be Iargely -
false 1ittle notice was taken of {t. ' '
In April 1932 a Wage Boafd determination was finaily published 'by

the Minister for areas of the clothing indt;stry- not covered by -
the agreement. [n terms of Wage Determination ffo.42 the. minimum

wages lafd down or males were 80.17.6 for the first year of

emptoyment rising to £3.0.0 when the employee became qualified 1:1‘ -
the sixfh year. - In the case of females it took three years to-
qualify and the wage ranged from 40.15.0 to 42.0.0(109) The
determination ensured that the wages of whites would not be

undergut soﬁethi.ng the Gb!u had been pressing for in its call for

a determination.

In 1932 there was another general strike in the clothing industry
but this time ft was unsuccessful, and a 10% wage reduction was

accepted. After the strike the Minister of Justice, Pirow, fssued

Sachs with a banishment order accusing Sachs of promoting
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hostility between Europeans and non-Europeans.(l10)} Sachs found
this charge absolutely absurd sfnce he had devoted ali his 1life
“to the promotion of harmeny between the Eurgpean  and. non-
European members of the Union".(111) That Sachs.was accused of -
formenting revolution {n 1932 is laughable for Sachs made no
attempt to organise Blacks in the '32 strike.(112) When asked at
the mass'triaT'nf’members.of‘the unian accused of scabbing im the~
1932 strtike why the umnion did this Sachs answered:

Because the policy of the union was not a

correct policy for the workers...I admit

that we have not carried out the correct

policy in regard to the native workers.(1l3)}
The GWU Central Executive was more {ntent on preventing African
workers entering the strugg1e as it m1ght have caused divisions
among the white workers. This was the reason that Malan, the GWU
chairman, put forward for not bringing Africans into the'strugsie
when he gave evidence at the same trial.

: Defender:Knowing that unity is absolutely

néccessary to win a strike, why did you not

put forward demands for the natives? . .

Malan:Because the white workers said that

they did not want to mix up with natives,

although...they were working for the same

boss. (114}
Thus was created the GWU's racfal structure of maintaining
separate branches in order to ensure that the union remained

intact.

The SACWU was one of the few Afrjcan trade unions to survive the
depression. It was tﬁe‘1932'uage'neterﬁination which resuscftatéd .
-what appeared to be a dying union. Gana Makabeni was nb longer
receiving wages from the GWU as the GWU's own funds were depleted
following the 1931 and i932 strikes. He went out to work in a
factory and could only devote a 1imited amnunt of . time to SACWU
work. {115) With the puh11cat1pn of the Hage-Determination-'no.42 )
the fighting spirit. of the SACNU was restored and it began

pushing for the determination to be strictly enforced. It alse
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pressed for incTusiom under industrial council agreements. The
latter question was to take up a great deal of ‘the SACWU's time
1ﬁ the 1930s and 1940s. Financially, once the GWU was on a sound
'¥oot1ng; it started paying Makabeni's salar} again, thus ensuring
ﬂé full-time: organiser. The GWU also provided the SACWU with

équipment such as typéwrfters and cars.(116)

The cifcumséanceﬁ under which the the relationship between - the
GHU and the SACWU operated in tﬁe 19305 altered in varfous ways.
'dne of the most importan£ changes was the- {interest fin the
.chthing fndustry displayed by the govqrnment.‘Thfs interest must
‘be viewed in the context of the Influx of poor whites into- the
';}{ties. Between 1924 and 1933 the number_of poor whites increased
from-approximitely 200 000 to 300 000.(117) Their existence posed
a political threat to the dominant classes through their
potential miTitancy and the support they could Tend to the
African dominated classes.(118) The state, "atting to defend the
pﬁsition of the dominant classes...became engaged-in seeking to
transform the material conditions of existence of the “poor
whites' b& retocating them fn various pilaces in the division of
Yabour®.(119) Inftfally relief works, such as digging and road’
builqinﬁ, fuﬁ&ad by private capital and the state were set up to
provide tempuranx employment. Juvenile Affairs Boards were
established . from 11914 onwards to provide boor whites with
industrial trainfng and find jobs for'them.yhich would finvolve
the utilisation of.thejr skills.{120) The resposibility for these
schemes:devnlvéd-antireTy upon the state as capital Qithdrew f1s
support once the séhemes began' taking on a permanent basis.(121)
'Tﬁe- Pact government extended the relief schemes in idd1tionf to

