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STR IKE ACTION IN THE SOUTH AFRICAN MANUFACTURING SECTOR : A 
SOCIO-SPATIAL ANALYSIS 

Abstract 

The independent trade un ion movement has become i n c r e a s i n g l y 
s i g n i f i c a n t in the popular s t rugg le aga in s t rac ia l cap i ta l i sm in South 
A f r i c a , ye t i t has so f a r a t t r a c t e d c o m p a r a t i v e l y l i t t l e a t t e n t i o n 
from geographer s i n the reg ion . One of the concerns of t h i s paper, 
then, i s to consider ways in which the spat ia l conf igurat ion of South 
Af r ican industry a f fects workers organ i sat ions . In- th i s context, the 
focus cen t re s upon s t r i k e a c t i v i t y i n the manu fac tu r i ng sec to r . An 
ana l y s i s of the changing composition, fortunes and s t ra teg ies of the 
trade union movement since the 1950's - s ub s tan t i a l l y reviewed here -
shows how such a c t i v i t y i s i n f l u e n c e d by f a c t o r s at work w i t h i n the 
state apparatus and wi th in the unions themselves, and i s ind icat i ve of 
the e v e r - c h a n g i n g r e l a t i o n s h i p tha t e x i s t s between these two. Our 
major objective here, though, i s to demonstrate how certa in spat ia l 
and temporal v a r i a t i o n s in s t r i k e a c t i o n may a l s o be r e l a t e d to 
pa r t i cu la r developments in the st ructure of South Af r ican capita l i sm. 
The forces underpinning the emergence of a spat ia l/ sectora l d i v i s i o n 
of labour and the contradictory imperat ives d r i v ing industry towards 
the c e n t r a l i s a t i o n and d e c e n t r a l i s a t i o n of c a p i t a l a re the 
developments under review. 

1 Introduction 

In their important review of recent developments in southern Af r ican 

human geography, Beavon and R o g e r s o n ( 1 9 8 1 ) note the b e l a t e d 

appearance of studies which document the condit ions under which the 

working c lasses of the subcontinent s t rugg le to survive. Studies such 

as t h e s e h e r a l d a c r u c i a l s h i f t i n d i r e c t i o n f o r a l a r g e l y 

i n t r o s p e c t i v e and r e a c t i o n a r y g e o g r a p h i c a l community (see Crush , 

Re i t sma and Rogerson, 1982). N e v e r t h e l e s s , McCarthy (1982) and 

Wei l i ng s and McCarthy (1983) have expressed concern at their tendency 

to separa te the s ub j ec t s of a n a l y s i s from the p o l i t i c a l context and 

the i r apparent reluctance to c o n s i d e r the q u e s t i o n of s t r a t e g y from 

1 



the var ious pos i t i ons assumed by labour, capita l and the state. The 

fundamental mistake of much wr i t i n g on the 'working c la s s experience', 

they argue, i s a p r o c l i v i t y to "over-emphasise the economic bas i s of 

domination at the expense of the p o l i t i c a l process of i t s overthrow" 

(Uol u t s h u n g u , 1 982 , 41 ). What i s r e q u i r e d , t hen , i s some 

c o n s i d e r a t i o n of the o p p o r t u n i t i e s f o r , and c o n s t r a i n t s on, v a r i o u s 

forms of res i s tance at spec i f i c h i s t o r i c a l moments and in par t i cu la r 

soc ia l formations. 

To date, most geog raph i ca l work in South A f r i c a that has examined 

these s t ra teg i c i s sues has focused on con f l i c t s w i th in the sphere of 

s o c i a l r ep r oduc t i on ; hou s i ng , educa t i on and transport being the key 

i s s u e s (see, f o r example, Mabin and P a r n e l l , 1983; McCarthy, 1983; 

McCarthy and Sm i t , 1984). S t r u g g l e s at the po i n t of p r oduc t i on , on 

the other hand, have commanded comparatively l i t t l e attention. This 

contrasts sharply with the s i t ua t i on in other soc ia l sciences where 

labour and trade union studies are now central to the research agenda. 

In several respects, th i s view i s underpinned by an important debate 

conce rn i ng the nature of c l a s s s t r u g g l e and s t a t e i n t e r v e n t i o n in 

South Af r ica. Thus, while Uavies, Kaplan, Mor r i s and '0 Meara (1976) 

have argued that the c o n t r a d i c t i o n s most d i r e c t l y and a cu te l y 

ref lected wi th in the state are those among f rac t ions of the dominant 

c la s ses , Bozzol i (1978), Clarke (1978) and Innes and Plaut (1978) have 

p laced the s t r u g g l e between c a p i t a l and labour at c e n t r e - s t a g e in 

their ana l y s i s of the apartheid state. In par t i cu la r , Innes and P laut 

(1978, 52) maintain that "one cannot understand the changing form of 
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the c a p i t a l i s t s t a t e w i t h o u t l o c a t i n g the s t a t e in the r e l a t i o n s of 

p r oduc t i on determined by the development of the s t r u g g l e between 

c a p i t a l and l abour " . Hence, i t i s w i t h the independent n o n - r a c i a l 

trade union movement that most soc ia l s c i e n t i s t s see the greatest 

o p p o r t u n i t i e s fo r making g r a d u a l i s t advances towards democracy in 

South A f r i ca (see, Bonner, 1983; de Clerq, 1979; Hemson, 1978; Hirson, 

1979; and Magubane, 1979; 1983, esp. pp.35-51). 

i n addit ion, the substant ia l concess ions that growing worker power has 

e x t r a c t e d from both c a p i t a l and the s t a t e s i n c e 1977 and the 

s i g n i f i c a n t advances in o rgan i sa t ion , membership and m i l i t a n c y that 

the un ion movement has ach ieved r e c e n t l y have served to sharpen 

awarenes s of t h i s s t r u g g l e (see Bonner, 1983; Lambert and Lambert, 

1983; M o r r i s , 1981). Fu r the rmore , the b a s i s of c o n f l i c t between 

capita l and labour has i t s e l f extended with the onset of recess ion in 

1981 (Lambert and Lambert, 1983, 249), the deepening c r i s i s of 

accumulation in an economy s t i l l heavi ly dependent on mineral exports 

(see Bienefeld and Innes, 1976; W i l l i ams , 1977), and the red i rect ion 

of South A f r i c a n c a p i t a l i n ve s tmen t s o ve r s ea s (see Kap lan, 1983). 

