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ABSTRACT

This thesis examlaes the political trajectories of the Independe ..nt union movement from 1970-1993. It

argues that the political strategies adopted by tbe unions' leadership reflected significant difterenc.es

wUh regard to the poUti~al tontest over the democratic form of SiJuthMrican society. The political

ideology of the unions' leadership was made up of two contrasting 'logics' of political struggle. The

one, wbich we characterise as "simple polarisation", viewed the objective of the unions' strugales

primarily in terms of ~ competition for political dominance which involved a simple dichotomy

between the apartheid state and a unified opposition movement. In this view tne opposition W,'IS

conceived of as a homogenous, collective subject, unified iu its common assault on the state.

Underlying this kOgir.:.;.f opposition was a denial of specific and different identities and interests and

democracy was seen to be directly associated with the destiny of one distinct social actor. The logk

of "simple polarisation" was dominant within L_~Congress of South African Trade Unions

(COSATU) throughout the 1980's. It was nourished primarily by COSATU's close relationship with

the ( :larterist section of the wider opposition movement

There existed within the unions a second politkal tradition which emphasised a logic of

"institutionalised pluralism". This current viewed the organisation of opposition primarily in

institutional terms. It emphasised the building of union independence outside the aegis of the wider

opposltlon movement. Underlying this tradition was a pluralist eonceptlou of democracy, Associated

with the early Federation of South African Trade Unions legacy of institutional independence, this

logic reared its head within COSATU towards the late 1~8u's wb~n the federation entered a series of

corporatist arrangements with employers and the state. Although there seems to be evidence that

there existed (at least some) support within the ranks of FOSATU of a form of workers' control

more easily reconellable with an anti-pluralist than pluralist conception of democracy, the nature of

FOSATU was such, that. when sufficiently pressed on the issue of which logic of democracy -
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"simple polarlsatiQJ!l" or "in.st.it11ticmalised pluralimllt - it endorsed, tbe latter woaJd bJn'e beeD

~ted ewer the fC1'Jl1Cr.
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INTRODUCTION

On the evening of the 24 January 1971, the newly elected Polish Communist Party leader, Edward Gierek,

unexpectedly appeared at the gates of the occupied Warski shipyard in the Polish town of Szczecin. In the

weeks preceding his arrival more than thirty Szczecin factories had set up a network of strike committees

which effectively controlled the everyday lIfe of the city. Their demands included not only the withdrawal

of the price rises, but also the recognition of the strike committees as arthentic permanent representatives

of the workforce and, in the longer tern-, new and free, independent trade unions. The workers had

deliberately organlsed themselves outside of the aegis of the ruling party. Following Gierek's arrival at the

shipyard, there ensued an unprecedented nine-hour-lr+g confrontation in which Gierek adopted a tone of

frankness and humility. "When it was proposed that I take over the leadership of the Party at first I

thought I would refuse ..J am only a worker like you ..." (quoted in Garton Ash 1983: 13) After deluging

him in complaints about the official trade unions, the lies of the official media and the inefficiency of the

ruling class, the workers finally shouted: "Pomozemy! Pomozemy!" ("We will help you!")

In August 1':180,nearly ten years later, Gierek flew offfor a three-week holiday in the Crimera during the

strike that was to become, in the words of East European writer Milovan Djilas, "the most significant

development in Eastern Europe since the second world war," (quoted in Garton Ash 198~: 68) When his

deputy, Minister Jagielski, entered the Gdansk shipyard in which the government had agreed to meet the

strike's leaders, he and his party had to push their way through a crowd of two-thousand hostile workers.

This time, unlike the last time when they had shouted "Pomozemy", the workers and their leaders knew

exactly what they wanted. "We are prepared to give up the zl.2,OOO pay rise, but on the question of free

trade unions we shall not be moved!" (quoted in Garton Ash 1983: 56)1 And moved they were not. Their

1 At we end of these negotiations the Polish workers knew that they had turned the infamous phrase on its head
when, strike leader Lech Walesa read out the following statement: "Kochanil We return to work: on 1 September. We
all know what that day of, of what we think ...of the fatherland ...of the family which is called Poland ..We got all we
could in the present situation. And We will achieve the rest, because we nov. have the most important thing: cur IN-
DE-PEN-DENT- SELF-GOVERNING TRADE- UNION'S. This is our guarantee for the futur- (quoted in Garton
Ash 1983:66)



words reverberated at Solidarity's First Natiooal Congress in Gdansk on Saturday 5 September, 1981,

when, in its first draft programme Solidarity defined itself as a mixture of a "tnldes uni;.;):ni+a:nd a "great

social movement".

What we had in mind was :11m only tread, butter and sausage, but also justice,
democracy, truth, legal''''' hl.lltlar. dignity, freedom of convictions and the repair of the
republic. All elementary values had been too mistreated to believe that anything could
improve without their rebirth. Thus the economic protest had to be simultaneously a
social protest, and the soc:tal protest had to be Simultaneously a moral protest. (quoted
inGarton Ash 1983: 223)2

What Solidarity's own members intuitively grasped was that their union was much more than a simple

trade union. Its significance lay in the building of a wider social movement which challenged the hitherto

unquestioned auL.'lority of the communist party government. In his classic account of the birth of

Solidarity in August 1980, Timothy Garton Ash, pondering on the phenomenal rise of Solidarity,

concludes that "the impossible happened".

It was impossible in the Marxist Leninist world view that workers should feel the need
to revolt against a Workers' state, It was impossible for them to be authentically
represented by an organisation in dependent of the communist party. It was impossible
for a Leninist party to share power with such a rival. (Garton Ash 1983: 285)

The significance of Solidarity went far beyond its tenacity as a stubborn. union movement, It signalled the

beginning of civil society opposition in Eastern Europe. This, of course, was distinctly at odds with tile

official culture of politics within the East European party regimes, which were built on the sssumpdon

that there is no distinction between state and society. These party-state regimes had for decades attempted

to prevent a genuine pluralism in the maintenance and distribution of power. The basic political,

2 In the same programme it was declared that the union had "a fundame: ltal duty to take every possible ...step to save
the CO\UlUy from downfall aad society from misery. apathy and self-destruction. H This required "refonning the state
and the economy on the basis of democracy and universal public initiative." (quoted. inGarton Ash 1983: 223)
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economic and cultural means of production c)f these societies were monopolised by a bureaucratic

apparatus (supervised by the party). which smothered civil society t.'J' .bsorbing it:fully into the structures

of h..e state. For there to be any hope of governmental reform in .be future. the opposition of the 1970's

and early 19&O'swas forced to cany _ a switch from state to society. In this context Solidarity's turn to

society cultivated important new deJnoc...'ntticmeanings. In the course of its struggles. Solidatl.ty became a

puissant communicator of a new conception of democracy in Polish society. When the Polish workeV

voiced their demands they were not merely calling for specific policy changes on the part of the state: they

were also implicitly demanding the right to criticise and to make demands. However much thes -rkcrs

insisted that they had no wish to engage in politics. their actions were prominently politicsl. Their

objections a..."tj demands called into question the very logic of the communist party regimes, i.e. the

totalitarian tendency to absorb the public sphere and to imbibe civil society into the state.

For many commentators Solidarity became the catalyst for the emergence of a conflict between the

symbolic dimensions of the two contrasting forms of society, i.e, democracy and totalitarianism. Even if

the future of Solidarity did not reflect the exhilarating character of its initial tests of strength with the

regime, the struggle which was conducted from 1980-1991 ha'; been interpreted as embodying a crucial

shift from one form of society to another. Solidarity moved beyond the dilemma of reform or destruction

of the communist power and instead asserted the autonomy of civil society at a distance from the centrally

organised communist power. In doing this it contradicted the logic iof totalitarianism from within, by re-

affirming the distinction between. civil society and the state which the communist party had aimed to

eradicate. With each demand Solidarity widened the gap between the communist power and the workers,

in such a way that the former could not longer appear as the representative of the Iatter, Polan, for

instance. has argued that

what was involved ...'\\'3S the rejection Qf a single-celled political structure and the
evolution of a far more highly diversified organism. In other words, an organism that
would be able to cope with the complex social problems and the multiform human
aspirations that are the concomitant of a modernised society. (Polan 1983: 4)
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Commentators on the Polish situation have concectrated not so much on the narrcw structural and

institutional consequences of Solidarity's s:truggles for the political ordering of Polish society as on the

wider symbolic dimensions and effects of its encounters with the ruling communist regime. (See, tor

example, Arato 1981, Lefort 1986, Polan 1984) By "symbolicll we understand to mean those

representations which, alongside the concrete institutional structures of any given social formattou, play

an active tole in the constitution and regulation of the logic of a specific historical period or political

system. Indemocracies, e.g. the "symbolic" can be understood to underline the "disembodied" character of

power, i.e. a conception of political power as unpossessed by a single social force, The occupation of

political power is governed by a set of conventional and procedural rules. In totalitarian societies, by

contrast, the "symbolic" can be understood to accentuate the "embodied" character Qf political power, i.e, a

conception of political power possessed by and permanently embodied in one specific social identity. By

"logic" we mean the organised system of social practices informed by such representations, In our view

both these terms force us to move beyond the narrowly structural and institutional dimensions of a specific

system of political domination into a wider consideration of the overall form of society which, in turn, is

made up of the interplay between these dimensions and their symbolic representations. (Both terms will be

considered more closely in our discussion of Claude Lefort's conception of "totalitarianism" in chapter

one.) Considered in terms of the conceptual matrix of the democracy/totalitarianism distinction.

Solidarity's achievements went way beyond the concrete institutionalisation of an independent base for

trade unionism. Its assertion of 'civil SOCiety' signalled the beginning of a new democratic politics. It

marked the beginning of a new democratic logic in the social ordering of Polish society.

By contrast, the literature on South Africa's political opposition movements has concentn ...gely on

the historical build-up of the structural conditions of the political struggles between dominant social

actors. Little has been written on the value of opposition forces with regard to the constitution and

organisation of the overall political/arm of society. Theoretical problems in the analyses of the economic

and political conditions of social change in South Africa have focused, inter alia, on the relationship
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between class and race and between the political structure of apartheid and the capitalist economy, as well

as on changes inform of the apartheid state.

The central objective of the liberal and Marxist critiques of apartheid during the 196U's and 197(,.'swas to

give an account of the emergence and tm.m.' nlon of the system of racial domination. Both bodies of

thought approached the analysis of South Ahica's social formation in terms of tite bistorical constructicn

of the structure of apartheid. According to the liberal critique of the apartheid state, a distinction is

postulated between apartheid ideology and practice on the on _ hand, and, on the oilier, a set of rational

practices and developmental processes and possibilities imputed to the capitalist economy which, it is

claimed, are warped and distorted in the politically imposed conditions of apartheid in South Africa. In

more sophisticated versions oftbe liberal critique it is argued that capitalist development in South Africa,

&S elsewhere, required state coercion, repression, and denial of common po ltica1 rights during the earlier

stages of capitalist development. Political rights were fortuitously, not necessarily distributed according to

racial criteria. As it matured, SOuth Africa capitalism would follow more closely the trajectory of

industrial capitalism elsewhere. Eventually, racial conflicts would dissolve 1,ltO economic ones. (See, for

example, Horwitz 1967, Lipton 1974, Marquard 1965, van den Berghe (ed.) 1979) Later liberal critiques

of apartheid insisted that the origins of apartheid lay in a complex system <'f inter, .on between class

interests (of white labour as well as of sections of capital) and racism/ethnicity, reinforced by ideological

and security factors. The overall tenacity (and later erosion) of the apartheid project was located within an

analysis of conflicting views and interests of different groups and classes within the ruling white

oligarchy. (See, for example, Lipton 1985) The revisionist Marxists of the 197/)'S argued that liberal

theory concealed a number of features of cap!~alism in South Mrica. and in particular, the importance of

labour repression and coercion in the constitution of the labour force. The revisionists pointed out that, in

positing a tension and conflict between the logic of capitalism and the logic of the apartheid state, liberal

analysts failed to explain the success of apartheid in realising the goals of both white supremacy and

economic development Questions were asked about the relationship between classes and racial politics.

class interests and racial practices as well as between capital accumulation and state racial policies. (See,
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for example, Johnstone 1970, Legassiek 1975, Trapido 1971, Wolpe 1970) In time the revisionist

Marxists were accused of neglecting a mare dmillo1 look at the form of the apartheid state. (See, for

example, James 1984, Posel 1983, Wolpe 1988) They were accused of assignhtg to tbe state a merely

"superstructutal" role in the shaping of society and of disregarding empirical inquiry into the dynamics of

state institutions. Revisionist Marxists had argued that racial politics were class politics and more detailed

empirical inquiry about state institutions could merely flesh out the details of an already known dynamic.

During the late 1970's, at the time when the apartheid state started to "reform" basic Verwoerdian

ideology and practice a body of literature emerged which began to pay more attention to the form of the

state and 10 the terrain of politics related to changes in the strategy of the apartheid state. Much of the

literature around this time fOC'USed on the changing structural implications of t,C\V phases i..t state

reconstruction. Issues covered included new adaptations {and phases) in state strategy for the maintenance

of the structure of racial domination3 anu ideological struggles within the South African state. This

included historical reconstructions of the ideological system of Afrikaner Nationalism and its relation to

the overall development of the systems of class and racial domination4.

For both liberals and Marxists the political logic of'the system of racial domination was analysed, first and

foremost, in terms of the overall structural (political, social and economic) underpinnings of the system of

racial nomination. Few attempts were made to situate analyses of the form of the apartheid state into a

wider conceptual matrix which considered the overall (structural, institutional and symbolic) form of

apartheid society. The revisionist Marxist approaches, albeit often implicitly, were predicated on a

Marxist conception of the superiority of "proletarian democracy" over "bourgeois democracy", on, that is

to say, a rejection of the conceptual couplet' democracy'f1otalitarianism' which, as we show in chspter

3 The literature on tht: re-construction ,,{"state strategy in the period from 1970-199Q is vast and varied. See, for
example, Adam 1980, Baldwin 1974, Bexker and Humphries 1985, Bloch and Wilkinson 1982, Frankel 1980, Freund
1984, Glaser 1984, Hindson 19&7, Kallaway 1983, Lipton 1985 (Chapter three), Molteno 1977, Moss 1980,
No1utshungu 1980, Nolutshungu 1<n2, Platzky 1986, Stadler 1987. For an overview of state strategy during the
1980's, see. for example, Cobbett et al: 1986, Mare 1986, Morris and Padyachee 1988, Seegers 1984, Stadler 1984,
Posel1984b, Welsh 1984

4 See, for example,Adam 1975, Adam 1983, Adam and Gilomee 1979b, du Toit 1981, du Toit 1983, Goldberg 1985,
Mazrui and Tidy 1984. Moodie 1975, O'Meara 1977, O'Meara 1982
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one, has no possible place or role to ~(ay in classical Marxism. As such the revisionists approached the

symbolic and th~political using a conceptual framework that excluded the "totalitarianiSII1"/"democracy"

distinction. In 1971 Adam ventured tentatively iilto an analysis 'Wilicb ~ tbe appropriateness of

.he contrast between democrac: and totalitarianism tc the Sooth African rituation. He argued that the

term. "totalitarianism IIwas appF~ble to the South African state during the 1960's if the 30utb Africa state

is described ali a "democratic police state". (Adam 1971: 37~52) Y .. ~s characterisation of tl.e state Adam

refers largely to the concrete h\..,';tutional aspects of the structures for political rnle put into place by the

state during this periodS. In our view, and following Wo}pe, Adam, however, merely registers the term

"totalitarianism" and does not consider its applicability to the South Africa situation in terms of a wider

contrast with the term "democracy"6.

For the most part the literature on opposition to the apartheid system has concentrated (~l historical

accounts of resistance politics. (See, for example, Feit 1967, Gerhar t 1978, Hirson 1979, Karis and

Carter 1972, 1973. 1977, Lodge 1983, Marx 1992 and Roux 1964) This literature has concentrated largely

on the progress and chronology of i, sistance organisations and their ideological orientation. As one. of its

central aims the literature on resistance politics has attempted to classify the strategic orientations of

resistance organisations. It has focused on debates concerned with whether or I:\ot resistance organisations

concerned should target racial discrimination, national domination or economic exploitation in their

struggle against apartheid. (See, for example Marx 1992)

Similarly. for the most part the literature 011 South African trade unionism has focused on the structural

organisation and strategic orientation of the unions 7. In the evolution of the analysis of unionism during

5 illchapter four WI'! contend that the term "totalitariansm" can be applied in an analysis of the apartheid state d'Uling.
the 1960's iflocated in a conceptual matrix that considers a re-fashioning of "'~I;: term along the lines of the east
E!lrlJpeBn debate 0:: "post-totalitarianism", (Sec (·I.rdiscussion in chapter four: pp 96-101)

6 For a critique of Adam in this regard see Wolpe 1988: 44

7 See, fo;: example Baskin 1991, Bonner 1983. Browne 1987, Carrim 1986, Cronin 1986, Erwin 1985, Fine and
Webster 19&9,Friedman 1987, Golding 1984, Hindson 1983, Lambert 1)83, Lambert 1987, Lambert 1989, Lambert
and Webster l088, Lewis 1983, Lewis 1985, Lewis 1988, Maree (ed.) ,'987, Mlambo 1989, Naidoo 1985, Naidoo
1986, Njikelanil1984a, Njikelar.a 1984b, Obery 1!.l87,Obery 1985, Pillay 1989, vonHoldt 198", Webster 1984
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the 1970's and 1980's, the category of "political unionism" was developed in order to capture the wider

political consequences of union struggles in South Africa8. The aims of the Sooth African inventors oltho

category of "political unionism" \ two-fold: Firstly, to identify the specificity of South African

unionism vis-a-vis modes of unionism in other social contexts and secondly, to characterise its ..wider

oppositional character. The Congress of South African Trade Unions (COSATU), for example, has been

largely treated as a (wider) social movement in opposition to the apartheid state and its oppositional

implications are analysed exclusively in terms of anti-racist and anti-capitalist criteria. (See, for example,

Cooper 1991, Lambert 1989, Lambert and Webster 1988, Seidman 1991) As such studies of the unions'

wider political identity have focused largely on the strategic questions faced by the unions, e.g, on debates

concerned with whether or not e.e unions concerned should struggle against apartheid in this way or that,

b} forming alliances with this party or that, by submerging themselves in the Liberation Alliance or not or

by struggling for socialism as an immediate objective or not. What they have not done is consider the

nature and effectivity of different strategies from the point of view of the distinction beb"-'l democracy

and totalitarianism - a distinction which in our view cuts right across the usual array of Cl"ceptual

distinctions deployed in the study of South African unionism. In our view the existing literature as been

content to describe the content and conduct of union struggles as expressions of the unions' composition,

organisation and the leadership's attitudes to the strategic debate on the transformation of the structural

and institutional dimensions of the apartheid state. Too little attention has been paid to the question of the

unions' effect on the overall political/arm of society and its symbolic construction.

The analysis in this thesis is concerned with situating the political trajectOIj' of the independent union

movement from 1970-1993 in a conceptual matrix which considers the symbolic construction of the

8 The most conventional argument in this regard is that under the specific conditions of racial domination in South
Africa a new form of unionism emerged that differs from regular trade unionism in that it is concerned with labour as
a social and political force, not simply as a commodity to be bargained over. As a result its concerns go beyond the
workplace to include the sphere of reproduction. Under these conditions the trade unions, in alliance with students,
the youth, the unemployed and community groups, begin to playa leading role in the st,-·.::~lt: for democracy and
political rights in society at large. Such political unionism reaches out to those sectors outside the formal proletariat
and forms alliances with other groups in civil society, often turning to broad political answers for their members'
problems. (See, for example, Munck 1987: 232-233, Lambert 1989, Lambert and Webster 1988)
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overall form of South African so<.:ietyin terms of the contrast between democracy and totalitarianism. The

argument runs as follows: We share with Norberto Bobbio the view (in chapter one) that modern

democracy must come to terms with pluralism. Invoking, amongst ~ Nobt:rto Bobbio and Claude

Lefort, we develop a conception of democracy as pluralist and procedural. Pluralist, in that demoomcy

requires that political differences be aired and not denied, and procedural in that claims to express thl'

popular will are adjudicated by means of a set of procedures defining the conditions to be satisfied before

the 'place of power' (Lefort) can be (legitimately) occupied. In contrast to the classical Marxist view in

which democracy is closely Lwd up with the destiny of a particular social identity, that of the proletariat.

and the specific historical movement of which it is part, i.e. the (inevitable) transition to socialism, and in

which the problem of institutions which regulate political differentiation does not even arise, a pluralist

and procedural conception of democracy relies on a very different conception of history and society. one

that acknowledges the permanence and legitimacy of conflicting interests. Central to Lefort's definition of

democracy is the idea that the political sphere of power becomes separated from society as a whole and

that those who occupy can exercise public authority but never claim to appropriate it permanently. The

notion of power as "an empty place" is crucial to the nature of modem democracies. Democratic societies

assert a distinction between the symbolic and the real dimensions of political power. Power can never be

permanently possessed by any person or group. A democratic society is an indeterminate one in which

procedures (e.g, elections) playa role in the construction of its political identity. (See Lefort 1986) By

contrast totalitarianism9 is a form of society in which all activities are interrelated and in which the

separation between different domains of social life is claimed to be negated. Totalitarian societies seek to

subordinate other spheres in society such as the economic sphere, law, knowledge and so on, to absorb

civil society into the state and to efface every form of social division.

9 Totalitarianism, for Lefort, should not be seen as a specific political regime or as an assortment of political
institutions. It is not the same thing as 1.\ political dictatorship, such as the one-time dictatorship of Franco. It must be
viewed as a symbolically constituted/arm of society.
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In chapter two we el1ploy the "democracytotalttartanism" distinction to examine the development of civil

society opposition during the apartheid era. We argue that under Verwoerd limited freedom was "granted"

to South Africa's disenfranchised by a centrally organised regime which bound the disenfranchised

populace to its rule through a series of "social contracts" that had their roots in repressive labour controls.

These controls were rooted in a totallsing logic. They were predicated on the assumption that civil society

Md no place within apartheid society. Politics could therefore be only official apartheid politics. The

emerging opposition during the 1970's represented an attempt to unseat the Nationalist Party from the

"place of power". Pitted against a post-totalitarian regime the emerging opposition was engaged in an

attempt to restore civil society, and with it democracy.

In chapters three and four we analyse the political identities of the independent trade union movement

taking as our starting point the conceptual matrix outlined above. Although these two chapters include

an empirical analysis of the unions' growth from 1970 -1993, our prime concern is to locate our analysis

of the independent union movement within a general framework which considers the contrast beu .een

democracy and totalitarianism. In chapter three we argue that the emergence of trade unionism in the

1970's marked the beginning of an emerging contest between two distinct forms of political society,

democracy and totalitarianism. The unions of the 1970's concentrated on building an independent

institutional base and they sought to overcome the divorce of economics and politics by relating demands

for a workplace "rule of law" to normal issues of pay and conditions. To a large extent 'the unions strategy

to acquire power was based on a doctrine of worker control that broke with the formalistic notion of

representation that characterised the old forms of liberation organisation. This doctrine was based on the

notion of participatory democracy which emphasised accountability of delegates to members, open debate

and grass-roots participation in decision-making. The principles of democratic worker control, albeit not

always consistently implemented, became a crucial characteristic by which FOSATV affiliated unions in

particular distinguished themselves from other unions. FOSATU unions emphasised the importance of

trade union independence in the wider struggle for a non-racial democracy. They were distinguished by

their refusal to engage in political action outside the ambit of the shop-floor concerns of their members
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and eschewed alignment with national political movements. Although there seems to be evidence that

tnere existed (at least some) support within the ranks ofFOSA TU of a form of workers' control more

easily reconcilable with proletarian than pluralist democracy, the nature of FOSATU was such, that, when

sufficiently pressed on the issue of which democracy - proletarian or procedural- it endorsed, the

procedural would have been selected over the proletarian. Taken in the round the various features of

FOSATU - the doctrine of worker control, its independence and its relation with the state - can be viewed

as interdependent elements belonging to the same complex, democracy, They exhibit properties congruent

with a conception of democracy as indeterminate and procedural. They stand in a relation of@linity to a

fully blown democratic project as defined throughout in this thesis.

In chapter ).~')urwe argue that the Congress of South African Trade Unions (COSATU) came into

existence with a leadership whose political ideology was shaped by two conflicdng views on the tole of

unions in the wider struggle for democratisation. On the one hand COSATU leadership included unionists

who had matured in and through the political tradition of the Charterist movement which took as its

guiding document the Freedor., '.:hartet. On the other hand COSATIJ's llladership included those

unionists who in the 1970's hao lcught for an independent institutional base f,lr unions outside of the

aegis of both the wider liberation movement and the apartheid state. Throughout-the 1980's COSAWs

struggles were informed by both these traditions, A logic of simple polarisation was prominent in

COSATU's discourse when the federation was fighting its struggles during the states of emergency. In

1987 COSATU adopted the Freedom Charter which. gave credence (however indirect) to orthodox

notions 01 socialist transition and the accompanying assumption that all political (and otherwise) relevant

knowledge is in possession of a single-celled political entity. This logic had its counterpart in a logic of

institutionalised pluralism which was dominant in the 1970's and emerged again in 1986 during

COSA1U's May Day stayaway. The institutional logic was confirmed again during the late 1980's when

COSATU begun to consider seriously its participation in corporatist arrangements with th\~ state and

employers, The Labour Relations Act campaign initiated an candid shift within COSATU's leadership

away from the logic of simple polarisation towards a commitment to the logic of institutionalised
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pluralism. Since 1990 COSAW's stratetW has contributed to the el:Betgel.1CCof institutiMlU a.r:rIIll~

Which pre-suppose .Iipluralist conception of democracy.
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CHAPTER ONE: DEMOCRACY AND TOTALITARIAN!SM

On both the right and left of the political spectrum today contemporary developments underline the

urgency of the search for new political policies, strategies and institutional arrangements. In the West

liberal political thought appears to have come 10 a major point of transition as pressures for state

intervention conflict with traditiowU emphases on individual liberty. In Africa the increasing move away

from authoritarian regimes and OM-party states has forced into the open questions around the extent to

which the formal existence of individual rights can guarantee freedom for those massive number of

individuals who are restricted systematically, for want of resources and opportunities, from participating

actively in political and civil life. In the East th( s of state-dominated societies and of ever greater

pressures for democratic institutions has led to a questioning of the connections between democracy and

bureaucracy. Eastern or Marxist political orthodoxy is vulnerable in the face of the demands for, among

other things, a free public sphere safeguarded by a polity that respects human rights.

Renewed concern about the direction of contemporary politics has given way to fresh consideration of the

very essence of democracy. The notion or democracy is, of course, a complex and contested notion, a

notion which today means different things to different people and yet which is, in one form or another

seemingly championed by all. There has recently emerged, however, the pre-dominance of distinct

political values. Today multi-party pluralism and representative democracy stand unchallenged as the

world's leading political principles. With the collapse of Soviet-style communism many socialists now find

it difficult not to proclaim the liberal democratic doctrine of representative democracy as the most

adequate form of democracy. Many who had previously envisaged a socialist society as one without a

plurality of distinct interests, and homogenous in its proletarian identity, are now vigorous supporters of

the doctrine of political pluralism. The rush to endorse liberal pluralism is based on the widely shared

view that Marxism is insufficiently grounded in democratic theory. The shift towards a pluralist

conception of democracy is based, at least in part, on the argument that Marxist theory itself offers no
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viable political theory of the actual institutions and workings in a post-capitalist state. Some socialists,

acknowledging this charge, have responded by rejecting socialism completely. Others, in the belief that

socialism still has a necessary role to play, have done so by incorporating the liberal-democratic doctrine

of representative democracy and political pluralism into a wider re-thinking about the conditions for a

more pluralist l'roCialism10.

Recent socialist thought genet ally accepts that there are fundamental difficulties with orthodox Marxist

theory. For Noberto Bobbie, for instance, the development of a repressive state in Soviet-style countries

can be traced to problems in the thought and practice of classical Marxism. He has argued that there is an

alarming lack of concrete institutional proposals of what should replace the political democracy under

capitalism in the classical Marxist conception of political rule. Underlying the classical Marxist

conception of democracy is a mistaken mistrust of the idea of competing centres of power in society.

Classical Marxism's lack of a commitment to pluralist institutions of political rule produces an anti-

democratic element in its conception of the political transition to socialism. (See Bobbie 1987: 34-41)

Before we consider more carefully the way in which writers like Bobbie have attempted to develop a

position which moves beyond a rigid juxtaposition of Marxism with liberalism, let us tum our attention to

a consideration of the classical Marxist conception of democracy.

The Concept of Democracy in the ctasstcat Marxist Canon

Central to the classical Marxist ccnception of democracy is the idea that the state, as an instrument of

class rule, must be abolished. Marx argued that socialism emerged from the internal development of

capitalism and the conditions of exploitation and oppression that it imposed on the working class. Change

came from the formation of a revolutionary consciousness among the proletariat due to growing awareness

lOIn a recent article on the current trends in the re-thinking of socialism, Luke Martell, for example, argues that
socialism has important contributions to make amidst the present ascendancy of pluralism and liberalism. There are
specifically socialist principles which are important but lacking from the doctrines of pluralism and liberalism.
Socialist values such as equality, co-operation and values and structures of mutual regard are necessary for a pluralist
and liberal society, yet not conceivable within an exclusively liberal or pluralist perspective. (Martell 1992: 153)
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tha! their emancipation entailed the ~ of capitalisla. Unlike the other classes. the proletariat

had no vested interests to defend, and hence had nothing to pin from the protection offered by the

D.l.1llle1'OllS bourgeois rights V()1~ by the capitalist state.