creating  employment: opﬁortunities for “whites in government -
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service and on the raf]ways.(lZE]‘Affer the qepressign:the s;ate
~again attempted to shift part of the accountability andtfinaﬁcia1‘
burden ‘of'finding employment for poer whites onto industry. The
fusion goverqment began calling on:findustr1a}fsts “to accept
their °fair share’ of the °resﬁonsihi1fty' for solving “the poor

white problem'".{123)

The clothing industry in particular was viewed as-ah' alternative.
avenue of employment for puoor whites, in particular for young
males. Pressing would be an alternative to "pick and shovel work
at 6/- per day of which the Government may have to pay S50% to get
even this work for them".(124) It would be much more preferable
- for the Department of Labour "to see the natives employed on pick
and shovel work and Eurcpeans employed in the clothing industry.
{125} The government began putting prgssufenon-.the clothing
manufacturers to employ whites instead of Africans as pressers.
Following "direct repreﬁentation made by the Department to
employers” some Zoolwhf;egpressérs were employed in- the industry.
(126} Nonetheless when the East Rand Juvenille Affairs Board paid
a visit to clothing factories in Germfston it found that these
factories were. still employing 'African pressers.(127) The
employers maintained that the existing legis]affon-prevented them
from replacing Africans with whites in this sphere.(128)
The Native pressers were operating on a much
lower scale than the white pressers, and
they had to do the same work. He felt that {f-
the Government would give the factories the
definite assurance that white pressers need
not be paid more than about &5 per month,
and that the existing ratio of two unqualified.
white pressers to.every qualified ome would not
be enforced for at least a reasonable tfme, the
factories would be able to absorb another 120
white boys.(129) - :
On this basis the government attempted to exclude pressers from
the industrial council agreement negotiated betwéen the TCMA and °

the GWU and bring the wages of whites to & more competitive Tevel
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with the wages of Africans.(130) The effect of this would have
been a reduction in the wages of white pressers, something the
GWU would not toTerate.(;3L) Unable to secure the acquiescence of
the GWU to~ its plan the Depariment became more agressive and
refused to :puhlish the agreement unless it was extended to
Africans.{132} The wages of whites would then not be reduced but
those of Africans increased. This time it was the _manufacturers
on the -industriaf council whe did not accede to th{s rgquest
because thay did not want to pay the higher wages and feared
closer cooperation .hetween._the SACWU and the G as @
result.(133} The council did, however, assure the infsinnai
Inspector of Labour, that the pub]icatibn of the agreement as ft
stood would not lead to a massive dismissal of white
pressers.(134] The Minister therefore decided to publish the
agreement but told the inspector to monitor carefully “the
position of pressers and note any attempt td replace whites by

Africans.{135)

In April 1935 the Department once again urged that that the
industrial council agreement be extended to Africans. The council
again refused to do this but.it did agree to exempt pressers from .
the agreement. Experienced ppressers were to be pafd 43 per week
(the wage under the Wage Determinatién) "in order to obviate ;he
replacement of Europeans by Natives®.(136) On this  basfs- the
Divisional' Inspector of Labour reported that there was "little
iikelinood of an§ reduction in ‘thé percentage of unskilled
civilised labour resulting from the pub¥ication of the
Agreement”. (137) The Minister therefore decided. to publish the

agreement. (138)
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The Council's refusal to extend the agreement to Afrfcans thus =
seems to have came from the TCMA rather than the GWU. The GHU.. had

a’ major" interest in extending the: agreement (to proteét, the:
position of its male members in particular). For the TCMA, on the -

other hand, the fnclusion of Africans.could set a precedent and . -

place the Africans in a much stronger bargaining positfon. Im the - .~

1340s the TCMA expressed this very fear when the SACWU made
representations to be included in the agreement..

a very dangerous principle was involved.