"Such i s the progress that has been made", Bonner (1983, 16) wr i tes , 

" such i s the conf idence being e x h i b i t e d by A f r i c a n worke r s , that 

commentators from b ig b u s i n e s s , f rom the s t a t e , from i n t e r n a l 

p o l i t i c a l organ i sat ions and from many quarters outside of South A f r i ca 

are ha i l i n g the independent trade union movement as the subcontinent 's 

unbound Prometheus, a v e h i c l e f o r major i n d u s t r i a l and p o l i t i c a l 

change". 

The paper beg in s w i t h a p e r i o d i s a t i o n of s t r i k e a c t i o n in the 
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manu fac tu r i ng sec to r s i n c e the 1950 ' s . T h i s i s f o l l o w e d by a 

c o n s i d e r a t i o n of c e r t a i n s p a t i a l v a r i a t i o n s w i t h re fe rence to 

e m p i r i c a l data from the 1970 ' s and 1980's. Our intent ion here i s to 

move beyond a d e s c r i p t i v e ' geography of s t r i k e s ' (see Bennett and 

Ear le, 1982, for instance), to seek explanations for these var ia t ions 

in the trade un ion movement ( i t s s t r a t e g i e s and chang ing f o r t u n e s ) , 

the s t a t e ' s r e sponse s to i t , and in c e r t a i n s t r u c t u r a l f e a t u r e s of 

South A f r i can cap i ta l i sm, notably the m e t r o p o l i t a n c o n c e n t r a t i o n of 

capi ta l (and attempts to engender a counterva i l ing decentra l i sat ion of 

c a p i t a l ) , and the s p a t i a l / s e c t o r a l d i v i s i o n of labour. I n a more 

genera l context , such developments in the economies of c a p i t a l i s t 

s oc ie t i e s have become increas ing ly impo r tan t as f o c i f o r geog raph i c 

research (see, for example, Dunford 1979; Massey, Doreen 1983; Massey 

and Meegan, 1982), but the i r imp l i cat ions for trade union organ i sat ion 

and worker m i l i t a n c y have been l a r g e l y i gnored. * T h i s l a r g e l y 

e x p l o r a t o r y a n a l y s i s t h e r e f o r e a t tempts to i d e n t i f y and s i t u a t e 

q u e s t i o n s of geog raph i ca l i n t e r e s t r e l e v a n t to worker a c t i v i s m in 

South A f r i c a . F u r t he r r e s ea r ch on these l i n e s may then p rov i de a 

b a s i s f o r comparat i ve work at an i n t e r - r e g i o n a l or i n t e r n a t i o n a l 

l e ve l . F i n a l l y , a l t hough the geog r aph i c a l d imens i on to worker 

a c t i v i s m i s to be s t r e s s e d here, i t i s impo r tan t to emphas i se t ha t 

th i s i s only one of the factors that inf luences the development of the 

trade unions, and therefore to locate our geographical ana l y s i s w i th in 

a broader d i s cu s s i on of s t ra teg i c i ssues. To th i s end, we focus upon 

more general determinants of s t r i ke act ion in the f ina l sect ion of the 

paper. 
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2 A periodisat ion of s t r ike action in the manufacturing sector since 

the 1950's 

2.1 Methodological considerations 

The e m p i r i c a l d e s c r i p t i o n of c l a s s a c t i o n i s m e t h o d o l o g i c a l l y and 

c o n c e p t u a l l y p r ob l emat i c . Those r e s e a r c h e r s i n t e r e s t e d in moving 

beyond simply theor i s ing about c l a s s strategy towards an h i s t o r i c a l l y 

s pec i f i c descr ipt ion of c la s s s t rugg le are faced with a complex set of 

q u e s t i o n s conce rn ing the r e l i a b i l i t y and r e p r e s e n t a t i v e n e s s of 

a v a i l a b l e da ta s o u r c e s and the v a l i d i t y o f v a r i o u s f o r m s of 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n (see Hyman, 1972 f o r a d e s c r i p t i o n of these problems 

with reference to s t r i ke data). 

I n our case we were p r imar i l y interested in de ta i l i ng the spat ia l and 

temporal bases of s t r i k e a c t i v i t y i n the manu fac tu r i ng s e c t o r and 

r e l a t i ng these to broader s t ructura l features in the organ i sat ion of 

South A f r i can capital i sm. In t h i s respect, a var iety of problems were 

encountered. F i r s t , i t i s only very recently that employers have had 

to r e p o r t a l l s t r i k e s and work s toppages . Thus, the s eve ra l 

monitoring serv ices have been forced to re ly on press and trade union 

sources in var ious combinations and to var ious degrees to supplement 

and c r o s s - c h e c k o f f i c i a l f i g u r e s . Second l y , workab le common 

de f i n i t i on s of what const i tutes a ' s t r i k e ' or a 'work s toppage ' have 

y e t to be developed as a b a s i s f o r a s s e s s i n g l abour d i s p u t e s . As a 

r e s u l t , there are s i g n i f i c a n t d i s c r e p a n c i e s in the s t r i k e f i g u r e s 

released by the independent consultancies and the o f f i c a l monitoring 

s e r v i c e . I n 1983, f o r example, the number of s t r i k e s was r epo r ted 
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v a r i o u s l y as 124, 190, 196, an ' o f f i c i a l ' 336 and 396 (Howe, 1984a, 

9). Notab le i n c o n s i s t e n c i e s were a l s o e v i d e n t i n terms of monthly 

t r e n d s , numbers of wo r ke r s , man-hour l o s s and s t r i k e t r i g g e r s (see 

Howe, 1984a, 6-13). Furthermore, these f i gu res contradict those c i ted 

by the un ions themse lves . Wherever p o s s i b l e , t h e r e f o r e , we have 

c r o s s - c h e c k e d o f f i c a l and other data s ou r ce s w i t h p r e s s r e p o r t s , 

l abour a c t i o n news, and other pub l i c a t i o n s such as Work in Progress 

(WIP) and the South A f r i c an Labour B u l l e t i n (SALB). However, w h i l e 

our data se t cove r s most of the s t r i k e s t ha t took p lace in 1982 and 

1983, on ly 40% of a l l known s t r i k e s were documented i n s u f f i c i e n t 

deta i l to be included in our ana l y s i s of the period 1974-1983. 

