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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

1. Aim of Thesis

This dissertation examines the relationship between the labour
process :nd the racially exclusive trade union strategies adopted
by some unions within the Trade Unio»n Council of Sou:h Africa (TUCSA)
during the sixties. My argument s thot the relations of produciion
embodied in a particular labour process determine the broad limits
within which certain type. of trade union stratogies can be suc-
cessfully employed. Within these limits, broad as they may be,
political and ideological relationships deteimine the outcome of
trade union struggles. 1 address this question through a study of
some TUCSA unions which rejected the Council's policy of organising

African v' ' .8 in the late sixties.

During _ae 1960s when the South Afr‘can State pursued a policy
of excluding African trade unions from the industrial conciliation
system, TUCSA was the only federation f registered unions that en-

gaged in the organisation of Africar. .nions and called for their

legal recognition. This policy was - i, however, & perennial one.
The period between 1955 and 1974 war rved with deep internal di-
visions over which type of tride v - trategy weuld best protect
TUCSA's members against the threat - . .p African labour. Should
registered trade unions prevent unc: . :ng by supporting the Gov-
ernment policy of jcb reservation ar ;- oxclusion of African unions

from the industrial conciliation machinery; or should they support

the strategy o’ rate for the job and organise Alfrican workers in-



stead? This was the question which TUCSA unions asked, and which they

answered in diff<ient ways.

From its inception, TUCSA was plagued by this division which
deepened chroughout the sixties to precipitate a crisis in 1968 which
nsarly destroyed the Council. When TUCSA was formed in 1954, African
unions were excluded from membership in order to secure the partic-
ipation 7 f the right-wing unions. Although this decision was re-
versed in 1962, it was only four years later that tensions in TUCSA
emerged when some affiliates began calling for the expulsion of
African unions. In the context of growing State opposition to TUCSA's
policy, this led to a major debate within TUCSA which culminated in
the mass disaffiliation cf 12 unions (representing about 20% of
TUCSA's membership).' As a result, and in the interests of preventing
a right-wing break-away, African unions were once more expelled in

1969.

What caused the upsurge of right-wing trade unionism in TUCSA
during the 1960s? No Joubt, a full explanation of tha support of some
TUCSA unions for racially-exclusive trade unionism during the six-
ties would include a wide range of factors. The scope of this study,
however, is much more limited. My aim 15 to address he relationship
between chznges in the labour process and the exclusive stratagy
adoptad by some TUCSA unions towards African workers during the late
sixties. Although the focus of this study is restricted to the
structural relationships of the labour process, 1 also begin to ex-
amine other social factors which are pertinant to a full explanation
of trade union strategy. These include the supply of labour, State
legislation and opposition to non-racial trade unionism, and the

nationalist/racist ideology of white trade union members.



By posing the question of TUCSA's relat onship to African unions
i: terms of the changing skill structure of ‘he labour process, this
study differs from earlier ana'yvses of TUCSA by placing greater at-
tention to the determining role of the relaticns of production.
Earlier analyses of 1UCSA have focussed on the relationship of white

workers to the State.

>, Explanations of TUCS5A's Reiationship with African Unions

There are two differant explanations of the organisational
strategies adopted by registered trade unions in South Africa during
the sixties and seventies: the "fractionalist school" and the

" ipour process approach".

Farlier explanet ions of TUCSA's reiatioushin with African unions
sc ight to demonstrate the fundamental unity of TUCSA's rate for the
job strategyv and the job reservation policy o7 the State and regis-
tered right-wing unions. Ensor and Davies argue that the basis for
this unity lies in the fact that both these strategies were methods
whereby white wage-earners entrenched their minority privileges. In
his seminal article on the white working class n 1973, Davies argues

that

"Equal pay for equal work, under prescnt conditions where
Africans are sys.ematically denied access to educational fa-
cilities, is in practicc merely a disguised call to maintain
the essentials of the status quo, whilst perhaps dropping a
few of the unskilled and organisationaily weak white
workers."?

In a later study of TUCSA, Ensor makes the same point:

"...it is clear that the differences between the State refus-
ing to recognise and TUCSA supporting the recognition of,
African trade unions were differences in methods with the
common aim of reproducing the raciall, exclusive political
structures which guaranteed the c¢conomic position of white
workers . "'



This argument therefore underplays the conflict between these two
types of trade union strateg”, a.a instead emphasises the common

politicai interests of all white workers.

