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Transvaal and the Western Province General Workers’” Union in the
1978s,

Johann Maree

1. Introduction
1.1 Aim and Contents of Paper

The aim of this paper is to examine democracy and oligarchy in
the independent trade unions in Transvaal and the Western
Province General Workers Union in the 1979gs. The unions
considered in the Transvaal comprise the Federation of South
African Trade Unions (FOSATU> and the Consultative Committee of
Black Trade Unions. The Consultative unions consisted of the
Commercial Catering and Allied Workers’ Union (CCAWUSA) and a
large proportion of the present Council of Unions of South Africa
(CusAa) . The period this paper covers c¢ommences from the
foundation of the unionts in the early 19785 up to the second half
of 1979 for the Transvaal unions and up to the end of 1988 for
the Western Province General Workers” Union.

The paper is divided into two major sections. The #irst section
deals with theories of democracy and oligarchy in trade unions
and starts off by considering Michels’ iron law of oligarchy.
His iron law is evaluated in the light of two centuries of
experience in the British trade unions as analysed mainly by the
Webtbs, Clegg and Hyman. After deriving a theory of democracy
and oligarchy in trade unions based on the historical material,
the paper moves on to the second section which examines democracy
and oligarchy in the independent trade unions in the 1976s. The
stage ‘the wunions reached at the end of the period ig evaluated
and some conclusions are finally drawn.

However, before commencing on theories of trade union democracy
and oligarchy it is necessary to clarify some Key concepts +first:

and consider the role of democracy in trade unions. In order to
keep this paper within the required lTength this wiil be done very
briefly. This means that I shall often simply state my own

position on a number of issues without drawing on authorities to
support me.

1.2 Trade Union Democracy

Trade wuwnions are organisations of wage-earners that exist
primarily to defend and advance their members’ rights at “the

workplace. Not all wage-earners are working class, but since
this is the case for the unions under consideration in this
paper, it will be assumed throughout this paper that trade union

members atre praletarian workKers,

In order to achieve their basic objective of defending and .
advancing workers rights at the workpltace, trade unions have
three requirements: power to force concessions from management in
negotiations, democracy to ensure that they reflect the interests
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of the workers, and dynamism to sustain worker support and grow
stronger. The dynamism inherent in trade unions means that they
have come to be considered as a movement as weltl. Flanders has
captured the requirements of trade unions as ‘a mixture of
movement and crganisation”:

One problem which has always confronted trade unions is
how to convert” temporary movement into permanent
organization... Trade wunions need organization for

their power and movement for their vitality, but they
need both power and vitality to advance their social
purpose. (1)

The need for ‘power and vitality’ on the part of trade wunions
indicate that democracy is not the only requirement of unions.
There are also times when democracy is in conflict with the need
for power or movement on the part of unions. It is therefore
important not to consider democracy as the onily obiective of
trade wunions, but only as one of three means towards the end of
advancing workers” rights,

Many external and internal pressures exist to deflect trade
unions from their objective of advancing workers’ rights.(2) It
is therefore necessary for unions to ensure that they represent
their worker members” interests. - The best way of ensuring it is
to have internal democracy, But what is trade union democracy?

A number of approaches have been adopted towards trade wunion
democracy. (3 The approach to trade union democracy that is
adopted in this paper is as follows. Trade union democracy
rests on the ultimate control of workers of their organisation.
This requirecs that they play a part in decision-making on policy
and strategic matterse affecting the union, and that wunion
representatives and oftficials remain accountable to the rank and
file members. The criteria specified in the definition will be
used to assess whether unions are democratic or not. They will
however have toc be applied Jjudiciously since the other needs of
trade wunions, namely power and dvnamism, could at times have
cenflicted wi th trade union democracy and necessi tated

compromise actions.
2. Theory of Democracy and Oligarchy in Trade Unions

2.1 Michels” Iron Law of Oligarchy

One of the best known theories on trade unioen democracy and
oligarchy is ~that of Michels that was first published in 1911,

4) In it he is particularty concerned with the problems of
attaining democracy in socialist organisations of the working
class, He examines the trends in both political parties and

trade unions and comes up with the “law’ that ‘democracy leads to
oligarchy, and necessarily contains an oligarchic nucleus’. (5)
By oligarchy in an organisation is meant control thereof by a few
officials in the top hierarchy of that organisation.

Michels” argument s that democracy is a self-defeating goal.
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Thie is the case because ‘democracy is inconceivable without
organisation’ (&) and that organigation 1is wvital for the
political struggte of the working class. (7) However, there is
an inevitable tendency towards oligarchy in every organisation,
no matter how bhard it strives to be democratic. Therefore

democracy 1S an unattainable goal for all organisations in the
labour movement.