The stat~\for ~ is _ • ~ $t:nJlCture above society. On the contrary, it is deeply embedded

in m~ ~0IliI!S ad illi:J:Icd with particular interests - the interests of the dominant propertied

claas. !t$ ~ _ ~ are the means tlLrough which a particular class secures its rule

OWl! ~ _'i~those who challenge it The state. from its origins to its present form. is nothing

but the '~ ~ power of the possessing classes for the suppression of others. Since the state

is a II.~ wl>ticll develops on the foundations of social and economic relations, and ~i" -ce the

~.~ .. ~ the structure of productive relations and cannot determine the nature and form

of tlI'IiSe, _ since as an instrument of one class it co-ordinates society in accordance with the long-term

~ of the dominant class, its abolition as an instrument of class rule is a crucial moment in the

1:tUSition to a higher democratic order. In The Critique of the Gotha Programme Marx writes that

The question then arises: what transformation will the state undergo in communist
society? In other words, what. social functions will remain in existence there that are
analogous to present functions of the state? The question can only be answered
SCientifically, and one does not get a flea-hop nearer to the problem by a thousand fold
combination of the word people with the word state. Between capitalist and communist
society lies the period of the revolutionary transformation of the one into the other.
There corresponds to this also a political u:ansition period in which the state can be
nothing but the revolutionary dictatorship of the proletariat. (Marx 1972b: 395)

The "Dictatorship of the Proletariat", the transitional period between capitalism and communism, marks

the beginning of the withering away of the state.

Simple Communism

With the abolition of the state Marx anticipated the withering away of conflict in futuIT communist

societies. Marx supposed the state could be replaced by simple administrative functions. In The Civil War
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in France Marx argues that under the "Dictatorship of the Prolet.aria.t" there will be no lliee\1to maintain

the separation between the executive and the legislature which 11':!.~ !hl" ~!!tii$t state.

'The judicial :functionaries were to be divested of tImt sham independence which bad em
served to mask their abject subserviency to aU succeeding ~t8 to which. in
tum, they bad taken, utd brobn, tlle oaths of a1legi.ance. Like the rest of pubLic
servants, :magistrates and judges were to be. e:leoti"Ve, responsl'ble and revocable. (Marx
1972a: 555)

Marx believed that struggles b~ween admi.niitrators and other conununists. or conflicts over the

distribution of the mtrplus product. would simply not arise. All communists would make decisions on all

public matters and without resorting to separate political institutions for securing agreements or

reconciling conflicts. The notion of being a citizen - acting in concert with others to resist or defend

certain poll?y goals - would disappear. Freedom consists in breaking down the barriers between the state

and the resr,of society, and. thereby maximising unity, hannony and fulfillment among self-detennin.ing

individuals.

Central to the notion of a conflict-free, classless and stateless social order in the classical Marxist

conception of political rule is the idea of the "end of politics". The "end of politics" (or the end of the era

of the state) refers to the transformation of political life as it has been known in capitalist societies, Le. the

dismantling of politics as an institutionally distinct sphere. in society used in the perpetuation of class rule.

The emancipation of the working classes necessarily implies the creation of a new form of government. In

The Poverty of Philosophy Marx wrote:

The working class in the course of its development, will substitute for the old civil
society an association which win exclude classes and their antagonism and there will be
no more political power so-called. since political power is precisely the official
expression of antagonism in civil society. (Marx 1963: 182)
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Discussing the way in which the proletariat will use its political supremacy, in the Communist Manifesto,

he wrote:

When, in the course of development class distinctions have disappeared and all
production has been concentrated in the hands (If a vast association of the whole nation,
the public power will lose itt political character. Political power, properly called, is
merely the organised power of one class oppressing another. If the proletariat during its
contest with the bourgeoisie is compelled, by the force of Circumstances, to organise
itself at a class; if, by means of a revolution, it makes itself the ruling class and, as such,
sweeps away by force the old conditions of production, then, it will, along with these
conditions, have swept away the conditions for the existence of class antagonisms and of
classes generally and will thereby have abolished it own supremacy as a class ... Inplace
of the old bourgeois society, with its classes and class antagonism. we shall have an
association, in which the free development of each is the condition for the free
development of all. (Marx and Engels 1972: 352-353)

With the destruction of the bourgeois class, the need for "organised political power" will cease to exist

Since the state is a "superstructure" which develops on the foundations of social and economic relations

and since it is an instrument of one class, when classes are finally smashed, all political power will be

deprived of its footing and the state - and politics - as a distinct activity will no longer have a role. Classes

are inscribed into the state. And precisely because so many of the apparatuses of the modern state are

adjuncts of class domination the working classes cannot simply seize state power and turn it to their

advantage after the revolution. Marx argues in the Civil War in France that the political instrument of

their enslavement cannot serve as the political instrument of their emancipation. The "master of society"

will not become a "servant" on request. (Marx 1972a: 356) The struggle to abolish the state and to bring

an end to politics is thus the struggle for the reabsorption of the state by society.

Starting from Liberal Premises

The classical Marxist idea that the state must be reabsorbed by society can be seen to have important anti-

democratic implications. It can be seen to imply the welding together of previously disparate social

spheres and identities into one, homogenous social entity, society. If society is not divided into different
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spheres, e.g, state and society, but conceived of without any type ofoociaJ. division, i.e. as a c~ and

stateless whole, then the problem of i~ which regulate politioal difi'eren:tiatin does not IWMl

arise. Under communism society becomes iii simple political animal ~ it is made up of a slngle deInocratic

identity, l.e. the political identity of the proletariat Institutions of political pluralism become oomp1etdy

~t in the context of a single pre-given pl'Oletarian society. By eqootin.g democracy with a

substantive proletarian hcmogeneity Marxist theory can be seen to be unable to present an .l!lde.quate
/ \
Ii
\ '

theory of political rule.

Norberto Bobbio argues that it is this absence of concrete institutional pr~s of what shoo1d replace

the political democracy under capitalism that seriously weakens the Marxist political project He argues

that libera1-de:toocratic i'reedo,ms are C11JciaI for any de:mocratiC project. The only way forward tor the

socialist project lies in a reformulation of the classical Marxist conception of "proletarian democracy"

away from its substantive core towards a more procedural one. Bobbio takes on board his sccialist project

the political features of hOwll democracy such as constitutionalism, parliamentari.sn!L, a.t1d iii competitive

multi-party system. Modern democracy, Bobbio arf)lleS, must come to terms with PIutrui.tl{". For Bobbio,

only a liberal state can guarantee such pluralist arrangements and the rights that they entail: freedom of

opinion, speech, assembly. the press, political association, and so on. This type of procedural democracy is

different from the classical Marxist conception of democracy in that according to the latter only one

political project is to be recognised as legitimate. Bobbie writes that

Marx, together with his friend Engels abolished the legality of the representative state
and maintained that all states, by virtue of being states, are dictatorships and that the
transition from the bourgeois state to the proletarian state will simply be a transition
from one dictatorship to another. Furthetmore they consistently argued that tOO essential
thing was that the historical subject changed for aU to work out for the best, ~~ve
of the form (the legal form, that is in which the new historical subject organ.i$,~ its
authority), Can we be at all surprised if socialist state continue to be dictatorship$. and
their leaders claim that they are the sole interpreters of Marxism-Leninism? (BOObio
1987: 106)
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For Bobbie a political system is democratic if collective decisions, i.e. decisions that affect the whole

community (no matter how small or large) are taken by all its members. (Bobbie 1987: 90) We should

adopt what he calls a "minimal definition of democracy" as a form of government "characterised by a set

of rules (primary or basic) that establish who is authorised to make collective decisions and which

procedures are to be applied", (Bobbio 1987: 90) These "rules of the game" are designed to facilitate and

guarantee the widest participation of the majority of citizens in the decisions that affect the whole of

society. A minimal definitior; of democracy consists in the following rules:

1) That all citizens who have reached the age of majority, regardless of sex, race, creed or economic

condition, possess rights and can vote on collective issues or elect someone to do so for them.

2) That everyone's vote has equal weight, counting for onJy one.

3) That all citizens can vote according to their own freely arrived at opinion, that is in a free competition

between rival political groups which vie with each other to aggregate demands and transform them into

collective decisions.

4) That they have a free choice in the sense of having rea! alternatives to pick from.

5) That they are bound by the majority decisions (whether relative. absolute or qualified).

6) That no majority decision can limit the rights of the minority to become in their turn. and on equal

basis, the majority. (See Bobbie 1987: 66)

The function of some of these rules is to establish in advance the procedural character of the general will.

Bobbio writes that

ever since Rousseau we know that the general will should not be confused with the will
of ail. But we will never know what the general win is if we do not decide on which
ways it is expressed. (Bobbio 1987: 111)

Democracy must not be based on the assumption of a pre-determined identity of society. (Bobbie 1987:

92) It must be viewed in procedural terms, i.e. as a method or a set of rules for forming the collective will.

A democratic system must guarantee the existence of a plurality of organised political groupings that
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compete with one another. Democracy is reliant on the ide;\ that political power cannot be captnred

}.Jel'IDBllentlyby one single social force. Conflict and disse-t are inevitable. In contrast to the idea that

democracy iii dependent on a very distinct social formation, Bobbie's conception of democracy is based on

the very possibility of a mutation of· any distinct form of society. Underlying Bobbio's pI .!edural

conception of democracy is the idea that political power is tied up with the posstbllity of different social

actors acquiring political power and the impossibility of permanent closure with regard to the overall form

of society.

Bobbio's procedural conception of democracy is an important departure from the classical Marxist

conception of political democracy which relies on a conception of history and society in which conflicting

interests have no permanence and legitimacy. In the classical Marxist view, democracy is closely tiedJ!"p

with the destiny ofa specific social identity, thai of the proletariat, and of the specific historical movement

of which it is part, i.e, the (inevitable) transition to socialism. Political power (in the form of the state)

becomes nothing more than the instrument of a social force whose identity is established apriori. Political

power (and with it political democracy) is always a manifestation of something external to itself. The most

democratic exercise of power, in the classical Marxist view, is that of proletarian rule, i.e., a form of rule,

which for Marx. is necessarily linked to the disappearance of the state as an instrument of class rule. In

the classical Marxist conception of political rule, then, democracy is linked, in a substantial way. to the

destiny of one specific social actor. By contrast, Bobbio's procedures are based on the principle of political

pluralism according to which a democratic system must guarantee the existence .,.:.'a plurality of organised

political groupings that compete with one another, Once the undesirable illusion of a substantive

proletarian democracy is discarded we can begin to contemplate how the scope of democracy can be

enlarged. For Bobbio this means the extension of representative democracy to more and more areas of".

social life. It is for this reasen that Bobbio argues that the criterion for judging the state of democratisation

achieved in a £'ven country should no longer be to establish Hr' .' votes, but rather "where" they can

vote, This entails the extension of representative c'''mocracy to more and more areas of social life: the

central question is .,ot to look for the emergence of a new type of democracy but for a process "in which
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quite traditional forms of democracy such as representative democracy, are infiltrating new spaces, spaces

occupied until now by hierarchic or bureaucratic organisations". As Chantal Ml)Ufte puts it, for Bobbio

we should proceed from the democratisation of the state to the democratisation of
society, struggling against autocratic power in all its forms in order to take over the
various spaces still occupied by nen de.mocratic centres of power, 1'0 democratise society
requires, for Bobbio, tackling au the institutions - from family to school, from big
business to public administration - that are not run democratically, (Mouffe 1993: 83)

Claude Lefort and the Ernpty"Place of Power"

In the work of Claude Lefort an attempt is made to develop a systematic perspective on the political and

symbolic forms whicn have come to prevail in modem societies. Lefort'S understanding of t!i~ nature of

democracy requires a vision of the political as a discursively constructed ensemble of social relations. In

this regard I.efort's conception of the political carries the same meaning as Laclau and MoufI'e's

understanding (If it. For Laclau and Mouffe the political can only be formulated adequately within a

problematic that conceives of the social agent not as a unitary subject but as the articulation of an

ensemble of subject positions, constructed within specific discourses and always precariously and

temporarily sutured at the intersection of that subject position. This requires abandoning the reductionism

and essentialism dominant in the classical Marxist and liberal interpretations of the political sphere, and

acknowledging the contingency and ambiguity of every identity, as well as the constitutive character of

social division and antagonism. (See Laclau 1988. Laclar and Mouffe 1985, Mouffe 1988)

In line with a conception of the politi, ,.1 as an indeterminate entity, Lefort identifies democracy with the

dissolution of landmarks of certainty. Democracy is far more than a cluster of institutions. It is a

politically constituted. and indeterminate form of society. According to Lefort modern democratic society

is a society in which power has become an "empty place" and is separated from Law and Knowledge. In

such a society it. is no longer possible to provide a final guarantee because power is no longer incorporated
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into a transcendental instance. Power, Law and Knowledge are no longer servants of a determinate

instance such as "the proletariat" in the classical Marxist conception of democracy. The notion of a

substantive common good becomes Impossible. Democracy is based on the uncertainty of who will hold

power. As a result the democratic revolution. for Lefort, depends on struggles in the name of rights rather

than pre-determined interests. Solidarity's challenge to the Polish communist regime was a democratic

one because it demanded the right to make demands. Even though this did not seem to call into question

the principles of the regime, this, for Lefort, is a dynar.1ic which moves already beyond the closed space of

totalitarianism. (See Lefort 1986j

In contrast of this kind of modem democracy totalitarianism is a model of society which seeks to institute

itself without divisions, which seems to have mastery over its own organisation, a society in which each

part seems to be related to every other and is imbued by one and the same project of building socialism.

Socialism, e.g., in ideological terms is constructed as a social personification. There is the "People-as-

One", and the 'Other". The "Other" is outside the body politic. As Letcrt indicates this kind of social

imagery reaches back to the Middle Ages, where the social body was represented by the King's body.

Totalitarian regimes claim to embody the "Truth", as a result of which they are able to represent "the

People" as if they were an homogenous group. In order to do this, these regimes need to control and

transform all realms of life and to assert their authority across all division of the social body. Such a

society can permit no opposition to its claim to embody the "Truth". Power, Law and Knowledge are, and

can cnly 'be, indistinguishable. In democratic societies, by contrast, Power, Law and Knowledge are

separated from another, and it becomes possible to celebrate the fact that there are different "spheres" in

society each with their own "logic" and organisatory principles.

The conception of democracy as z form of society in whnh diversity is nc longer regarded as subversive to

any substantive definition of "Society" or of "The People", entails the rejection of homogeneity as a

guiding principle of social organisation and an insistence on plurality, social heterogeneity and diversity.

This conception of democracy entails a very specific conception of the nature of power. In democratic
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societies, power is not something which can be embodied, as was the case in the ancien regime (in the

person of the Prince). or under communism (in the Party). In democratic societies power becomes an

"empty place". According to Lefort

Democracy is sustained by the tension between two principles: on the one hand, power
sterns from the people; on the ather hand, it is the power of nobody. The principle that
power belongs to nobody is reflected ill the contemporary institutionalised forms of
competition between political parties. but the real signilicanc- of this principle goes
beyond any particular institutional arrangement. The tension between these two
principles is essential to democracy and it cannot be resolved without threatening to
dt!Sir0Ydemocracy as such. (Lefort 1986: 21)

According to Lefort the distinction between 'civil society' and the 'state' is only possible in a form of

society \n which power call be exercised but not permanently embodied. Rather than treat the identity of

society as something which derives from an a priori organisatory principle - i.e, God in the ancien regime,

and Race or History in the fascist and communist varieties of totalitarianism - it is .only possible to

distinguish between different "spheres" of the social once we accept that power is irreducible and belongs

to no-one. 1£1such a society, conflict between different interest groups ceases to subvert. the identity of the

social and, instead, becomes its constitutive principle.

Dernocra-« and 'Civil Society'

So far we hav, developed a conception of democracy as pluralist and procedural. Pluralist, in that

democracy requires that political differences be aired and not denied, and procedural in that claims to

ex-press the popular 'will are adjudicated by means of a set of procedures defining the conditions to be

satisfied before the "place of power" (Lefort) can be (legitimately) occupied. The will of the people is not,

then, defined ex ante ill. the terms of some body of theory claiming privileged access to "the good life" but

is rather identified by means of regular elections held under specified conditions and according to

specified procedures. Although the people are deemed sovereign, the identity and interests of the oeople

are subject to change, hence the recourse to the regular electoral expression of the popular will. For Lefort,

the "place of power" can thus be said to be "empty", to be a symbolic place quite distinct from any current
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OCCUr'll ft of it. Democracy is not properly understood unless the role of institutions such as universal

.r..!fta:~ and regular elections is viewed in the light of all claims to an absolute knowledge able finally to

identify I. particular set of substantive atrange:ments with the universal political good. .In contrast

"totalitsrlanismll (as understood by Lefort) is a form and state of society which is based on the claim to

~ some 'absolute knowledge', Here all social practice is subordinated to the dictates of such a

(s~y) infallible claim to 'truth', Th.is elim.inates the need for elections and, in fact. any

institutionalised contestation of political power,

Democracy, thus, depends 00 and facilitates the pluralisation of political identities, or, put differently. the

emergence of a .civil society' not yoked to the exercise of state power. Let us nov. consider the role that

civil society opposition can play in the establishment of democracy . The term •civil society' has been used

widely in Central and Eastern Europe with reference to the independent self-organisation of society as a

response to centralised Communist regimes. It began to be used in the West, and occasionally in Poland.

during the late 1970's with reference to a form of political dissent best exemplified by the Polish trade

union movement Solidarity's independent social activity in the face of a state-directed society. (Arata

1981, Pelczynski 1988) As an alternative to centralised power relations in totalitarian communist regimes,

'civil society' became a synonym for a wide variety of different political and social processes associated

with the self-defense of an independently organised society. As such it involved iii. challenge against the

arbitrary use of state power and an attempt to prevent the state from imposing its will unilaterally all the

rest of society. TIle emergence of these independently organised spheres was of crucial importance for the

meaning of democracy in these societies. It signalled the beginning of a fundamental challenge to

totalitarian regimes which regarded all individuals, groups and organisations as their property and as such

sought to extinguish civil society by absorbing it fully into the structures of the state. As such •civil

society' IS at the centre of images of opposition to totalitarianism in Eastern Europe and proved the

forerunner to democracy. It ushered in a new set of democratic relations.



26

Originally the term' civil society' was simply a synonym for the state. John Locke, for example, referred to

"civil" or "political society" when discussing his conception of government. (See, for example, Locke

1960: 330-333) With Hegel the terms 'state' and 'civil society' became separated. The term 'civil society'

came to mean a domain of interaction distinct from the state and the family. It was the market. the

commercial sector of society and the institutions which were necessary to the functioning of the market .

.Civil society' became an aspect of the modern state, concerned with the economic sphere of production,

exchange and other market relations, the social sphere of classes and autonomous organisations which he

called "corporations", and the "civil " sphere of public institutions such as courts and various regulatory

and welfare agencies. (See Pelcynski 1988: 364)

For Hegel 'civil society' is also an arena in which the modem individual legitimately gratifies her self-

interest and develops her individuality, but also learns the value of group action and social solidarity,

which educate her for citizenship and prepare her for participation in the political arena of the state!!.

Hegel used the term "buegerliche Gesellschaft" which has subsequently been translated as "bourgeois

society" and as 'civil society·12.

Marx appropriated the 'civil society' idea and made it the foundation of his whole theory of history,

society and the state. He gave his attentk I to the economic aspect of 'civil society', 'Civil society' was the

realm in which the propertyless were subjugated by the owners of the instruments of production. At the

heart of the Marxist conception of 'civil society' was the division of labour, exchange, and private

ownership of the means of production, and the society divided into property-owners and the propertyless.

Marx equated 'civil society' with "bourgeois society". He eliminated all distinctions between the legal

existence of an independent public sphere and the orientation of its actors. That is, any legal framework of

11 The idea that "civil society" constitutes a sphere ill which individuals and groups can actively practice their
citizenship is central to the recent revival of the "citizenship" school as embodied in the work of Chantal MoufTe
(1992) and "communitarian school" theorist Michael Walzer (1992).

12 For IImore detailed exposition of the Hegelian notion of "civil society in this regard, see Bobbie 1987: 139-161,
Shils 1~)1, Weiner 1991:;07-323.
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a civil society established within the context of bourgeois social relations would necessarily be dortUnated

by public activity oriented towards the pursuit of bourgeois interests.

Thus, 'civil society' is presented by Marx. as a contingent historical phenomenon, and not as a naturally

given state of affairs. It is an historically determined entity, characterised by particular forms and relations

of production, class divisions and struggles, and protected by "corresponding" political-legal mechanisms,

In the German Ideology he writes,

The form or relations determined by the existing productive forces at all previous
historical stages, and in its tum determining these, is 'civil society' ...Already here we
see how this 'civil society' is the true focal point and theatre of all history, and how
absurd is the conception of history held hitherto, which neglects the real relationships
and confutes itself to the actions of princes and states .. :civil society' embraces all the
material relations of individuals within a definite stage of the development of productive
forces. It embraces the whole commercial and industrial life ot' a given stage and, hence
transcends the State and the nation, though on the other hand again, it must assert itself
in its foreign relations as nationality and inwardly must organise itself as state. (Marx
1972c: 127)

The power relations in .civil society' are explained mainly in terms of forces and relations of production.

'Civil society' is viewed as the economic form in which the bourgeoisie creates a world after its own

image. In the famous passage in Preface toA Critique of Political Economy Marx states:

My investigation led me to the result that the legal relations as well as the forms of state
are to be grasped neither from themselves not from the so-called development of the
human mind, the sum total of which Hegel combines under the name ",civil society",
that, however, the anatomy of 'civil society' is to be sought in political economy. (Marx
1977: 389)

Marx perceives the modem separation of the state and 'civil society' as a transitory and undesirable

phenomenon, The modern state is alienated social power, and for this reason struggles to abolish

alienation within 'civil society' signal the obsolescence of the state. The life expectancy of bourgeois civil

societies is limited. inasmuch as they give birth to the proletariat, the potentially universal class that
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signals the dissolution of all classes. Modem 'civil society' produces the universal class, the proletariat,

which increasingly defines' civil society' as a site of struggle between classes. The historically determined

victory of the proletariat make possible the reabsorption of state institutions into an active social order

freed from bourgeois domination. Only through tbe prior transformation of' civil society' by class struggle,

and the abolition of the divisions between the state and 'civil society' can the proletariat complete its

liberation and become able to organise its powers of self-determination into a fixed and harmonious social

order, a communist society in which no-one else would rule over anyone else, and inwhich power would

be exercised by all. Marx believed that "freedom consists in converting the state from an organ

superimposed upon society into one completely subordinate to it." (Marx 1972b: 394 He assumed that the

successful struggle of the working class for control over .civil society' would permit the abolition of the

state. Freedom consists in breaking down the barriers between the state and 'civil society', the barriers

between different spheres of life,,, J .1lerebymaximizing the unity, harmony and fulfillment amongst all

individuals 13.Marx emphasised the centrality of market-related activities in civil society. In the Marxist

conception .civil society' was the realm of capitalist exploitation. Bourgeois society replaced N'civil

society" and the problem of pluralism became a non-issue. Marx made the state entirely dependent en the

ruling class in •civil society'" and in this sense placed society entirely under the control of the state.

Marx's economistic account of •civil society' led him to ignore the democratic potential of the type of

citizens' initiatives referred to earlier. Mechanisms such as an independent press, freedom of assembly and

rights to vote were interpreted as the "form" through which only bourgeois power is consolidated, rather

than as a necessary condition for post-bourgeois democracy. It encouraged its deliverance into the hands

of revolutionaries contemptuous of "bourgeois freedoms" and obsessed with the trampling of the civil roots

of political democracy in the name of eliminating capitalism.

13 Mane supposed the state could be abolished and replaced by simple administrative functions. He believed that
struggles between administrators and other communists, or conflicts over the distribution of the surplus product
would simplynot arise.All communists wouldmake decisionson all publicmatters and without resorting to separate
political institutions for securing agreements or reconciling conflicts. (See our discussion in chapter one)
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Gramsci retained the Marxist ideas of the state as predominantly an instrument of class rule, but insisted

that 'civil society' was not merely an adjunct to the state. It was a sphere of various autonomous

organisations and activities, which by no means merely pe:rpetuated the ideology and class interests of the

bo~sie. While in the economic and state spheres the bourgeoisie exercised more or less full

ndotnination", in the civil sphere it did not always have a mooopoly of political. moral and intellectual

influenoe, or what he called "hegemony".

What we can do, for the moment, is to fix two major superstructural t'levels": the one
1:hat can be called 'civil society', that is the ensemble of organisms commonly called
"private", and that of "political society" or "the State". These two levels correspond on
the one hand to the function of "hegemony" which the dominant group exercises
throughout society, and on the other hand to that of "direct domination" or rule
exercised through the State and thejuridica1 government. (Gramsci 1971: 12)

'Civil society' was, so to speak, the soft underbelly of me capitalist system. It offered other groups and

classes a chance to undermine the bourgeoisie's position in the realm of ideals, values, culture, education

and voluntary organisations, and thus prepare the way, gradually and over a long period. for a political,

revolutionary struggle against the capitalist state and property relations. An arena of expression, interest

articulation, and associational activity. 'civil society' could be used by the working class to slowly create

its own hegemony of interests, cultural orientations, and ideological outlooks to mark the prelude to its

own domination of the state and the eventual absorption of the state into a 'civil society' dominated by

working class interests14,

14 Norberto Bobbie argues that in the end, however, Gramsci remains faithful to the classical Marxist goal of a
communist society without class divisions, and thus without the division between the state l7"'1dsociety. 'The future
struggle without a state, which Gramsci calls "regulated society" is the ultimate goal of" rking class struggles,
guided by the party and its intellectuals, to establish an anti-bourgeois hegemony within "civil society", itself
conceived as the mediating link between the class-structured economy and state institutions based on coercion.
Gramsci supposed that in Western bourgeois systems ""ciVilsociety" comprised a variety of institutions which
function to reproduce or to transform the dominant bourgeois sense of reality, which is shared by tile dominated
classes and groups. "Civil society" resembles the trench system of modem warfare. Its labyrinth structure normally
resists the "incursions" of economic crises and protects the state apparatus. Gramsci argued that a protracted "war of
position" for control over "civil society" would be the most effective way of politically undermining the domination of
the bourgeoisie in the economy and state. The empowerment of the proletariat depends centrally on the
transformation of "civil society". However, m the end, even for Gramsci, a proletarian contestation of "civil society"
would develop a communist society with the erasion of the distinction between civil society and the state and a
determinate conception of democracy as a distinct, "proletarian" form of society. (See Bobbio 1987: 139-161)
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Following the reception of Gramscian ideas in Western Marxism and more p1'1iliCtico-strategicconcerns

around the failure of socialism in so-called existing socialist countries, there has been 8 renewed focus on

'civil society'. The re-vitalisation of the term 'civil soci~ty'" amongst the so-called "New Left" has oome

with institutional concerns regarding the prevention of lit Ct.UnUlatioo of power at the centre and a concern

with the diffusion of power beyond the state. (See, for example, Arato and Cohen 1984, Bobbio 1987,

Cohen 1982, Held 1987. Held 1989. Hirst 1986, Kea'ite 1984, Keane 1988a, Keane 1988b) Contrary to

the classical M.arxist insistence on tlwjusion between 'civil society' and the state, these theOrists are more

concerned with the separation of both these domains. 'F!ley have attempted to retain the collectivist and

social commitments of socialism but to replace the statist forms with more pluralist forms,

Bobbie's re-assertion of the institutions of liberal democracy has been taken further by these theorists

committed to the democratisation of socialism through new forms of democratic participation which goes

beyond conventional liberal democracy. Proposing more than a mere accommodation of existing liberal

democratic forms, these proponents of 'civil society' argue for the acceptance of traditional Western liberal

democratic institutions and their extension from the polity to the economy and civil society. This project

has involved, amongst other things, new pluralist, decentralised and participatory forms of democracy.

(See, for example, Bowles and Gintis 1986, Dahl 1985, Held 1987, Hirst 1986, Keane 1988, Laclau and

Mouffe 1985, Mouffe 1988a, Walzer 1989). Often proponents of this view have relied on the role of

citizens' initiatives in an independently organised 'civil society' to signpost the way forward for

democratisation. Independent secondary organisations in •civil society' are seen as pressure points to act

as a check upon and CIS a substimte for the state. In this context the civil society alternative relies on the

generalisation of a sense of civil virtue into society as a whole, i.e, the spreading of a culture of

commitrnem to public affairs and political activity into wider society. The task of the citizen is to become

critically involved, not only in the state, but in society as a whole in which she participates through

membership in a plurality of associations.
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The search for a more active conception of citizenship is a response to the limitations of the statist

concept jon of politics in many of the so-called existing socialist coontries. Much of the recent re-

vitalisation of the term 'civil society' has re1jr .<'ID the notion of "citizenship" as a means through which to

examine anew the question of democracy. Compared to those proponents of' civil society' who argue only

for the separation between the state and civil society, emphasising an autonomous 'civil society' as a route

to democracy, these so-called "citizenship" theorists are as concerned with democratising the state and

decentralising state powers into •civil society' as they are with separating off the state from •civil society'

and minimising its role.