Secondly, and most importantly, i t i s by no means clear what s t r i ke s 

a c t u a l l y mean i n terms of c l a s s s t r u g g l e . For example, i n d i v i d u a l 

s t r i k e a c t i o n s d i f f e r q u i t e m a r k e d l y i n the l e v e l of w o r k e r 

c o n s c i o u s n e s s i n v o l v ed , o f t en deve l op i ng out of d i s p u t e s which are 

quite spec i f i c to pa r t i cu la r work places. I t would be wrong, then, to 

b l a n d l y equate s t r i k e a c t i o n w i t h fundamental c l a s s s t r u g g l e . So 

w h i l s t we do rega rd s t r i k e a c t i o n as a form of c l a s s s t r u g g l e , we 

would agree with Lenin ' s (1975, 375) contention that s t r i ke s express 

"the c la s s s t rugg le in embryo, but only in embryo". Third, while our 

ana l y s i s concentrates on some of the s t ructura l condit ions under which 

s t r i ke act ion occurred, we a l so regard local features to be important 

r ea son s f o r the s p a t i a l , s e c t o r a l and temporal v a r i a t i o n s i n s t r i k e 

a c t i v i t y i n South A f r i c a over the pas t f o r t y yea r s . F i n a l l y , our 

ana l y s i s focuses on the manufacturing sector where most post-World War 

I I s t r i k e act ion has occurred. This should be set in contrast to the 
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pe r i od up to the 1946 m ineworke r ' s s t r i k e when most s t r i k e a c t i v i t y 

took p lace i n the min ing i n d u s t r y (see B o z z o l i , 1979; S imons and 

S imon s , 1969; van Onse len, 1982, 1 - 4 0 ; Webster, 1978 f o r d e t a i l e d 

accounts). S i m i l a r l y , the growing s i gn i f i c ance of the re ta i l sector 

w i t h r e s pec t to recent s t r i k e a c t i o n (see Bend ix 1984; Howe, 1984a, 

16; WIP, 1984) and the re-emergence of t rade un ion a c t i v i s m on the 

mines in 1983 and 1984 should be acknowledged (van Niekerk, 1984). 

2.2 A per iodisat ion of s t r ike act ion : 1950 - 1984 

The magnitude and s p a t i a l l o c a t i o n of s t r i k e a c t i o n has v a r i ed 

d r a m a t i c a l l y in the p o s t - W o r l d War I I pe r iod . The former i s most 

evident in F igure 1 which ind icates the proportion of workers in the 

manufacturing sector who were engaged in s t r i ke a c t i v i t y between 1954 

and 1983. This time ser ie s i s best per iod ised into four phases which 

co r re spond r ough l y to the s h i f t s i n p o l i t i c a l a c t i o n by oppres sed 

groups in South A f r i ca noted by a var iety of w r i t e r s (Bonner, 1980; de 

Clerq, 1979; Lodge, 1983; Magubane, 1979; 1983; see McCarthy, 1983, 39 

for a per iod i sa t ion from 1910 to 1960). 

2.2.1 F i r s t phase : 1950 - 1963 The s t r i k e a c t i o n of the 1950 ' s 

assumed the form of n a t i ona l ' s t a y - a w a y ' s 1 , freedom r a l l i e s and 

demonstrations which encouraged workers to a r t i cu l a te grievances other 

than those manifest at the workplace and to form a l l i ance s with more 

p o l i t i c a l l y o r i e n t e d r e s i s t a n c e o r g a n i s a t i o n s such as the A f r i c a n 

Na t i ona l Cong re s s (ANC). Th is formed p a r t of a n a t i ona l campaign 

organised to protest aga ins t the apartheid l e g i s l a t i o n introduced by 

the National Party Government, elected to office, in 1948. The stay-
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away ' s b u i l t upon a t r a d i t i o n of r e s i s t a n c e go i ng back to the 1920 ' s 

and were pa r t i cu l a r l y e f fect i ve in the 1940's when the organ i sat iona l 

s t rength of the Council of Non-European Trades Unions (CNETU), which 

c l a imed 119 a f f i l i a t e s and 158,000 members in 1945 (Harsch, 1980, 

218), was at i t s peak. E q u a l l y , more conven t i ona l s t r i k e a c t i o n -

f i r s t p r e v a l e n t on the go ld mines i n 1901-2 - reached a new peak 

during the Second World War: 304 s t r i k e s i nvo lv ing 58,000 blacks took 

place between 1939 and 1945 even in the face of l e g i s l a t i o n outlawing 

s t r i k e a c t i v i t y (Magubane, 1983, 41). Fu r the rmore , i n 1946, b lack 

workers staged their l a rges t s t r i ke when 75,000 gold miners walked out 

on the Reef. 

By the e a r l y 1950 ' s , however, CNETU was i n dec l i n e f o l l o w i n g the 

col lapse of the mineworkers s t r i ke and the promulgation of the 1950 

Suppression of Communism Act which e f fec t i ve l y s i lenced i t s leadership 

(Lodge, 1983, 17-20). Membership of black trade unions f e l l to 38,000 

in 1950 (Magubane, 1983, 46). Furthermore, in the wake of a ser ies of 

stay-away 's between 1950 and 1952, the government passed a number of 

w i d e - r a n g i n g laws a f f e c t i n g both the con t ro l and o r g a n i s a t i o n of 

labour. I n p a r t i c u l a r , the 1953 Na t i v e Labour ( Se t t l ement of 

D i s p u t e s ) Act denied A f r i c a n s un ion r e c o g n i t i o n and p r o h i b i t e d 

s t r i k e s , w h i l e the 1956 I n d u s t r i a l C o n c i l i a t i o n Ac t 28 exc luded 

A f r i c a n s from the l e ga l d e f i n i t i o n of ' employees ' (see Marsh , 1982, 

50). 

Faced with the requirements of the 1953 Act, the South Af r ican Trades 

and Labour Counc i l (SATaLC), by then the l a r g e s t body of r e g i s t e r e d 
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and unregistered unions, s p l i t into two fact ions. One section, which 

subsequently formed the Trade Unions Council of South A f r i ca (TUCSA), 

dec ided to f o l l o w the recommendat ions of the Act and exc lude b lack 

workers from i t s a f f i l i a t e s . An a l t e r n a t i v e c o n c i l i a t i o n machinery 

was then set up on their behalf con s i s t i ng of works committees under 

management guidance. The other sect ion voted to reject the proposals 

and in 1955 the South A f r i c a n C o u n c i l of Trades Un ions (SACTU), 

representing twelve unions (8 A f r i can, 3 'Coloured' and 1 White), was 

created out of th i s group. 