*In the early dars of the labour movement’, while it is in its
“infancy’ (B> 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. However, as
organisations grow in size they become more compiex 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 establishing educational

incstitutions such as Ruskin Coilege in Oxford for that purpose.
(1@

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 sui tably
qualified leaders have to take over the running of the

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

Nominatlly, and according to the letter of the rules, all
the acts of the leaders are subject to the ever vigilant
criticime of the rank and file. In theory the leader is
merel)y an employee bound by the instructicons he

receives... But in actual fact, as the organisation
increaseées in size, this control becomes purely
fictitious. The members have to give up the idea of

themselves conducting or even supervising the whole
administration, and are compelled to hand these tasks
over to... salaried officials. The rank and file must
content themselves with summary reports, and with the
appointment of occasional special commi ttees of
inquir¥... It is obvious that democratic control thus
undergoes a progressive diminution, and is ultimately
reduced to an infitesimal minimum. <11)

What is 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. C12) Michels thus contends that
democratic organisations become ol igarchic due to a diviesion of
labour . .

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. (137

w
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There are alczo other factors that serve to reinforcé the tendency
towards oligarchy in scocialist working class crganisations,

according to Michels. The leaders of the organisations, whether
of ‘proletarian’ or of ‘bourgecis’ origin, tenaciously cling to
cffice once they bhave acquired it.

Firstly there is the allure of power. Once it has been acquired,

the leaders are not only wunwilling to relinquish it, but
endeavour to extend it. (14) Secondly, leaders of proletarian
origin become attached +to their positions because of the
improvement in their living standard which would make it
*altogether impossible for them to return to their old way of

tife . (19

Leaders who are ‘refugees from the bourgecisie’ are also unable
or unwilling to relinguish their posts. This is either because
they have ‘crossed the Rubicon’ and have become ‘enchained by
their own past’, oOr because they have become ‘“estranged +rom
their original profession’, While this will not be a problem
for lawyers because the political struggle and law have many
points of contact, ‘it is very different with men of science”
because they “*find that their scientific faculties undergo a slow
but progressive atrophy” and “they are dead for .their
discipline’ .(14&)

The last reinforcing tendency of oligarcy to mention in this
exposition of Michels, is the autocratic tendencies of leaders
which, according to him, is more pronounced amongst trade unions
leaders than in politicians., (17) Michels maintains that the
executive committees of the trade union federations *have
endeavoured to usurp the exclusive right to decide on behal+t of

- the rank and file the rhythm of the movement for better wages‘,

(18> and consequently on whether a strike 1is Jjustified and
whether to <subsidise it or not. Thereby
the leaders have openly converted themselves into an
cligarchy, leavina the masses who provide the funds no
more than the duty of accepting the-decisions of that
cligarchy. (19

Michels’ argument can thus be briefly summarised by his famous
maxim, ‘who says organisation, says oligarchy’. (28)

Gouldner‘s Iron Law of Democracy

Numerous criticisms have been made of Michels, Richard Hyman
has pointed out that Michels has not given adequate attention to
countervailting tendencies in trade unions. (21) Gouldner went

as far as postulating a countervailing iron taw of democracy:

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. Michels chose to
dwe!ll on only one aspect of this process, neglecting to
concider this other side. There cannot be an iron law
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of oligarchy, however, -unless there is an iron law of
democracy. (22)

The theories on democracy and oligarchy presented by Michels and

Gouldner are both one-sided. The Webbs offered a more balanced
view in their consideration of British trade wunions in the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Their +findings are

therefore considered next.
2,3 Early British Trade Union Democracy and 0l igarchy
Participatory Democracy and its Oligarchic Consequence

In their accltaimed account of British trade union history first
published in 18%Y7 the Webbs demonctrated that the trade wunions

went through different stages of development, In certain stages
democracy was in the ascendency while ol igarchy and
centralisation were paramount in other stages. * The
circumstances and forces that determined which of these

tendencies dominated were closely linked with their histories.

The +first stage was one the Webbs termed ‘primitive democracy”
and was & pure form of participatory democracy. In the “local
trade clubs’ of the eighteenth century the members strove to
conduct all the business at the general meetings and were imbued
with the principie that *what concerns all should be decided by
alr’ . (23

However, when the local unions started federating into national
unions between 1824 and 1844, it became necessary to depart from
their practice of participatory democracy. They dropped the
custom of rotating the officials as it became 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. (24)

These constitutionat arrangements were however a recipe for
oligarchy. The appointment of a fult—-time general secretary
goon 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. (25>

In order to try and restrict the growing power of the full-time
salaried officials the wunions resorted to laring down strict
rules in their consitutions and the amendment of these rules by
banch delegates who were granted no discretion and merely had %o

convey the votes of their branches “mechanically”’. (28) Quer
time the meetings of delegates were replaced by the Referendum,
but none of these measures proved to be successful., The
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Keferendum however had the oppocite 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
becauce ' .
the right of putting questions to the vote came
practically to be confined to the executive... ANy
change which the executive desired could be stated in
the most plausible terme and supported by convincing
arguements, which almoset invariably secured its adoption
by a ltarge majority. (27)