2.1 Fractionalist Exp'unation:

Davies' and Ensor's argument, that the interests of TUCSA and
pro-State unions were basically similar, was developed into a more
general theory of *he racial division of the working class in South
Africa. Because 't relies on Pculantzas' concept of "fractions" of
capital, this form of explanatiorn has become known as the
"fractionalist school" of South African historicgraphy.® This ac-
count explains the racially exclusive practices of the white working
class through reference Lo their various alliances with hegemonic
fractions of capitel. Shifts in these alliances are identified wit'.
two major political events in Scuth African historv: thne electoral
victories of the Pact Government in 1924 and the XHerenigde Nasionale
Party/Volksparty in 1948. The changing political allianies which
resulted in these electoral victories are sxplained in terms of the
economic interests of the classes or class rractions which repres-

ented these political parties.

In the case cf the first exawple, the electoral victory of the
Pact Government in 1924 represented an allisnce of the white working
class with the national bourgeoisie. The mater’ .1 basis for this
alliance lies in the congru2nce of the interests of boch the white
working class and the national agricultural bourgeoisie over the
distribution of the surplus produced by the mining industry. The
higher wages paid to the wiuiie working class miners by international
capital reduced the repatiiated sarplus and increesed the saving and
spending powers of the white working class. This served the inter-

ests of the national agr zultural bourgeoisie by making possible the



expansion of the internal market and by providing additional sources

* This common interest was tnerefore -e-

or savings and taxation.
sponsible for the entrenchment of white worker privileges urder the
Pact Government through, inter alia, a higher wage.® This was the
mechanism whereby surplus was appropriated from the international
bourgeoisie. This appropriation was possible because the white wage
exceeded the "average allowable wage with no surplus [value] con-
tent".” Since white worke s did not centribute more labour, they must

have received a higher wage at the expense of their fellow African

workers.®

The second example, the electoral victory of the Herenigde
Nasionale Party/Volrsparty in 1948, is oxplaine. as an alliance of
the white working class with the agricultural bourgeoisie and
Afrikaner traditional petty bourgeoisie. The economic basis of this
alliance lies in the common interests shared by these class fractions
with respect to the allocation of African labour.® Both the agri-
cultural bourgeoisie and white wage earners shared an interest in
maintaining the migrant labour system: the former because it ensured
an adequate supply of cheap African farm labour, and the latter be-
cause it maintained their monopoly of skilled jobs and kept African
wages low. These common interests woeve welded into a class alliance
by the traditional pett: bourgeoisie who relied on agricultural ac-
cumulation and the savings of white wage-earners for their sources
of capital as they strived to transform themselves into a fully-
fledged capitalist clasr. So, in both these historical examples,
the white workers were split off from the African working class be-
cause of their common interest with various fractions of capital in

the redistribution of surplus value.

Ironically, although these contributions of the fractionalist

school are directly critical of the earlier Marxist attempts to ex-



plain the racial division of the working class thirough reference to
the political power of white workers,'® they in fact reproduce this
error in their own analysis. The carly Marxist contributions by
Asheron, Johnstone and Simons and Simons, were not able tr explain
the racial division of the South African working class in 2 manner
that specified the extent and limits of the determination of poli-
tical and economic relationshiysi. As a result, their analyses either
privilege the determinacy of political relationships, or their de-
termining role is not distinguished from that of class relation-
ships.'' For example, after arguing that economic interests were the
material basis of the alliance between white wage-earners and the
agricultural bourgeoisie, Davies then argues that the cause of this

aliiance is in fact a political one:

"0Of course, the uxplanation for this state of affairs [the
racial division of the working class) is political...What can
be said then, without fear of contradiction, is that since the
white wage is high by virtue of political privilege, if this
privilege were to disappear the white wage would be
reduced.”'? (and hence the basis for a racial division of the
working class would collapse - 0.C.)
This is also true for Ensor's argument, when she argues that the
extent of the conflict between mixed unions and the State over the

1956 Industrial Concjliation Act "...was limited by the framework
of a class alliance"”.'’ She therefore argues that this political
relationship was the reason for TUCSA's eagerness in 1955 to form
an alliance with pro-Government trade unions, the terms of which

meant the exclusion of African unions.'®

This problem was first noted by Wolpe, who pointed out that these
explanations rely on concepts of class and class fractions which are
not informed by any analysis of the production process.'® Innes and
Plaut made this same criticism of later fractionalist contributions
to analysis of the South African State.'® Clarke made a similar point

when he argued that the fractionalist account is only able to iden=
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tify classes and fractions of classes when they exist as political
parties or pressure groups.'’ So, capitalist relationships of pro-
duction are only pertinent to this explanation insofar as they are
the pre-condition for a wage economy and of struggles over the dis-