SACTU's growth was remarkable. Emerging from the s p l i t with SAT&LC 

w i til 12 a f f i l i a t e s and 20,000 members, SACTU c l a imed to r ep re sen t 

53,000 worke r s i n 51 un ion s by 1961 ( P i pe r , 1984, 10). SACTU a l s o 

o r g a n i s e d some 569 s t r i k e s between 1955 and 1961, the m a j o r i t y 

i nvo lv ing black workers (Lodge, 1983, 193). This r i s e to prominence 

i s a l l the more remarkab le g i v e n , on the one hand, the overwhe lming 

dominance of t rans i to ry migrant labour in the urban indus t r i a l economy 

a t t h a t t i m e , and the s t e a d y i n c r e a s e i n the l e v e l of s t a t e 

i n t e r v e n t i o n in the f i e l d of l abour r e l a t i o n s on the other (see 

Lambert, 1983). 

SACTU was a l so i n te res t ing for the very c lear pos i t i on i t immediately 

assumed on the issue of p o l i t i c a l involvement. L ike CNETU, SACTU was 

" a l l i e d p o l i t i c a l l y with the ANC and i n s i s t ed on the i n separab i l i t y of 

the i ndus t r i a l and po l i t i c a l s t rugg le s " (de Clerq, 1979, 72; see a l so, 

Bonner, 1980 and Luckha rd t and Wa l l , 1980). Thus, " f rom i t s 

inception, SACTU recognised that... to obtain a real transformation in 

the pos i t i on of black workers would inev i tab ly involve con f l i c t with 
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the s t a t e " (Lodge, 1983, 190). As a r e s u l t , SACTU was p rom inen t l y 

i n v o l v e d i n the A lexandra Townsh ip bus boyco t t of 1957 and i n c a l l s 

for general stay-aways in 1958 and 1961 aimed p r imar i l y at the state. 

However, wide r a n g i n g ' s e c u r i t y ' l e g i s l a t i o n was i n t r oduced i n the 

l a t e 1950 ' s and e a r l y 1960 ' s to clamp down on b lack a c t i v i s t s and 

popu la r o r g a n i s a t i o n s . The ANC was banned in 1961 and many of i t s 

leaders imprisoned whi le SACTU o f f i c i a l s were arrested and convicted 

on insurgency charges under the 1962 Sabotage Act. Moreover, between 

1960 and 1966 160 SACTU o f f i c i a l s were banned for taking part in SACTU 

and other trade union a c t i v i t i e s (Magubane, 1983, 46). By 1963, then, 

weakened by d e t e n t i o n s , bann ing s and genera l ha ras sment , SACTU was 

forced into ex i le. 

2.2.2 Second phase : 1964 - 1972 The s t a t e ' s campaign of r e p r e s s i o n 

ushered in a second phase notab le f o r the l i m i t e d a c t i v i t y by 

oppre s sed groups a g a i n s t the s t a t e and c a p i t a l i n South A f r i c a . As 

Hemson (1978, 19) notes, "these years were a period of setback for the 

p o l i t i c a l res istance, marked by drawn out p o l i t i c a l t r i a l s and long 

p r i s o n sentences f o r the l e ade r s h i p . Many wo rk i ng c l a s s m i l i t a n t s 

l e f t the country and joined the m i l i t a r y wing of the ANC, and intense 

p r e s s u r e drove the SACTU un ion s underground" . The e f f e c t of s t a t e 

repress ion i s c lear l y evident in the reduction of s t r i ke action during 

the 1960 ' s . T h i s l i m i t e d p r o t e s t at the p o i n t of p r oduc t i on i s 

e spec ia l l y s i g n i f i c a n t given, on the one hand, the rapid expansion of 

i ndus t r i a l cap i ta l i sm and accelerated p ro l e ta r i an i s a t i on during t h i s 

p e r i o d (B loch, 1981; I n ne s , 1983a; N a t t r a s s , 1981), and on the other 

hand, the r i s e in black unemployment (S imkins, 1978) and the decl ine 
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i n black wages r e l a t i ve to those of whites. 2 

2.2.3 Th i rd phase : 1973 - 1978 T h i s p e r i od of acqu ie scence came to 

an end i n the e a r l y 1970 ' s when a spate of s t r i k e s p rov ided the 

impetus f o r the emergence of a new wave of independent un ion s (see, 

Bonner, 1980; Hirson, 1979; Joak imid i s and S i t a s , 1978; 1979). During 

the 1960's, an average of 2,000 workers went on s t r i ke each year. The 

ear ly 1970's witnessed a s l i g h t r i s e in these f i gures with s i x s t r i ke s 

and 5,000 s t r i k e r s i n 1972, but i n the f i r s t three months of 1973 

alone 160 s t r i ke s invo lv ing 61,000 workers were called. These were 

concentrated mainly in Durban but they spread to East London and the 

e a s t Rand l a t e r (Lodge, 1983, 326). The genera l impu l s e s f o r these 

s t r i k e s probably lay in r i s i n g unemployment due to increas ing capita l 

i n ten s i t y in the manufacturing sector (Nattrass and Brown, 1977) and 

i n the demands p l a ced upon worke r s f o r i n c r e a s e d p r o d u c t i v i t y at a 

time when the real value of wages was dec l in ing (Saul and Gelb, 1981; 

Wi l l i ams, 1977). 

As Lodge (1983, 327) notes : " t h e i r s c a l e , spontaneous cha r ac te r and 

degree of success made these s t r i k e s unique in South A f r i c a ' s labour 

h i s t o r y " . Workers avo ided a l l c o n t a c t w i t h f o r m a l l y c o n s t i t u t e d 

c o n c i l i a t i o n bod ies and r e l i e d not on n e g o t i a t i o n but on b r i e f but 

i n t e n s e body b l o w s to management . T h e i r concern was a l m o s t 

e x c l u s i v e l y w i t h wages. For i n s t a n c e , 88% of the s t r i k e s i n our 

sample for 1974 were ca l led over wage disputes (see also, Joak imid i s 

and S i t a s , 1978). However, i t soon became c l e a r that spontaneous 

s t r i k e s and the g a i n s en fo rced by them cou ld not be s u s t a i n e d on a 

national bas i s without s o l i d o r g a n i s a t i o n a l s t r u c t u r e s on the shop-
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f loor . Hence, in marked contrast to CNETU in the 1940's and SACTU in 

the 1950's, the new unions which formed af ter 1973 were organised and 

const i tuted bottom-up, factory by factory (de Clerq, 1979, 74). Their 

main concern, then, was to represent workers democrat ical ly, not to 

engage the state on overt ly p o l i t i c a l i s sues (Hirson, 1979, 133-143; 

Hemson, 1978; 18-26). 