Thue, after about a century of organicational experience, the
oligarchic tendency 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., (287

But *after a whole century ot evperiment” trade union
constitutions were undergoing a *silent revoiution and trade
unions with a new form of democracy emerged after 1889. (2%)
The form was representative democracy which, in the Webbs
opinion, was succescsful in solving
the fundamental problem of democracy, the combination of
administrative efficiency and popular controi. (38)

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 Coaiminers and Cotton Operatives although other unions had
also followed suit. At that stage the membership of the
Coziminers union was 288 866, (31 The central feature of the
system of representative democracy was the election of an
assembly of reprecentatives as the supreme bedy in the wunion.
Naot only was the representative assembly the supreme policy-
mzkKing body of the union, but it also- appointed an executive

commi ttee which governed the union between conferences of the
assemblies. (32)

The unions with representative democracy had undergone
considerable evolution from the early forms of ‘“primitive
democracy’. No provision was made for the Referendum and the
*Rotation of Office’ was dropped. Of particular significance
was the fact that the unions found it necessary to completely
abandon the use of delegates and to replace them wi th

representatives. (33 The distinction between a delegate and a
representative was that, although both had tc put forward the
mind of their constituency, the reprecentative, wunlike the
delegate, was ‘not a mechanical vehicle of votes on particular
subjects”. (34) According to the Webbs, the trade unione had
graduatly come to realise the need for representatives as a
method of restoring a balance between democracy and efficiency
in their organisations. The reasons for that as well as the way
in which the wunions incorporated reprecentatives into their



structures, were well explained by the Webbs. Their exposition
is worth quoting at some length.

The

The ordinary Trade Unionist has but little facility in
expressing his desires... But for this particular task
the professional administrator is no more competent than
the ordinary man, though for a different reason. The
very apartnesse of his life from that of the average
workman deprives him of close acquaintance with the
actual grievances of the mass of the people... To act as
an interpreter between the people and their servants is,

theretore, the first function of the representative,
(35

But this is only half of his duty. To him is entrusted
also the difficult and delicate task of controlling the
profecssional experts... (38 In all these respects the
manuat workers stand at a grave disadvantaqge... Before
he can place himselt on a level with the trained
official whom he has to control he must devote his whole
time and thought to his new duties, and must therefore
give up his old trade. This unfortunately tends to
alter his manner of life, his habit of mind, and usually
also his intellectual atmosphere to such an extent that
he gradually toses that wvivid appreciation of the
feelings of the man at the bench or the forge, which it
is his function to express... Directly the worKing-man
representative becomes becomes properiy equipped ftfor
one—hal¥ of his duties, he ceases to be specialily

Qualified +or the other. 1+ he remains essentially a
manual worker, he fails 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 to interpret... (37)

In the parliamente {conferences of representative

assemblies - JM} of the Cotton-spinmners and Coalminers
we Find habitually two classes of members, salaried
officials of the several districts, and representative
wage—-earners still workKing at the mule or in the mine.
It would aimost seem as if these modern organisations

had conscigusiy recognised the impossibility of
combining in any . individual representative both of the
requirements that we have cspecified. 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, And the association...cf the salaried
officers - from each county, secures that combination of
Kriowl edge, ability and practical experience in
administration, which is... absolutely indispensible tor
the exercise of control over the professional experts.
(38)

unions thus made provision for representation of mental

and



manual labourers on their assemblies and executive committees,
The executive of the Cotton Operatives, for instance, existed 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. (3% This had the effect of recstoring
some popular control in the unions. Al though the officials
sti1d tended to dominate at the assembly conferences the worker

representatives frequently intervened “with effect’ in the
procedures. (48)

1hys contrary to Michels, the Webbs perceived a countervailing
democratic tendency within the trade union movement. O!'tgarchic
rule did not establish itself permanently in the unions, but was

challenged by worker representatives who endeavoured to restore
popular control to the unions. ’

It is however not clear from the Webbs exposition how worker
representatives, who spent a full working day at the bench or the
mule, were to acquire the time, energy, skill and necessary
recsources to become an effective counterweight to the full-time
officials, Even though they made reference to the ‘professional
representative who was “to balance the professional civil
servant’ (41>, they did not clarify how a full—-time workKer was to
acquire this status and ability, I+ they meant that the wor¥er
was to leave his employment in order tc become a professional
representative, he would soon be indistinguishable from wunion
ofticials for reasons the Webbs themselves explained with such
clarity. This wunresolved problem eventually resulted in the
reassertion of oligarchy in the British unions.