Articulating Liberal Freedoms and the Common Good

The "citizenship" school has its roots in a revival of the civic republican view of politics that put a strong

emphasis on the notion of a public good. It received its full expression in the Italian republics at the end

of the Middle Ages but its origins go back to Greek and Roman thought. Itwas reformulated in England

in the seventeenth century by James Harrington, John Milton and other republicans. (For a more detailed

presentation of the history of this school of thought see Mouffe 1992) The "citizenship" school is based on

the idea that politics is the realm in which individuals recognise themselves as participants in a wider

political community. Proponents of this school call for a greater role for active citizens participating

equally in politics to determine the common good. All citizens should be entitled to an active and equal

part in the political governance of their society and should have the citizenship rights and the resources to

make this possible. The emphasis on civil society as a bed for participative citizenship depends heavily on

the generalisation of a sense of "civil virtue" in SOCiety,a culture of commitment to public affairs and

political activity.

In this context 'civil society' emphasises the importance of a plurality of associations encouraging the

democratic involvement of citizens. It is srgued that this pluralism of autonomous organisations broadens

our view of citizenship by not limiting it to membership of a state. The citizen is educated into citizenship
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through voluntary participation in a variety of roles in a variety of associations. The individual is not

sacrificed to the citizen. The plurality of identities through which we are constituted and whic"

correspond to our insertion in a variety of social relations should be legitimised. (See, for example,

Sandel 1982, Skinner 1984, Walzer 1992)

The emphasis on citizenship has been criticised from a number of different angles. One important

criticism concerns its propagation of the notion ofa "common good". It is argued that underlying the idea

of "citizenship" democracy is a commitment to the idea of a common will. This idea arose in pre-modern

times in the face of absolutism and before the days of mass nation-states when small republics or city-

states could make a claim to an internal homogeneity 15. The idea of a general will can be seen to pre-

suppose the idea of a single substantive common good. In this sense, then, it potentially denies the

plurality of a political community. It potentially re-invents the anti-democratic implications inherent in

the classical Marxist conception of proletarian democracy which relies on the idea of a unified, single-

celled communist society. It can be seen to imply the same totalising assumptions about a homogenous

social entity implicit in the classical Marxist conception of the "dictatorship of the proletariat". As we

have argued, for Marx, under communism society becomes a simple political animal - it is made up of a

single democratic identity, i.e. the political identity of the proletariat. Institutions of political pluralism

become completely redundant in the context ofa single pre-given proletarian societr16.

15 Modern societies are too complex and pluralist to sustain a common will. In large complex societies, nul through
with plural divisions, differences and fractures, it is impossible to conceive of the possibility of II common will,
arising spontaneously from the people as a whole and shared by them all.

16 As we argued in chapter two, Marx reduced the civil society idea to its economic dimension, and made it the
foundation of his whole theory of history, society and the state. Civil society is ~ -oted byMarx as a contingent
historical phenomenon, and not as 8 naturally given state of affairs. Civil society. iistorically determined entity,
characterized by particular forms and relations of production, class divisions and struggles, and protected by
corresponding political-legal mechanisms. And not only are bourgeois civil societies products of modern times. Their
life expectancy is limited, inasmuch as they give birth to the proletariat, the potentially universal class that signals the
dissolution of all classes and of civil society. The power relations in civil society are explained mainly in terms of
forces and relations of production. Civil society is viewed as the economic form in which the bourgeoisie creates a
world after its own image. Marx's economistic account of civil society led him to ignore the democratic potential of
the type of citizens' initiatives referred to earlier. Mechanisms such as an independent press, freedom of assembly and
rights to vote were interpreted as the form through which only bourgeois power is consolidated, rather than as !i

necessary condition for a new socialist democracy,
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In the attempt to avoid such totalislllg assumptions recent attempts to revitalise the idea of a political

~ ue based oma rJSion between aspects of political liberalism and the assertion of the idea of a

"politioai ~". This attempted articulation, which Mouffe describes as the articulation "between

the 199i:eof clemocracy and the logic of liberalism", brings together Ideas tJOut the "common good" with

tine ~ idea of individual liberty, (See Mouffe 1992: 11) Such an articulation is only possible once we

~ that t:b0 specificity of modem democracy ..ru; a new political form of society lies in a rejection of a

unive:rsa1. subt;tantive common good. Inthis regard Rawls argues that

we must abandon the hope of a political community if by such a community we mean a
political society united in affirming a general and comprehensive doctrine. (Rawls 1987;
10)

At the same time, however, there is a danger of separating struggles for individual rights completely from

a conception of the political community. There is a danger in the liberal-democratic doctrine, Mouffe

argues, of prioritising right over good. Charles Taylor points out that the mistake with the liberal

approach is that

It fails to take account of the degree to which the free individual with his own goals and
aspirations whose just rewards it is trying to protect, is himself only possible within
certain kinds of civilisation; that it took a long development of certain institutions and
practices, of the rule of law, of rules of equal respect, of habits of common deliberation,
of common association, of cultural development and so on, to produce the modem
individual. (Taylor 1955: 200)

We should not accept a false dichotomy between individual liberty and rights on the one- side and civic

activity and political community on the other. The crucial democratic chalienge is to envisage the modem

democratic political community outside of this dichotomy.
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Modern democracy as a new "regime" is constituted by the articulation between the logic
of democracy and the logic of liberalism; by the assertion. of popular sovereignty
together with the declaration of a set of fundamental human rights that need to }Y:

respected, It therefore establishes a particular form of human co-existence, wmch
requires the distinction between a sphere of the public and a sphere of sbe private as well
as the separation between church and state, civi11aw and religious law. This is the great
contribution of political liberalism to modern democracy which guarantees the defence
ofpluralism and the respect of individual freedom. (Mouffe 1992: 11)

The articulation between the idea of individual freedom and the idea of a civic participation must be

dependent not on any substantive idea of the good, but rather on a shared perception of a set of political

principles - liberal democratic principles - which establish a common consensus around the procedural

conditions for the political actions and judgments of citizens. In other words it is necessary to conceive of

a mode of political association, based on the idea of an "ethico-politioal" bond that establishes linkages

among the participants in the political process. To belong to this kind of political community requires a

common commitment not to any substantive notion of a common good, such as communism in the

classical Marxist conception of "proletarian democracy", but rather to a common bond based. on a "public

concern". It is tilerefore a community "without a definite shape or definite identity and in continuous re-

enactment". (Mouffe 1992: 233)

The Limits of PlluraHsm

Pluralist socialists are aware that the project of pluralism is not without its pitfalls. The history of

pluralism is, of course, long and complex. Anglo-American pluralism initially arose around the turn of the

century and peaked over the decade following the first World War. It found Its vorces in the works of sucn

Anglophone writers as Harold Laski and Arthur Bently. It countered those theoretical perspectives that

affirmed the sovereign s.rte as the centre of political life. The s+ end generation of pl.iralism, found

expression in the 1950's and 1960'[' in the work of Robert Dahl, amongst others. Unlike it.:: first

generation pluralists, whose connection; to political struggle generated a critical perspective on the state,

the second generation "vas concerned with the location of political power in society" This. in their account
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operated through a diffuse concatenation of autonomous and competing groups, rather than through the

socio-economic sovereignty of a dominant elite whose rnterests determined the policy outcomes of

political institutions and processes. (Amongst the better known of this generation are Banfield 1965, Dahl

1961, Lindblom 1965, Truman 1967)

Kirstie McClure identifies a set of features common to both these generations of pluralism. Both

pluralisms have been articulated in opposition to unitary, monolithic or totalizing conceptions of the

political domain. particularly in so f:lt ,these presume some singularly sovereign or unique agency

overseein ,~determining political processes and/or social relations. Both pluralisms have insisted upon

the irred cible plurality or multiplicity of social groups. For both pluralist generations, however, the

political va't..ic¢ of such groups is understood to have no necessary ontological g ounding. They are not,

in other words, a political expression of essences, but appear, rather. as contingently constituted politic-al

entities, that is they emerge thrctgh the dynamics of particular struggles arising within the realm of the

social, and are elaborated as political through a process of articulation. Both VIew the social subject as site

of multiple and intersecting group memberships or identities within that social plurality. Both of these

generation begin with a conception of the "j)(\!iti~ .. which coes not view different groups as essences of

any deeper identity or social relation, but rather as self-defining and independent, in particular of the

state. They are understood to have no necessary relation to state power except in so far as they articulate

such a relationship. As McClure points out,

Within pluralist constructs such groups have an objective political character and identity
with regard to political power, processes and institutions only in so far as they have
articulated a "subjective" political identity and character in these tenus. (McClure 1992:
115)

At present we are in the midst of a third generation of pluralism which includes a range of perspectives.

These include current arguments for cultural pluralism, the pluralist democratic theory of communitarians

such as Michael Walzer and the recent theoretical work of Chantal Mouffe. (See, for example Dahl 1982,
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Hirst 1990, Mouffe 1992, Walzer 1983, Walzer 1992) Mouffe's understanding of the nature of pluralism

requires a vision of the political as a discursively constructed ensemble of social relations. Her conception

ofthepoliticaZ17 and the "impossibility of society II carries the same meaning as the democratic revolution

as analysed by Claude Lefort who identifies democracy with the disappearance of landmarks of certainty.

In a democratic society power is no longer incorporated into a transcendental moment.

The third generation writers are painfully aware of the dangers of an excessive fragmentation of the

political sphere through an overly particularist conception of pluralism. They argue that such an extreme

form of pluralism according to which all interests, all opinions, all differences are seen as legitimate,

could never provide the framework of a political regime 18. Society can easily degenerate into a

fragmented asociality which prevents any kind of social project. And this is precisely where the limits of

pluralism lie. Pluralism can never be total in the sense of representing simply a collection of particularised

identities. Pluralism requires some measure of consensus amongst its different entities as to the necessity

of a pluralist framework in the first place. While it is important to defend the widest possible pluralism in

many areas, culture. religion, morality. it is also necessary to acknowledge that citizenship 8S s form of

political identification presupposes an allegiance to the political principles of modern democracy. The

conditions which are necessary for an active citizenship have as their underlying premise the principles of

liberty and equality. Antagonistic principles of legitimacy cannot co-exist within one single association.

Modern democracy, far from being based on a relativist conception of the world, as it is sometimes

argued, is articulated around a certain set of values which, like equality and liberty. constitute political

principles. Those who conceive Ole pluralism of modern democracy as being total and as having as its

17 For Mouffe pluralism can only be formulated adequately within a problematic that conceives of the social agent
not as a unitary subject but as' the articulation of an ensemble of subject positions, constructed within specific
discourses and always precariously and temporarily sutured at the intersection of that subject position. This requires
abandoning the reductionism and essentialism dominant in the classical Marxist and liberal interpretations of
pluralism, and acknowledging the contingency and ambiguity of every identity. as well as the constitutive character of
social division and antagonism. (Sec Lac1au and Mouffe 1985)
}8 As Laclau and Mouffe argue in Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, such an essentialism of the elements remains
within the problematic it tries to replace, because a clear-cut identity presupposes a determinate set of relations with
all the other fragments or elements. This, in tum amounts to nothing more than a reintroduction of the category of
totality whose elimination was aspired to in the first place" (See Laclau and Mouffe 1985)
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only restriction an agreement on procedural rules do not realise that there can never be pure, neutral

procedures without reference to normative concerns. Thus, in arguing for a procedural definition of

democracy we are not endorsing a liberal problematic which simply defines democracy as the absence of

state interference in the lives of it!; subjects. and which reduces the tasks of the government to the

maximiSStiOl1 of negative i'reedol1'lS. On the cootrary, procedures can never be independent from a distinct

set of normative: concerns. As Pam Hirst observes, pluralism must be viewed not as a given state of affairs,

but rather as Manaspiration in a process ofpolitica1 development". (Hirst 1990: 40) The logic of pluralism,

Le. the asSl1l'l1Ptionthat power must be differentiated amongst a differentiated citizenry, only acquires a

democratic identity under certain conditions and in the context of certain articulations. What then are

these conditions? When Robert Dahl discusses the democratic conditions for pluralism, he provides the

following checklist:

1) Equality in voting: In making collective binding decisions, the expressed preference of each citizen

(citizens collectively constitute the demos) ought to be taken equally into account in determining the final

solution.

2) Effective participation: Throughout the process of collective decision making, including the stage of

putting matters on the agenda, each citizen ought to have adequate and equal opportunities for arriving at

his of her considered judgement as to the most desirable outcome.

3) Enlightened understanding: In the time permitted by the need for a decision, each citizen ought to have

adequate sand equal opportunities for arriving at his or her considered judgement as to the most desirable

outcome.

4) Final control over the agenda. The body of citizens (the demos) should have the exclusive authority to

determine what matters are or are not to be decided by means of processes that satisfy the first three

criteria. (Put in another way. provided the demos does not alienate its final control over the agenda it may

delegate authority to others who may make decisions by non democratic processes.) (Dahl 1982: 6)

Dahl argues that a process of decisions-making is democratic if it meets the criteria outlined above.

However, these criteria are so demanding that no actual regime has ever :fully met them. In today's large-
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scale democracies the demos is too large to fulfil the participatory ideal. Because of this crucial

shortcoming, Dahl argues that within a system of large-scale democracy, smaller democratic units are

desirable. In large political systems smaller democratic units can help to prevent domination and to create

mutual control. In this sense they are a necessary elei. ,1t in a large-scale democracy. both as a pre"

requisite for its operation and as an inevitable consequence of its institutions. By this Dahl means that to

prolubit citizens from organising into., for e.xamp1e. political parties or independent secondary

organ.ia.tiOllflwould vidate the criteria of effective participation andwould mock the idea of:final control

over the agenda by the citizen body. (Dahl 1982: 37) However, as desirable as independent small-scale

democrati.: .units such as political parties and secondary organisations are, they can also have anti-

democmtic consequcaces, In this regard Dahl argues that organisational pluralism can be consistent with

extensive political and economic inequalities. Pluralism in and of itself does not lead to an equalisation of

resources and capacity. Organisation is itself a resource and can be used for narrow interest, as opposed to

common good purposes. As Dahl points out

although organisation is indispensable for offsetting the universal tendency toward
domination, the pattern of pluralism in a particular country even while checking
oou:-:aation may help sustain inequalities of various kinds, including inequality in
control over the government of the state. For example, when organisations are not
broadly inclusive in their membership, poetical inequality is a likely consequence, for,
other things being equal, the organised are more influential than an equivalent number
ofunorganised citizens. (Dah11982: 40)

Not only can organisational pluralism exacerbate political inequalities. bot it can also lead to the

breakdown of what Dahl calls "civic consciousness". By this he means that because organisational

pluralism implies a plurality of interests there exists the danger that by expressing and giving strength to

particular interests, organisations would prevent the expression of the general will and sharpen

particularist demands at the expense of a common democratic order. "Because associations help to

fragment the concerns of citizens, interests that many citizens might share - latent ones perhaps - may be

slighted." (Dahl 198~!: 44) Thus, the result of marginalisation and competing groups representing
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relatively particularist interests can damage the logic of pluralism by removing one of its roies, i.e. to give

society as a whole an overall pluralist form.

Hirst argues that given the limitations of pluralist representative democracy in large-scale societies,

democracy must be seen not so much as a question of popular sovereignty, but rather as a set of "political

mechanisms, of which representation through elections is one, that exercise constraints on government but

is not itself a from ofpopula.r government". (Hirst: 1990: 28) By formulating the problem (If democracy in

this way Hirst undercuts the idea of democracy as government by a sovereign people, whether directly or

through representatives. For Hirst democracy is a question of public controll9. If we want a more

democratic society, we need to make room for a multiplicity of democratically managed associations and

organisations which exercise effective control over the public agenda. Such a plurality of independent

organisations are important for the democratisation the key public power, the state. A pluralist

representation of organised social interests can enhance democracy in the sense of greater public

influence. The specific form of such pluralist representation, for Hirst, lies in supplementing the

institutions of representative democracy with those of corporatist forms of democracy.

Corporatism can, of course, take on many different forms. Authoritarian or state corporatism can be seen

to have denied democracy in its attempt to impose corporatist relations on civil society. Even liberal and

societal corporatism (based on voluntary participation) is in danger of creating corporatist pockets of

political power that are organised, exclusive, self-serving means which bypass the conventional

procedures of representative democracy. Aware of these dangers, Hirst's conception of corporatism is

19 Although the "civil society/citizenship" paradigm makes an important contribution to the debate on the
democratisation of socialism and liberalism, there are a number of other problems that plague this school of thought.
As Martell points out it is difficult to see how the citizenship idea of individual participation is feasible in IruISS

complex societies which do not provide sufficient opportunities for mass participatory democracy. It is difficult to see
how mass participation can be compatible with the dominance of representative democracy in such societies,
Representative democracy. on the face of it would seem to be an anathema to the participatory ideals of the
citizenship democracy it involves decisions being made by an exclusive sector of society, politicians. The essence of
representative democracy is that authe I .v :.sgiven to a party to rule and what is not involved is rule by the people
themselves. Despite pointing out thai (,c,:~ting representative institutions are not up to making space for greater
representation, proponents of the citizenship school do not really offer alternative concrete institutional arrangements
which address the limits of representative democracy, (See. for instance, Martelll992; 164-165)
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based on two strands of "associationalism", It is based firstly. on the idea that associations can provide

forums for the active popular participation of individuals in politics at aC¢eSSlble decentralised levels.

Secondly, corporatist relations between associations can provide a mechanism through which interetl't

groups can participate in government and pluralistically negotiate a common good. At an institutional

level associations would be given a. role in corporatist political forums. Corporatism can enhance

democracy in two ways: Firstly. associations participating in corporatist arrangements can provide forums

for the active popular participation or individuals in politics at accessible levels. 'i~~:.luI

relations between associations can provide a mechanism through which interest groups can participa~e in

government and pluralistically negotiate a common good and enable non-statist forms of planning and co-

ordination. Corporatism ascribes a strong role for voluntary associations in a pluralist civil society and an

inclusive corporatist polity comprised of associations representing the plurality of interests in society

negotiating agreed social priorities. It is through the latter function that corporatist forums serve to

facilitate consultation and bargaining between social interests and public bodies. They serve as channels

for the reciprocal influence of governing bodies and those governed. (Hirst 1990: 14) Thus, for Hirst

corporatism is a specific form of pluralism. It is a more democratic and resilient pluralism in the sense

that it can achieve two things: firstly, limit political inequalities and secondly, foster a civic domain

without undermining pluralism's emphasis on differentiated imerests, Corporatism allows less powerful

and resourceful interests to bargain for more equal distributions of the common good. Less powerful

interest do not merely exist alongside or under more powerful ones, but both enter into a relationship with

each other. In this sense corporatism enhances the democratic content of pluralism. Corporatism involves

a commitment to an overall public or social good through the negotiation of compromise Corporatism

socialises pluralism. Secondly. corporatism, through its emphasis on bargaining builds civic

consciousness and a civic "domain" and is much better placed to avoid the danger of excessive

fragmentation of the political space in which independent organisations function. A purely asscciational

society COU1~ easily degenerate into a series of petty tyrannies, each at war with each other. Corporatism

can provide the conditions for a co-operative and mutualist pluralism which prevents unfettered

competitive fragmentation. Corporatism, then, describes a political structure and system of relations
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intended to facilitate the pluralist neji!otia:tion of social priorities. The process is one in which social

priorities are negotiated by independent interests interacting in pluralist, but inclusive ~ and

forums. It is based on the pluralist principle of power d.iffcrentiation, but claim.; to detnoCJ:$;tise this

principle by emphasising more ~ou between di.ff'eten.t pockets of interests.

Conclusion

In this chapter we have attempted to outline the theoretical grid employed in this thesis. Invoking, for the

most part t:..e works ofBobbio, Mouffe and Lefort; we have argued that democracy is not merely a form of

government, but ;as rather to do with a form of society, vis one in which no single' truth' pervades and

governs all social spheres and practices and in which, as a consequence, these are able to develop

according to their own exigencies and performance criteria. In other words, democracy depends on and

facilitates the pluralisation of social identities. or, put differently, the emergence of a 'civil society' not

yoked to the exercise of state power. In contrast, totalitarianism is a form of state and SOCiety which is

based on the claim to possess some 'absolute knowledge'. Not only does this prevent the development of

an autonomous civil society but it also eliminates the need any institutionalised contestation of political

power. A pluralist conception of democracy, however, does not mean that individual struggles over

substantive political claims have no place in a democratic society. Individual civic struggles over distinct

political demands are a crucial component of the wider struggle for a pluralist democracy. However, in

order for their participants to be able to claim that their struggles are aimed at the establishment of

democracy, they need to share a perception of a set of polltical principles -liberal democratic principles"

which establish a common consensus around the procedural conditions for the political actions and

judgments of citizens. Let us now examine the development of South Mrica's civil society in the light of

the 'democracy/totalitarianism' distinction.
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CHAPTER TWO: DEMOCRACY, CIVil SOCIETY AND THE STATE
South African 'civil society' opposition emerged in its most developed form during the 1980's as ~

counterweight to the suppression of 'civil. society' by the apartheid regime through the restrictions i

imposed on the civil and political rights of the disenfranchised populace. It was the decade which saw tlu

collapse of the pillars of apartheid under social, economic and political pressures from the black majority

Verwoerdian Apartheid rule during the 1960's had attempted to entrench white political control in Sout1

Africa and to repress civil society. (See, for example, Adam and Gilomee 1979, Gilomee and Echlemme

1989) It constituted an attempt to permanently occupy the "place of power" and to suppress th

emergence of any independent initiatives with the potential to threaten the apartheid project. Against thi

background the struggles of the Chartersit opposition throughout the 1980's represented an attempte

restoration of civil society. In this chapter it will be argued that the political identity of this oppositi;

was complex. More than not it can be seen to have involved a conception of democracy predicated on thl

assumptions of proletarian as opposed to procedural democracy, and as such, can be seen to have stood iJ

a relation of affinity to that kind of political project that negates political differences.

Let us begin with an attempt to characterise Verwoerdian Apartheid in terms of the contrast betweei

democracy and totalitarianism.

Totalitarianism Revisited«

•

Western political science of the flfties defined totalitarianism by a set of criteria such a <hepresence of:

charismatic leader, mass terror, the permanent "purge", and ideological mobilisation. Classical theorist

of totalitarianism such as Friedrich and Brzezinski, for example, argued that there were five features of l

totalitarian dictatorship: an official ideology, a single m~""party under a dictatorial leader, terroristf

authority of the secret police, a centralised control of the entire economy and a monopoly of arms. (See

for example, Arendt 1952, Friedrich and Brzezinski 19M, Neuman ,1 1957) These criteria were superseder

in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union by the advent of Khrushchevian reformism according to whicl
•

f

(
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the "irrational terrorist" violence of the Stalinist era was replaced with less overt forms of totalitarian

control. In this context the theme of "post-totalitarianism" gained prominence. (Linz 1975)20 It arose as a

major theme in studies of the political process in Soviet-type societies in the late 1960' .. and early 1970's.

In the wake of events of the revolutions fJf Budapest 1956, the 1968 Prague Spring or Solidarity in Poland

in 19&0-1981, a new approach to the Communist system was pursued in the light of the concept of

totalitarianism, It came to be recognised that totalitarianism was no longer what it used to be, and that the

state-parties' hold over society had changed since the Stalin era. These struggles were proof that the

system was far from static and that its stability was precarious. It was increasingly argued that

authoritarian regimes of the "post-totalitarian" type differed from more classical totalitarian regimes by

the fact that while they had at least the intent to be "total" regarding the basic rais xi d'etre of the Stalinist

staw1, they also recognised that Stalinist methods of state dominance and coercion were no longer

tenable in conditions of national diversity and modernising societies. Whereas totalitarian regimes of the

Stalinist variant emphasised centralised mobilisation for party-directed fulfillment of ideological and

social goals, post-totalitarian Communist regimes de-emphasised mobilisation by reducing control over

social processes and "grantinglt22 increased autonomy for select groups23. In noting the impact of

increased social participation, some analysts argued that Soviet-type states functioned according to a

modified interest group model, The party-states had begun to recognise certain institutional interests as

legitimate. (See, for example, Hough 1972, Janos 1970, Odom 1976, Skilling 1966) The "post-

totalitarian" state had far more powerful weapons at its disposal than the use of terror. New techniques of

"totalitarian" control included attempts by the regimes to bind the populace to the party-state through a so-

called "social contract". In such situations the state was the sole employer of labour and this capacity

20 The term "post-totalitarianism" required its definition as a particular type of authoritarianism inLinz's well-known
essay.

21 The characteristics of the post-totalitarian system emphasised the party-state's predominance over social
processes and refusal to allow for genuinely pluralist and independent social activity.

22 The term "granting" , as will be shown later, played a central role in the the verwcerdian discourse on the
centrality of the Nationalist party itt the re-ordering of society during the 1960's,

23 For an overview of emerging dissenting interest groups in Central Europe and the Soviet Union during the 1960's
and 1970's see Weigle and Butterfield 1992.
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became a thoroughly modem weapon of totalitarian control. Since employment of labour was the pre-

eminent instrument of social control, the workplace became the prime location for the regimentation of

"post-totalitarian" societies. The citizens ~ themselves by giving up their individual rights and

received in exchange job security. From social cont.rol it was a snort step to an implicit "social contract"

between the state and the citizen: Thus, as Rupnik observes, "post-totalitarianistn." has nothing to do with

the degree of violence or terror employed.

Power remains totalitarian even when the forms of repression are less visible (albeit still
virtually present). One could go as far to say that a system becomes truly totalitarian
only when the "terrorist" phase is completed - when all the subjects have lost their
autonomy and capacity for self-government. (Rupnik 1988: 272)

However, while "post-totalitarian" politics may have involved some sort of opposition and new non-

violent methods of control within the parameters of the ruling power, in the end the political process still

remained insulated from freely associated, non-state social interests . According to Rupnik at the end of the

day the debate about whether or not the political systems deserved the totalitarian label (even as part of the

"post-totalitarian" theme) hinged on the status of ideology. Rnpnik maintains in his definition of

totalitarianism our earlier theme vis-a-vis the symbolic projection of the party's internal ~cture into all

spheres of society. (See Rupnik. 1988) The ultimate logic of post-totalitarianism was still the

instrumentalisation of all components of society as a consequence of society's lost autonomy. Autonomy

was still limited in many other more "hidden" ways. For example, it was limited by the fact that those in

power tended to control all these sources and circuits of information. The erosion of memory remained

the permanent goal of post-totalitarian power, In this respect ideology continued to be the centre of

totalitarian regimes by creating a system out of the "jamming" of information and memory, In the post-

totalitarian phase ideology remained not only the sole discourse and means of communication between the

state. It also remained the chief means of homogenising and integrating the ruling apparat. Let us now

examine the debate of South Africa's regime form.
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The Debate on Apartheid's Regime Form

During the 1970's and 1980's the debate about the relationship between apartheid and capitalism

dominated much of the literature on the form of South African society. (Sec, for exa., i'ie, Adam 1971,

Johnstone, Legassick 1975, Lipton 1985, Trapido 1971, Wolpe 1970) ·~e central objective of the debate

was to give an account of the emergence, persistence and transformation of the apartheid state. The debate

focused on the impact of capitalist development on the system of racial domination24. A common

criticism of the revisionist Marxist school, in particular, was that it neglected investigations into the

specific form of the state and treated the state as a mere instrument of struggles 1Mt had their IlCXUS

elsewhere, "at a distance", from the state. (See, for example, James 1984, Wolpe 1988: 39) Critics argued

that the neglect of state structure and the inherent economism in the revisionist Marxist approach made

little room for a "specification of the political ten ..,.l outside of the state". (Wolpe 1988: 39) As a result

there was too little attention paid to the specific form of the state.

One attempt during the 1960's to analyse the form of the state was the South African Communist Party's

characterisation of post-I 948 South African history in terms of stages offascism. In his book The Ris-: of

the South African Reich (l964) Brian Bunting attempted to provide all account of South African fascism

through a comparison of the political-legal structure in South Africa with that which developed in

Germany under Hitler. The argument was made that the Nationalist party appropriated the state

bureaucracy i1 a way as to become a "party-state" in the mode of the ruling party in Nazi Germany.

State power had been utilised to introduce repressive measures to eliminate all extra-parliamentary

opposition. In Bunting's account the growth of fascism was .j_uatedwith the increasing utilisation by the

24 The liberal pole of the debate argued that canitalist industrialisation would in the long run orsmantle the irrational
system of apartheid and that race relations in general would succumb to market imperatives and the substantive
rationality of economic development. (See, for example, Horwitz 1967) The revisionist marxist pole of the debat.~
argued that capitalist development would not, simply by virtue of some abstract market rationality, undermine the
structure of racial domination. Far from undermining racial domination, capitalist development required and
depended on authoritarian racial structures to mobilise labour and keep labour opposition in check. (For an overview
of the revisionist argument see James 1984)
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ruling National Party of the state as an instrument of control. It used this instrument to extend the army

and police force and to intensifY repression by attempting to eliminate opposition.

Critics argued that Bunting's description of Sooth Africa as a "fascist" state was simplistic, Wolpe, for

example, argued that ifby fascism was meant, amongst other things, a situation in which the apparatuses

of power (including state legislature and executive, judiciary, coercive organs and party) became fused in

such as way that they had little autonomy from one another, (ana when independent organisations in the

sphere of' civil society' were eliminated or subjected to overwhelming controls such that they were unable

to act as centres of opposition), then the South African state was not "iascist".Tbe existence of white

parliamentary democracy and a judiciary that had never been subordinated to the executive limited the

executive's capacity to control tne excluded black population. (See V.tolpe 1988: 40-44)

Other writers that addressed the question of the form of the state included Heribert Adam in his famous

analysis of apartheid during the 1960's. (See Adam 1971) Adam argued that the apartheid project t\uring

the 1960's could be described as "totalitarian" if totalitarianism is defined as the suppression of all

attempts for change detrimental to the subordinate group. Accordingly a regime was considered

totalitarian if it excluded alternatives to the established system, if it did not respect boundaries

guaranteeing the freedom of political opponents, and if it prosecuted the advocates of structural change

and bans their organisations. In this sense South Africa during the 1960's constituted a totalitarian state.