The s ta te ' s i n i t i a l response to these developments was to push through 

the Bantu Labour R e g u l a t i o n Ac t i n 1973 which p rov i ded f o r ' l i a s o n 

commi t tee s ' under h a l f management/half worker control to represent 

black workers under the TUCSA umbrella. Th is was immediately rejected 

by the new unions which continued to operate outside the l e g i s l a t i v e 

framework. However, in the wake of the Soweto up r i s i ng in 1976 many 

un ion l e ade r s found themse l ve s banned or de ta ined and s u b j e c t to 

c o n t i n u a l harassment. P o l i c e i n t e r v e n t i o n in labour d i s p u t e s a l s o 

i n t en s i f i ed and s t r i ke act ion decreased (Bonner, 1983, 16; Joak imid i s 

and S i t a s , 1979; Lambert and Lambert , 1983, 220). S u b s t a n t i a l wage 

i n c r e a s e s conceded by emp loye r s i n a l l s e c t o r s of the economy a f t e r 

1973 a l s o affected the level of s t r i ke act ion (Hemson, 1978, 20). 

2.2.4 F o u r t h phase : 1979 - 1984 I n the face of po s t - S owe to 

repress ion most unions adopted a defensive posture but t h i s proved to 

be a useful period of consol idat ion. The newly developed strength of 

the independent un i on s was t h e r e f o r e much i n ev idence d u r i n g the 

s t r i k e s of 1980 and a f t e r , p a r t i c u l a r l y i n 1982 when the number of 

s t r i k e r s was as h igh as 132 of the b lack labour f o r ce in the 

manufacturing sector (130,000 workers according to Bendix, 1984, 35). 
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T h i s i n c r e a s e d l e ve l of s t r i k e a c t i v i t y r e f l e c t s not on ly the 

m o b i l i s a t i o n of the wo r k i n g c l a s s ( i n 1976, 75,000 A f r i c a n s were 

enro l led in unions but by 1981 th i s had increased to 220,000, 150,000 

of whom were represented by independent unions; Dekker, 1983, 65), but 

a l so more permanent gains in the continued growth of the independent 

un ion movement w i t h l a r g e r g r o u p i n g s hav ing s t a b i l i s e d t h e i r 

memberships and developed new democratic s t ructures. Three of these 

g r o u p i n g s m e r i t d i s c u s s i o n here ( f o r u s e f u l o v e r v i e w s , see Bonner, 

1983 and McShane, P laut and Ward, 1984). 

The f i r s t of these groups formed the Confederation of Unions of South 

A f r i can (CUSA) in 1980. The general c ha r ac te r i s t i c of these unions at 

that time was a heavy emphasis on consu l ta t ion with management and a 

concern w i t h the l e g a l i t y of i n d u s t r i a l a c t i o n . S ub sequen t l y , t h i s 

po s i t i on was modified. In add i t ion, CUSA has i den t i f i ed with facets 

of B l ack C o n s c i o u s n e s s (BC) i d e o l o g y , s t r e s s i n g i t s commitment to 

black leadership of a f f i l i a t e d unions. At the time of wr i t i ng , CUSA 

represents 11 unions. A second group emerged from an a l l i ance between 

two o r g a n i s a t i o n s formed i n 1973, the Trade Un ion A d v i s o r y and Co-

o r d i n a t i n g Counc i l (TUACC) e s t a b l i s h e d i n Durban and the I n d u s t r i a l 

A i d S o c i e t y s e t up i n the W i t w a t e r s r a n d . These un ion s aimed a t 

ga in ing recogn i t ion employer by employer through s o l i d mob i l i sa t ion on 

the shop-f loor. A shop steward system, based in part on the B r i t i s h 

model, was drafted into the i r con s t i t u t i on s , the leadership i n s i s t i n g 

on democ ra t i c r e p r e s e n t a t i o n . TUACC and a number of o ther un ion s 

s ub sequen t l y un i t ed to form the F e d e r a t i o n of South A f r i c a n Trade 

Un ion s (F0SATU) i n 19/9 (Bonner, 1980, 188) wh ich q u i c k l y developed 

into the l a rges t and best organised trade union grouping for A f r i cans 
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(Lodge, 1983, 347). FOSATU has f o c u s s e d i t s a t t e n t i o n s on r e s o l v i n g 

i n d u s t r i a l d i s p u t e s and e a r n i n g r e c o n g i t i o n f r o m e m p l o y e r s , 

encouraging i t s a f f i l i a t e s - current ly numbering 9 - to concentrate on 

organ i sat iona l i s sues (Passmore, 1981). On the other hand, FOSATU's 

p o l i t i c a l standing i s accorded a low p r o f i l e , although i t s reject ion 

o f C U S A ' s BC i d e o l o g y i s c l e a r l y e v i d e n t . A t h i r d g r o u p of 

u n a f f i l i a t e d u n i o n s - the s o - c a l l e d ' community u n i o n s ' - a re 

d i s t i n g u i s h e d by t h e i r p o s i t i o n s on s e v e r a l i s s u e s . I n p a r t i c u l a r , 

these un ion s have assumed a more m i l i t a n t po s tu re on community 

i n vo l vemen t i n labour d i s p u t e s ( th rough consumer boyco t t s , f o r 

example) and on worker pa r t i c i pa t i on in p o l i t i c a l a c t i v i sm outside the 

factory gates . 

To r e t u r n to the q u e s t i o n of s t r i k e a c t i v i t y , though, i t i s apparent 

that the mob i l i s a t i on of workers in the new unions has, as Lambert and 

Lambert (1983, 218) argue, provided a " s o l i d , now permanent bas i s from 

wh ich there has su rged a p e r s i s t e n t energy m a n i f e s t i n g i t s e l f i n 

s t r i k e a c t i o n " . An a n a l y s i s of the 1982 s t r i k e s c l e a r l y r e f l e c t s 

worker concern with o rgan i s ing themselves, many s t r i ke s being ca l led 

f o r un ion r e c o g n i t i o n and over u n i t y i s s u e s such as d i s m i s s a l of 

fe l low workers.3 Another i n d i c a t i o n of the i n c r e a s i n g i n t e n s i t y of 

s t r i k e s and the super ior worker organ i sat ion of the 1980's i s found in 

the i n c r e a s i n g number of wo r k - day s l o s t to the p r oduc t i on p r o ce s s 

through i ndu s t r i a l action. The mean duration of s t r i ke s in 1974, for 

i n s t a n c e , was 3.9 worker days compared to 10.2 in 1982. A l s o of 

i n t e r e s t i n 1982 were the s t r i k e s wh ich occu r red i n s e c t o r s of the 

economy which, w h i l e prone to i n t e n s e but i n f r e q u e n t spontaneous 
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disputes, have been t r ad i t i o na l l y d i f f i c u l t to organise. For example, 

30,000 workers on e ight mines struck over low pay increases in July 

1982 i n v i t i n g massive r e p r i s a l s from the po l ice and employers (Massey, 

David 1983, 444-447). 