tribution of the wage.'®

This criticism of the fractionalist explanation does not imply
that the racial division of the working class can be explained
without reference to political relaticnships Rather it is a problem
of theoretical consistency. Explainiang class divisions through ref-
erence to political relationships is inconsistent with a Marxist
theory of class. The result is in fact a tautology. If class re-
lations are to explain political relationships, then it is clearly
illegitimate to explain the reproduction of class relationships
th-ough reference to these political relationships. A consistent
Marxist account of the racial division of .ne working class in South
Africa should be able tc demonstrate how the relations of production
condition other social relationships. It should do this in a manner
which dues not exclude the determining role of political and ideo-
logical relationships. Such an analysis should also be able to
demonstrate how changes in the labour process, resulting from capi-
tal accumulation and class struggle, alter the conditions of and
post ibilities for different styles of trade vunion organisation.
Recent studies cn the labbour process and trade union organisation

have provided a starting point for the latter sort of analysis.'®



2.2 The Labour Process Approach:

In contrast to the fractionalist explanation, the labour process
approach begins its analysis with the relations of production and
demonstrates how the organisation of production sets limits to the
possible strategies which can be employed by trade unions to protect
the interests of their members. This explanation identifies dif-
ferent trade union traditions which corresponded to different forms
of organ.sation of the labour process, and which had different in-
terests in raciallv exclusive trade union strategies. Craft unions,
which emerged in the early period of manufacturing when a simple
division of labour between unskilled workers and artisans pravailed,
pursued an exclusive form of organisation. Relying on the strategic
importance of their members' skill for bargaining power, these un-
ions defended their craft through the mechanisms of the closed shop
and the apprenticeship system.?® Having no need tc rely on "colour
bars" to protect their members, these unions retained an ambigucus
position on the issue of racial exclusion.?' Any racially exclusive
practices followed by these unions wers more informed by a tiade
union principle which excluded all unskilled labour, than racist

ideclogy.??

The rise of large-scale industry and the introductio.. ~f machin-
ery, brought with it a new labour process which required a differznt
division of labour. Despite resistance by the craft unions, the
skilled crafts of the artisan were eventually fragmented, to give
rise to a division of labour which included semi-skilled operatives.
These changes undermined the bargaining power of skilled workers and
provided a basis for industrial as opposed to craft unionism. Faced
with their declining bargaining power, the craft unions resorted to
using the closed shop and their power through access to the Indus=

trial Council system (which excluded Africans), tc entorce a form



of job reservation.?’ In contrast, industrial unions, representing
the interests of unskilled and semi-skilled workers, were unable to
rely on skill for bargaining strength. Instead they employed the
strategy of organising as many workers as possible. This open union
strategy therefore prevented undercutting by organising unskilled
workers instead of excluding them.?* Where racial subordination co-
incided with low levels of skill, these unions did have an interest
in breaching racial barriers, and herein lay the basis for the pre-
World War Il tradition of non-racial trade unionism. However, where
unskilled and semi-skilled workers had access to political power,
and where the costs of running against the policies of a racially
exclusive state became too high, an alternative strategy was to rely

on the state to prevent undercutting.?®

3. Conceptual Approach

What this labour process theory suggests, therefore, is that the
particular organisation of the labour process sets broad limits to
the types of trade union strategies which unicns can employ to ad-
vance the interests of their members. Specifically, craft unions
whose membors are fully-skilled artisans, will prevent undercutting
through a form of tirade unionism which excludes unskilled latour,
rather than African labour pe. se. However, when discriminatory
legislation coincides with the division between skilled and un-
skilled workers, these unions would be amenable tc state protection

which prevents undercutting from unskilled African labour,

With the fragmentation of their trades, however, these craft un-
ions gradually lose the ability to defend their priviiege through
their control over the supply of skilled labour. As their position

is weakened they ere faced with the choice of either 'opening-up'



and becoming industrial unions, or of remaining 'closed' craft un-
ions. In the case of the former, the union chooses to represent the
growing majcrity of workers, while in the latter, its membership is
restricted to an ever-decreasing proportion of the total workforce.
Thus, the rise of machinofacture (and its accompanying labour proc-
ess) presents the possibility of this choice, but does not determine

which choice will be made.

To the extent that industrial trade unionism represents the de-
mise of skill hierarchy in the workplace, it provides the material
basis for inter-racial solidarity. However, industrial unionism may
be non-racial or rudcially exclusive. The character of the labour
process determines the historical possibility of this choice, but
not the choice that is made. The factors which do determine trade
union strategy include a varjety of non-class ralationships such as
the supply of labour, the (cim ot the state, the organisational
structure of trade unions, the relationship between trade union
leaders and the rank-and~file, and trade union ideology. This form
of explanation i, able te specify how the relations of production
set the parameters of trade union strategies, without excluding the

determining role of other social relationships.