Ail efforts to try to bring about changes in the social situation in the country either wittingly or

unwittingly. were defined as Communist and, therefore, as illegal. The existing liberal white apartheid

opposition had no chance of gaining support of the exclusively white electorate and was, therefore,

permitted to exist but only under permanent supervision and restricted to new forms of censorship and

political ostracism25 (See Adam 19'1l.: 37-52) In our view this relatively broad concept of totalitarianism -

25Berger and Godsell in contrast, argue that South Africa apartheid caanct be described 8.<; "totalitarian", They argue
that non- democratic regimes can be divided into those organised along totalitarian, and ti.ose organised along
authoritarian lines. In totalitarian states, the ruling group makes a total claim on society. All aspects of social
organisation are rendered subordinate to the ruling political institution. The party controls all arenas of human
endeavour through ideologically linked and subordinate organisations. In authoritarian regimes political power is
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as exclusion of alternatives to the established system • offered several advantages over Wolpe's

formulation. It avoided the static, structural distinction between supposedly.democratic and supposedly

totalitarian. states, and focused instead ( 'irectly on the question of the degree of suppression of opposition

and, as such, offered a more layered ~ of the symbolic "threshold of autonomy"26. As we argued

earlier no totalitarian regime achieves total control over society. Itwould be better to speak of the system's

totalitarian tendencies, anchored in ideology, with its own inherent and self-perpetuating logic. What

differentiates totalitarian regimes from other so-called authoritarian regimes is not the c.gree of concrete

totalitarian action but its intention. The mere existence of some form of opposition can be compatible with

the continued actuality of a post-totalitarian regime. There can exist a dichotomy in the system, which is

totalitarian inside with the ruling party clinging to an ideological legitimacy and post-totalitarian outside

where exists mere ideological ritual and some opposition. Let us now consider in more detail the political

identity of the apartheid project.

The Logic of Apartheid : A Case of Post-totalitarianism?

In 'post-totalitarian" regimes, there emerges, Rupnik argues, a dichotomy in the system. which IS

"totalitarian" im:iae the party (itself clinging to an ideological legitimacy) and "post-totalitarian" outside

(where there is a mere ideological ritual). (See Rupnik 1988: 279) In this definition of totalitarianism the

main thing is to discover the inchoation at which autonomy is lost ill order to provide a definition of the

exercised undemocratically, outside of any institutions making rulers accountable to the rules. However, society is not
accommodated in iii matrix of institutions all created by. or under control of, the political elite, Areas of organisational
autonomy exist, though none powerful enough to challenge or change the political elite. South Africa, they argue,
belongs to the authoritarian and not the totalitarian category, Political power is exercised undemocratically, but the
"space" exists for churches and unions and artists and academics to operate outside of governmental frameworks. In a
totalitarian state such new institutions immediately threaten Jle existing or<ier, merely by their existence. The
emergence of Solidarity in Poland challenged the state-recognii ~unio= movem nt, and indeed. threatened the role of
the state-supported unions as well as the CommunistParty to which these unions owe allegiance, (See Berger and
C-odsell (eds.) 1988: 258)

26 If one presupposes the existence of all the classical features of totalitarianism (see our earlier discussion) then the
South African state cannot be regarded as a totalitarian state, since some of the above mentioned features are either
completely missing or exist only in a modified form. nov/ever, the classical view of totalitariansm can become II

merely descriptive concept of totalitarianism. It ill inadequate in that it does not take into account the historical
developments in which these characteristics acquit. .eir significance.
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totalitarian situation. Thus, as soon as one moves from the theoretical model to the analysis of reality, the

concept of totalitarianism makes room for notions such as "totalitarian situation" or an "underlying trend

to totalitarianism" of the "impulse towards totalitarianism". No so-called totalitarian system can achieve

total control over society. What differentiates totalitarian regimes from other so-called authorltarian

regimes is not the degree of concrete totalitarian action but its intemioz, Although apartheid after 1948

was by no means a coherent blueprint, in our view it harboured an underlying tendency to

totalitarianism27. Gilomee and Schlemmer argue that before 1%0 there were two distinct phases of

apartheid. During the first decade after 1948 the Nationalist party introduced apartheid's statutory groups

and compulsory residential segregation. In other areas, such as regulating labour. curbing African

urbanisation and black opposition, its effNts were often hesitant and contradictory. (Gilomee and

Schlemmer 1989: 64) After 1960, however, there was a far more determined and uncompromising effort

to impose apartheid as a systematic ...olicy, During the early 1960's the state had managed to suppress the

upsurge of black resistance and the 1960's saw a great economic boom which made the government more

confident Apartheid, which l.ad hitherto been presented by the Nationalist Party as separate development,

intensified28.

Archetypal apartheid was developed to its epitome under Verwoerd during the 1950's and 1960's, It

represented a brutal and massive attempt on the part of the Nationalist Party to impose apartheid as a

"grand" or total" experiment. During the early 1960's the state had managed to suppress the upsurge of

black resistance with unexpected ease. All vestiges of black representation in the "White" political system

were removed29, The apartheid system comprised the following main elements: labour regulation (influx

27 For H critique of the view that apartheid was a coherent blueprint see, for instance, Pose11987.

28 TIle apartheid system was tied to much more ambitious political and ideological objectives than the policy of
separate development, For an overview of the difference between both systems of white domination see, for instance,
Gilomee and SchleIIhuer1989: chapters one and two.

29Since South Africa's creation as a state in 1)110 the black majol~IYwas largely excluded from political
participation. Black South Africans were excluded from the institutions and proce ...ures offormal
democracy, Beginning in 1910 a wide range of measures was adopted to ensure that whites retained
political power, including legislation that slowly, but remorselessly ended the limited access of Coloureds
and Africans to the vote and removed even their indirect representation in the Parliament.
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control and other forms of regulating' labour30); communal apartheid and statutory race classification31,

group areas32, separate edut;ation33, separate amenities and other residual forms of apartheid34; and

polittca1 control and privilege. Although apartheid was conceived of as being the mere instrument of

Afrikaner Nauonalism, it tended to assume a hegemonic position during thl.: 1960's, when it was taken to

its extreme in prescribing public behaviour and private intercourse and in regulating the pesition of

blacks. The politicr ~ dimension was equally indispensable in persuading the ordinary voter that the

government was to ensure white unity3S.

In terms of the Bantu Homelands Citizenship Act, all Africans were regarded as citizens of different

homelands. Since the homelands were supposed to compensate for representation in the white area, one

would have expected the rapid development of these areas PS alternatives to political integration. However,

in the two decades that followed the government made it onlv too clear that it was not interested in

"granting" any form of pohtical empowerment. There was no attempt to increase the land allocated to the

homelands over and above the thirteen percent which had been laid down in 1936. Far from recognising

the human rights of urban Africans, the government used the homelands as a justification for the

repatriation of surplus Africans and as an excuse to deny Africans in white areas citizenship and their

South African nationality, The government's resettlement policy and strict curbs of African urbanisation

30 For an overview of the way in which the Nationalist Party tightened up the system of influx control during the
1960's see Lipton 1986: 33-37. For a comprehensive analysis of the system of labour control see Greenberg 1987.

31 The policy of communal apartheid, with its drastic race classification, sex laws, and urban segregation was one of
the most radical exercises in social engineering in the world. In the cities each groupwas supposed to develop its own
communal life. In their systematic pI anning the apartheid cities were recognizably different from the segregation
cities which had preceded them. Communal apartheid ensured thet intergroup contact was kept to Itminimum. It also
provided the basis of segregated education, health facilities and social services. The great majority of black townships
remained soulless dormitory towns.

32 See, for example, Kirkwoo.iI95",

33 See, for example, Christie I'.ld Cullins 1984
34 See, for example. Carte: 1958

35 In the period prior to 1948 there had been nothing comparable to the forced removals which occurred \" ' ween the
early 1960's and the early 1980's. Nothing svmbolisesdthe oppressive nature ,f apartheid more than the massive scale
011 which population relocation occurred
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greatly impeded the prospects for growth. Apart from the rapid natural population increase. between 1960

and 1980 the homelands had to accommodate one million ~ removed from the farms, 600 000

from "black spots", and three-quarters of a million removed from white cities under a policy of township

relocation. (for an overview of t~ operational features of apartheid see, for example, Adam and Gilomee

1979b, Gilomee and Schlemmer 1989, Lipton 1985, Stadler 1987)

Apartheid As Post-totalitarian Ideology

Apartheid in its most overt form during the 1960's displayed totalitarian impu/s(!!$. It involved a type of

post-totalitarian social contract in which society had no option but to participate. As an ideology apartheid

dates back to the 1930's when church leaders, academics, journalists and politicians of D.F. Malan's

National Party started formulating its underling principles. The Verwoerdian ideology of apartheid had

embodied an ethical defence of separate development, as the inviolable right of each ethnic group. Whites,

led politically by Afrikaners, were said to bear a moral obligation to bestow and preserve this right on the

part of Indians, Coloureds and the various ethnic groupings. (See, Adam and Gilomee 1979: chapter four)

Apartheid was vaunted as the only moral-Christian course for South African politics. The right of whites

to national self-determination (manifest historically as white economic and political supremacy) was God-

given, and any move towards political or social integration with other ethnic groups was morally

indefensible.

The ideology of apartheid was historically and conceptually bound up with that of Afrikaner Nationalism.

Afrikaners were depicted as the rightful purveyors of the white man's moral and political mission. In

claiming this moral prerogative of undiluted power, the Afrikaner "volk" legitimated its drive towards

national unity which would enable it to win and exercise such power. (See Adam and Gilomee 1979:

chapter four) The apartheid model portrayed the individual as a social being who finds fulfillment only in

a community. The mdividual was seen to have no rights while the volk had a goo-given right to exist,

Whatever rights the individuals enjoyed were derived from the collectivity, Gregor observes that
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Apartheid as a theoretics; .ystem is distinguished from other ideologies only when the
collectivity with which the individual is identified is specified Leninism originally
identified that collectivity a.1I the economic class. Fascism identified that collectivity as
the nation-state. Apartheid, on the other hand, has identified that community as the
historically constituted volk. (cited in Gilomee and Schlemmer 1989; 41)

The political order that the Nationalists constructed after 1948 was aimed at enhancing Afrikaner

nationalism by entrenching white political control in South Africa, Through apartheid Afrikaners

governed not only themselves. but also all other groups in society. Apartheid "granted" 36 others that

which one group (the Afrikaner) demanded for itself. This argument was made by both religious leaders

and by secular intellectuals.

By the mid~1960's Nationalists were expressing the ethic of "grant onto others" in grandiloquent terms

The Afrikaners mission as a "mature volk" was seen to be the rescue of other demoralised volke. This

mission would be completed only if other voIke and communities had accepted self-determination, which

included complete independence. In the formulation of this ideology the Nationalist Party took on the

status as the central force "granting" such separate freedoms.s? These "granted" freedoms often took on a

very repressive form. In Verwoerd's view it was only logical to remove the African representatives from

parliament. He said in 1959

The Native Representatives cannot be retained because they are declared enemies of the
this policy of emancipation. What they say in Parliament is not so important, but it IS

because of the access they have to the Natives. and the ['wLtlS they have acquired to
create the wrong impressions in the mind: of the Bantu masses, to try to dissuade them
from the process of growing independence, that they should be: deprived of this
opportunity to abuse their position. (Verwoerd HAD, 1959, col. 6237, cited in Gilomee
and Schlemmer 1989: 98)

36 Apartheid gave expression to the Christian ethic of 'grant onto others" that which one demanded for oneself.

37TItlelogic ofverwoerdian apartheid in so far as it constituted an attempt to imbue different parts of
society with the same character was totalitarian. At the very heart of the apartheid project lay the intent to
define every part of South African society in terms of its contribution to the grand project of verwoerdian
apartheid. The National Party believed that it occupied a privileged position in determining the character
of society. This single organ was seen to constitute the leading social force around which other forces had
to gather in order to receive "freedom".
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Verwoerd was quite blatant about his view that other races were not part of the South African nation.

Coloured people were not allowed to participate in !.be referendum 00 the que$tion (.If Sooth Africa

becoming a republic in 1960. Verwoerd said a year later:

Let me be very clear about this: when I talk of tI:lc nation, I talk of the white people of
South Africa. (Verwoerd 1960, cited in Gilomee and Schlemmer '89: 98)

In 1965 he argued that South Africa was a white state despite the resistance of other groups. A National

Party pamphlet entitled itApartheid and Guardianship" clearly spelt out the privileged status of the white

National party in society:

The right ofili!" Non-European to exist and to develop is acknowledged, but apart from
and under the guidance of the European. (cited in Gilomee and Schlemmer 1989: 96)

The Nationalist Party's status as the "grantor" of freedom and the "donor" of the form of South African

society translated itself into different forms of political oppression. On the one hand the Nationalist Party

did not conceal the jackboot. Black activists and whites who supported them were subjected to political

intimidation and physical violence. Hea vy penalties, including bannings and house arrests were imposed

for lion-violent, passive resistance to apartheid measures ..Opponents were subjected to police surveillance

and harassment, to possible loss of joos and, for Africans, endorsement out of the urban areas.

But there were also a range if "hidden" controls which displayed the same features as the so-called social

contracts in "post-totalltarian" regimes. One of the hallmarks of Nationalist party rule was the vast

network of bureaucratic controls, which bore heaviest on Africans but affected other groups as well. The

most important controls were the pass laws, governing not only African mobility, but also access to jobs,

housing and the right tc have their families live with them, thus giving officials immense power over the

basic requirements of existence. A large network of informers ensured that they could be used against the

government's opponents. These control intimidated and demoralised people and acted as a deterrent from

stepping out of line. Another deterrent was the prospect of lengthy and costiy court cases, such as the four-
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year treason trial. involving 156 leading opposition member (including whites). The expansion of the role

and powers of the state gave officials a more subtle range of pressures which could be sued on Colaurcds,

Indians and Uth;t·s. Coloured and Indians needed official a'lJp1'OWllfor housing and buSiness. These

hidden forms of control ensured the compliance of most Blacks and Whites. The police and armed forces

were seldom required, and did not during this period grow as fast as the bureaucracy. Indirect coercion

was the major control mechanism. (See, for example, Adam and Gilomee 1979b) As Adam pointed out in

his 1971 overview of opposition.

to stay out of trouble has now become the major overall attitude of most Africans and the
political consequences of this way out have to be taken into account. (Adam 1971: 47)

Thus, in the 1960's the dichotomy was in place: an the one hand, the National Party constructing its

identity as the sole "grantor" offreedom inside the party and, on the other hand, a disbelieving, but largely

acquiescent "outside" society bound to the ruling party through a set of overt and hidden controls.

Civil Society and Opposition

So far we have argued that apartheid state intervention constituted an attempt to permanently occupy the

"place of power" and to suppress the emergence of any independent initiatives with the potential to

threaten the apartheid project. Nonetheless, opposition to the apartheid state did emerge. The political

identity of this opposition was not always straightforward. It was made up of competing conceptions of

democracy vis-a-Vis the identity of the will of the people.

While the complex social develoj"ment in South Africa riefies strict categorisation, we suggest, following

Weigle and Butterfield's characterisation of civil society's development in Central Europe that there were

four stages in tile ongoing development of civil society. Firstly, defensive. in which 'private individuals

and independent groups actively or passively defended their autonomy vis-a-vis the apartheid regime;

secondly, emergent, in which independent groups or movements sought limited goals in a widened public
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sphere which was sanctioned or conceded by the reforming apartheid regime; thirdly, mobilisations], in

which independent groups or movements undermined the legitimacy of the apartheid regime by offering

alternative forms of' governance to a politicised society; and fourthly, institutional, ill which publicly

supported leaders enacted laws guaranteeing autonomy of social action, leading to a contractual

relationship between state and society regulated eventually by free and fair elections. (See Weigle and

Butterfield 1992: 1)

The :tirst "defensive" phase, in which individuals and independent groups actively or passively defended

their autonomy vis-a-vis the state lasted until the early 1970's. When the Union of South Africa was

formed in 1910, its Constitution excluded all Blacks from parliament and denied most of them the right to

vote. During the first period of black protest, from 1912 through the 1940's Africans relied mainly on

tactics that fell within the law. Convinced that whites would respond to persuasion, African leaders used

petitions, deputations, and resolutions to lobby for their rights. If their tactics were moderate, so were their

goals. Africans were willing to accept a qualified franchise for those who could pass a;> .ion" test.

However, even these modf:rate aims were rebuffed. The land acts of 1913 and 1936 sharply limited the

places where Africam could live or own property. Africans were removed from the common voters' role in

Cape Province in 1936. (For an overview of this period, see Karis and. Carter 1972, 1973, 1977, Lodge

1983) In 1948 th~National party was voted into power with the promise of apartheid - a system of greater

racial separation. At the time a younger generation of African nationalists was gaining popularity within

the ANC. ~imilar in background to the middle-class professionals who create-d the ANC in 1912, these

younger activists were impatient with moderate tactics and the failure of ~b.eANe to develop into a mass

movement. Under pressure by this grouping, the ANC adopted a programme of African nationalism and

mass action in 1949. This gave rise to the defiance campaign of 1952, a nation-wide civil disobedience

movement which saw mere than 8000 Africans and their allies going to jail for defying apartheid laws.

But the: campaign lapsed before it had broken down the laws dividing the races. New repressive laws were

passed. including the sweeping Suppression Of Communism Act and others limiting demonstrations and

meetings. (For a full description of this period see Gerhart 19""g ,:hl,l ,;',;i;ti l';A~1) In 1956 the
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government brought treason charges against 156 opposition leaders. Although the trial eventually ended

in the acquittal of the defendants. it crippled the activities of the ANC and its allies, the Indian Congress

movement and Commnnist Party of South Africa which had been formally banned in 1950. (Gerhart

1978, esp. chapters 5 and 6, Lodge 1983)

In 1959-1960 the Communist Party resurfaced as an independent political entity after almost a decade of

subterranean ilfc,.baving changed its name to the South African Communist Party (SACP.) The first issue

of African Communist emerged in October 1959 and a leaflet in 1960 announced the re-emergence of the

party in South Africa. It disavowed the old "united front" 38 tactics of Congress as inappropriate in the

revolutionary situation now said to be confronting South Africa. It now gave prominence to socialist goals

and the leading role of the working class in the national detnocratic revolution. The 1959 African

Communist wrote of "the liberating spirit of communism" in Africa and "the proletariat as the most

advanced class", since it alone would to the end against imperialism while the middle classes would like

to compromise and accept minor concessions which will leave the masses little better off. It was necessary

that the united front be led by the working class and that workers be organised not only in their own trade

unions but also politically in their own party. (For an overview of this rupture of the SACP's overall

orientation see Fine and Davies 1990: 208-211) The Party argued that the winning of political

independence was only the "first" phase and that "the revolution must continue to wipe out all remnants of

colonialism, including economic backwardness, in order to attain complete independence. In its 1962

programme, The Road to South African Freedom, the SACP spelt out the new revolutionary direction it

had taken. Apartheid was analysed as a "'""'eCialform of colonialism" designed to enforce the "maximum

exploitation of labour" on behalf of the "monopolists" who are "the real power in South Africa". TIle state

was characterised as moving "towards the pattern of fascism: an open. terrorist dictatorship" in which

almost every "legal channel is closed". (See Fine and Davies 1990: 210) This type of political strategy

subsumed the associations of civil society to its own centralised project, the revolutionary overthrow of the

state. It opposed attempts to refortn apartheid from below or to develop the popular organisations of civil

38 See,forexampleLodge1983: 188-199
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society except in so far as they fed into the armed revolutionary struggle. This bttategy was not just a

revolutionary strategy, but a revolutionism which counterpoised itself to civil society. Confounding the

general question of reform with the top-down model of reform pursued. in the previous period, this

strategy ended up rejecting all partial reforms, ali particular campaigns, all negotiations with the state and

all participation in official bodies. In its theoretical aspect it explained apartheid as a specific fonn of

capitalist state based on the super-exploitatlon of black labour and incorporation of white labour. It

formulated the relationship between apartheid and capital in a functionalist mode, analysing the dynamics

of apartheid by reference to the needs and interests of capital alone in isolation from the contested terrain

of popular struggle. (See, for example, Johnstone 1970, Legassick 1975, Trapido 1911, Wolpe 1970) This

strategy can be seen to have been predicated on the Marxist conception of the superiority of proletarian

democracy over bourgeois democracy and its doctrine of procedural, institutional political contestation.

During the repressive period of the 1960's opponents of the apartheid state either utilised the limited

structures of expression tolerated by the state or turned to underground activity. Deciding that their only

choice was to submit or to fight, members of the ANC and their Communist allies turned to armed

struggle and formed Umkhontc We Siswe (Spear of the Nation). It focused its attacks on elements of the

economic infrastructure and symbols of the state. On July 11 security police captured Umkhonto leaders at

their headquarters in Rivonia, a white suburb of Johannesburg. ANC leaders including Nelson Mandela

were sentenced to life imprisonment. By the mid-1960's the government had not only uprooted most of the

underground but had also demoralised the entire radical opposition. (See Lodge 1983: 231-255)

In the second "emergent" phase in the 1960's social groups or movements sought limited goals in a wider

public sphere which was sanctioned by the reforming apartheid state. (See, for example Pose11984) This

stage lasted from the early 1970's to the early 1980's. A fresh generation of politicised African, Indian and

Coloured students gave birth to a new doctrine and organisation of resistance in the late 1960's and early

1970's. They spread a doctrine of "black consciousness", which like the Africanism of the PAC, rejected

claims for whites in the liberation struggle. In December 1968 Af..ican and Indian students formed the
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South African Students' Organisation (SASO) with Steve Biko as its president. According 10 SASO it was

necessary to liberate blacks from their own attitudes of inferiority and subservience before political rights

could be achieved. Black consciousness also established a following in black theological sel'l'linaties and in

the black communities though the black People's Convention. BPC which was launched in 1972. (See

Pityana, Ratnphele, Mptunlwana and Wilson (eds.) 1991.) During this period au attempt was made to

build the foundations of an independent civil society by carving out a realm of autonomy for opposition

movements. The government, however. cnteked down on the black consciousness movement in March

1973 with the banning of Biko and seven o'ilier leaders. By late 1977 it looked as though the black

consciousness movement had been crushed. Biko was killed in detention in September 1977, and in the

same month the government banned nineteen black consciousness organisations. In early 1973, at the

time of the crackdown on the black consciousness movement, a series of strikes broke out in Durban.

Three years later discontent with the system of education for Africans erupted in 1976, when students in

SOWETO organised a protest against the introduction of Afrikaans as the medium of instruction in

African secondary schools. After a decade of apathy the SOWETO student uprisings roused much

opposition. The protests revealed the ruthlessness of the government yet 3150 s,howed its vulnerability.

Once the 1976 uprising had been quelled" both the South African state and its opponents embarked on

complementary efforts at pragmatism. The idealism and emotionalism of Black Consciousness were

gradually replaced by a variety of popular organisations established by local activists. Eager to encourage

this turn-away from mass militancy, the state did not hinder the development of these local organisations

and also relaxed regulations controlling the legal growth of trade unions, The Wiehahn Commission's

findings set out a new industrial relations framework which gave the unions more space to organise.

Civil Society Opposition During the 1980's

In the space provided by star reforms during the late 1970's, Charterist leaders formed the United

Democratic Front (UDF) in 19&3and secured international donations to co-ordinate local initiatives. The

formation of the UDF initiated the third phase in the ongoing developmert of civil society. It was a
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mobilisational one in which independent groups or movements undermined the legitimacy of the state by

offering altern.ative forms of governance to a political society. This phase was captured in slogans such as

"ungovel'Mhility,,39. DUling this pbase new tactics took hold. Student, consumer, and 'Voter boycotts,--.._._._._--

ID!$SS ~ons. national MstayawayS" from work, and the gr jwth of trade union power - both in the

~ ad l!II m adjunct to eormnunity-based action -rendered apartheid unworkable and forced the

~ to seek new political solutions. Despite several states of emergency black political

~~l3$ ~ stronger than at any tittle in South Africa's modern history. (l-or an overview of

~ dmmg the 1980's see, for example, Lodge and Nasson (eds.) 1992, Marx 1992) It was during

t:1I6s phue that 'civil society' began to represent a more stable democratic challenge. Whereas before the

~es between state and civil society had been amorphous insofar they lacked institutional

~ and opposition was easily crushed, during this plise !position movements began to build

concrete oppositional centres that fundamentally challenged the centrality of the Nationalist party. Even

in the face of harsh resistance independent opposition movements persisted in art'culating and attaining

independent goals. As opposition became more adept at publicising its aims and reaching a wider

audience, its goals became increasingly far-reaching. Opposition movements began to associate their goals

with changes in the entire system, including a fundamental reformulation of their objectives vis-a-vis: the

apartheid regime.

A central feature of civil society opposition during the 1980's was the logic of showdown with the centrally

organised powerful state apparatus and a belief that the fundamental contradiction of the system was embodied

in the oppc sing interests of the ruling elite and society at large. The revolt in the mid-1980's heightened the

conflict in South Africa, promoting a euphoric belief among many opposition leaden: and their followers that

39 During this phase resistance was often couched in "us" and "them" tenus, tenus which suggested an artificial
polarisation of society into two relatively homogenous camps. Inmany cases theorists in this vein consciously drew on
Lenin"s concept of "dual power", and whilst they continually stressed the importai., ~ of struggles wages within civil
society, at both local and national levels, this was simply seen as a means to build up an alternative power base
through which to overthrow tile state. In no sense did they acknowledge the independent and irreducible identity of
the various actors 'within civil society. or regard the separation between these spheres as having anything other than
tactical significance, For the most part. the political projects endorsed by these thinkers focused almost exclusively on
the role of the state in articulating social change. (See, for example, Fine 1993)
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tbe apartheid regime was on the verge of collapse. Responding to the spontaneous rniltr.ncy in the townships,

the organisations of the popular classes counterpoised to the state's reform process a strategy of

"ungovernability". The ideology of "people's power" together with the strategy of "ungovernability" (the

struggle for "iiberated people's zones" which the state was unable to penetrate), was Wed (In the belief that

South African society was entering a period during which "dual power" was possible. As advocated in a

significant speech by Zwelakhe Sisulu to the NECC in 1986, unbridled "ungovernability" was to be moderated

by the development of alternative governance structures that could exercise "people's power" in the short term

and provide the basis for more forma; democratie governance iiI the long term. UDF activists were not so

naive as to believe that the state would cede local power to such popular structures, but they did believe that

state power could be offset, if not replaced in the liberated zones of townships that the local authorities had

been unable to control. By further engaging local popular control, the Charterists sought to achieve a form of

"dual power" which anticipated the final victory.

The notion of "dual power" can be seen to have had its roots in has its roots in the classical Marxist and

Leninist conception of the transition l.O socialism in which the Paris Commune is held up as a model of how

power can be "seized" under the ·.......tatorship of the proletariat", Democracy was closely with the destiny of a

specific social actor. This was expressed by a contributor to New Era, a publication affiliated with the Cape

Town UDF:

Democracy means, in the first instance, the ability of the broad working masses to participate in and to control a
democracy, not some liberal. pluralistic debating society notion of a "thousand schools contending. {quoted in L

The notion of "dual Prwer" found resonance in many public utterances of the leaders of the UDF. In a

prominent position paper presented at an IDASA Conference in 1987, UDF Acting National Publicity

Secretary Murphy Morobe said that "few weapons are more powerful than mass participation and unity in

action against the common enemy". (Morobe 19&7:10)
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In August 1987 the four-year-old UDF officially adopted the Freedom Charter. The Charter as a

"comprehensive political programme" indicated the UDF's leadership's confidence that "the Front, through its

correct lint, has become the only viable political home for those in the legal opposition movement who stand

for genuine change". (quoted in Marx 1992: 177) Initially the UDF bad been intended as a vehicle to bring

together differen; strands of opposition to the constitutional reforms and it had not defined it~ ideology

precisely. It had professed a "catchall" character and its loose suucture had provided promise of considerable

political diversity. The initial statements of tile UDF were usually limited to a few key principles J,' -aded to

unite a broad social spectrum, "from workers to studests, from priests to businessmen, Nyanga to Chatsworth,

to SOWETO to Elsie's River". (See Lodge and,Nasson 1988: 129) The organisation cl'p;>ortt;dthe nun-racial

"unity of all people", "a government based on the will of the people", and a "willingness to work together"

despite "different approaches to the problems that confront us". Initially, then, the strategic aim was to ~,}tiC'.'~

wide-spread consolidation against the system and its ruling elite in and throug'r a non-specific pcjlular

alliance against the apartheid system,

In time though, the politics of the struggle against racial domination was geared towards the establishment of

a unified and collective subject under the ideological leadership of a specific strand of opposition politics, The

adoption of the Freedom Charter asserted the predominance of -l,arterist ideology within the UDF. The

adoption of the Freedom Charter symbolised the centralisation of the movement under its national leadership

and the reduced space for the accommodation of alternative views. Despite diversity within the Charterist

camp40 the overall eirect of the adoption of Freedom Charter was that the UDF seemed to claim to represent

the sole legitimate form of internal opposition, Many Charterists agreed with Zwelakhe Sisulu that "the

masses believe in hegemony, unlike the intellectuals, clinging to their own power and ideas". (quoted in Marx

40 Interpretation of the Charter's meanings and programme implications varied considerably within the Fronts formal
leadership and intelligentsia. Lodge argues t.hut three distinct tendencies were discernible, On the right were the .,.,iddle-
class nationalists, who oftei, came from the older generation or politicians. Their ranks included the clerro •. social
notables, and professionals whose Ieadership had compensated for the absence of organised opposition in tilt; aftermath of
the 1979uprising. In the centre were the national democrats, who supported the ANClSouth African Communist Party's
view of a "popular democratic revolution" with a strategically submerged long-term socialist objective. To the left were
the socialists, whose prime concern was that the working class should articulate and work toward its own objectives
within any political alliance of which it was Iipart. (See Lodgeand Nssson (eds.) 1991: 129)
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1992: 177) The Charterists increasingly r~erred to themselves as the "sole progressive movement" and later

as the "mass democratic movement", At the 1987 CO~ATU Congress the most direct assertion of the Freedom

Charter as the only legitimate political orien ...tion for the opposi LOn movement carne from a guest speaker

Pete~Mokaba. the then president of the South Africr:'l Youth Congress, He argued that the political debl.te

was not

between those fot socia1iktU and those against ...Those who stand for the adoption of the
Preedom Charter are also those who are committed to the socialist transformation of the
Sooth Afriam society ...The argument between those calling for 1:ht: Freedom Charter
and those calling for a Workers Chartet is a'>out nothing else but the South African
route and methodi to reach socialism. No socialism can be created in South Africa by
ignoring the plight of the colonially oppressed black communities, The Freedom Charter
remains the only programme that correctly represents the. transitional post-apartheid
society. (quoted in Baskin 1991: 218)

These centralising teneencies were, at le8,:t in part, nurtured by the specific conception of democracy

underlying the Charter'S political orientation. The history of the Freedom Charter is closely bound up with the

political doctrine of "national democracy" or "national democratic struggle", the official doctrine of the ANC

and the UDF during the 1980's. The idea of national democracy is based on the notion that a people fighting

colonial or racial oppression bas a right to national self-determination, expressed in South Africa in the

demand for nonracial IW'\iority rule in a unitary state. It is widely held on the South African left that racial

oppression inSouth Africa is best understood when considered as an instance of colonial oppression. L ecause

the South African case differs in some significant respects from other instances of colonialism the term

"C;...;'onialismofa special type" (CST) is used by subscribers of this view. The crux oithe theory is an analysis

of South Afri(.;a's social realities as a system of internal colonialism, or "eolonlalis-a of a special type". The

theory of CST was fully enunciated. and adopted as official policy ~r the South African Communist party in

1962. Its central tenets were arrived at "by the end of the 1940's", and adumbrated in the Central Committee

report to the 1950 CPSA conference. That report argued that "the distinguishing feature of South Africa is

that it combines the characteristics of both an imperialist state and a colony with.i.n a single, indivisible
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geographical, political and economic entity". (Davies et sl: 1984). By 1962, the CST position bad been

expanded into a major theoretical statement.