2.4 Trends in British Trade Unions in the Twentieth Century.
0ligarchy Re—asserts ltsel+s

The Webbg completed the first draft of their British trade unicn
history in 1897 shortly after the rise of the “new unionism” that
commenced in 188%. The “new unionism’.which entailed the first
wave of mass organisation of semi-sKitled and unskilled workers
has been charactericsed as ‘popular bossdoms’. (42) These unions
were Jlargely organised “from above’ by existing leaders and
enabled an aligarchic tendency to become dominamt again. <€43)
From the nineteen thirties to fitties the British unions were
undeniably oligarchic in character. (44)

Most of the union executives, and all of the union conferences,
regional and district committees were composed mainiy or entirely
of lay members, i.e. members of the unions who were not full-
time officers or staff employees. Instead of representatives
¥from the workplace being elected to these posts, as the Webbs had
found and fondly hoped would continue, branch officers eventualily

took over most of the posts. These branch oefficers undertook
‘many tedious hours of paperwork” as well as union administration
and had no contact with the workplace. They belstered the

strength of the full-time officials by providing ‘solid support”
for their policies. (457



The dominance of wunion officials and branch officers in the
unions could happen because ‘there were no powerful traditions of
of rank and file autonomy from below’. (446> This situation was
to change drastically after the fifties in Britain.

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

In the same year that the Webbs completed their first history of
British trade unionism, a major industrial dispute tookK place in
the engineering industry that resulted in ‘a widening of the
scope for <shop steward action-”. The result was that cshop-
stewards became workplace negotiators in addition to their
traditional task of guarding craft rutes. (47)

There was a short-lived upsurge in the shop stewards movement
during the First World War, but the economic depresesion in the
interwar years caused workKshop organisation to fall back. <48)
It was not until the 192580¢ and 1948s that shop stewards came to
the +fore in industrial relations by shifting the emphasis to
workplace bargaining. The impuision to this was provided by the
rise in rank-and-file strength and militancy generated by the
establishment of near full empioyment and frustration with
managerial and trade union practices and policies.

This *great wupsurge of wunion activity’ (49)

constituted, in the words of Flanders, “a challenge from below’.
Goldthorpe characterised the change

in post-war Britain as an increase in ‘the economic and
organisational strength of the workers on the chopfloor - in

consequence of which, the degree of effective control that can be
exercised owver them by either managements or unions has been
significantly diminished’. (358)

In cpposition to many liberal-pluralist commentators who were
concerned about the ‘chatltienge from betow’ Richard Hyman, writing

in 1975, enthusiastically perceived it acs
the reassertion, tar beyond their original craft
context, of prior traditions of autonomous worker

control. (S1)

Shop stewards plared 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 with management on
the shopficor over wages and a wide range of working conditions.
A survey conducted in 1973 established that, besides wages, shop
stewards negotiated most frequently with management over general
conditions tn the workKplace including safety and heal th,
dismissals and other disciplinary actions, overtime, the
introduction of new machinery or jobs, and trancsfers from one Jjob
to another, (3522

The upsurge in autonomougs workplace bargaining under the
leadership of shop stewards made its impact felt on trade union



crganisation as well. The most significant change was the
incorporation of shop stewards into the ynion structures.  Thisc
resul ted not only from the unions’ desire to restore the control
cver industrial relations they had lost by the 198865, but also
from the power shopfloor representatives had acquired in the
workplace., By impelling themselves onto the various bodies of

the wunions, shop stewards did much to restore democratic
practices in the unicns once again.

The Cycle Continues: Oligarchy on the Shopfloor

But even at the grass—roote level of workplace organisation, an
oligarchic tendency started to assert itself in the 1%9706s.
Writing in 1979, Hyman cast doubt on whether shop floor
representation was truly democratic:
A central feature of the past tem years has been the
consolidation of a hierarchy within shop steward
organisation... Workplace negotiation has become a far
more centralised process... The introduction and
operation of centralised bargaining arrangements has
been the 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 committee
often possess the authority and the informational and
organisational resources to ensure that their own

recommendations will be accepted as policy by the
stewarde” body. (53)

Enough exposition on the history of trade union democracy and
oligarchy has been presented to put forward a theory. The
experiences of the British trade unions over two centuries deny
Michels” iron ltaw of oligarchy, but rather confirm thsxt
tendencies towards democracy and oligarchy are both present in
trade unions. The tendency towards democracy arices from the
members” conviction that their trade unions have to represent
their interecsts and aspirations. To this end they desire to
have a say over union policy as well as hold officials and
reprecsentatives accountable to them. The say over union policy
and accountability of officials have been remote at times, but
remained the driving forces of democracy in the unione.,

Democracy was thus wusually impelied into the unions by the
workers.,

Or the other hand the tendency towards oligarchy in trade unions
arises from their need for leadership and efficient
administration and co-ordination in the organisation. The
tendency is inextricably linked with the establishment of full-
time officials in a mass worker organisation where the rank and

file are emplioyed in wage-labour that demands much of their time
and energy.

The relationship between the tendencies towards democracy and
oligarchy in trade wunions unfolds in a historical context.
Neither democracy nor oligarchy establishes a permanent or
decisive hegemony although the one or the other can dominate for

18



a considerable time. The torces that determine the dominance of
oligarchic or democratic tendencies may be either internal opr
external to the unions. '

Informed with this theory, it is now appropriate to consider the

democracy and oligarchy in some of the independent trade " unions
during the 1976s.