It meant that the African Workers' Union

could be involved with the Garment Workers'

Unfon and by this the Tatter would add some

three. thousand workers to thase on whose

behalf ft would submit demands.{139} -
So, as well as Africans strengthening their bargaining posttion,

;he Wl would also.

The attitudes of white woriers ‘towards: cooperation with Afrfcans
was also und_ergo{ng changé 4n the thirfies. This was a result of-
the vibrant shop-stewards organisation which was created in " the.
GWU and as a consequence of this white werkers coming into closer
contact with the -leadersh'lp.il%) Johanna Cornelius changed her
' previous racfalist stance because she had 'been_ taught
correctiy”.. (141) It seems that the higher up In th.é leadershﬁ
hierarchy one went the more- one becaulg_suhject tp tnfluence. from
the Jeaders, Sachs 1n particular. Basil Davidson commented,  in
1952, that under Sachs' leadership some of them “have l'osi thefr
prejudices altogether and have grown into comletely sane and
forward-Tooking human beings“.{142) The shop-stewards in
particular had thken this pi-agressive att'Itude to 'the colour:
questfon.(143) This made for 2 more amicable relationship with

the SACNU. '

The changes 1in the labour process during the 1930s, and in- ...
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particular the introduction of the conveyor belt system, meant
that workers were coming into less and less contact with each
other on the factory floor.{144) Africans were completely

separate from whites in the work environment and there is 1ittle

‘evidence of racial friction. Pressing was becoming fncreasingly

mechanised. In place of hand irons the Hoffman press was befng
used. According to one factory cwner hthe ﬁutput of an employee
operating a Hoffman press was five times that co&ld be turned out
by the same employee pressing by hand".{145) Despite the drop in
numbers of African m$1es in the industry in 1934 (mafnly doing
pressing) from-1936 onwards the trend was reversed. Pressing came
into 1its own as an operation with separate rooms and even whole
factories being set aside for it. This a!lo@ed far greater
organisation among African workers. By 1938 the SACWU had 429
members (approximately half the total African workforce 1In_ the

Tndustry).(146) It ﬁad also established a stop order system in
four factories by mid 1939. (147) Indeed, African clothing
workers were one of the highest paid groups of Africam workers in
Johannesburg fn 1939,(148) These gains were made with the aid of
the GWU and Sachs in particular who gave both financial and

organisational assistance.(149)

CONCLUSION

. This examfnation of the GWU's racfal policfes in its early years

reveals that 1t did not commit {tself té a racfally 1inclusive
approach. While gertafnly 1t did not organise only among white
workers to protect f{ts constituency, ft also never totally
igrored rqcial lines and organised on a hread basfs. It instead
opted for an intermédiaté course of organising black workers. fin
parallel trade unfons. This type of separation was. necessary,

according to the union leadership, in order td-‘mafntéin‘ the
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essential unity of the GWU. It became an even,strongér _reason
when the Afrikaner Natfonalists tried to destroy the GWU in the

late 19305 using racism as one of their weapans.

While it may be argued that in the general context 6f the white
South African workforce this attitude of partial separation of .
Fhe GHU's was uniqué, it was a far-cry from genuine intér -
racTa\\ solidarity. Th%é enabled the GWU, -on the one hand, to
assist in the organiﬁation of black workers, but on the other to
ensure that’ the bérgaining poﬁer of 1ts own' members wés not
undermined. Through the control of these black trade uniﬁns. a
trend which Intensified in the late 1930s as more and more black
workers entered the fﬁdustry, the bargaining positifon of the
white workers {in the clothing industry in the Transvaal was

firmly insured.
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