The momentum waned s l i g h t l y in 1983, however. Department of Manpower 

f i g u r e s s u g g e s t t ha t the number of s t r i k e s f e l l f rom 394 i n 1982 to 

336 i n 1983 , w i t h the number o f w o r k e r s i n v o l v e d d r o p p i n g 

p r o p o r t i o n a t e l y more, f rom 141,571 to 60,332 (Howe, 1984b, 4 -5 ) . A 

s i m i l a r trend i s indicated by Bendix (1984, 35) although her f i gu res 

of 43,421 s t r i k e r s and 190 s t r i k e s i n 1983 d i f f e r c o n s i d e r a b l y from 

those i s sued by the government. Hence, notwithstanding the fact that 

at leas t one independent monitor suggests that the number of s t r i k e s 

had actua l l y increased (to 396) i n 1983 (see Sunday Times, 1984a), and 

t h a t a n a l y s i s o f s t r i k e t r i g g e r s d e m o n s t r a t e s t h a t w i d e r 

o rgan i sat iona l i s sues continue to assume more importance than wages 

d i sputes, ' ' Bendix (1984, 39) argues that "on the whole, labour act ion 

during 1983 lacked the d i rect ion, d r i ve and concentration which was a 

marked feature of s t r i ke act ion in, p a r t i c u l a r l y ear ly , 1982". 

Yet, whereas Howe (1984b, 4) suggests that "these developments may be 

a t t r ibuted to the i n i t i a l e f fects of recess ionary condit ions in 1983, 

s p e c i f i c a l l y the latent threat of retrenchment and unemployment", the 

deepening recess ion in 1984 has not been accompanied by the expected 

d e c l i n e i n s t r i k e a c t i v i t y . On the c o n t r a r y , ' o f f i c i a l ' f i g u r e s 

i n d i c a t e tha t the number of s t r i k e s i n 1984 st 'ood at 249 by Augu s t , 

with the number of workers involved r i s i n g to 60,000 (Rand Da i l y Ma i l , 

1984). S i m i l a r l y , the number of man-days l o s t i n 1984 through labour 
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act ion was estimated at 300,000 by June (compared to 124,000 in 1983 

and 365,000 in 1982), and a r eco rd 500,000 a t the end of the yea r 

(F inancia l Ma i l , 1984a; Sunday Tribune, 1984). Furthermore, 1984 has 

been marked by s eve ra l very l a r ge s t r i k e s . For example, more than 

60,000 black miners refused to go on s h i f t in September in support of 

a 25% wage demand - the i r f i r s t legal s t r i k e (for de ta i l s see, Obery, 

1984a and van Niekerk, 1984). Equal ly s i g n i f i c a n t was the involvement 

of FOSATU, CUSA and other unions in the November two-day stay-away in 

the Vaal Tr iang le and Eas t Rand in which between 300,000 and 800,000 

workers were involved (see F inanc ia l Ma i l , 1984e). 

Hence, in sharp contrast to the oft-made pred ict ion that the deepening 

r e c e s s i o n - t h r e a t e n i n g f u r t h e r re t renchment s i n a l l i n d u s t r i a l 

sectors - would i n h i b i t labour action in 1984, Howe now remarks that 

" the upswing in s t r i k e f requency s i n c e mid-1983, p a r t i c u l a r l y over 

w a g e - r e l a t e d i s s u e s , b e l i e s such an i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . I t i n d i c a t e s 

t ha t i n the long term, r e c e s s i o n a r y c o n d i t i o n s have any t h i n g but an 

i n h i b i t i n g impact" (F inancial Ma i l , 1984c, 51). In consequence, then, 

as union membership increases and as unions continue to consol idate 

the i r organ i sat iona l s t ructures , labour disputes are now expected to 

i n t e n s i f y i n 1985 i n re sponse to i n f l a t i o n a r y p r e s s u r e on wages and 

a c c e l e r a t i n g unemployment (see Sunday Times, 1984c; Sunday Tribune, 

1984). 

3 The geography of s t r ikes in the manufacturing sector : 1974 - 1983 

These q u a n t i t a t i v e and q u a l i t a t i v e changes i n s t r i k e a c t i v i t y a t a 

16 



n a t i o n a l l e v e l d i s g u i s e i m p o r t a n t r e g i o n a l v a r i a t i o n s . Two 

geographical d i f ferences are noticeable. First., there i s an enormous 

d i s pa r i t y in s t r i k e a c t i v i t y between rural and urban places. During 

the p e r i o d 1974 to 1983, whereas over 97% of a l l manu fac tu r i n g 

s t r i k e r s were employed in metropol itan areas, these areas accounted 

for l e s s than 80% of a l l manufacturing jobs over t h i s period. Second, 

the r e l a t i o n s h i p between the i n t e n s i t y of s t r i k e a c t i o n i n the 

manufacturing sector and the numbers employed in manufacturing for the 

ind iv idua l metropolitan areas i s far from l inear. D i s t i n c t regional 

d i f ferences are ev ident ; i n p a r t i c u l a r the D u r b a n / P i e t e r m a r i t z b u r g 

(DBN/PMB) and P o r t E l i z a b e t h / E a s t London (PE/EL) a rea s s tand out as 

'h igh s t r i k e ' reg ions (see F igure 2). Over the past decade, both have 

had s t r i k e a c t i v i t y r a t e s ( ob ta i ned th rough s t a n d a r d i s i n g f o r the 

number of manufacturing workers in each region) far in excess of those 

found in the Pretor ia/Witwatersrand/Vereenig ing (PWV) complex and Cape 

Town ( C D . 