3.Democracy and QOligarchy in the Independent Trade Unions
3.1 Oligarchy and the Development of Democracy

Initial Oligarchy

The independent trade unions under consideration in this paper
all owed their existence to organisations other than trade unions
that were started in the early 1978s and were oligarchic in
character in so far as their relationship with African workers
was concerned. The General Workers’ Union (GWUY commenced as
the Western Province Workers’ Advice Bureau (WPWAB), while FOSATU
in Transvaal had its roots in the Industrial Aid Society (IAS)
and the wunions of the Consultative Committee of Black Trade
Unions owed theirs mainly to the Urban Training Project (UTP).

There were two reasons why this was the case. In the first
place these organisations were founded during the ‘survival era”
(54) when there was a areat need for caution in the wake of state
repression of SACTU in the 19488s and continued state hostility
towards African trade unions. There was alsoc a fear prevalent
among many African workers that belonging to trade unions could
lead to state harassment. The founders therefore deliberately

started organisatione that were deemed to be safer than trade
unions.

Secondly the initiative for the formation of these organisations
came from small groups of intellectuals and experienced trade
unpionists. (55) In the absence of any pre-existing mass
African worker organisations other than the TUCSA African unions,
they had to set up small organisationes with themselves in control
as leaders, but with the intention of organising a broad mass of
workere into democratic organisations. - They all initially
created structures that either incorporated African workers or
related to them in an ocligarchic manner in that the leadership

wae self—-appointed, unrepresentative of the workers as well as
unaccountable to them.

Creating Democratic Structures

Theretore the first challenge that faced all the organisations in
their quest for democratisation was to create structures and
organisations that were in fact democratic. The task was by no
means anh easy one and took many years to achieve. Each of the
organisations also set about the process in a different way and
it ies therefore necessary to consider each in turn.

11



Western Province WorkKers Advice Bureau _

The Advice Bureau was founded in March 1973 by members of the
University of Cape Town Wages Commission in conjunction with
NUSAS officials and former SACTU trade unionists. Al though the
constitution made allowance for the election of an Executive
Committee elected annually at the AGM, real control of the
organicsation was in the hands of a small group of White
intellectuals drawn from the university and 1legal profession
which became Known as the WorkKers Advisory Froject. <(WaAP) The
Advice Bureau’s African secretary, a former trade unionist, also
formed part of this strategic planning group. In order to
provide the Advice Bureau with respectability in the eyes of
donore and a protective umbreila against the state, a Board of
Trustees was also set up. lts membership was determined by WAP
and composed mainly of WAP members as well as registered trade
unionists who were considered to be sympathetic.
Constitutionalty, the Board of Trustees controlled appointments,
finances and decisions takKen by the Executive Committee.

The Advice Bureau placed an emphasis on workKpitace organisation
and adopted the strategy of setting up registered works
commi ttees. The number of organicsed workKs committees increased
rapidly and after almost two years of existence the intellectuals
in WarF felt that the time had come to transform the Advice Bureau
into a democratic organisation. The need for the transtormation
arose out of the organisational developments in the Advice
Bureau, Active organisation at the workplace was taking place
at a number of factories and finding expression through works
commi ttees. The Executive Committee, which was elected at an
AGM  and chaired by a rather conservative township Jleader, was
unreprecsentative of the works committees and out of touch with
iscsues at most factories.

After extensive discussions in WAP it was decided that a WorKers”
‘Council <hould be established. It would consicst of factory
committees elected by the workers at each factory and control of
the whole organication as well as inteliectuals in the movement
would be wvested in the hands of the Workers’ Council. The
achievement of this objective proved to be considerably more
difficult than was envisaged by the intellectuals. The first
Works Council which was established in April 19?5 was stillborn
bhecause it was premature,. The workers in the Advice Bureau
lacked the expertise and organicational experience to take
command of the Council and it simpliy failed to come to 1ife.
It was only on the third attempt after two more years of
endeavour that success was achieved. By that stage it was
decided to set up a Controliing Committee comprising two

representatives from each factory in the Advice Bureau and to
abolish the Executive Committee. :

The Controlling Committee finally came into exicstence and started

functioning in the +irst half ot 1977. The functions of the
Committee were to control the organisation, all policy
decigsions were to be taken by the Committee and organisers as
well as the White intellectuals in the movement were to be

12



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 vear it changed its name to the
Western Province General Workers’ Union and in 1981 toc simply the
Gerneral iWorkers” Union which reflected the fact that it had

become a national union organising stevedores in the other major
harbour cities.