The CST thecQ' .!ISferts that race domination and oppression have their roots deep in South African history,

and developed !nto their present extreme form in the era of monopoly capitalism. thus South Africa combines

the worst feAtures both of imperialism and colonialism in a single national boundary, The indigenous

ptI~n experiences the features c~ a colony: national oppression, poverty, exploitation, and political

rigbtlessnl!!Ss. This fosters a strong national identity. (The SACP held that there were no acute or antagonistic

class divisions among the African people.) From this it followed that the party's immediate task was to fight

for the nationa1liOeration 6f ~ .~"colonised" people, and for the ;"~uUnmentof a national democratic revolution

which would overthrow the colonial state and white supremacy and establish an independent state of national

democmGY. The revolution was thus conceived of as having distinct stages: the first for a natiow democ.:atic

state, to be followed by an advance to socialism. (Bundy 1989: pp 3-4) The CST analysis holds that there can

be no direct transition to socialism in South Africa. A "national democratic state" must be traversed before

socialism can be constructed.

The theory of national democratic revolution was first developed by Soviet and allied Marxists in an attempt

to deal with problems confronting the struggle for socialism in specifically colonial societies. The term

"national democracy" introduced a new theoretical matrix vis-a-vis the specific development of capitslism in

societies with colonial legacies. The term 'was introduced in order to characterise ex-colonial (and dependent)

countries engaged in a non-capitalist path of development in opposition to imperialism and towards national

autonomy. The specific development strategy associated with the term "national democracy" was identified as

an example of a oon-capitalist road towards socialism, and social formations engaged on such a path of

development were conceived of as "transitional social structures" which were neither capitalist nor socialist.

(Hudson. 1986: 11-23) In such countries, the strategic implications of this novel conception suggested that

local communist parties should not aim immediately at socialist transformation. Rather, they should look
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towards the building of a national democracy aimed at establishing conditions for an eventual transition to

socialism. (Hudson 1986:1~i·20)

The theory of national democracy can be seen to separate out programmes for democracy and socialism. For

Glaser this separation suggests not only the possibility of an abandonment of socialist commitments, but

equally seriously raises the danger of a second stage, a stage of transition to socialism, bereft of the civil

liberties and democratic rights envisaged for the st8te of national democracy. There exists, in other words, the

danger, that 0.1CC a first: stage of c1aucnal democracy, with its guarantees of liberties and pluralism, has been

completed, a second stage will be commenced under the aegis of a single entrenched vanguard party, fused

with the state and dominating civi' s ciety. National democracy would then be superseded by some "higher"

from of democracy, such as proletarian democracy. (See Glaser 1992: 107-109)

The stage of national democracy is viewed as a definite stage in the overall development of society, which for

Marx is based on the necessary movement from. rapitalism to communism with socialism intervening as a

transitional t'.hase. Despite its specificity the stage of national democracy is nonetheless inserted into an

overall teleological conception of the movement from capitalist to communism. As such it remains embedded

in tile orthodox Marxist conceptions of democracy as a substantive form of society. Democracy is not

indeterminate. Democracy is dependent on the overall movement from capitalism to communism and hence

has its origins in a pre-determined conception of the overall form of society. There is thus a more

authoritarian subdiscourse within national democracyl-. It is a discourse that stresses the homogeneity and

collective wills of the peoples and the centrality of nation-building. Glaser argues that this discourse

sometimes stresses collective at the expense of individual rights and treats dissent as alien and divisive. It may

41 At the same time, there can be seen to exist a democratic component within the strategy of national democracy. Its
democratic components lies in its call for equal citizenship and rule through popular consent. In other words, this
component believes in the idea that all citizens -irrespective of racial, ethnic, national, language, religious of cultural
backgrounds and irrespective of social class - have a formally equal claim within It polity created in the name of national
democracy, In principle at least a government of national democracy is more likely to enjoy legitimacy with its subjects
and tc give expression to popular aspirations in some broad sense. It is this democratic component that is often stressed by
those who defend the birategy of national democracy as the most applicable strategy for democratisation, (See, for
example, Cronin 1987, Glaser 1992)
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be used to imply that a particular national-liberation movement is synonymous with the wpeople", their "sole

and au1hetttic" representative, the embodiment of their collective interest and will. (Glaser 1992: 106-107)

T.b.us, to the e:dcnt that these matters were debated inUDF opposition c1.tclesthe Freedom Charter seemed

to my 00 the concept of national democracy as held by the SACP, outlined above. In our view these can

heau to have been inserted into a classical mandst cooceptual matrix based On a teleological transition

to ~ wmci1, in tum, gives C"':~1!!nceto at non-pluralist conceptions of "proletarian democracy" as

the cliIi:1ax of c1emocracy.

The Debate on 'Civil SOCiety' from 1990..1993

The fourth, so-called "institutional" phase, in which publicly supported '...aders enact laws guaranteeing

autonomy of social action, leading to a contractual relationship between state and society regulated

eventually by free elections, began in February 1990 when the government unbanned the ANC and a

range of other political organisations. It was during this period iliat the term 'civil society' gained

prominence in the opposition's discourse on democracy.

The resurgence of the civil society\state distinction in South Africa from 1990 onwards was largely

propelled by post-February 1990 events. It expressed the wide-spread conviction that there was no

purchase in the idea of one-party government, ~": conflation of state and civil society, the denial of civil

and political rights in the name of economic development. It referred to the empowerment of a range of

grass-roots organisations ~ trade unions, civic associations, rural committees, women's and youth groups,

student movements, etc. which were to be independent of the state. The emphasis was on these social

movements retaining or obtaining autonomy from whatever political party h. in power, being able to push

the state from below for beneficial social changes and nurturing the seeds of democracy, civil rights and

tolerance in their own sphere of activity.
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From 1990-1993 many South African commentators concentrated on the r.eparateness of civil society from

the state. and stressed the need to "democratise" the relationship and to avoid an excessive reliance on the

post-apartheid state as a guarantor for democracy in the future. (See. for example Copelyn 1998, Friedman

199a, Swilling 1991) They focused their attention on the capacity of opposition movements to generate

change and Ndemocratise" civil society. In one of the post-1990 debates on independence, for example,

John Copelyn, a representative from the South African Clothing And Textile Workers Union (SACfWU),

argued that trade unions needed to build an independent institutional base in society in order to guarantee

their independence from both political organisatioos and the state. According to Copelyn, the state should

not be viewed as the crucial institution for transforming the quality of life of workers. Instead, greater

emphasis should be given to independent organisations of civil society (like the trade unions) to serve as 8

check. on the state and as a basis for the building of a democratic society. In locating the unions' role in an

independent civil society, Copelyn defined union independence as firstly, the capacity for dissent against

the state, and secondly, the ability of the union movement to limit the powers of the state. In his view,

Whether the government is prepared to tolerate union opposition to its programmes and
policies is what makes the government a democratic one. What makes the union
movement t 1independent one, however, is whether it is prepared to risk the anger of
the governm.nt in the pursuit of its members mandate. (see Copelyn 1991a: 27)

Copelyn emphasised the oppositional relevance of social actors. They were the nexus point of the

democratic challenge. As such Copelyn's view stood in direct contrast to more orthodox Mar,:ist

interpretations of 'chi! society'. Nzimande and Sikhosana, for example, argued that "an argument for a

'civil society' mdependent of the state cannot be theoretically sustained because it obscures the

fundamental role of the state in bringing about democracy". (Nzimande and Sikhosana 1992: 10). Re-

affirming classical Marxism's assertion of the state as a necessary servant of the bourgeoisie, they argued

that

the theoretical strength of Marxism and perhaps its scientificity lies precisely in having
ex-posed that the state in capitalist social formations is the political expression of
relations in 'civil society'. Marxism also exposed the fact that the separation between
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'civil society' and the state is largely an ideological one that hides the true character and
source of exploitation and oppression in capitalist social formation. (Nzimande and
Sikhosana 1992: 12)

In insisting on the fusion between cMI society and the state, Nzimallde and Sikhosana re-aff'irmeti the

classical Marxist conception of the state according to which the state is simply an instrument of class

struggle. Their underlying conception of democracy can be seen to have entailed a view of the "place of

power" as permanently occupied by a single social force, the proletariat.

In contrast to Nzimande and Sikhosana other strands in the Iiterature concentrated on questions of social

diversity and heterogeneity. These writers believed that the new social movements could potentially form

a "post-modem" civil society characterised by social heterogeneity, conflict and by a broadening of the

area of tolerance, formal human rights and civil and political liberties. These writers highlighted the,

possible detrimental effects of a hegemonic political culture in which civil society is closed, non-pluralist,

homogenous, naturally harmonious and conflict-free. (See Friedman 1991, Glaser 1991 and Nina 1992)

Simkins, for example, argued that,

where street committees got off the ground in the townships in the 1984-1986 period,
two things seemed to have happened: either broader political affiliations were ignored,
or more frequently and in contravention of freedom of association, a political grouping
exercised control over an area and prevented supporters of its rivals from entering the
local arena. (see Simkins 1988: 30)

In the same vein Friedman argued that whilst opposition movements were relatively successful in

establishing a separate "sphere" for non-state activities in their struggle against the totalitarian 'impulses'

of the apartheid state, they nonetheless posited a conception of a future civil society defined solely by the

boundaries of these particular political organisations and social movements. As he put it,

in both activist rhetoric and theoretical writing, the gap between proclaiming social
movements as important elements and asserting that they are that SOCietyare perilously
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thin. Th..e discourse suggests that the entire range of interests and values within civil
society may be represented by particular organisations ....pluralism is thus used to defeoo
not a divtrsity of interests and values within civil society but a pluralism between civil
society and the st'!te, both of which ate seen as vehic1et of on< ;olitical tradition ... the
result is to legitimise a new liSsault on pluralism. inwhich the rotalising "people's state"
has, amoeba; .~~ split into two e1em..:ttts. "state" and 'civil society'; democracy consists
of debate and contest ~ them and. within them - but not between th~ and the rest
ohcciety. (See Friedman 199b: 10)

In chapter four we eX.8.1l1i.'1ethe ways in which the 'civil society' debate impacted on the democratic

discourse of COgATU from 1990-1993.

Conclusion

In this chapter we have argued that Verwoerdian Apartheid rule during the 1960's had attempted to

entrench white political control in South Africa and to repress civil society. (See, for example, Adam and

Gilomee 1979, Gilomee and Schlemmer 1989) It constituted an attempt to permanently OCCllJ)y the "place

of power" and to suppress the emergence of any independent initiatives with the potential to threaten the

apartheid project. Against this background the struggles of the Charterist opposition during the 1980's

represented an attempted restoratto« of civil society. At the same time the political identity of this

opposition can be seen to have involved a conception of democracy predicated more on the assumptions of

proletarian democracy as opposed 10 those of a pluralist conception of democracy. Such was the nature of

the Charterist opposition, that, when sufficiently pressed on the issue of which 'democracy' - proletarian

or procedural - it endorsed, the 'proletarian' would have been selected over the 'procedural'. In the next

chapter we argue that there emerged in the ranks of the FOSATU unions of the late 191\J's a conception of

democracy at odds with the one we have attributed to the Charterist tradition.
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CHAPTER THREE: THE INDEPENDENT UNIONS OF l!HE 1970'S

Ii
I,'

The emergeooe of trade unionism in the 1970's maiked the beginning of a new cycl~ inthe ongoing

i'~t of South .Aftica'i civil society. The new lmiQUS of the 1970's concentrated on building their

OWU organi&1iti<CIW~ in the corte:xt of a 'Widened public sphere. They sought to overcome the

divOIrce of ~ and poIitia; by relating demands for a workplace "rule of law" to normal issues of

pay pd ccmditiooos. To a large extent the unions' strategy to acquire power was based on a doctrine of
"wor_ eonttol. 'I1II.is doob; ne was based on the notion of participatory democracy which emphasised

accamtability of~· 'to members, open debate, grass-roots participation in decision-m.aldng and
\\
.\
\.

union ~ from national political movements. The institutional expression of this democratic

doot:rinc came in the form of shop steward councils which provided the unions with independent

iIlstitutiooal footings in.civil society. In this chapter it will be argued that the principles of democratic

worker control, albeit not always consistently implemented, became a crucial characteristic by which

FOSATU affiliated unions in particular distinguished themselves from other unions. FOSATU unions

were animated by an impliedly democratic "logic (\f institutionalised pluralism" in contrast to the

Congress-aligned unionism of SACTU in the 1r SO'swhich ca.' be seen to have been predicated on a

proletarian conception of democracy. Although there seems to be evidence thai. there existed (at least

some) support within the ranks ofFOSATIJ ofa form of workers' control more easily reconcilable WIth

proletarian than pluralist democracy, the nature of FOSATU was such, that, when sufficiently pressed (In

the issue of which 'democracy' - proletarian or procedural - it endorsed, the procedural would have been•
selected over the proletarian. Taken in the round the various features ofFOSATU - the doctrine ofworker

control, its independence and its relation with the state - can be viewed as in~d.ependent elements

belonging to the same complex.. democracy. They exhibit properties congruentwith a conception of

democracy as indeterminate and procedural and, as such, stand in a relation of affinity to a fully blown

democratic project as defined throughout in my thesis.
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The Emergence of Cndependent Unio"'s in the 1970'5

In the 1950's the state introduced an industrial relations system designed to exclude the African labour

force from collective bargaining and negotiating power. It controlled the movem~t of workers and the

allocation of their labour by means of influx control laws and the labour bureaux system, job reservation

42 and the denial of the right to vote. The pass laws were tightened and new controls reserved all skilled

labour for other races. African workers were relegated to unskilled manual work and they could only work

legally if they accepted a job offered by a government official. They were easily replaced and the tightens,

pass laws increased the risk of losing a job43. African unions could not use official channels to influence

their members' WP'~:"s.- three laws passed between 1953 and 1956 cut them offfrom any direct say in the

official machinery which set minimum African pay. The 1953 Bantu Labour (Settlement of Disputes) Act

was designed Specifically to cripple Mrican unions. The new law Installed government officials, Dantu

Labour Officers, .ar African workers' only representatives to employers and the wage board. The board

could now deal with the labour officers instead of unions and the new officials spent most of their time

helping employers keep African unions at bay. (See, for example, Homer 1976, Lambert 1983, Lewis

1981, Roux 1964)

The limitations the Nationalist Party placed on the unions severely curtailed their independence. As a

result of these restrictions the unions aligned themselves closely with wider political movements. SACW.

right from its inception, became part of the Congress Alliance and participated actively in the mass

political campaigns of the 1950's. SACTU members often formed a considerable proportion of members m

42 The industrial colour bar had its origins in the mining industry. The Mines and Works Act of 1911 as amended in
1926 excluded Africans from specific occupations. The act remained in operation throughout the 1970's. The Bantu
Building Workers Act of 1951 curtailed the employment of Africans in skilled occupations in the building industry in
urban areas other than African townships. The:job reservation clause section 77 of the Lldustrial Conciliation Act of
1956 made explicit provision for the reservation of work for members of different population groups. In 1971 26 job
reservations preserving certain occupations exclusively for whites were in force, but the shortage of skilled labour led
to a slight relaxation and at the end of 1975 24 were in force.

43 See our earlier discussion on the "post-totalitarian" social contract in chapter two.
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ANC branches. Friedman has argued that SACTU was a "captive of the nationalists" and that it

concentrated ott wider political issues to the detriment of building up its own resources on the factory-

floor. SACTU became a me:.e accessory to the wider .natiooa1 liberation struggle. It functioned as a

transmission belt conveying nationalist politics to the working class. (Friedman i937: 26) 44 Fine and

Davies have taken Friedman's argument further by arguing that SACTU's unionism was not merely

"political", but it also embraced a definite kind of political orientmor" one that was influenced by t!:o~

Communist Party and oriented towards the Congress tradition. According to them

a battle was fought out between those who sought to use SACTU as a springboard for
building working class orientation in Congress and those who sought to construct a
mass base for nationalist politics through the medium of SACTU ...The problem lay not
in the subordination of economics to politics, but in the substance of the politics that
prevailed. (Fine and Davies 1990: 10)

In time SACTU's political orientation became heavily influenced by Communist Party politics. The Party's

political strategy can be seen to have opposed attempts to reform apartheid from below or to develop the

popular organisations of civil society except in so far as they fed into the armed revolutionary struggle. In

chapter two we argued that this strategy was not just a revolutionary strategy, but a revolutionism which

counterpoised itself to civil society. Confounding the general question of reform with the top-down model

of reform pursued in the previous period, this strategy ended up rejectlIlg all partial reforms, all particular

campaigns, all negotiations with the state and all participation in official bodies. It formulated the

relationship between apartheid and capital in a functionalist mode, analysing the dynamics of apartheid by

ref .rence to the needs and interests of capital alone in isolation from the contested terrain of popular

struggle. (See, for example, Johnstone 1970, Legassick 1973, Trapido 1971, Wolpe 1970) This strategy

44 The "SACTU question" is hotly debated. Lambert, e.g. has argued that the situation Was more complex and that
SACTU concentrated heavily on grassroots organisations and the building of factory floor committees. Politics did not
divert SACru from its political tasks and its engagements in the alliance actually strengthened Workplace
organisation. (See, fot example, Lambert 1985) Differing interpretations of SACTU's history have informed different
analyses of the successes and failures of the union movement during the 1970's.
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em be seen to have been predicated en the Marxist conception of the superiority of proletarian democracy

over procedurr:tl democmcy,

The indepe.ndent tUJi011$' strategies in the 1970's formed a sharp contrast with the roass campaigns

conducted by'SACTU. Altllough certain J.t.nio~' ,(nd regions in SACTU had engaged in the ~ilStaking

task of bltilding up their organ.!sational strength Ol'!. .I.be shopfloor. the mass campaigns had enjoyed high

priority in SACTU's pc>licy fri:lttt 1957 onwards. These did not attempt to build up union str~hgth through

~ worlc. place ar~n, but were aimed at recruiting large masses of workers into the unions on

popular aes. By eQIllt:mSt in t,hre 1970's the independetlt unions s.rove to build up their power in the

workplace with the cOre of action being in the workplace and shop stewards being given a pivotal role.

The 'tllliOO$ repeatedly relied on the organised collective strength of workers to try and meet their

demands. The new uni()tl$ began to reveal in practice that black chit society was not deprived of all means

of self-defe:QlCe, that real reform was possible and that institutional struggle could be effective. Their

emergence marked the beginning of a new cycle in the ongoir.g development of civil society. W1nle most

of black civil society remained excluded from the formal political process and largely quiescent in the face

of state repression, the unions that emerged during, the 1970's was a visible reminder of the apartheid

government's tenuous claim to represent a hegemonic political project, apartheid. During 1970's the

Nationalist Party began to sanction a wider public sphere which opened up new possibilities for

opposition. Growing black militancy, foreign pressure, changes in the Afrikaner class composition and the

fiscal crisis of the South Africa state propelled the government away from classic apartheid during the

1970's. The SOWETO uprisings of 1916 brought home to dominant groups the realisation that if their

interests were to be secured in the long term. existing structures of social control and political

representation would have to be modified to cater for at least some sectors of the black majority.

The unions' first era from 1973 to 1976 was a struggle for survival as the un.ons battled to obtain

recognition in a hostile environment, with both the state and capital opposed to their existence, The wave

ofs'!':\es in 1973 caught the South African state and employers by surprise. Between Sl 000 and 100000
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African workers went On strike in demand ofhighet wages. (For an overview ofllie 1973 Durban strikes

see Maree 1986) For fear of slAte repression the first worldng class organisations to f:merge were not

trade unions, but bodies that seemed less challenging to the state and ~5. In Cape Town the

Western Province Workers' Advice. Bureau adopted a strategy from the start to fonn. statutory '\1I'OI'ks

committees and to assert pressure on mJ;\nagement to recognise and negotiate with the works committees.

In 1976 union organisation received a Revere set-back. The SOWETO uprisings and the subsequent

upheavals severely disrupted the indcpet,tdei','t unions' organisation. The state imposed tne most repressive

measures yet taken against the independent unions when it prohibited the participation of twenty two

activists in the organisation by imposing banning orders on them.

From 1976 - 1979 the unions managed to establish themselves :firmly at a small number of companies.

While their main effort!; were directed at shopfloor mobilisation, they all conducted fairly intensive

international campaigns in therr efforts to gain recognition at these companies, At the end of 1979 tile

unions had successfully established a small but secure base. They had managed to sign five recognition

agreements with companies, but were organising at a considerably larger number of enterprises,

In 1979 the state decided to recognise African unions after the Wiehabn Commission's first report in

1979. The Wiehahn's Commission's motives were contradictoij. The intention was to control the

emerging unions by drawing them into the established industrial relations system, in particular the

Industrial Councils, thus pre-empting attempts by these unions to establish a shop-floor presence and to

widen the scope of their activities into non-industrial relations arenas. This required giving unregistered

unions state recognition, enabling them to win space in their attempt to move beyond. the b.J:U.gglefor

recognition to direct negotiation at shop-floor level. (See, for instance, Cornell and Kooy 1981)

45 The institutions that emerged as forerunners of the independent unions were the General Factory Workers"Benefit
Fund in Durban end Pietermaritzburg, the Urban Training Project and the Industrial Aid Society on the
W;twatersrand and the Western Province Workers'Advice Bureau in Cape Town..(see Marce (ed.) 1987:2)
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FOSATU and_A~-<~Doctrine ofWorkerCootrol

A first step towards trade anion unity was taken inApril 1979 with the lau."1CDof the Federation of Sooth

African Trade Unions (FOSATU). FOSAnJ brottaht together fortY-m-e thoosmd mem~ from three

a:f:l:'llia.t<o unions. (See Marx 1992: i95) Itwas an umbrella body ;trueh c:ham:pioaed ~ worker control.

The fou.nder--~·FOSA1'U haCl in CO:llllIliOn a ootnmitment to create del:I!ucratic tnde 'tlIlioos. Although

there were diffe:retJt approaches bet<veen fl:l! leaders, they v;ere b:! and large committed to buUd:ing up

demociatic unions by means of active worker participation at the workplace and worlter control of union

affairs and officials. (see Maree 1982.) (For an O\"eivieVv of the unity talks leading up to the [ormation of

FOSATU. see, for example Baskin 1991, friedman 198;')

FOSATU unions were distinguished by their refusal to engage in political. action outside the ambit of the

sh('p:-~oor concerns cf their members and eschewed alignment with national political movements, They

thus strove to win recognition agreements and establish an effective, shop stewa, d presence in the places of

employment of their members. 'They used their organisational stren~ to obWn more secure terms of

employment. improved working conditions, including a workplace "rule of law", as well a! higher 1eve1n

of remuneration. FOSATU W"dS most clearly distinguished from earlier unions by its insistence on

building unions front a stI'o:tg base of ~mber participation and on pursuing its members' economic

interests as workers. FOSATU unions consolidated their positions by negotiating and signii.g recognition

agreements with many companies. The agreements usually contained the right to negotiate wages and

working conditions at plant level, as well as procedural agreements such :.; grievance, dismissal and

retrenchment procedures. The unions challenged arbitrary managerial prerogative in the workplace. The:;

policy and practice of many of the Fl)SATU unions to place strong emphasis on an active role for shop

stewards in the workplace. (See Baskin 1932 and Swilling 1984)
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The founders of FOSA TU had in COmmon that they were committed to forging democratic unions. In all

cases the founding leaders constituted white intellectuals and some Africans with previous trade union

experience. Aware that there was the danger Iienating themselves from the base of workers the

founders were at pains to build up internal democracy as quickly as possible. Internal democracy came to

be valued for at least three reasons: Firstly, the struggle for partial reforms in the workplace and the

demand for legal space in which to organise; secondly, the democratic self-organisation of workers and

the building up of the decision-making capacity of uneducated. workers vis-a-vis their identities as workers

(as effective union re{Jresentatives) and their identities as political dtil.ens.(as effective working class

leaders), and thirdly, the struggle for Independeace from national political movementsand the state.

Democracy and the Unions as Instruments of Collective Bargaining

First and foremost internal democracy came to be valued in as far as it contributed to the resilience of

unions as instruments of collective bargaining. Most unions placed great emphasis ox! worker

participation from the start and strove to gain direct recognition of the union from management.

Generally, the greater the in-depth workplace organisation taking place in the unions. the more successful

they were in acquiring a power base. The Consultative Committee of Black Trade Unions, which placed

less emphasis on intensive shop-floor organisation than FOSATU did, accordingly had a weaker power

base at the end of the 1970's. This was subsequently demonstrated by the advances the trade union

groupings made in gaining workplace recognition. At the end of 1983 the FOSATU unions had no less

than 285 formal recognition agreements whereas the unions in CUSA, which was more or less the

successor of the Consultative Committee, had less than a quarter of that with only 62 agreements. (Maree

1986: 660) The central task that FOSATU unions set for themselves was to build up their power base on

democratic shopfloor organisation. It was made clear to workers that they would have to rely 0 their own

strength to improve their wages and working condition. Union benefits were almost non-existent. Workers

were given not onlv formal and regular training by unions organisers, but also learning through

experience and struggle in negotiations and conflict with management. Formal education and training of

workers was undertaken by all the union groupings at the outset as a way of advancing workers knowledge
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and understandlng and preparing them to take control of the unions. In this sbopstewards were given a

pivotal role. They were given the key task of recruiting and organising workers, collecting subscriptiollB.

canvassing worker positions on issues and taking them up with management. This required them to meet

regularly as committees where they also rece;:,;='" training.

Union leaders were also at pains to establish democratic structures. A crucial component of the doctrine of

"worker control" was the doctrine of "reform from below". In all the unions the level at which worker

leaders were most representative was 011 the shopfloor. (See Malee 1986: 642) Besides the daily contact

shopstewards and work committee members had with their rank and file members, the eommittees tended

to hold regular weekly meetings at which they had to report on their shopfloor actions to their fellow

union miembers. There existed a form of representative democracy in most unions. The principle of worker

representative majorities was constitutionally ensured at all hierarchical levels. This principles broke with

the formalistic notion of representation which characterised the old forms of liberation organisation,

emphasising instead the principle that workers shcnld participate not only in action, but in decision-

making processes over how to act.

Democracy and Self-empow;rmant

Jnternal democracy was also valued in as far as it built up the decision-making capacity of uneducated

workers vis-a-vis their identities as workers (as effective union representatives) and their identities as

political citizens, (as effective working class leaders). The form of democracy that the founders of

FOSATU bad in mind was explained by Alec Erwin who became the first general secretary of FOSATU.