These spat ia l imbalances obtain not only for the number of s t r i k e r s in 

each area but a l so for the average s i ze of s t r i ke s . On the whole, the 

average number of workers involved in each s t r i k e in the DBN/PMB and 

PE/EL a rea s was much l a r g e r than e l s e w h e r e . 5 F i n a l l y , there i s 

ev idence , a l b e i t s l i g h t l y weaker, f o r a s p a t i a l / s e c t o r a l b a i s i n 

s t r i k e a c t i o n over t h i s p e r i od (Table 1). I n p a r t i c u l a r , one notes 

the importance of s t r i ke act ion in the Durban and East London tex t i l e 

and c loth ing i ndus t r i e s e spec ia l l y i n 1974 and in the Port E l i zabeth 

motor vehicle mul t inat iona l s in 1982. 
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4 Capital accumulation and the regional bas is of s t r ike ac t i v i t y 

Three re lated aspects of the spat ia l o rgan i sat ion of cap i ta l i sm may be 

suggested as reasons for the geographical v a r i a b i l i t y of s t r i ke act ion 

in South Af r ica. These are: ( i ) the concentration of manufacturing in 

a sma l l number of m e t r o p o l i t a n c e n t r e s , ( i i ) the emergence and 

i n t e n s i f i c a t i o n of a s p a t i a l / s e c t o r a l d i v i s i o n of l abour , and ( i i i ) 

the increas ing control of monopoly capi ta l over accumulation.6 

I n the f i r s t p l ace , the p r o p o r t i o n of a l l manu fac tu r i n g i n South 

A f r i ca undertaken w i th in the major metropolitan areas (PWV, PE, DBN, 

CT) has increased sub s tan t i a l l y in the post-war period - from 59.4% in 

1946 and 63.4% in 1967/68 to 81.3% i n 1979 ( c a l c u l a t e d from South 

A f r i c a 1954 ; 1974 ; 1984 ) . T h i s t r e n d t o w a r d s m e t r o p o l i t a n 

concentration (see Bloch, 1981 and du P l e s s i s , 1978) has continued in 

s p i t e of the governments ' i n d u s t r i a l d e c e n t r a l i s a t i o n programme 

(Rogerson, 1982a) and has been h e a v i l y i n f l u e n c e d by the l o c a t i o n a l 

s t r a t e g i e s of m u l t i n a t i o n a l c o r p o r a t i o n s (Roger son, 1981, 1982b, 

1982c). 

Second, the l o c a t i o n of manu fac tu r i ng employment i n the pos t -War 

period exh ib i t s a marked s h i f t towards regional s pec i a l i z a t i on and the 

emergence and entrenchment of a spa t i a l / sec to ra l d i v i s i o n of labour 

(see Harvey, 1974; Massey, Doreen 1978; Holland, 1976, 200-207). Th is 

i s demonstrated by ca l cu la t i ng coe f f i c i en t s of concentration for the 

major manufacturing sub-sectors in South A f r i ca (those accounting for 

5% or more of t o t a l manu fac tu r i n g employment) f o r the census y e a r s 

1946, 1967/68, 1972, 1976 and 1979 (Table 2). Th is shows that w h i l s t 
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some indus t r i e s have become more dispersed, the t ex t i l e s , c loth ing, 

motor, machinery and the raw-material bound i ron and steel sub-sectors 

e x h i b i t r e l a t i v e l y h i gh l e v e l s of c o n c e n t r a t i o n , the f i r s t three of 

these r e f l e c t i n g sma l l i n c r e a s e in c o n c e n t r a t i o n over the 12 yea r 

period between 1967 and 1979. F i n a l l y , these spat ia l s h i f t s r e f l e c t 

a general re s t ruc tu r ing towards monopoly forms of accumulation (see 

I n n e s , 1983a; B l o ch , 1981; du P l e s s i s , 1978). A l l of these have had 

important imp l i ca t i ons for working c l a s s organ i sat ion. 

4.1 Hetropol itan concentration of aanufacturlng industry F i rst , the 

mobi l i s a t i on of labour has been made somewhat les s problematic by i t s 

growing concentration in the metropol itan centres in response to the 

locat iona l p o l i c i e s of i ndu s t r i a l cap i t a l s and moves towards monopoly 

c o n d i t i o n s i n a c c u m u l a t i o n . Hence, " a s c a p i t a l has become 

inc reas ing l y concentrated and c e n t r a l i s e d under monopo l i e s , so have 

the m a t e r i a l c o n d i t i o n s been l a i d f o r a ma jo r ad vance to a 

h i s t o r i c a l l y h i gh l e ve l of o r g a n i s a t i o n and s t r e n g t h of the b lack 

wo rk i ng c l a s s " ( S o u t h a l l , 1984a, 34). Peet (1983, 122 -124) makes a 

s i m i l a r observat ion in the case of the United States. 

4.2 The s p a t i a l / s e c t o r a l di v i s i on o f l abour Second, a marked s h i f t 

towards r e g i o n a l s p e c i a l i s a t i o n in s e v e r a l i n d u s t r i e s has p r o v i ded 

s u p e r i o r c o n d i t i o n s f o r the m o b i l i s a t i o n of worke r s i n a s s o c i a t e d 

i n d u s t r i a l un ion s . For i n s t a n c e , the Durban and E a s t London 

i n d u s t r i a l c en t r e s have i m p o r t a n t c o n c e n t r a t i o n s of t e x t i l e s and 

c loth ing factor ies . Whereas only 3.0% of a l l manufacturing employment 

i s based in E a s t London, f o r example, i t accounted fo r 12.1% of 
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employment in t e x t i l e s in 1979, th i s one industry prov id ing 32% of a l l 

jobs in the area. S i m i l a r l y , w h i l s t 17% of a l l manu fac tu r i n g 

employment i s l o c a ted i n Durban, i t accounted fo r 32.1% and 34.8% of 

t e x t i l e s and c l o t h i n g jobs i n 19/9. Th is has had a s i g n i f i c a n t 

impact upon the strength of the tex t i l e and re lated unions which f ind 

t hemse l ve s ab le to o r g a n i s e e f f e c t i v e l y on a r e g i o n a l b a s i s . The 

N a t i o n a l Union of T e x t i l e Workers (NUTW), f o r example, has been 

pa r t i c u l a r l y prominent in recent years. An equivalent s i t ua t i on e x i s t s 

i n the motor i n d u s t r y , the m a j o r i t y o f the a s semb ly m u l t i n a t i o n a l s 

hav ing l o ca ted in the sma l l i n d u s t r i a l cent re of P o r t E l i z a b e t h . 