IAS

Similar to the Advice Bureau, the IAS in Johannesburg was also
founded by Wages Commisslion students and former NUSAS officials
in co~operation with former SACTU trade unionists. Its members
were also committed to the establishment of a democratic workers”
organisation, but the organisation went through considerable

turmoil in the process of transforming itself. The 1AS was
founded in December 1973 and was initially headed by a Steering
Committee. It commenced organising A¥frican workKers as well as
embarking on three projects including worker education. Due to

a lack of organisational progress after more than a year of
cperation and anomalies in the organisation, the IAS restructured
itsel¥ in March 1975. An Executive Committee was put in control
cf the IAS. It was a self-elected Committee and consisted
predominantly of White university—trained intellectuals, but also
included a couple of influential African leaders. It was
decided in principle that the Executive Committee would not have
worker reprecentatives serving on it as it was explicitly
acknowledged that the Committee was not a representative bodyr.
It was also decided that worKer representatives would be elected
onto a separate executive committee of a workKer organisation that
the IAS would found and that powers would gradually be
transferred to that executive when they requested it.

Atter considerable debate and con@lict on the Executive Committee

over whether to start a general or industrial union, it was
finally decided to start organising workKers in the metal
industry. After six months of organisational efforts a Branch

Executive Committee (BEC) of the Transvaal branch of the Metal
and Allied WorKers’” Union (MAWUY was <finally established in
September 1975.

The transfer of power to the union’“s BEC did however not take
place as smoothly as was initially envisaged. Instead, a
power struggle developed between intellectuals in MAWU on the one
zide and the IAS on the other for control over the union and its
policy. However a compromicse was reached by the formation of a
new over—arching organisation with representation on it from both
the IAS and MAWU. The new bridging organisation, the Council of
Workers of the Witwatersrand (CIWW), was established in September
1978 with majority representation of the union on both the
Council and its executive arm, the Secretariat. CIWW tookK over
most of the functions previously performed by the IAS. These
included fund raising, administration and eduz=ation.

The formation of CIWW was both a step backward and a step forward
in the democratisation process to which the intellectuals and
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other founders of the IAS was committed. It was & step
backward in that CIWW constituted a structure that was
superimposed onto MAWU and the [IAS. In particular the
Secretariat tended to operate acs the executive of the wunion
thereby stifling the development of the union‘s BEC. On the
other hand the formation of CIWW was a gtep forward in that it
was a semi-representative body which took over the Key functions
previously performed by the unrepresentative [AS.

The democratisation of the structures was considerably advanced
in July 1978 when CIWW reconstituted itsel¥ as the Transvaal
reqgion of the Trade Union Advisory and Co-ordinating Council

CTUACC) . The reprecsentation of 1AS on the TUACC Council was
reduced to a minimal two members whereas the full BEC of MAWU was
represented 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.

The principles existent in TUACC were embodied in the structures
of FUSATU which was founded in April 1979. Majorities of worker
representatives were constitutionally ensured on bodies at all
hierarchical tevels with only one exception, the Executive

Commi ttee. Even so the first Executive Committee did have a 4-3
maJority of workKer representatives.

From the time of its inception, it thus took the IAS almost five
yearse to transtorm itcel¥ and the relationship between the

organisations it was instrumental in creating into democratic
structures.

Urban Training Project

The UTP was founded in Jcochannesburg in 1971 by former TUCSA trade
unionist wi th two Whites as the driving force in the
organisation. The UTP soon 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 experienced trade wuniconists.
Within the first two years of its existence the UTP had already
revived two African unions and helped establish two new unions,
It was also providing educational and other services for the
long—established Engineering and Allied WorKers” Union (EAWU),
1t successfully continued its activities and by the end of 1975
it had hetped to establish seven new African unions, revived two,
and was providing a wide range of services to ail of them. The
services were basic infrastructural ones and included fund
raising, employing wunion organisers, education as well as
admininstrative and accounting ascistance. [t also rented
office <pace for many of the unions.

There was however no attempt on the side of the UIP to transtorm
itsel+ into an orqanisation that wae structurally accountable to
the wunions it was servicing. It carried on as a relatively
autonomoue organication with control and direction in the hands
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the ¢time of the unions’ inception.

Probably the most important training received by workers was

experiential as they engaged in their struggles to collectively
defend and advance their rights at the workplace. ~In addition
to that all the organisations also undertook formal and intormal
training of workers. Al though all the organisations commenced

by placing great emphasis on worker training and education, their
experiences diverged widely as time went on.

The .Advice Bureau initially laid stress on the political and
ideological education of workers although it alsoc taught workers
their rights under industrial laws and how to set about forming

registered works committees. But much of the ¢training was
tnappropriate in that it was too remote from the workers’
experiences and workplace concerns. The organisational demands
on intetlectuals worked to the detriment of formal training as
lecss and less time and resources were allocated to it. Separate

training sessions were eventually no longer held so that by 1%860
the GWU had completely abandoned formal training.