Because it is able to demonstrate how relations of production
condition trade union strategies without excludiny the 10le of pol-
itical relationships, the labour process approach constitates an
advance on previous contributions for examining TUCSA's relationship

with African unions.
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4. Argumen.  Thesis

Having outline. the theoretical tools which I applied in this
research, the following analysis of the relationship between the

labour process and trade union organisation in TUCSA can be advan-cad.

The spectacular industrial growth of the South African economy
during the 1960s was accompanied by a shortage of white skilled and
semi-skilled labour. This shortage of labour became an obstacle to
the continued profitability of capitalist production. As a result,
capitalists began to restructure the labour process in order to re-
duce their dependence cn white labour. White trade unions were
therefore subject to contradictory pressures. On the one hand the
skill shortage strengthened the bargaining position of the unions
because it placed a premium on their labour. On the other hand,
however, this shortage encouraged capitalists to restructure the
labour process and the racial division of labour in order to reduce
their dependence on skilled white laboar. During this period, capi-
talists were in fact successful in restructuring the labour process
and racial aivision of labour, with the result that they not only
reduced the labour shortage, but also decreased their wage bill by

employing cheaper semi-skilled and Afr:can labour.

In the period prior to this restructuring of the labour process,
the only feasible form of organisatior which could be pursued by
craft unions was one which excluded al) unskilled labour. Since
Africans constituted the vast majority of unskilled workers, this
exclusive form of crganisation was perfectly compatible with ra-
cially exclusive forms of trade union organisation, except in the
Western Cape where most artisuns were coloured. This all changed
however, when employers began to fragment the skilled trades and

undercut white artisans with African operatives. This development
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now made it feasible for skilled white workers to protect their in-
terests through organising, rather than excluding African labour.
In other words, the range of feasible organisational options was
widcaed to include not only "closed", but also "open" styles of
w ionism. The fragmentation of the skilled trades and the introduc-
tion of African operatives was the very condition for the debates

and splits within TUCSA over the organisation of African unions.

These developments had different consequences foi semi-skilled
trade unions. Unable to prevent undercutting by cheaper African and
coloured labour through the control oy the supply ¢f skilled labour,
these unions were quick to rely on the State to pcevent the employ-
ment of cheap labour. The skill shortage therefore servad to place
these unions under an even greater threat of undercutting by cheap
labour. However, as with skilled white workers whose trades were
being fragmented, these semi-skilled unions were in a position such
that it was still in their interests to practice either an "open"
or "closed" style of unionism. As a result of employers' attempts
to employ coloured and African labour at lower rates of pay, some
of {hese unions relied on the State to reserve their occupations for
whites only, while others engaged in the organisation of Africans

in separate, parallel trade unions.

In response to these changes in the labour process and racial
division of labour, registered trade unions were therefore able to
confront a new range of organisational questions and to resolve them
differently. The combined role of right-wing trade unionism, the
racial legislation of the State and the racist ‘deology of white (and
also coloured) workers played the decisive role in determining
whether trade unions adopted open or closed forms of organisation.

These political and ideological re tionships therefore determined

12
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the style of trade union organisation; but did so on the terms set

by changes in the labour process.

5. Structure of The.

Chapter two is devoted to identifying the unions which supported
the organisation of African unions and those which called for their
exclusion from TUCSA. Once these divisions were identified, the un-
ions were classified according to the race and occupation of their
members and the industry in which they were employed. Would these
divisions within TUCSA correlate with the racial and occupational
composation of their membership or not? Would unions with the sawme
policy be clustered in specific industries or would they be scattered
throughout all sectors of the econgaxz It was anticipated that the
answers to these questions would indicate further avenues of re-

search.

The fact that 50% of the unions which opposed the organisation
of African workers wers to be found in the transport and building
industries was the basis for turning to a detailed examination of
these unions and the industries in which they organised. Chapters
three and four are therefore devoted to studying trade unions re-
sponses to changes in the labour process in the transport and
building industries. The themes which I investigate in these two
chapters revolve around the supply of labour, the character of the
dominant lebour process in the respective industries and the impli-
cations which this has for the manner in which employers are able
to cheapen the cost of labour, and for the forms of trade union re-
sistance to these attempts. It is within the context of these re-
lationships that I begin tc examine, although only superficially,

the influence of political relationships on trade union strategies.
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