It seems to me that there are, broadly speaking, two conceptions of democracy
One I would style a radical-liberal conception which is that everyone must
have say and be allowed to vote. And within those people someone must be a
leader. I think that kind of democracy is actually open to disguised power
manipulation and control because every man speaking will not change basic
structures or institution ,society. We'd say you must have resilient
structures that can hold fJ!.Npleaccountable in a real sense, So the alternative
conception of democracy is a much more structured view: that people must be
able to control what is possible to control. We must establish more definite
structures of accountability. So what we were trying to build in TUACC, and
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are presently trying to achieve in FOSATU, is that the democratic structure
must be through a process of the factory controlling the shop steward because
that man the worker sees everyday in the plant, his access to him is far
greater. Then the shop steward sits on the BEC and the report back system is
structured and definite. If I could contrast this to, say, to a BEC that's elected
at an AGM. There is no clear structure of systematic accountability there.
Now that is .2 very much slower process, because structures in themselves
never create democracy. So once having built shop stewards you then have to
make them effective shop stewards. If they are eftCctive their membership is
going to be more informed, conscious and interested in knowing what they are
doing. And likewise good shopstew8.rds will make a good BEC, and a good
BEC a good national Executive Committee.(quoted inMaree 1986: 320)

Erwin's conception of democracy entailed a strong emphasis on participatory democracy and

accountability of leaders to their followers. In part the strong emphasis that FOSAW leaders placed on

this aspect of the doctrine of worker control can be explained by examining the capacity of newly

unionised workers to represent themselves. The overwhelming majority of the unions' members were

Africans with at most a lower primary school education which barely made them Iiterate, were lccated in

the least skilled occupations in industry where they tended to have no control over the application cftheir

labour-power and were not allowed any say over their working conditions. Added to this was the fact that

Africans were denied any participation in the political processes of the country. Even their freedom to

decide where they would live and work was removed from the by the apartheid state. Given their socio-

political background most African workers who joined the unions, had not acquired the capacities to make

decisions over issues that effected their working lives. Classical liberal processes of representation

whereby the will of the represented is transferred directly to the representative (who, in turn, are bound

by the political horizons of the represented) were not easily implemented in a political environment in

which workers initially lacked the capacity to hold tneir representatives accountable. Intellectual leaders

could easily playa dominant and overwhelming role in the unions. The basic way in which the intellectual

leaders sought to reduce their dominance and influential position was to build democratic workers' control

from the shopfloor level upwards. According to Maree by and large FOSATU leaders were not in

"fundamental conflict with the rank and file workers by trying to impc ~ttheir own ideology on reluctant

workers". (MMee 1986: 666) They were generally not granted a legitimate leadership role unless they

were percieved by the workers to be acting broadly in the workers' interests. To the extent that the unions
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succeeded in establishing workerscontrol the dominance of intellectuals was reduced. As such internal

democracy was sought as means of making democratic representation possible. It was centrally concerned

with building the democratic capacities of worker as political subjects. In this sense internal democracy in

FOSATU can be seen 10 have stood in a relation of affiuity to that kind of democratic project that is

concerned with mechanisms and procedures for the establishment of a democratic popular will.

Democracy and Politica! Independence

Internal de.tnoc:racy was also valued in as far as it contributed to the democratisation of production relations in

South Africa, and as such was concerned with wider questions of political transformation. For a large part of

its life FOSATU refused to be drawn into wider debates on national political issues. In fact it was only really

during the unity talks of 1981 and the political uprisings in 19&4 that 'FOSATU was forced 1.0 begin to

articulate its 'Viewson wider political issues. FOSATU aligned unions did not engage in political issues which

would have brought them into direct confrontation with the state during the 1970's. The unions also did not

affiliate to any other movement during the seventies. For the most part the unions concentrated their energies

on creating entry points into the workplace and building up their organisational strength on the shopfloor. P,:

strategy of the FOSA TV unions formed a st.r ·Ig contrast with the policy of SACTU which took up the issues

of state power from its inception on the g-ounds that economic exploitation could not be divorced from

political oppression. This did not mean that the strategy adopted by FOSATU unions was politically

irrelevant. Its political significance lay in the faet that the independent unions were putting all their energy

into organising and building up the collective strength of the black working class where it was potentially

most powerful, namely at the point where they exerted labour power. Trade unions' ultimate weapon against

the state is the power to withhold labour, whereas the state has a multitude of weapons it can bring to bear

against the unions. A broad political movement which can confront the state at aU levels with a wider range of

strategies would be a more suitable weapon. Instead the unions played an important role in laying the

foundations which could assist in the eventual transformation of the social relations of production in the

workplace.
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However, that is to say that there did not exist tensions and contradictions within the roSATU

~ve whe!n 'die federation was forced to c:omment on issues of wi<\er political transfortnation. These

~ ~ tn the 1981 unity talks. The one tradition included FOSATIJ unions such as PWA\VU

('l"!l~*" •.,.__ .' Allied Workers Union) and TGWU (Transport and General Workers Union). This

~ (Df ~ emphasised the importance of strong grassroots organisation and representative

~. ('Baskin 1991: 103) It also accepted that the struggle was fundamentally for national

~ am )lence nationa' democratic in character. But it was not hostile to questions of SOCialism.

l~. it resistod the idea of entering alliar !S o~llywith working class allies, or based exclusively on

~ programmes. M a result, it encouraged partie ';:mtiofi the broadest possible range of classes

withitt the anti-apartheid alliance. The second gTl'llP was sttong'y located in the early FOSATU tradition

of m "independent worker" bloc, and incladc

(National Union of Textile Workers). Itplaced ~ ."

itwas often, but not always, cautious towardsthe .~

~'t and Allied Workers Union), and NUTW

!tlC grass-roots structures. Politically

'{t:t~, ".~t1nationalist politics. It envisaged

an alternative working-class organisation in both factory tI1 ..t t ·...1.U..:u\.·y,separate from the traditions of

the UDF, SACP and ANC. Its practice, particularly in the rase of NC'i 'VI, often amounted to political

abstentionism. (See Baskin 1991: 103) These unions stressed independence because they valued highly

their autonomy from black nationalist current and from the SACP. This position was most strongly

articulated by FOSATtJ's general secretary, Joe Foster, in 1982 during the debate on the unions' affiliation

to the UDF. Although most unions did not decide to affiliate to the UDF, FOSATU as a whole was

confronted with the task of formulating a position on a possible political role for itself. At FOSATU's

1982 Congress Foster gave a landmark speech that opened up a vigorous debate around the role of the

trade union movement in the broader liberation struggle. Foster argued for an independent working class

movement with a strong factory floor emphasis. He argued that political organisations cannot fulfil the

requirements of worker organisations. He stated that a "populist" alliance of various classes was necessary

but that the ANC, as the leader of such an alliance was erring tCI() much on the side of accommodation of

capitalists and others outside of the working class. M a result South Africa needed a more explicitly

working class movement that would enable "workers to play a maier political role as workers." The
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POSATU position was premised on Foster's concept of an "independent workers' movement" in which

workers' opposition to the apartheid s1,_atewas to be channelled through an independent worldn.g t;la!Is

movement. (See Foster 1982) Foster's, peech challenged totalitarian tendencies by laying to rest the claim,

that any one organisation could claim 'to be the sole and authentic representat:ive of the woddng class. At

the same time Foster's conception of trade union "independence" might be seen to contain more

ambiguous meanings vis-a-vis democracy. On some occasions the meaning of the term was cast in the

ltlOUldofwhat might be called an organisational class reductionism according to which unions represent

ed the working class. while the ANe (and even the SACP) represented the petty bourgeoisie. What was at

stake in the debate on union independence from congress, according to this conception was the

independence of the working class from the petty bourgeoisie. In a second subdiseourse unions

independence had a more simple organisational meaning. UI 'were the direct representatives of

p.."':!ticularworkers in their capacity as workers and (so defender~! of independence argued or implied)

'would compromise democracy for these same workers were these unions to fall under the direction of an

external activist elite, Unions were the vehicles through which organised workers qua organised workers

could most democratically express their power in the workplace. The subordination of unions to full-time

political activists (nationalists or communists) wouIcl inevitably weaken this power. (See Glaser 1992) It

is possible to detect in this latter position important democratic impulses. Foster's speech can be seen to

have questioned the role of the Communist Party as the only representative of the working class. The

response to Foster's speech from the South African Communist Party (SACP) amounted to a strong

rejection of his view:

There has been and is a political party of the working class. To attempt to form a new
movement without first setting the record straight must lead to confusion, perhaps
disaster ...the existence and achievements of the Communist party are well known to
everyone. Its members today are in the front line of struggle. Dare FOSATU ignore this?
And dare it ignore either the confusion or division it will sow in the ranks of the
working class if its sets up a new workers' movement in competition with Of alongside
the still living Communist Party? (Toussaint 1983: 45)
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Underlying Toussaint's view was the idea that unions must be subordinated to a political party. His was 8

CODCe!ptiOll of the CGnununi..t party as the "sole and authentic representative of the working class". The

SACP c.1aimed privileged access to a 'scientific' comprehension of South African society and. 1herefor~, of

the polttk.a1 ~es required for transformation. Like many other (strongly) orthodox communist

pa:rti$$ have daDe in the course of this century, it believed itself entitled by (theoretical) right to assume

~ty for the ~sation of society and its gavernance. Hence its aspiration to a totallsing role in

the sI:rtli. for democracy and socialism in South Africa. By contrast Foster's view can be seen to have

ben. ~ on the assertion of an independent civil society and the rejection of a priori privileged

~ :forees in society. With the rejection of a privileged vanguard force can be seen to come a

rejectio:n of the idea that any Ode working class organisation can claim to represent tl>t working class as a

Whole. As we argued earlier in the classical Marxist conception of "proletarian democracy" institutions of

political pluralism become completely redundant in the context of a single pre-given proletarian society.

By equating democracy with a substantive proletarian homogeneity Marxist theory privileges and

homogenises the proletariat into the only legitimate actor for social transformation, The unions would

compromise democracy if they would fall under a leadership external to themselves. Implicit in tilis view

was a recognition that it was important for the unions to secure an independent institutional base in order

to guarantee sufficient democratic space in which to carry out their programmes. This view entailed a
-

recognition of the fact that in order to alter the identity of the state and society in a direction that is

beneficial for workers. it was necessary to build up lID independent institutional identity in the context of

wider social and political differentiation.

Of course independence can be acquired and maintained without recourse to the procedures of democratic

decision-making. The independence of group x from group y is, in oilier words, independent of the

political principles in terms of which intra organisational relations are taemselves ordered. FOSATU's

independence could, then, have been combined with non-democratic relations within FOSATU itself.

Similarly, that group x is 'independent' of groups y and z does not entail that relations amongst these

groups are democratic. However, the protagonists of the FOSATU strategy never saw matters thus. They
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perceived their independence as dependent upon intra union and federation democracy. Independence was

sought not in isolation, but by means of a culture of internal democracy.The struggle for wider political

independence was intimately bound up with a culture of internal democracy that bad as one of its main

objectives the poltitical self-empowerment or workers as active citizens in an environment of

accountability and democratic representation.

Internal democracy was also valued in as far as it allowed FOSATU unions to engage with the state from

a position of power. FOSATU unions were also concerned to show that real independence from the state

could not necessarily be secured formally through affirmations of non-co-operation, boycott. isolation, etc.

but rather through the growth of working class organisation. and the building of autonomous institutional

bases. The self-organisation of workers and the struggle for reform in the workplace were inseparable

twins which lay at the heart of the unions' challenge to the prevailing orthodoxies of anti-institutional

radicalism. The strength of this doctrine was revealed, for example, in the response of the new unions to

state-initiated labour reforms, where they successfully broke from the frame of the "dictatorship of the

proletariat" by constructively adapting to new conditions of legality. The period from 1980 to 1984 was

one of rapid expansion after the state had switched to a policy of recognising African trade unions in 1979

and a resurgence of black worker militancy from 1980 onwards. FOS.ATU's supported registration on the

condition that it unions be granted non-racial registration. FOSATU saw registration not as an "end", but

as a "means". Underlying the FOSATU position was a view of the state as "contestable", i.e. not as a

neutral arbiter nor as the instrument of one class, but "as a repressive force determined by changing class

relation". (See, for example Fine, de Clerq and Innes 1981)

The non-registration position, as advocated by the so-called "community unions" saw registration as an

attempt to place limitations over trade unions. Implicit in this position was a view of the state as

repressive and not "contestable". Registration was viewed as a loss of independence for trade unions and

incorporation into the state. (See, for instance, Hirsh and Nicol 1981) Those advocating non-registration

argued that the FOSATU position did not sufficiently take into account state power and Its specificities.
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The same charge could, however, be levelled at the defenders on "non-registration", By refusing to contest

stare structures, unions that adopted non-registration were in danger of treating the state as uncontestable

and hence as a "monolithic bloc without cracks of any kind", unaffected by the struggles of the popular

masses. (Poulantzas 1980: 254) Underlying this perspective was a view of the state as a fixed and

homogenous entity, incapable of being constituted through relations with other social forces. The anti-

registration position involved a rejection of the idea that it is possible to wage a protracted struggle within

the state, i.e, a struggle that has as its goal not lhe seizure (and smashing) of state power, but the

transformation of the state apparatus. It was reliant on a centrist and instrumentalist view of the state, a

view which makes it impossible for us to engage in anything other than "frontal attacks" on the citadels of

state power. It can be seen to have underestimated the complexity of an advanced industrial economy, and

the sorts of problems which are involved in its management, whether by the capitalist class or by the

armed workers during the "Dictatorship of the Proletariat" - ana seems to assume that once the working

class seize power they will automatically have the skills and capacities to run the economy. The FOSATU

position, on the other hand can be seen to have contained an implicit recognition that struggles within

civil society play a major role in shaping the nature of "the state", and state projects, in tum, directly

impact upon 'civil society'. It acknowledged a mutually determining and symbiotic relationship between

the state and civil society and it represented a more democratic understanding of the transition to a post-

capitalist economy. The decision to register with the state and participate in the official industrial

relations system contained an (albeit implicit) conception of the nature of the modem state, and in

particular, of democracy, at variance with that of the Congress movement. In refusing to kowtow to a

strategy formulated externally, more specifically, in rejecting the role and goal ascribed to the trade union

movement by the SACP, the FOSA TU unions were not abdicating from the struggle for democracy in

South Africa, Their strategy was patiently to develop and consolidate and "independent Institutional base"

rather than immediately engage in a direct confrontation over state power. This FOSATU position rested

upon a specific conception of the state in modem capitalism, one quite different from that informing the

strategy of the Congress movement. In the perspective ofFOSATU'the state' was instead understood as an

ensemble of institutions and projects whose coefficient of cohesions and class domination depends on the
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~m'al btal:aDee ofpow« atnOngst. ~ mal :forces ami is thus contingent rather than pre-

~ AI ~Ufied perb&apJ llliOSt clearly in the reg:i.stratioodebate, the FOSATU strategy can be

~ 10 have read. 00 a spec:i:DcCODCeIptionol the :modetlll sate and its relation to society. Incontrast to

the SIl.'j,')erIwd ~ of the classical Marxist conception, that of FOSATU can be seen to have

relCOgnised the state capable of ge:nerating differentitu effects depending on the balance of power, both

within and 'Without the state apparatuses. It is of course not inconceivable that a totalitarian formation

could further its struggle by making use of such a margin of indeterminacy. However, if considered in

conjunction with FOSAros internal democratic culture we might argue that its strategy of contesting the

state's labour relations system wes based on a democratic understanding of political power.

The political tensions in FOSATU' never resulted in an exaggerated factionalism capable of immobilising

the federation. This 'MIS in part due to the fact that the doctrine and practice of democratic worker control,

as understood by FOSATU, was an all embracing set of guidelines that. accommodated the presence of

tensions and strains inthe FOSATU's political strategy. It was effective as an umbrella doctrine because it

did not claim to be a set of political principles tied to a specific political position vis-a-vis strategies for

political transformation. Its principle aim was to provide a set of procedural guidelines for procedural and

participatory practices. As such the doctrine did not possess an invariant and intrinsic set of political

principles. It was able to include a variety of democratic forms and principles vis-a-vis political

transformation under its roof. Its main objective was to provide a strategic framework for a culture of

worker self-empowerment, The existence of this culture facilitated a host of other strategic objectives

(such as independence from national political organisations). These objectives. however, did not comprise

the sole essence of the doctrine.

Conclusion

In this chapter we have argued that such was the nature of FOSATU, that. when sufficiently pressed on

the issue of which' democracy' - proletarian or procedural - it endorsed. the 'procedural' would have been
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selected over the 'proletarian'. Taken in the round., the various properties of FOSATU - the doctrine of

worker self-empowerment, its independence and can be seen to have stood in a relation of affinity to I:

fully blown democratic project as defined throughout in the thesis. That the relevant political question

("democracy' or "totalitarianism") was never addressed explicitly Can be attributed to the possibility that

the issue of national political arrangements and of how to identify the populist will on a national scale had

not crossed the threshold of political reflection in FOSATU as this was not an issue of pressing

importance for the major part of its existence, Trade unions concentrating on in-depth shopfloor

urganlsatton are structurally and organisationally not the most suitable institutions for taking up issues

beyond the shopfloor in a direct and democratic manner. Community organization with democratic

representation in the residential areas would, for instance, be more suitable organisations for taking up

community-based issues. It can also be attributed to the specific horizons of the national political

discourse of the wider liberation movement. In this discourse the main objective was the dismantling of

the apartheid state. In the early 1980's debates around post-apartheid political pluralism had not yet been

articulated explicitly in the discourse of national political movements. The discourse was centred around a

politics of showdown. Political movements were regrouping after the crackdowns of the 1970's.Their main

aim was 10 build independent (of the apartheid state) institutional fortresses in black townships rut:'i "

state-targeted areas. It was an oppositional discourse that had as its main frame of reference an

authoritarian state.

For FOSATU unions the main aim was to build their own capacity for worker control. The achievements

of the FOSATU unions were outstanding, not least because they brought hundreds of black workers into

public life and began to assert (albeit often hesitantly and implicitly) the democratic importance of an

autonomous civil society. The significance of'the independent unions lay not only in the reconstruction of

black trade unionism, but in the attempt to reconstruct the political culture of the liberation movement.

(See. for example, Fine 1992, Glaser 1992) The unspoken premise was that the struggle over independent

institutional terrains was crucial in the wider struggle against apartheid. During this period the unions

began to shift the focus of opposition from counterproductive and often rhetorical direct challenges to the
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apartheid state to the nurturing of autoooIllOillSpolitical institutions. Although these seemingly posed no

irtttned.iate threat to the state the unions began to build the seeds olan autonomous civil society. In this

sense, then, their efforts were from the s:tmt political. not just because aparthcid pOliticised autotJOnlO1!lS

black oppositioo, but because they bore an in1:rlnsic impulse towards a conc:eption of denlocracy which was

based on the separnti(.n ofcivil society from the state, When the big questions of political power were

thrust upon the trade union movement in the 1980's, however, this strategy Yo.S overshadowed by its less

pluralist counterpart.



CHAPTER FOUR: THE DEMOCRATIC IDENTITY OF COSATU
FROM 1985-1993

A central feature of opposition strategy during the 1980's was the logic of confrontation with a centrally

organised and powerful state apparatus and an a'wareness on the part of opposition movements that the

basic contradiction of the system consisted in the opposing interests of the ruling elite and the anti-

apartheid opposition movement. Consolidation against the apartheid system and its ruling elite in a

significant way marked the political orientation of the opposition movement. In chapter two we argued

that a logic of simple polarisation took. root in the thinking' of the Cbarterist opposition movement. This

political tradition organised itself around the Freedom Charter; It advocated a politics of "us and them",

The idea was to ~1t "the people" against the apartheid state. This logic attempted to cement the opposition

and transform a potentially atomised oppositional society into a collective subject. The Charterist

opposition sought to institute a civil society without divisions. Underlying the logic of simple polarisation

was the idea that democracy and freedom consisted in maximising the unity of distinct and disparate

oppositional elements. The opposition was seen as a unified entity in which each part had to be related to

every other and was imbued by one and th- same project of eradicating apartheid. Conflict within the

opposition was seen to be subversive to its identity. Democracy was closely tied up with this opposition

and its substantive claims around specific strategies for opposing the apartheid state. The problem. of

institutions which regulate political conflict was of secondary importance. In chapter three we argued that

the logic of simple polarisation had its counterpart in a logic of "instituttonalised pluralism" which

emphasised the role of political institutions. Throughout the 1980's there remained evidence of a political

tradition that stressed the importance of political iru..titutions in regulating the conditions for a pluralist

contestation of democracy. Dominant in the early FOS 1\TU days, when unionists championed an

independent working class movement, this tradition can be seen to have involved a commitment (albeit

often unintended) to the institutionalisation of conflict .
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There existed within COSATU a complex and often intricate interplay betWeen these two i.cgics.

COSA TU C2Il~einto existence with a leadership whose pclitieal ideology was shaped by conflicting views

OIL the role of unions in the wider struggle for democratisation. On the one hand COSAro's leadership

included unionists who had matured in and through the political tradition of the Charterist movement.

These unionists had a tendency to favour the logic of simple polarisation. On the other hand CaSATU's

leadership included tll{lse unionists who in the 1970's had fought for an independent institutional base for

unions outside ofthci'!aegis of both the wider iiberation movement and the apartheld state. These unionists

favour eel the logic of institutional sMiggle. Throughout the 1980's COSA TU's identity was shaped by both

these traditions which were woven into the fabric of its struggles, surfacing in different guises and with

different degrees vf intensity throughout the 19&O's.

This chapter deals mainly with COSA TU's political identity vis-a ..vis the rlcmocn..cy/t~'t."I1itarian

distinction. In the previous chapter we argued t.hat the unions of the 1910's had concentrated on building

their resources in the context of a widened public sph-ere which to a large measure was sanctioned or

conceded by the reforming apartheid state. Although the struggles of these unions were to a large extent

"defensive", their assertion of independence harboured important democratic implications. The unions of

the 1970's were animated l)y an implicitly democratic logic of "institutionalised pluralism" in comrast to

the Congress tradition and the unionism it spawned, that of SACTU in the 19501s. While temporarily

eclipsed with the establishmei.; ;·fCOSA TU in 1985. the specifically FOSA TU perspective was kept alive.

Although it never held sway, it was nonetheless implemented, a.fbeit inconsistently, by COSATU until the

end of the decade.
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The Launch of COSATU and the Challenge to State Power

For several decades prior to the 19&0's the apartheid regime had attempted to silence both public opinion

and anti-apartheid opposition outside of the state. by striving ro eliminate their autonomy front itself. The

emancipatory struggle during the 1970's had as an (albeit unintended) consequence the restoration of an

autonomous sphere of social relations known as 'civil society'. During the 1980's the public sphere became

increasingly divided into official ("state") and oppositional Ccivil society') elements. The former

underwent substantial changes once its monopoly was broken, while the latter became increasingly free,

The mutual influence of these two domains turned out to be irreversible. It was not stopped by the

successive states of emergencies and it played a decisive role in the further development of civil society

and in political transformations during the early 1990's.

Since the late 1970's the apartheid state had faced a sustained crisis of legitimation. (See, for example, Glaser

1984, Moss 1980. O'Meara 1982, Saul and Gelb 1981) Following the end of the short-lived boom of 1979-

1982, the crisis of political legitimacy was amplified by the slide into economic depression and the scope for

concessionary economic reforms was curtailed. Increasingly the state was caught up with the threat of rising

opposition. Elements within the state were determined to map out a longer-term strategic; offensive aimed at

defusing political conflict and restructuring the economy. Proceeding from the assumption that the state was

faced with a "Total Onslaught" aimed at undermining all levels of society, the new PW Botha administration

moved .m1ftly to implement a "Total Strategy" with three goals: to reform the political environment, to co-

ordinate all state action and to maintain state security. The new strategy was based on the re-organisation of

the territorial basis of South Africa's economic and political system, and involved new controls on labour

movement and settlement46, regional development policies (notably industrial decentralisation47) and local

46 Sec, for example, Bekker and Humphries 1985 Hindson and Lacey 1983

47 See, for example, Cobett, Glaser. Hindson, Swilling 1986.
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and second-tier government refonns48 and corresponding constitutional changes49. Although "Total

Strategy" left the territorial and political basis of Verwoerdian apartheid intact (the bantustans, influx control

and constitutional exclusion of Africans from central government), it did introduce significant modifications

to some basic institutions of politicm life, in particular those institutions that regulated access to three social

arenas: the city (through the opening up of influx control), the factory (through new union rights) and the

government (through the tri-cameral parli~t.) AI. such "Total Strategy" was contradictory: it failed to

address key structural contradictions inherent in the apartheid structure and inadvertently created spaces for

the initiation and deepening of opposition organisation and mobilisation. By granting industrial rights, unions

were given space to challenge relations in the factories and thus, in political SOCiety in general. The repeal of

influx control legitimated and increasingly generated an urban movement that politicised civil society and

destroyed the cornerstones of the Rickert policy framework. Constitutional reform provided the focus for

national organisation and resistance on a scale not seen since the 1950'~. "Total Strategy's" intentions were

thwai led by the consequent resistance that was given space by the vel}' reforms centra] to "Total Strategy".

(See Swilling and Phillips 1989: 70-73) The state had implemented a dual process of de- and re-racialisation

of social and political life and had instituted a partial and selective re-distribution of social resources towards

the black majority. (Morris and Padayachee 1988: 11-16) The democratisation of social and political life that

the reform process engendered was limited, but nonetheless significant. This process dig not entail anything

like the complete Iiberalisation of political and ideological life. or the extension of the democratic rights of

political election and representation of the disenfranchised majority. Nevertheless the movement to initiate a

process of limited Iiberalisation of political life was real. It allowed for SIgnificant relaxations in some very

important spheres. Space was opened up for political organisations of the popular classes to emerge openly

and for other organisations to take on additional or new political profiles (e.g. COSATU and NECC).

Particularly in the case ofCOSATU space was available to operate a series of high profile campaigns. (Morris

and Padayachee 1988: 11-12)

48 See, for example, Grest and Hughes 1984.

49 See, for example, Marc 1986.
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In September 1984 an explosion of mass anger and unrest had erupted in the townships of the Vaal

triangle. Residents marched in opposition to rent hikes, and there were physical attacks on community

councillors responsible for these increases. The previous year had seen the launch of the United

Democratic Front (UDF) and the growth of civic, student and other mass structures. (For an overview of

the emergence of the UDF see. for example, Banell 1984, Swilling 198'7) The upr.sings soon spread

around the country, particularly to the rest of the Transvaal and the Cape. The state responded with

increased repression. In October 1984 it moved a force of 7000 into Sebokeng township, including large

numbers of SADF troops. This was a pattern which was to be followed repeatedly in the following months

and years. During 1985 mass mobilisation continued to grow. Its aim was to establish people's: power in

the townships. This involved building organs of people's power Stich as street committees, student councils

and area committees. Opposition organisations attempted to make the townships "ungovernable" for the

apartheid regime. Many methods of mobilisations were employed. Consumer boycotts against white

traders in white towns adjacent to African and Coloured townships were common. So too were regional

and local work stayaways, School Boycotts were widespread, and in many respects the youth became the

spearhead of the uprisings. More than 300 township residents were killed between January and July 1985,

over half of them in security force actions. all 21 July, the government declared a partial state of

emergency. (For an overview orthis period see Marx 1992: 147-188, Lodge and Nasson (eds.):1992)

On November 29, 1985 COSATU was launched. It represented SO..ith Africa's biggest trade union federation

of industrial workers in South Africa's labour history. The launch of COSATU marked the coming to the

surface of a process, which as we have attempted to demonstrate, had been developing throughout the 1970's.

The civil society which originated during the 1970's exhibited specific and unique features. Its characteristics

included independent self-organisation embracing working class organisations which involved the elaboration

of a ccllective identity (national) and the striving to secure a legal guarantee for the existence and operation of

civil society, including the legal and institutional mechanisms for mediation which would enable the unions to

fight for their independence in civil society. COSATU's first months were spent building up its own
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organisational capacity. At the time of COSAro's launch 449679 workers, ooveri.ng all the twijor industrial

sectors apart from agl:iculture had paid up to join the new federation, Within eighteen months these members

had been re-distributed into new industry-specific affiliates, in most cases successfully overcoming earlier

resistance to such mergers. At the launch unions were given six months to complete mergers in each industry.

The call for "one union, one industty" was seen as an important condition for increased bargaining strength

against employers. An elaborate hienl.rchy of regional and local committees was constructed to connect. the

national leadership to the rank and file, represented most directly by an average of one shop steward fot every

twenty-nine union members. Although the merger processes in some industries were characterised by

problems such as internal divisions and lack of skills, the overall effects of mergers was to create more

cohesion within COSATU and to allow the federation to establish a more coherent political presence. (For an

overview (,f the initial merger processes see, for example, Baskin 1991: 109-118) But more than anything it

was meeting the challenge of the state of emergency and debating forms of self-defence that could be effective

under new repressive conditions that had a decisive impact on the new federatiol1 and the role it assumed for

itself.