In the IAS formal training was alsc initially inappropriate for

similar reasons. It also became less prominent, but it never
dwindled away completely as a continuity was maintained by a
university lecturer who did not become embroiled in worker
organisation, Up teo 1979 education therefore continued at a low
level <for the union BECes and advanced shop stewards. It aleso
became more closely linked with organisational issues. Formal

training was therefore sustained at a low level for the more

advanced workKer representatives because the unions could draw on
outside resources.

Experiences with formal education in the UTP took a wvery
ditferent path. From the outset their courses were practically
linked with the workers’ situation and organisational needs.
Since the UTF retained its relative autonomy and set store by its
educational service to the unions, formal training was continued
throughout the period. By contrast to the other organisations,
the UTP was able to sustain worker educaticn by allocating
sufficient resources to it and not being subject to the same
pressures from organisational demands as the unions were. ;

The workers’ capacity to take democratic control of their
organisations was however not primarily determined by the extent
of their formal training. Experiential and informal training as
well as the policies and organisational practices instilled in
the workers were also Key determinants in the democratisation
process. The progress made by unions during the period under
consideration will be concsidered next. -
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3.2 Evaluation of Democratisation Process
General Workers‘ Union

The democratisation process in the GWU up to the end of 1980 was
quite advanced in workplace organisation. The union‘s
recognition policy was that workKers” committeec had to negotiate
with management by themselves without union officials present.
In practice this policy was by and large adhered to by the union
officials. The worKer representatives received considerable
informal and experiential training in workplace democracy by
instituting regular general worKer meetings of the company.

From about (978 the Controlling Committee of the GWU was not
afraid to criticicge the union officials and try to hold them

accountable. It only met once a month however which made it
impossible for the Committee to exercise effective control over
the officials, (58D Thus leadership of the wunion had

etfectively remained in the hands of the officials thereby still
making it an oligarchic organisation.
We found that the problem is a difficulty +finding a
balance between democracy and leadership. In enforcing
this democracy the real leaderchip in fact remaing in
the hands of the staff because one doeen’t have the
workers with enough ongocing knowledge on the day to day

activities in order to really take over leadership.
(57
Thie problem was more or lecs recsolved in 1980 when it was

decided that the Controlling Committee would elect an Executive
Comrmittee of seven members who would meet weekly with union
officials. The Executive Committee had administrative powers
and controlled union finances, but could not take decisions on
union policy. However the Controlling Committee was still
heavily reiliant on the information and advice provided by the
White intellectuals in certain Key areas such as evaluating what
the consequences would be for the union jf it were to register.

Up to the end of 1988 the intellectuals were also responsible for
overseeing the general administration and co-ordination of the
union‘s affairs. This was most clearly demonstrated in the meat
strike of 1988. The detention of four White intellectuals and a
Black arganiser during the strike serious!ly hampered the
efficient +functioning of the wunion.

Thus towards the end of 1980 democratic practices had gained a
consijiderable foothold in the GWU although White inteilectuals
were still influential and played an important co-ordinating role

in the union.

FOSATU (Transvaal) -

Within FOSATU in the Transvaal region there was a differential
development of democracy in the unions that was closely related
to their origins. The wuniones that grew up in the TUACC
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tradition, in particular MAWU, had the most advanced workplace
democracy and leadership accountability built into them with the

unions formerly serviced by the UTP displaying least shopfloor
democracy.

In MAWU a strong emphasis was piaced on the role of shaop stewards
and their committees. The union’s BEC members who were shop
steward representatives from each of the organicsed factories,
were involved in decision-making on general union issues and
commenced taking strong standes on them by 1978. Worker leaders
who wielded influence within and beyond the wunion, started
emerging from the ranks of the union. BEC members did however .
‘not raise general union issues at shop stewards committees”
meetings with the results that they did not bring the <hop
stewards’ views on these iscsues to the BEC.

At the regional level FOSATU in Transvaal faced & number of
formidable challenges in democratising the structures that were

created by itse formation, The overnight expansion from two
unions in TUACC to eight unions in FOSATU inevitably led to a
burgeoning of bureaucracy in the organisation. As a result

FOSATU in Transvaal was faced with the fundamental problem that
it had created structures in advance of workers’ capacities to

take control of them. Consequently extra-constitutional staf¢f
commi ttees emerged in a number of localities to cope with the
organisational demands. They played an important role in co-

erdination and administration, but in so doing they remowved
control of the organisation out of the hands of the workers and
their representatives. The formation of FUSATU therefore led to

a renewed strengthening of the oligarchic tendency at the
regional level in the Transvaal.

Intellectuals still remained influential in FOSATU, but their
power had been curtailed by the growth of trade unions with
accountable structures and practices. Although the initiative for
policies still came from intelliectuals, they could only put the
policies forward provided they had- support from their
constituents. fAccording to the Regional Secretary of Transvaal,
policy initiatives in FOSATU towards the end of 1979 came from
five to six officials in the movement. ~ 0f the six only two
were White officials, the other were two Coloured and two African

secretaries of significant unions in Transvaal and the rest of
the country.