COSATU was a product not only of worker organisation, but also of a climate of uprising and even

insurrection. Confidence and militancy were the hallmarks of the founding congress of COSATt1. "Born in to

defiance" was how one sympathetic South African newspaper characterised the COSATU launch. In a fiery

speech to the congress, its first Pre dent Elijah Baraji condemned the bantustans, the government, and

apartheid in general and called for an end to the state of emergency, the removal of troops from the townships

and gave President Botha six months to scrap the pass laws. "If that does not take place within six months, we

will burn the passes of the black man", Barajl declared. (Weekly Mail, 6.-12.12.1985) The preamble to the

new federation's constitution pledged it to a "united South Africa free from oppression and economic

exploitation." (quoted in Plaut 1986: 64) It became clear from COSAro's launch that the federation would

become involved in the wider political struggle against apartheid. At the launch of the federation a new era of

working class politics in South Attica was declared when conference convener Cyril Rarnaphosa said:
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By its sheer size COSATU will put the stamp of the working class on South African
politics more finnly than ever before ...the challenge facing COSATU will be whether it
is able to link this worker base to the present upsurge in South Africa's black
communities. It is time for the working class to tell him (Botha) to lay down his powers
and let the legitimate leaders of the country take over the seat he now occupies. We all
agree that the struggle of the workers on the shopfloor cannot be separated from the
wider struggles for liberation ...We all agree that the struggle of workers on the shop
floor cannot be separated from the wider struggle for liberation. The important question
we have to ask ourselves is how is COSAro going to contribute to the struggles of
liberation. As unions we have sought to develop a consciousness amongst worker, not
only of racial oppression, but also of their exploitation as a working class. As unions we
have influenced the wider political struggle. Our struggles on the shopfloor have
widened the space for struggles in the community. Through interaction with community
organisations, we have developed the principle of worker controlled democratic
organisation, But our main task as workers is to develop organisation among workers as
well as a strong worker leadership. We have, as unions, to act decisively to ensure that
we, as workers 'ead the struggle. (Ramaphosa 1986: 44-45)

Ramaphosa's speech carried an important message. COSATU was to take on a political role, and would

contribute to the liberation struggle in addition to its union functions. Behind Ramaphosa's carefully chosen

phrases lay a long history of controversy and debate that had been one of the major reasons why the founding'

of COSATU, which was discussed as early as 1979, took six difficult years to achieve. A host of issues held up

the launch, but at the heart of the discussions had been a conflict over the political i~entity of the unions. (For

an overview of the unity discussion leading up to the formation ofCOSATU see Baskin 1991: 34-52)

May Day 1986 and The Logic of institutionalised Pluralism

COSATU's political stance at the launch quickly became a reality. At its first meeting, the central executive

conunittee of COSATU (CEC), called for national unity and united mass action against the Botha government

to achieve an end to the pass laws and the state of emergency, the release of' Nelson Mandela and other

political prisoners and the unbanning of the African National Congress (ANC). (The Star, 12.2.1986) At the

National Union of Mine workers Congress in February 1986 workers demanded the right to strike unrestricted

by state intervention and Cyril Ramaphosa warned employers that if mine security and police did not keep

their distance during strikes, workers .sould be "forced to defend themselves." (quoted in Green 1980: 9)
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COSATU's overt political stance directly opposed the government's intention to circumscribe the political role

of trade unions, A massive S*rike wave accompanied COSAro, birth, with one industrial relations

consultaney recording 185 000 "man-days" lost due to industrial action during January alone. (Sunday Tim.es,

20.04.1986.) Three-quarters of these strikes were ascribed to COSATIJ affiliates. The strikes were often linked

to events in neighbouring townships and frequently involved non-wage issues. (See van Niekerk and Leger

1986.) COSATU affiliates confronted the state directly while also challenging employers to reject apartheid.

The NUM announced that it would start a concerted campaign to pressurise the mining companies to take a

stand against the system of influx control while COSATU issued a statement warning business not to promote

the government's policies nor to try and divide workers. The latter warning came amongst attacks on

COSATU by Inkatha and corporations which promoted tribal organisation at the workplace.

On May Day 1986 COSATU called for a stayaway, Prior to May 1, worker pressure had begun to force a

softening in management attitudes towards the unions' demand for a paid public holiday, Responding to

demands at the metal industry wage negotiations in 1986 SEIFSA had declared that it would approach the

government to have May Day declared a national holiday in future. Many employers, including the Federated

Chamber of Industries and SEIFSA adopted the relatively lenient policy of "No work, No pay", instead of their

customary threats of dismissal or disciplinary action. (See Baskin 1991: 122) The Chamber of Mines had in

the previous year rejected the NUM's demand for a paid holiday on May 1. The NUM had declared a legal

dispute, but had not pursued it. In early 1986 the NUM revived the dispute and declared its intention to join

the May day strike. Only days before May 1, the Chamber tried to interdict the NUM from doing this, arguing

in court that the union's demand for May Day was an old one which had expired. Surprisingly, the presiding

judge found in favour of the NUM. Although a considerable time had lapsed. he declared, the right to stage a

legal strike, once obtained, "could not go stale". (See Baskin 1991: 122)

The 1986 May Day stayaway, the largest in South Africa's labour history involved at least 1,5 million

workers, and cost R150 million in lost production. (See Labour Monitoring Group 1986.) It became the first

national stayaway since the early 1960's. There was
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active participation by students. scholars, shopkeepers. self-employed people, the
informal sector, the unemployed, and housewives. Many a hawker did not go to town,
many a shopkeeper shut up shop, and many a taxi driver did not drive. (Baskin 1991:
124)

Although the protagonists of the May Day campaign never thought of it in these terms, the "restoration" of

civil society became one of the objectives in the campaign. COSATU moved beyond the dilemma of reform or

destruction of the apartheid regime and instead asserted the autonomy of civil society at a distance from the

centrally organised state. In doing this it re-affirmed the distinction between civil society and the state which

the ruling Nationalist party had aimed to eradicate during the 1960's. With the May Day campaign COSATU

widened the gap between the apartheid state and the workers in such a way that the former could not longer

not recognise the independence of the latter. As such the May Day stayaway harboured democratic impulses

that went beyond the logic of simple polarisation. When COSATU's workers voiced their demands they Were

not merely calling for specific policy changes on the part of the state: they were also implicitly demanding the

right to strike, to criticise and to make demands. COSAW's May Day demands called into question the very

tendency of the ruling apartheid regime to absorb the public sphere and to imbibe civil society into the state.

In this sense, then, COSAnrs achievements during the May Day campaign went beyond the concrete

institutionalisation of an independent base for trade unionism. Its assertion of a 'civil society' signalled the

beginning of a new democratic politics. It represented an instance of institutionalised conflict in which

eOSAW's ability to win the legal right to celebrate May Day symbolised the struggle for an independent civil

society. The success of the stayaway put considerable pressure on employers to recognise May Day as a paid

public holiday. It forced the state and employers to move away from simple polarisation and the denial of

specific (and different identities) in civil society towards an acknowledgment of them. The Sunday Time'S

noted that

South Africa's black workers have for all times unilaterally declared May 1 a public
holiday. Government acceptance of this week's holiday by public fiat would not be wise
but gracious (Sunday Times, 4.5.1986)
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The May Day campaign became an important catalyst for a new and offensive phase in the development

of an independent civil society. It signalled the launching of a new institutional phase of civil society in

which the opposition movement decisively undermined the legitimacy of the apartheid state by offering

alternative forms of governance to a politlcised society. The mere struggle for the existence of an

independent trade union movement held important democratic implications in that it contributed to the

emergence of institutional arrangements which pre-supposed differentiated interests in society50. The

campaign, like the struggles of Solidarity during the period from 1981-1982 assumed a political

significance which went well beyond the content of its demands. Although COSAWs protagonists never

thought of it in these exact terms, the "restoration" of civil sociery51 was the underlying objective in the

campaign.

In 1987 the number of strikes reached an unprecedented high. For the first time in the history of labour

organisation workers were involved in more than 1000 strikes and more than half a million workers were

involved in the strikes. Two strikes, in particular, represented crucial moments in eaSAW's challenge to the

apartheid state, namely the railway workers' and mineworkers' strikes. South African Transport Services

(SATS). a state-owned corporation, had long been an essential pillar of apartheid's white labour poll ..:),.

providing secure and even sheltered employment to large numbers of poor whites. The mining industry had

always been a key pillar of the apartheid economy.

About 18000 workers of the state-owned South African Transport Service participated in the railway workers'

strike, Initially over the dismissal of a worker, one of the major issues of the strike became the refusal by

SATS management to recognise the South African Railways and Harbours Workers'Union. (SARHWU). The

transport service then was not subject to the Labour Relations Act of 1956, which set up bargaining structures

50 And as a consequence. the desire to avoid the permanent occupation of society by a single social force.

51 We argued in chapter two that the term "civil society" can be viewed as an image of democratic opposition.
According to Lefort the distinction between civil society and the state can only be made in a/arm of society in which
there exist procedural rules for the occupation of the 'place of power". (See our discussion in chapter two: ppS7-59)



96

for the private sector. Instead it was covered by the Conditions of Employment (SATS) Act of 1983 which

allowed for a limited kind of unionism only. In terms of this act the Minister of Transport Affairs had the

power to decide which unions should be recognised. Of the 11 recognised unions within SATS, there was one

for African workers, the Black trade Un' .' (BLATU). Public sector workers were also not allowed to strike.

The question of bargaining right... for public sector workers had alreaily come under scrutiny prior to the

strike. Wiehahn had examined the bargaining structures at SATS and had recommended an overhaul of its

structures. This strike became an important moment in COSATU's struggle for an independent trade union

federation. It came to symbolise lAe wider struggle for eOSATU's independence. COSATU demanded the

right of workers to join trade unions of their own choice. Eleven people died during the strike, the largest in

the history of SATS. The strike began on 13 March when about 500 workers downed tools at the City Deep

depot demanding the re-instatement of a colleague, Mr. AndreW Nendzamba, who had been dismissed for

handing in late an amount ofR40 collected during a delivery. The strike quickly spread to depots throughout

the Witwatersrand and to Vereeniging, and by mid-April an estimated 180000 workers at 80 depots were on

strike.52 Workers' demands included that management made a statement of intent to eliminate racism and to

set up grievance machinery LO deal with related complaints, management took no disciplinary action against

workers as a result of the strike and paid workers for the time they stayed away as a result of the strike.

Throughout the strike management refused to meet the union. In subsequent developments SATS general

manager said he would be approaching the minister of transport affairs to amend legislation retroactively as

soon as possible to provide for the continuation of re-instated workers te~ of employment. including

pensions and long service bonuses. The strike eventually ended on June 6. SATS management, amongst other

agreements agreed to allow workers to have the right to elect their own representatives and that all workers in

detention would get their jobs back on their release. For the state the strike provided an uncomfortable

52 Violence broke out in the second week of April. Some 136 railway carriages were attacked, 30 being damaged beyond
repair. The estimated cost of the damage was R&,6 million. Railway carriages were set alight not only in Soweto but at
stations in Johannesburg as well. At one stage rail traffic on the Witwatersrand was reported to be in chaos at pea;. hour.
About 17000 workers were dismissed when they did not meet the deadline. On April 22 police opened fire without a
wanting on workers who were discussing the SASTS ultimatum at the SARHWU premises in Gcrmiston (east Rand) - a
hall in a shopping centre. Three unionists were killed. Later that day another three workers were killed when police
opened flre on a group of strikers "'ho were marching to the Doomfontein station to catch a train to Germiston. Police
then raided COSATU House.
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dilemma. Ou the one hand the state was bound to be seen to be making use of the industrial relations sys.tem

as an employer and, en the other hand the m.te was in the midst of a growing attack on COSAro and its

politics. For the :first time the government itself was confronted as an employer with the new "ave of

organised worker militancy.

On the evening of August 9,1987 in response to a call by the National Union of Miooworkers (NOM) over

200000 black mineworkers on South Africa's gold and coal mines refused to go on night shift. This was the

begir-ning of the biggest and costliest wage dispute in South Africa's labour history. The strike lasted for three

weeks anJ was eventually called off when the mining houses started dismissing thousands of workers. The

NUM strike represented not only a test of strength between the mining houses and the union, but also between

COSATU and the state.

Both the SATS and the NUM: strikes represented crucial moments in the opposition's struggle against the

apartheid regime. Although COSATU did not win all its demands it would be a mistake to downplay down the

significance of these two events. Faced with popular protest the government made a substantial concession: it

recognised independent unionism in one of its key state-owned corporations, This compromise symbolised the

success of COSATU's wider (albeit unstated) political ohjective, i.e. the restoration of civil society and the

displacement of the apartheid regime from its privileged role as organiser of South African society.

COSATU, Dual Power" and the Logic of "Simple Polarisation

By 1987 COSATU had a strong organisational base. Already in 1986, stayaways by black wo.rlrers to support

community protests accounted for three quarters of the 1.3. million "man-days" lost in industrial disputes,

with only a quarter motivated by wage and benefit disputes. (See Rnit, Id Niddrie 1988: 17, Republic of

South Africa, Central Statistical Service, South Afti2 Statistics, 1988, Table 7.31.) On M.ay 6, 1987

COSATU joined the UDF in its rejection of the white elections of May 6. Over a miIlion black workers took
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part in a massive country-wide protest in the form of a national ~i8.yawayon May 5 and 6. In a statemen!

( ATU re-affirmed its political identity, an...iOUncingthat

it goes without saying that the protest is necessarily also a response to the whites-only
e.:edion., which capitalises on and deeperu: fear, racism and ignorance amongst the white
electorate, and which aims to entrench power more fitmly in the hands of a m.inority.
The white elections have not 'l'e.I'OOCdy touched 011 tile real issues dominating the lives of
millions of the oppressed and exploited. (Business Day, 3.4.19~1)

Between. 1981 and 1986, the average annual per capita GDP had fallen dramatically, by 2,1 percent, further

encouraging a shift of union activism away from the struggle for direct material gains towards wider and

popular political demands, (See Marx 1992: 210) As much as the developments inside COSATU, political

turmoil and the economic recession all contributed to the rise in union participation in popular protest, it was

the combination of state repression and, relative to other members of the opposition forces, its freedom of

movement, that finally pushed COSA TU to the forefront of the opposition. COSATU and the tlvF were the

two organisations hardest hit by the state of emergency. Trade unionists made up about 11,5% of the detainees

and over 85% were members or union officials pi COSATU. (WeeJdy Mail June 27 - July 3). By the end of

1986 about 2700 unionists were known to have been det.ained at some time or another during the Second state

of emergency which had been declared on June 12. (Race Relations Survey 1986 Part 1: 248) In the months

after its launch, COSATU began to experience a wave of state repression that would continue to affect and, in

combination with ito; hard won autonomy and organisational coherence, shape the political character of the

organisation into the 1990's. The repression increas ..if with the state of emergency in June 1986. Many regions

had by then begun to establish regional structures that were playing an important rule in harnessing workers'

bargaining power beyond company level. These structures were hard hit. i"or example, the Northern

Transvaal, for example, one of COSATU's earliest functioning branches, virtually collapsed in June 1986

when many workers and."fficials, including the chairperson, were detained. (COSATU News No.2: 1986) In

response to state repression COSATU launched its Hands Off COSATU campaign in 1987. The demands
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included the right to organise frec:ly, the right to sp<:ak and meet, and. an tnd to ba.rassmcnt and intimidation.

One of the aims of the campaign was to defend COSAW's place and autonomy in the public sphere.

With the massive strike wave of the immediate period after eOSA TU's launch subsiding, the federation turned

its attention to building eOSATU's structures and campaigns. An elaborate hierarchy cf regional and local

committees was established in order to connect the national leadership to the rank and file, represented

directly by an average of one shop steward for every twenty-nine union members. (See Nyameko 1986)

According to Naidoo, the congress's structure was designed to maximise "worker control from the shopfloor,

wit\} election of shopst.ewards to determine policies and practices". (Quoted in Marx 19n: 202) The

establishment and consolidation of organisational structures remained eOSATU's principle activity, at least

through 1987. It allowed COSATU to survive repeated attempts by the state to destroy its organisational

infrastructure.

The Freedom Charter and"Simpie Polarisation"

At its 1987 congress COSATU adopted the Freedom Charter. The way COSATU made the decision to align

itself with Hie Freedom Charter was controversial. Eight of the federation's smaller affiliates had not yet

adopted the Charter before the entire federation acted to do so at the Congress. (For an overview of the

controversy see Baskin 1991: 212-223, Marx 1992; 213-219)

The manner in which COSAro made the decision to ally itself with the Charter was. perhaps less worrying

than what doing so signified. By opening up the debate and raising hopes that different factions could

influence the character of eaSAW. its leadership created the possibility of nurturing the plaralisin of

opinions and interests. Indeed. the adoption of the Charter acted as 8 lightning rod for a more fundamental

ideological disagreemern in COSATU. On the one srle was the NUM, coming out of the CUSA (Council of

unions C'f South Africa) tradition of strong leaders less constramed by democratic structures, with a more

explicit political position and embracing the inclusive Charterist alliance. The NUM called for the broadest
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possible alliance around democratic and anti-apartheid demands such as those expressed in the Freedom

Charter. According to this view, the organised work~ in the unions could play a leading role in the

opposition. but could not speak for the ~ 'WO£king class or remain outside the UDF's multk1a.o;scoalition.

(For further discussion of this position see Cronin 1986, Naidoo 1986, Njikela.llill~J4a) Some sections of this

side relied on the orthodox Marxist conception of the transition to socialism in their defence of' the Freedom

Charter. Adopting a vanguardist stance, some NOM officials argued that the mine-....orkers and all other

unions should effectively subordinate themselves to tli...;popular movement and to the Communist Party as the

leading representative of the working class. ACCOrdingto COSATIJ president Barayi,

Ihe SACP is the political vanguard party and has wide support. We accept their VOlley
and a1vice ...We are democratic and autonomous, but we are not prepared to do anything
to offend the vanguard. (quoted in Marx 1992: 214)

'NUMSA's (National Union of Metalworkers of South Africa' s) inaugural congress had adopted two

resolutions. differently f1av<'llll,,1, even if not diametrically opposed to the NUM position. NUMSA bad agreed,

partly I:tS a concession to a strong minority within its own tanks, to adopt the Freedom Charter, but it did so

with qualifications. The Charter was simply a set of minimum political demands which could only be realised

through the practical leadership of the industrial working class itt the struggle for the
establishment of a socialist society, where workers' control of govimment and industry
will be enforced in the practice of a liberated South Africa. (quoted in Baskin 1991:
216)

In a separate political policy resolution NUMSA stresses the pri mruy importance of the struggle for socialism

in which the Freedom Charter was simply Ita good foundation stone on which to start building our working

class programme". The working class could only make correct alliances and "lead these alliances if it has a

clear programme and aims" .
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The differences between the NUM and NUMSA positions were subtle, but in practice, significant. For the

NUM, the immediate objective was a non-racial democratic state. Potential allies should not be required to be:

anti-capitalist, only anti-racist, While a socialist. futu[l~was envisaged, movement towards this was through

working class participation in the national democratic struggle. For NUMSA, socialism was the prunary and

immediate objective. Socialism, it impl'cd would bring democracy in its wake. Alliances should be built, but

potential allies should be committed to both an anti-apartheid and an anti-capttalist position. The NUMSA

position included the more traditional response of the Congress' left critics who argued that the Charter,

narrowly conceived, lacked class content, that, by treating a people as homogenous rather than class-

differentiated, it legitimates the power of "petty-bourgeois" nationalists and the suppression of working class

interests and, therefore reduced the possibility of a transition to socialism. This critique, couched exclusively

in the language of class analysis, viewed the Freedom Charter as an essentially anti-democratic document. But

the NUMSA position also included elements of the early FOSATU tradition which argued for an independent

institutional base for the union movement as the most democratic mechanism in and through which to ensure

the effectivity of working class struggles. In this view the adoption of the Freedom Charter posed a threat to

the independence of working class organisations because it implied the subordination of the unions' \0 the

wider Charterist opposition movement. Responding to the pressure from this group within the union, NUMSA

at the congress tabled two resolutions, one calling for the adoption of the Freedom Charter and the other

calling for the adoption of an independent Workers' Charter. Although the NUMSA position lost at the 1987

congress, the idea of a Workers' Charter guaranteeing union independence was to re-emerge forcefully early in

1990 when COSATU entered a new corporatist phase.

COSATO's general secretary, Jay Naidoo, and other leaders anxious to avoid divisions, tried to play down the

extent of differences on the issue53. The NOM and NUMSA resolutions were not contradictory, declared

Naidoo prior to the congress. Both

53 Discontent over how COSATU had adopted the charter suggested that the federation had been less than democratic
Marx suggests that certain sections of the union leadership believed that the charter had been bulldozed through by pro-
charterist unions and that COSAro was forced to accept it by the wider political movement, (See Marx 1992: 213) In
effect, then, COSATUs leadership's concern with unity underplayed differentiation in the federation and artificially united
splinter groups.
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emphasise different aspects of the workers' struggle against apartheid and capitalism for
national liberation and socialism, ..Both unions see file Charter as laying the basis, or
bemg the minimum programme, for the struggle for socialism ...The struggle for
socialism is already unfolding within the struggle f,;)f national liberation. (quoted in
Baskin 1991: 219)

Naidoo's carefully chosen words could not hide the significance of COSAW's adoption of the Freedom

Charter: it situated the federation under the aegis of the Charterist movement and its commitment to a the

strategy of national democracy. To tllle large number in COSATU who alre&d} believed that the Charterist

liberation movement represented the aspirations of the majority of the country, linking the federation to this

movement seemed the best way of ensuring that the unions embraced a broader view of opposition politics.

However, critics objected that this alignment would not ensure unity but, rather, would exacerbate divisions in

the working class, for instance, by making co-operation with other union movements such as NACTU less

likely. They expressed dismay at

how COSATU reconciles its commitment to a united working class movement, but in
practice, engages with only one political grouping, dominant as it may be (Browne
1987: 61)

By adopting the Freedom Charter COSATU had inadvertently impregnated its political identity with the

political objective of the struggle for national democracy. Earlier we argued that this strategy can be seen to

have been based on a conception of democracy which is heavily reliant on a teleological and determinate

movement of society from capitalism to communism. It failed to take seriously the question of political

pluralism and the extension of civil liberties. In fact, the meanings of democracy was left unspecified by

COSATU's proponents of the national democratic strategy. The proponents of NUMSA'S. "independent

unionism" position did perhaps, provide a counter to the homogenising tendencies of Charterist democracy by

continually stressing the importance of setting up structures of mandate and accountability and suggesting that

the presence of such structures in turn mcreases the likelihood that worker self-management will develop in
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future as a counter-weight to bureaucratic domination in a future democratlc state. However, in the context of

increasing state repression from 1987·1990 the logic or simple polarisation became the pre--do1ttinan1 current

in COSATU1s political thinking.

1990-11993: CaSATU's New Political Trajectory

On the 24 February 1988 the government placed restrictions on eaSAW. It curtailed COSATU's political

activities as part of a general clampdown together with 17 other extra-parliamentary organisations,

COSATU's response was to defy the restrictions. In a statement COSATU noted that

the state is attempting to restrict COSAro to what they see as legitimate trade union
functions. We reject this because there is no democracy in South Africa, and COSATU
and other organisations are part of the extra-parliamentary opposition that are
legitimately putting forwards the demands and interests of our members both on the
shopfloor and in the wider SOCiety.(Baskin 1991: 269)

In May COSATU convened a Special Conference as a response to its restrictions. The congress focused on the

need to create the "broadest unity against apartheid repression and to create the democratic space to continue

to operate", In line with the logic of simple polarisation the conference argued for a unified opposition against

the apartheid regime. On the question of unity against the apartheid regime there were many strategic and

tactical debates around the most appropriate form of such unity. The NUM called for a united front to be

formed bringing together COSA'fU and "tried and tested mass-based organisations" with compatible political

programmes. These would come together in a conference to work out a programme of action which would

"unify the broadest possible section of the South African population". NUMSA and the CWIU (Chemical

Workers Industrial Union) put forward a resolution which called for the establishment of a broad front of all

'Working class organisations of the oppressed and exploited masses committed to working actively and

unreservedly for the immediate end to apartheid. (Baskin 1991.: 279-281) A national convention called by

COSA TU in September 1988 was banned by the government. Some of the organisers of the convention were
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high ranking COSATU officials who were detained and subsequently restricted54. In response to increasing

state repression. ceSATU went on the offensive. On the 6 June 1988 the biggest stayaway in South African

history began. At least 1,9 million people did not travel to work from June 6-8 in order to voice their rejection

of the Labour Relations Amendment Bill which the government bad proposed.

By late 1989, a variety of emerging developments inside and outside the country came to a head

simultaneously, leading to a set of state actions that dramatically transformed the South Africa conflict. The

decline of the Botha regime following PW Botha's stroke in 1989 resulted in important changes in the political

process in South Africa. The political conflict of the 1980's had begun to test the limits of political possibility

for, both the dominant groups and the opposition. The union movement played a major role in bringing the

conflict to its latest stage. They managed to maintain the momentum of popular mobilisation, undermining the

state's confidence in its ability to quell protests and heightening the fears of foreign businesses that were less

and less willing to invest in such an unstable environment. Countrywide stayaways demonstrated the unions'

capacity to launch a general strike that could cripple an economy which had become reliant on black labour, A

vicious cycle of rising militancy, popular unrest, and strikes scared away foreign investors and increased

public pressure in other countries for sanctions, As a result, the South Africa economy continued to suffer

from a chronic decline even after the Western economies had recovered from the recession of the early 1980's,

thus reducing the amount of resources available to the state for mollifying its black populace, aggravating

continued unrest, and further dislocating the economy. Average capital inflows to South Africa of $2 billion

54 III addition to organising opposition inside the country COSATU's sanctions campaign continued to put international
pressure on the government, At its annual congress in July, the federation rejected the selective sanctions applied by
western ~',venunents as "ineffective as a form of pressure" on South Africa. Instead COSATU came out in favour of
"compensatory and mandatory sanctions" as the only ones which are likely to bring effective pressure to a.wist in bringing
about non-violent change in South Africa." It listed a number of'measuies that it said it would support, including an end to
international loans to the government, local government and business; diplomatic isolation, the stopping of emigration,
tourism and overseas trips by businessmen and government officials; the prevention of loan capital being invested and
skilled labour recruited abroad; at :1 the implementation of the United Nations (UN) arms embargo. On disinvestment, a
resolution reaffirmed COSATU's support for effective pressure on the South African political and economic system and its
view t.hat 'South Africa's wealth should remain the property of South Africa's people", It also said that companies
withdrn.wUlg should give the federation adequate notice of their intentions, and should negotiate with representatives the
tenus of their withdrawal so that bona fide negotiations could take place. The main principle of the resolution had already
been put into practice when Nill,t...,C'" nd. negotiated the terms of withdrawal of the Ford Motor company from South
Africa with the company.
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during the first three years of the decade were replaced by similar outflows between 1985 and 1989, at the

same time that approximately $40 billion was lost as a result of trade sanctions. These reversals had a strong

impact on the South African economy, which had long been especially dependent on foreign trade and capital

due to the underdevelopment of its internal markets. Already in 1986, private sector investment had fallen

behind asset depreciation. while inflation rose to 16 percent, as compared with 3 percent in the United States.

By 1989, government officials acknowledged the economic crisis. made worse by the already··beavy.tirutncial

burdens of maintaining duplicate apartheid structures and a large military ad police force, Privatisatlon of

public industries to replace tax revenues gave the state only temporary relief f:!'t1~ :' .! c. ·.d economic

decline. (Marx 1992: 227) Events in the country produced a noticeable shift in the attitudes of n~ajor

employers as it became clear that South Africa was moving in the direction of democracy. By the early 1970's

there was a growing convergence of views among capitalists about the rising cost and inconvenience of

apartheid for capitalism. Posel has contended that, since 1978, the South African state had increasing recourse

to a technocratic ideology for the legitimation of its practices. In accordance with this new strategy leading

businessmen were incorporated into cabinet committees in their capacity as specialists in such matters as

economic development, industrial decentralisation, labour relations and inflation. (posel1984) With respect to

capital its alliance with the state in the advancement of "free enterprise" was endorsed on the basis of principle

as well as pragmatism. Businessmen entered into a partnership with the state whilst at the same time being

able to criticise violations by the state of precepts of "free enterprise" to which it had pledged allegiance.

(Mann 1988: 66-67) During the mid-1980's liberal capital, intent on supporting reform, had not distinguished

between reform of apartheid and PW Botha's reform process. Everything contained within this process was

regarded as a movement away from racial discrimination and deserving the unqualified support le ..t the right

wing of the National Party regain its power base. However by the end of 1985 capltal was making plain its

disillusionment with the inability of the state to introduce the necessary political changes. In September 1985

several prominent businessmen flew to Zambia to conduct discussions with the exiled ANC. In January 1986

the South African Federateo l-llamber of Industries (FCI), which represented the majority of the

manufactw ing sector in the country issued a so-called "Business Charter or Social, Economic and Political

Rights", which appeared independently of the state and contained a set of political proposals for a future
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constitutional ordering of South Africa. As Mann points out, the Charter signalled that business would DO

longer be bound by previous allianC''''Sand would be free to seek politicaJ al.lie$ elsewhere. (Mann 19&8: 82)

Towards the end of the 1980's, then, the state had to contend with pressure from the business community,

rising popular opposition, economic strain, international re-alignment, division among whites, and

assessments of the likely actions of various black opposition groups. The state's effort to crush its opponents

had failed, with popular mobilisation not only having persevered, but also showing signs of increasing

organisational vitality. Even though the opposition rtlIOYe:!l'leIlt had not been strong enough to overthrow the

minority regime militarily, it had succeeded in exacerbating an economic crisis and dividing the regime's

supponers, A military stalemate in Angola had demonstrated the South Africa state's vulnerability, and the

fan of COr.Jl'I1'lDi~ governments in eastern Europe during the second half of 1989. Taking all these factors

together, it was clear that both materia! and id~ogtcal fsctors were pushing the state to take some drastic

action, although the exact from of that action was difficult to predict at the time. After the 1989 eJection, de

KIerk had become fully aware of the political fragility of his power base. He had accepted the analysis that an

attempt to resurrect Botha's strategies would lead to a substantia! escalation of South Africa's internal war,

increased international isolation and further economic decline. "We are tired of sitting in the trenches", one

cabinet minister said at the beginning of 1990. (quoted in Shrire 1991: 133) On 2 February 1990 FW de KIerk

selected the occasion of the opening of parliament to announce the unbanning of the liberation movements,

the release of political prisoners and his intention to repeal apartheid legislation and emergency restrictions in

all areas other than Natal.

1990: New PoUtical Challenges

The new political climate (both nationally and inteh~tioiwly) posed many challenges for the opposition

movement. While the government was attempting to adapt to new conditions, sectors of the wider movement

for liberation in South Africa began responding to new global events. Like all communist parties, the SACP

was significantly affected by the tumultuous events of 1989 when the "walls" of communism fell. Central to

the SACP's response was a position paper by its general secretary Joe Slovo examining whether socialism had
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failed. At a time when state socialism was collapsing, Slovo attempted to reargue the value and importance of

socialism. or better democratic socialism. Arguing that the East European experience held important lessons

for South Africa, a central thread of Slovo's argument was that the main reason for the collapse of socialism in

Eastern Europe and elsewhere was "the divide which developed between socialism and democracy". Slovo

argued that "the vvay forward is through thorough going democratic soctalism" and that such a socia.lism

involved a commitment to multi-party democracy, political pluralism. freedom of political association and

expression, the holding of regular elections based on universal suffrage and the rule of the numericallll8jority.

(See Slovo 1990) In January 1990 the publication of Slovo's paper set in motion a fairly public debate within

the SACP over the legacy of Stalinism. (See, for example, Cronin 1990, Gwala 1990, Jordan 1990, von Holdt

1990b) The debate was continued among the 400 delegates to the Party's congress in December 1991 and was

resolved In a contradictory manner, Delegates voted by five to one against the term "democratic socialism" on

the logic that as socialism is inherently democratic. At the same time the congress adopted a manifesto that

envisages a socialist system with guaranteed political and civil liberties, multi-party election, and an

independent judiciary. It new constitution Committed I:, '. party "to strive to win acceptance as a vanguard by

democratic means".

Within the SACP Slovo's paper acted as a catalyst for a heated debate on the party's political identity and the

future of the socialist project in South Africa. On the one hand were those party members who defended more

orthodox Marxist conceptions (If democracy and the transition to SOCialism.(See, for example, Gwala 1990)

Others, more concerned with the 'wider re-thinking of the relationship between socialism and democracy,

attempted to move away from a rigid juxtaposition of Marxism with liberalism. For these thinkers the central

problematic lay in the re-formulation of the classical Marxist conception of the tra uion to socialism away

from its substantive connotations towards a more procedural conceptions of democracy without rej(.cting some

of socialism fundamental concerns for a wider social and economic equality. In this regard Slovo's insistence

on political pluralism was a fundamental departure frl'-n the classical Marxist conception of democracy. It

relied on a different conception of history and society, one that acknowledgesd the permanence and legitimacy

of conflicting interests. In the classical Marxist view democracy is closely tied up with the destiny of a
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particular social class, the proletariat, and the specific historical movement, from socialism to c:ommunism. of

which it is part, By emphasising political pluralism Slovo posited a procedural conception of democracy which

disallows any necessarily privileged role for the proletariat55. The will of the majority is not known in

advance, but is rather to be regularly ascertained by means of elections held under determinate conditions. As

Hudson and Louw point out, it entailed a conception of the state which is quite different from that of classical

Marxism.

In maintaining the rulM of democratic procedures the state is not actin~ qua class
instrument, but is rather maintaimng the distinction between the symbolic and real
dimensions of power so crucial as Lefort had shown to the mode of legitimation specific
to modern democracies. (Hudson and Lonw 1992: 33)

In this view conflict is constitutive of, and not subversive to society. Concomitant processes of political rule

such as regular elections and representative democracy are built in and around a pluralist and diverse political

structure. Slovo's paper advocated the need for new socialist thinking to incorporate an emphasis on

institutional concerns regarding the prevention of a cumulation of power as it occurred in so-called existing

socialist countries.

The labour Relations Act Campaign: New Democratic Implications

Influenced by the wider re-thinking on socialism and by pressure from within its own structures, COSATU by

the end of the Igeo'~;had 'begun to enter into a series of corporatist arrangements with employers and the state.

To a large part the:pressure from within COSATU came from developments that took place in specific sectors,

such as the mining industry. In the light of the crisis facing the mining industry in South Africa - 100 000

mine workers had been laid off and up to 200 000 more could possibly face retrenchments - the NUM

55 In a recent critique of SIal/a'S paper Hudson and Louw argue that Slovo's conception of political pluralism is simply
asserted alongside a more orthodoxmarxist conception of "proletarian"democracy. Slovo's conception of demo~.iJ';y,they
argue, contains a plurality of distinct and incompatible meanings which are not successfully fused together. (See Hudson.
and Louw 1992)
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convened a historic mining summit which was attended by delegates from the unions, employers and the

state NUMAssistant (kneral secretary, Marcel Golding revealed the thinking behind the summit

The problems facing the industry have to be managed and more efficiently planned, and
for that reason we have called for a permanent mining commissioa that will try to co-
ordinate the downscaIing of the industry. Resource based industries do decline. We are
arguing that there has got to be m'lre efficient mana~t for South Africa's mining
resources and the only way that can be done is through better co-ordination and
planning. (quoted in Webster and von Holdt 1992)

The union proposed a joint union, employer and state pror amme to co-ordinate downscaling and

restructuring of the mining industry with the aim of developing a modern highly productive industry.

Proposals included joint initiatives on health and safety and on industry-wide training as well as retraining for

retrenched mineworkers. (See, for example, Leger and Nicol 1992, Maree 1993: 34-35) The NUM was also

involved in a path breaking productivity agreement in 1991 wage negotiations in the gold industry. The union

was forced to agree to a very low wage increase of 6% fearing that a greater increase would mean mine

closures and retrenchments,

Sector specific developments such as the economic crisis in the mining industry played an important role in

confirming the overall trend towards corporatist arrangements. In May 1990 the historic accord between

labour (COSATU ard NACTU (National Council of Trade Unions» and the employers (SACCOLA (South

African Consultative Committee on Labour Affairs) was signed, It signalled the beginning of corporatist

arrangements between COSATU, the state and capital. A more fundamental shift towards corporatism came

when the Laboria Minute signed by the COSATU, NACTU, SACCOL..-\, the NMC (National Manpower

Commission) and the Department of M"n;.,wer in September 1990 in Pretoria. It contained an agreement

between the participating parties that no future legislation on the Labour Relations Act would be put before

parliament until all the major actors had been consulted. This opened the way for bilateral negotiations

between COSATUfNACTU and SACCOLA on amendments to the reactionary 1988 Labour Relations Act.

The outcome was presented to parliament and led to the 1991 Labour Relations Amendment Act, the fust Act

in parliament that was the final product of trilateral negotiations between state, capital and black trade unions,
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(See Schreiner 1991: 38, eALS 1991: 84) In essence, the Laboria Minute agreed to repeal the objectionable

amendments to the Labour Relations Act of 198& by February 1991, and agreed that all workers should have

basic trade union rights and that this should also apply to farmworkers, domestic workers and public sector

workers. In future all labour laws should be considered by SACCOLA representing employers and the trade

union movement before being put before parliament56.

Corporatist arrangements also extended to participation on statutory .oards pertaining to labour. The National

Manpower Commission and the National Training Board (NTB) became two bodies at a macro-level on which

COSATU was represented on. The obiectives of COSATU with regard to the NMC were clearly spelt out by

Schreiner (1991). According to him the aim ofCOSATU was to restructure the NMC into a tripartite organ of

the state in which labour has a co-determining role with capital and the state on all issues pertaining to labour.

It proposed that labour and capital should have equal representation and be the majority parties on a

restructured NMC. The powers that COSATU wished the restructured NMC to have included that no draft

legislation related to labour should be put beiore parliament unless it has been through the NMC. (See

Schreiner 1991: 39) eOSATU accepted that a democratically elected parliament should have "the ultimate

right to pronounce on proposals from the NMCH
• (Schreiner 1991: 39) This involved an implicit acceptance of

the legitimacy ofa democratic parliament as representative of the general public interest.

COSATU's participation in these corporatist arrangements can be seen to have represented a confirmation of

the logic of institutionalised pluralism that had emerged in the FOSA TU days. This time, however. what was

involved was the explicitly stated objective to acknowledge specific and different identities and interests. As

Bird and S er pointed out

56 The trade union movement now faced the challenge of participating in shaping labour law and collective bargaining
and tri-partite institutions, The 8nti-LRAcampaign had raised within the trade union me. _.aent II debate of the kind of
labour law they would like to replace the LRA with. Participation in the NMC would raise the same questions at a
concrete and practical level as the labour movement entered into negotiations with employers and the state over the future
of industrial relations in SouthAfrica.
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We accept that COSATU has historically, in the absence of major political parties,
represented the interests of the working people, But this tradition does not guarantee
that this line of march will continue in the future. (Bird and Schreiner 1992: 28)

COSATU's corporatist participation signalled the beginning of a decisive shift in the politics of mass struggle

in South Africa. For the first time both the state and employers accepted that an industrial relations order

could net be unilaterally imposed on the labour movement. The trade union movement was no longer confined

to simply resisting state and. employer action over which they had no control and very little influence. From

now on mass action would become more and more part of an institutionalised negotiating process rather than

located in a logic of simple polarisation.

The Labour Relations Act campaign sparked a sharp debate within COSATU on the merits of corporatism.

Supporters of the campaign such as NUMSA official, Enoch Godongwana, argued that it involved an

approach to "restructuring which is informed by a socialist perspective and which is characterised by working

class politics and democ ratic practice and accountability of leadership". Socialism had to be carried out across

the terrain of "negotiations", "social contracts", involved "trade-offs between contending forces" and "is the

product of methods of struggle that combine advances and, under certain circumstances, tactical retreats to

make way for further advances". (Godongwana 1992: 21) In t, similar spirit Schreiner discussed the way ill

which unions had advanced into various national forums to begin to make demands that stretch beyond wage

bargaining:

There are good social contracts and there are bad ones, ones that work and ones that
don't. ones that advance the interests of the ruling class and Dl1eSthat assist in building
workers' power and organisation. we would be political irresponsible to miss out on.the
latter. (Schreiner 1991: 35)

Critics of the Labour Relations Act campaign and its corporatist flavour argued that corporatist arrangements

are by definition based on "an acceptana of capitalist principles" and a desire to regulate, rather than
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transform the capitalist economy - thus producing benefits which are disproportionately beneficial to capita!

and the state at the expense oftbe interest olu'ie working Glass. (See for e.w:nple, Vally 1992: 13-15,36,51-

55, 61. 64, 75)57 In this view the state was seen as little mote than an Instrument of C'\l)ital. Even if

corporatist arrangements reflected he political dominance of labour, they were ultimately dominated by the

economic power of capital. For thJs reason, it was impossible to fundamentally transform the relationship

between capital and labour by entering into a social contract. In this view corporatist arrangements could not

be disengaged from the struggle between only two fundamental class actors, i.e, the bourgeoisie and the

proletariat. In no way were struggles outside of the state, i.e, in civil society, seen to be able to alter the

identity of th~ state or allow for transformations within the state apparatus itself. This class-centric definition

undermined any allusions to political pluralism and made it impossible to examine the role which

differentiated political interests play in determining the broad contours of the dominant social formation. By

contrast, rather than rely on any assumption about objective class interests and historical destiny, Gogongwana

and Schreiner acknowledged that the complexity of social relations necessitates an institutionalised form of

socialism which accepts divisions between and within social groupings and which attempts to accommodate

this pluralism. They viewed socialism as a cautious and balanced approach to the need to institutionalise the

interaction between the major political and economic forces and the desire to combine this type of socio-

political restructuring with ongoing mass action

The "corporatist" alternative was based on the idea that corporatist relations between associations can provide

a mechanism through which interest groups can participate in government and pluralistically negotiate a

common good.. 58 From 1990-1993 COSATU's campaigns began to assume such pluralist connotations. A

new VAT tax was introduced on September 1, 1991 and the labour movement called a massive stayaway for 4

and 5 November. On the 4th 68% of black workers stayed away from work and on the 5th ~'O. This

57 For an overview ofthls view see Callinicos 1992.

58 An inclusive corporatist polity comprised of associations representing the plurality of interests in society negotil'.ti.ng
agreed social priorities, It is through the latter function that corporatist forums serve to facilitate consultation and
bargaining between social interests and public bodies. They serve as channels for the reciprocal influence of governing
bodies and those governed. (Hirst 1982: 14:
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represented figures (If 3,7 minion on the first day and 3,4 million workers stayed away on the $OCClldday.

Although the campaign and stayaway have not yet succeeded in forcing the government to change the

implementation I)f VAT, it did achieve a number of successes. It hn:mght together III wide range of trade

unions. consumer and welfare organisations. political org."\nisat1('~ts.medical associati')IlS and small

businesses, probably a broader coalition than any seen in South Africa before. On the trade union front not

only did it deepen the relationship between COSATU and NACTU, but it also brought in a number of

independent white unions which had not previously worked with the militant, mostly black trade unlons, This

laid the basis for future co-operauon on broad trade union issues.

Politically the campaign shifted the balance of forces towards the tri-partite alliance and strengthened

Cm;ATU within the alliance. But the campaign also contained an important democratic connotation: through

consi.'tation and negotiation with other social forces in civil society, COSATh made it clear that it considered

itself merely the mor prominent amongst a number of forces in .civil society' whose projects can expand the

array of pressures at play upon capital and the state to extract outcomes favourable to working class

organisations. This contained an implicit recognition that civil society is far from being reducible in its

institutional expression tu a single party or liberation movement, The campaign represented a growing

recognition within COSATO of a strong role for voluntary associations in a pluralist civil SOI-;ietyand an

inclusive corporatist polity comprised of associations representing 'the plurality of interests in society

negotiating agreed social priorities.

COSA TO's campaigns from 1990~1993 involved an attempt to institute a new set of rules governing the

occupancy of the "place of power" itt society. COSAW's corporatist strategies contributed to the emergence

of institutional arrangements which can be considered democratic and "procedural". They Involved a

iccognitlon that workers' struggles cannot rely on an historically pre-determined leading role of the working

class. but instead need to contest the identity of society through institutionalised forms of democracy.

COSAW recognised that in o:"!er to aher the idersity ofthe state aLi society in a direction that is beneficial

for workers, it had to build up an independent institutional identity in the context of wider social and political
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differentiation, This view was forcefully expressed by tbe general secretary of the South African Clothing and

Textile Workers' Union (SACTWU), John Copelyn, who argued that trade unions needed to build an

independent institutional base in society to ensure independence for political parties and the state.

lfthe unions choose the former option (i.e. a labour wing of the government relying on
legislation to affect the workplace) it will be the death-knell for detI1OCI'2cy in a post-
apartheid societ}'. When institutions .0[ civil society become so tied up with the workings
of government that they become an integral part of the state machinery there is less and
less space for any criticism of the manner in which the state operates. If the trade union
movement is to maintain its inde_vendence, it is not enough to simply adopt an il.'ieology
~ independence. We will also have to map out an alternative vision of a just society in
which the unions play an important role which is fandamentally independent of the
state. The union movement will have to identifY areas of activity that will provide it with
an independent institutional base to constructively influence society. (Copelyn 1991a:
31)

Copelyn's argument was not new in COSAW. It took root in COSATU in its early days when FO~ATV-

aligned unionists argued for an independent unionism. Copelyn's positionS9, evoked images of the early

FOSA TV debate on registration when those in I," our of registration argued that by entering the industrial

relatio-is system the unions could potentially acquire a powerful institutional base in and through which to

conduct their struggles. The FOSATU position had been based on ail acknowledgment that modern social

formations are complex and diverse, and that their management requires formal, institutionalised mechanisms

both to ascertain the rnajoritarian will and to put this will into practice. COSAW's political identity in the

early 1990's certainly drew nourishment from this aspect FOSATU's tradition. At the same time there will

continue to exist within COSATU a contest between different approaches to the project of democracy, in

particular Oil tne question of the degree of union independence. At the COSATU Special Congress, held in

September 1993, delegates from nearly all affiliates expressed a series of reservations about the draft

programme of COSA TU's "Reconstruction and Development Programme". One of the reservations concerned

the fact. that the Reconstruction Programme can be interpreted as constituting the development pr jramme of

the future government. This point was made forcefully by the fact thar the draft placed before the congress was

-----,,
$'J At tile 1993 COS,\1V Special Congress delegates from nearly all affiliates expressed II series of reservations about the
draft programme of COSAl1J's "Reconstruction and Development Programme". One of'the reservations concerned the far.t
that the Reconstruct.on Programme can be interpreted !IS sacrificing union indepeadence ,,~, e von Heldt 1993: 23)
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an mc drail of an earlier COSATU draft. COSATU. ill effect, could have been seen to have chosen to help

the ANC draft a broad programme for government that tried to anticipate and accommodate the interests of

most social forces in society. In doing this, it could have been seen to have lost the opportunity to put forward

a more powerful labour perspective and policy with which to c1ariJ.Yits own positions and to challenge the rest

of society. As von Holdt observed, this potentially can amount to a sacrificing of union independence. (von

Holdt 1993: 23) The words of COSATU's outgoing general secretary. Jay Naidoo, however, promised a

determined defence of a pluralist democratic system in which unions independence Is guaranteed:

There is a role for all political tendencies and we must guarantee the right of political
parties and whatever tendency to be a public pressure group on a future government. If
they establish the majority, they become the future govemment.i.That is why we have
always argued that COSATU must be independent. We must have the right to challenge
a future democratic government (quoted in the Cape Times, 21.12.1993)

,

Conclusion

In this chapter we have argued that there existed within COSATU a complex and often intricate interplay

between two political logics. COSATU came into existence with a leadership whose political ideology was

shaped by conflicting views on the role of unions in the wider struggle for democratisation. On the: one

hand COSATU's leadership included unionists who had matured in and through the political tradition of

the Charterist movement. These unionists had a tendency 1.0 favour the logic of simple polarisation, On

the other hand COSATU's leadership included those unionists who in the 1970's had fought for an

independent Institutional base for unions outside of the aegis of both the wider liberation movement and

the apartheid state, These unionists favoured the logic of institutional struggle. Throughout the 1980's

COSAIDs identity was shaped by both these traditions which were woven into the fabric of its struggles,

surfacing in different guises and with different degrees of intensity throughout the 1980's.

The logic of simple polarisation was prominent in COSATU from 1987-i989 when the federation was

stru 'gling against the state in the political context of several states emergencies. In 198i COSATU
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adopted the Freedom ("1.3.rtet', which, brought to the fore that impulse in COSAT(J which denied specific

and differetlt idcmtiti!~. During this phase COSATU had its weaknesses, typical or a large internally

differentiated orga.nisation whose unity was forced on it partly by the logic or confrontation with a

powerful adversary. By opening up the public sphere and raising hopes that social groups could influence

their own fate, COSATU created the pow"bllity of bringing to the surface the pluralism of opinions and

interests or other social actors of civil society. However, the fact that COSATIJ was a powerful mono-

organisation attempting to represent the working class (despite enjoying enormous social support) affected

this process adversely. Although the process of differentiation of opinions and interests came more visibly

to the surface when it became more apparent that there would be a change in regime form, it was,

however, limited and blurred by the need to preserve unity in the face of an official adversary. COSATU's

alliance with the wider liberation movement, in our view, at times resulted in the artificial imposition of

Ideological unity on the organisation. COSATU's adoption of the Freedom Charter gave credence

(however indirect) to orthodox notions of socialist transition and the accompanying assumption that all

political (and otherwise) relevant knowledge is in possession of a single-celled political entity. Internal

opposition or splinter groups were not encouraged in eOSATU. The institutional tradition, dominant in

the early 1980's, emerged in campaigns such as the 1986 "May Day" campaign which became an

important image of opposition against the regime's attempt to suppress civil society. This campaign, like

the struggles of ::!olidarityduring the period from 19f 1-1982, assumed a political significance which went

well beyond the content of its demands. Although eOSATU's protagonists never thought of it in these

exact terms, the "restoration' of civil societ)fiO was the underlying objective in this campaign. The mete

struggle for the existence of an independent trade union movement held important democratic

implications in that it contributed. to the emergence of institutional arrangements which pre-supposed a

differentiated interests in society61. The institutional tradition emerged agsln at the beginning of the

60 We argued in chapter two that the term "civil society" can be viewed as an image of democratic opposition.
According to Lefort the distinctionbetween civil society and the state can only be made in a/arm of societyin v.hich
there existproceduml rules for the occupation of the "place of'power". (See our discussion inchapter two)

61 And as a consequence, the desire to avoid the permanent occupation of society by a single social force.
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1990's when COSATU begun to consider the applicability of corporatist strategies. COSATU's Labour

Relations Act campaign involved an attempt to institute a new set of rules governing the occupation of the

"place ofpower".ln contrast to the 1986 May Day campaign, the "restoration" ofc:ivil society was a stated

objective, although less vigorously stated than other objectives such as the ~on of Souili Africa's

ecoaomy, From 1990-1993 eaSATU's strnter;ies contributed to the e1'tIIerge:nce af institutional

arrangements which, W~ll consiiJei'OOin the tenn& of the conceptU&lmatrix developed in this theI;is, i.e,

the contrast IY..-tween ;Je1t1ocracyaud totalitariartisln. cmried. 'portant~' de.tnocrat.ic implications.
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CONCLUSION

This thesis has focused on the political trajectories vis-a-vis democracy of South African unionism from

.J Iv-1993. It has argued that the renaissance of trade unionism in the 1970's marked the beginning ofa

contest between two distinct forms of political society, democracy and totalitarianism. The independent

FOSATU unions of the 1970's and early 1980's were democratically inclined whereas tae unions aligned

to the Congress tradition were often articulated a totalitarian conception of a "democratic" South Africa.

The FOSATU unions were animated by an implicitly democratic logic of institutionalised pluralism in

contrast to the more centralised democratic logic of the South African Communist Party. To a large extent

their strategy to acquire power was based on a doctrine of worker control that broke with the formalistic

notion of representation that characterised the old forms of liberation organisation. This doctrine was

based on the notion of participatorv democracy 'Whichemphasised accountability of delegates to members,

open debate and grass-roots. participation in decision-making. The institutional expression of this

democratic doctrine carne in the form of shop steward councils which provided the unions with

independent institutional footings in civil society. The principles of democratic worker control, albeit not

always consistently implemented, became a crucial characteristic by which FOSA TU affiliated unions in

particular distinguished themselves from ether unions. FOSATU unions emphasised the importance of

trade union independence in the wider struggle for a non-racial democracy. They were distinguished by

their refusal to engage in political action outside the ambit ofilie shop-floor concerns of their members

and eschewed alignment with national political movements.

Thus, the FOSATU unions were animated by an implicitly democratic "logic of institutionalised

pluralism" in contrast to SACTU's unionism of the 1950's. They rejected the role of trade unions as mere

(,,,,,,,,eM"/,,,, to the national liberation struggle, Although there seems to be evidence that there existed (at

least some) support within the ranks of FOSATU of a {ann of workers' control more easily reconcilable

with proletarian than pluralist democracy, the nature of FOSA1'U was such, that, when sufficiently
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pressed on the issue of which 'democracy' .. proletarian or procedural - it endorsed. the procedural would

have been selected over the proletarian. The political tensions in FOSATU' never resulted in an

exaggerated factionalism capabte of immobilising the federation .. This was inpart due to the fact that the

doctrine and practice of democratic worker control, as understood by FOSA TU,.was an all embracing set

of guidelines that accommodated the presence of tensions and strains in the FOSATU's political strategy.

It was effective as an umbrella doctrine because it did not claim to be a set of political principles tied >.1 a

specific political position vis-a-vis str. ~,tegiesfor political transformation. Its principle aim was to provide

a set of procedural guidelines for procedural and participatory practices. As sue' :he doctrine did not

possess an invariant and intrinsic meaning vis-a-vis a distinct set of political principles. It was able to

include a variety of democratic forms and principles vis-a-vis political transformation under its roof Its

main objective was til provide a strategic framework for a culture of worker self-empowerment The

existence of this culture facilitated a host of other strategic objectives (such as independence from national

political organisations). TbeSl'\objectives, however, did not comprise the essence of the doctrine. Taken in

the round the various features of FOSATU - the doctrine of worker control, its independence and its

relation with the state - can be VIewed as interdependent elements bel ,,11 .'0 the same complex,

democracy. They exhibit properties congruent with a conception of democracy as indeterminate and

procedural. That the relevant political question ("democracy' or "totalitarianism") was never addressed

explicitly can be attributed to the possibility that the issue ofnationaI political arrangements and of how to

identify the populist will on a national scale had nOI crossed the threshold of political reflection in

FOSATU as this was not an issue of'pressing importance for the major part of its existence.

Temporarily eclipsed with the establishment of COSATU i~ 1985, the specifically FOSATU perspective

was kept alive. Although it never held sway, it was, nonetheless implemented, albeit inconsistently, by

COSA TV until the end of the decade. A central feature of opposition strategy during the 1980's was the

logic of confrontation with a centrally organised and powerful state apparatus and an awareness on the

part of opposition movements that the basic contradiction of the system consisted in the opposing interests

of the ruling elite and the anti-apartheid opposition movement. Consolidation against the apartheid system
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and its ruling elite in a significant way marked the political orientation of the oppoositionmovement. A

logic of Simple polarisation took root in the thinking of the charter/sf opposition movement. This political

tradition organised itself around the Freedom Charter. It advocated a politics of "us and them". The idea

was til pit "the people" against the apartheid state. This logic attempted to cement the opposition and

transform a potentially attomised oppositional society into a collective subject. The charterist oppI.)sition

sought to institute a civil society without divisioos. Underlying the logic of simple polarisation was the

idea tlianl.~mocracy and freedom consisted. in maximising the unit>, of distinct and disparate oppositional

elements. The opposition was seen as a unified entity in which each part had to be related to every other

and was imbued by one and the $3.l1le project of eradicating apartheid. Conflict within the opposition was

seen to be subversive to its identity. Democracy was closely tied up with this opposition and its substantive

claims around specific strategies for opposing the apartheid state. The problem of institutions which

regulate political conflict was of secondary importance. The logic of simple polarisation had its

counterpart in a logic of "institutionalised pluralism" which emphasised the role of political institutions.

Throughout the 1980's there remained evidence (If a political tradition that stressed the importance of

political institutions in regulating the conditions for a pluralist contestation of democracy. Dominant in

the early FOSATU days, when unionists championed an independent working class movement, this

tradition can be seen to nave involved a commitment (albeit often unintended) to the institutionalisation of

conflict. There existed within eOSA TU a complex and often intricate interplay between these two logics.

COSATIJ came into existence with a leadership whose political ideology was shaped by conflistmg views

on the role of unions in the wider struggle for democratisation. On the one hand eOSAW's leadership

included unionists who had matured in and through the political tradition of the Charterist movement.

These unionists had a tende "Y to favour the logic of simple polarisation. On the o'_~crhand COSAW's

leadership included those unionists who in the 1970's had fought for an independent institutional base for

unions outside of the aegis of both the wider liberation movement and the apartheid state. These unionists

favored the logic of institutional struggle. Throughout the 1980's COSATU's identity was shaped by both

these traditions which were woven into the fabric of its struggles, surfacing in different guises and with

different degrees of intensity throughout the 1980's.
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One cannot fail to register that what emerged in the political discourse ofFOSATU was a definition of

socialism and democracy which sanctioned a degrees of uncertainty and play in the political field,

buttressed by rudimentary rules of freedom of expression and association. What can be 5(\(l11 to have

emerged was the beginning of an attempt by an organisation with socialist affinities to come to terms

with liberal democracy. FOSATU's attempt constitutes an important historical moment in the

development of democracy in South Africa. It injected. albeit often in an unintended way, the issue of

political pluralism into the discourse of the wider opposition movement. The effects ofPOSATU's

injection were long-lasting, re-surfacing in COSATU at the beginning of tbe 1990's. The residual eff'ects

ofFOSATU's democratic identity influenced the political identity ofCOSATU.

Past political trajectories vis-a-vis democracy constitute important determinants of the success of South

Africa's post-apartheid democracy. The manner in which liberal democratic principles established under

the rubric of formal post-apartheid government interpenetrate with civil society is likely to be shaped. by a

series of collisions between a state-directed political of individual liberty and rights on the one band, and a

community-directed politics of civic activity and collective participation on the other hand. These

collisions are bound to occur in local political arenas which have traditionally not been liberal democratic

in character. In many of these local communities associational life was built around political tradition

suspicious of pluralist competition. The idea that the will of the citizenry is the subject of a political

contest was rejected. In today's post-apartheid era the real possibility exists for these authoritarian political

forms to entrench themselves even further. They are likely. at first. to remain invisible. while ostensibly

appropriating the requisite symbols of liberal democratic principles. In turn they become so well

entrenched that the new government is willing to tolerate them for the sake of "order" and "stability".

What is becoming increasingly apparent in South Africa is that historical political forms are not

necessarily well placed to deliver their respective constituencies into the political arena of a new

constitutional democracy.



122

Liberal dm:noctatic principles are confronting political forms that have 1:lit.hertoresided outside of their

ambit. Classicallibera1 den10cratic principles of 'representation' for example, are unable to take root in

political communities where the ~ Save beea preve:rtoo from 00vel0pin.g thcir capacity to form

political wills and where they have refwled fa tile past to engage in. the institutions of a ~

democracy that was seen to be highly illegitimate. iJready inSouth Africa ~ dominant state-directed

liberal-democratic discourse is interpenetrating with a reconstruction and development discourse that

challenges classical Iiberal-democratic categories. This interaction is forcing political leaders to articulate

explicitly the (possible) paradoxical character of the liberty-equality relation. What is at stake is the

formulation and establishment of a new set of ethico political principles. Whether or not the unions are

well placed to take on the challenge of contributing to such a project remains to be seen.
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