The formation of FOSATU had thus reinforced an oligarchic
tendency in the organisation in Transvaal! at the regional levet.
Within some of the unions the process of democraticsation had
however been well established with considerable effort being
placed on practising shopfloor democracy. There was thus also a
countervailing democratic tendency at workK in the organisation,

UTP and the Consultative Committee of Black Trade Unions

In the Consultative Committee wunionsgs workplace organisation
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was unevenly developed: it was quite advanced in some of the
unions while it was virtually non-existent in one of them. The
Food Beverage Workers” Union appeared to have the most extensijve
shopfioor organisation. The unions did not place a very strong
emphacsis on shopfloor organisation although their shop stewards
In some unions took up grievances with management where possibie
and works committees of the unions did negotiate with management.

The form of democracy that the Consultative unions strove after
was where the Executive Committee of a union was accountable to

the members of the union in general. When the unions serviced
by the UTP were established in the eariy 1978s, the secretaries
were in control of 4the unions. The +first stage in the

democratisation of the Consultative unione was reached more or
lecs between 1%77 and 1978 when the Executive members of the
unions became aware of the powers vecsted in them by the wunions”
constitutions and as direct representatives of the workers. in
the majority of Consultative unions the secretaries adjusted
harmoniously to such sharing of control with the Executive
Commi tteese as did take place. In three of the unions however
power struggles evolved as members of the Executive tried to
wrest a share in the control of the unions from the secretaries.

Thus by 1979 the Consultative unions had more or tess pascsed
through a first <ctage of democratisation with the Executive

Commi ttees acquiring power within the unions. The unions were
however &till predominantly oligarchic in character because the
union officials and Executive Committees were still not
effectively accountable to workers in the factories. In the

first place the election of an Executive Committee by an Annual
General Meeting did net ensure that each organised factory was
represented on the Executive, Secondly, the relatively low
emphasis given to shopfloor organication meant that there was
a considerable gap between the activities of the Executive
Committeee of the unions and what the rank and file Knew about
these activities. Given the lack of Knowledge by the rank and
file members of the ongoing decicions being taken by the
Executive and officials, they were not in a position to hotd the
hierarchy accountable,

The Consultative Committee unions had thus successfully gone
through one stage in their democratisation by the elected

Executive Committees asserting their right to exercise power in
the wunions on behalf of the members. This stage was however
still oligarchic in that the rank and file members had no

effective control over the Executive Committee,

Summary and Conclusion:
Democratisation Process in Independent Unions

The independent wunions considered in this paper all owed their
origins to oligarchic organisations in that they were controlled
by their founders, who were mainly White intellectuals, and were
not elected by, nor accountabie to, the African workers they were
endeavouring to organise., Thie was unavoidable in the



tircumstances that prevailed at the time with the African working
class virtually completely unmaobiltised. The intetlectuals were

howewver committed to creating democratic organisations and
consequently set in motion a democratisation process.

The democratisation process had two phases that commenced at the
same time. The +first phase was the creation of democratic
structures. Thie phase was more or less successfully carried
out by all the groups at least in as far as the basic structure
of the wunions was concerned. The second phase in the
democratisation process was the development of the capacity of
workers in the wunionge toc take control of the democratic
structures, For democracy to exist in practice it was necessary
tor the workeres to be able to force democratic practices into all
the structures of the . organisation. The wunions under
consideration had all succeeded in enabling some worKer control
at the executive level of the unions. This was however not
sutficient to ensure that democracy existed throughout ail the

organisations. Oligarhic tendencies were thus still present in
one form or other in all of them.

In all the wunions and groups the workers had therefore not
ret acquired the capacities necessary to seize democratic control
of their organisations. There was however a distinct increase in
their capacities over the period.

Contrary to Micheis, the empirical findings do not portray an
ircn law of otigarchy operating in the independent trade wunions.
Instead of democratic organisations inevitably becoming
oligarchic as Michels would predict, there was & contrary trend
of oligarchic organisations becoming more democratic. 'he t+orce
Behind the democratisation of the unions was the commitment of
the intellectuals and other leaders to democracy rather than
worlkers impeiling democratic practices into the unions.,

But nor was there an iron law of democracy at work in the
independent wunions. The tendencies- towards democracy and
oligarchy both remained present and circumstances determined
which of these tendencies were dominant at any particutar time.
It was "alse found that democratic tendencies could be on the
increase in one part of an organisation while eligarchy would be
strengthened elsewhere at the same time.

Whereas in Britain the driving force behind the democratication
of the unions after the 19468s was the upsurge in worker action on
the <chopfloor, workKerée in the independent unions did not play a
comparable role in South Africa in the 1978s. The difference
was probably due to the very disadvantaged nature of the African
working class in South Africa, particularly as far as formal
school education was concerned. That was why the promotion of
workers’ capacities to seize hold of their own organisations was
one of the crucial tasks that faced intellectuals and other
leaderes in the independent unions in the 1978s.
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