A l t hough P o r t E l i z a b e t h account s f o r on ly 6% of a l l manu fac tu r i ng 

employment, 30% of motor a s sembly jobs are based there, p r o v i d i n g 

nea r l y one t h i r d of a l l jobs i n the area. S i g n i f i c a n t l y , the motor 

i n d u s t r y has been p a r t i c u l a r l y s t r i k e prone s i n c e the 1970 ' s (see, 

Southal 1, 1984a, 10-15). 

On the other hand, w h i l e a l l i n d u s t r i e s are s t r o n g l y r ep re sen ted i n 

PWV w i t h s i g n i f i c a n t c o n c e n t r a t i o n s of metal manu fac tu r i n g and 

machinery f a c t o r i e s o b t a i n i n g , i t does not s t and out as a ' h i g h 

s t r i k e ' region re l a t i ve to the number employed i n the manu fac tu r i ng 

sector. Only MAWU - the Metal and A l l i e d Workers' Union - has been 

cons i s tent l y act ive there over the past few years. 7 I n attempting to 

e x p l a i n t h i s o b s e r v a t i o n , c o n s i d e r a t i o n s such as d i f f e r i n g un ion 

s t r a teg ie s and organ i sat iona l p r o f i l e s would be important, but one may 

a l s o s u g g e s t t h a t v a r i a t i o n s i n average f i r m s i z e and average wages 

( a r i s i n g from d i f f e r e n c e s in the forms of p r o d u c t i o n and the 

c e n t r a l i s a t i o n of c a p i t a l ) c o n t r i b u t e to imba lances i n s t r i k e 

a c t i v i ty. 
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4.3 F a c t o r y s i z e and wages The former h y p o t h e s i s may be eva l ua ted 

with reference to Table 3 which ind icates average f i rm s i zes for the 

census years 1972, 1976 and 1979. Th i s shows that t e x t i l e f ac to r i e s 

in Durban and East London and motor assembly p lants in Port E l i zabeth 

are s i g n i f i c a n t l y l a r g e r than t h e i r c o m p e t i t o r s e l s ewhere and most 

other indus t r ie s . In 1979, for instance, motor assembly f ac to r i e s i n 

P o r t E l i z a b e t h were 4.4 t imes l a r g e r than the- average f o r the 

industry. Equiva lent f i gu res for the t e x t i l e industry in East London 

and Durban are 3.4 and 1.5.8 The motor i n d u s t r y , of cour se , i s 

dominated by a few mult inat iona l s . Hence, Southal l (1984a, 16) argues 

that the fundamental reason why NAAWU (National Automobile and A l l i e d 

Workers ' Union) "has been able to achieve a high level of o rgan i sat ion 

i s t ha t w i t h on ly a dozen or so major a s semb ly p l a n t s w i t h i n the 

i n d u s t r y , g a i n i n g en t r y to any one of them has b rought acce s s to a 

subs tant ia l workforce".9 Accord ing ly, NAAWU claimed a membership of 

18,390 l a t e i n 1983 out of an e s t i m a t e d 47,570 worke r s i n motor 

assembly (Southal l , 1984a, 17) which r e f l e c t s a membership of 39% of 

the wo r k f o r ce , d i s c o u n t i n g the c o n t r i b u t i o n s of the s m a l l e r un ion s 

a c t i v e i n the i n d u s t r y . S i m i l a r l y , s e ve r a l l a r g e manufac tu re r s 

monopo l i se the t e x t i l e i n d u s t r i e s . The Frame Group, f o r example, 

employs 33,000 out of around 115,000 i n the i n d u s t r y , w i t h most of 

the i r f ac to r i e s concentrated in and around Durban. I n contrast, metal 

and machinery manufacture i s character i sed by r e l a t i v e l y small f i rms. 

Con sequen t l y , whereas MAWU c l a i m s a membership of 35,000 t h i s i s 

d i spersed throughout 180 fac to r i e s (Southa l l , 1984a, 17), and compares 

with a potent ia l membership of some 200,000 to 300,000. 
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Some assessment of the l a t te r hypothesis may be obtained from Table 4 

which documents average wages for blacks in the l a s t two census years. 

T h i s i n d i c a t e s tha t the w o r s t pay i ng i n d u s t r i e s , b e s i d e s food, are 

t e x t i l e s and c l o t h i n g . The c h r o n i c a l l y low wages i n the c l o t h i n g 

i n d u s t r y , where the m a j o r i t y of worke r s are women, i s e s p e c i a l l y 

s t r e s s e d by the f i g u r e s (see S o u t h a l l , 1983: 18-20 and WIP, 1982). 

Moreover , the r a t i o between wh i te and b lack wages ( c a l c u l a t e d f o r 

1979 in the table) i s h ighest in these two indus t r ie s . These factors 

w i l l c l ea r l y have an important impact upon union ac t i v i sm in Durban 

and E a s t London where t e x t i l e s and c l o t h i n g manu fac tu r i n g i s 

p a r t i c u l a r l y concent ra ted. Fu r the rmore , wages i n E a s t London f a l l 

cons i s tent l y below the national average i n a l l i n d u s t r i e s i n c l u d i n g 

t e x t i l e s , w h i l s t the average r a t i o between white and black wages i s 

the h i g h e s t i n the count ry . I ' h i s may f u r t h e r c o n t r i b u t e to worker 

m i l i t a n c y i n t ha t area. I n c o n t r a s t , mach inery and metal wo rke r s 

appear to be r e l a t i v e l y w e l l pa id , w h i l e the r a c i a l wage r a t i o s are 

lowest in these two indus t r ie s . 

4.4 I n d u s t r i a l d e c e n t r a l i s a t i o n A l s o r e l e v a n t to a d i s c u s s i o n of 

s p a t i a l v a r i a t i o n s i n t r a d e u n i o n a c t i v i t y i s i n d u s t r i a l 

d e c e n t r a l i s a t i o n wh ich has been government p o l i c y s i n c e the 1950 ' s 

(see Maasdorp, 1982 and Rogerson, 1982a). Although the programme has 

encountered l i t t l e s u c c e s s i n r e v e r s i n g the t rend towards the 

cen t r a l i s a t i on of i ndu s t r i a l production, there has been a s i g n i f i c a n t 

increase in i ndu s t r i a l re locat ions to decentra l i sed areas in the past 

two years. Accordingly, the p ropo r t i on of manu fac tu r i n g employment 

located in declared decentra l i sed areas has r i sen considerably s ince 
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the 1970 ' s , r i s i n g from 12.3% and 12.9% in 1972 and 1978 to 19.3% i n 

1984 ( W e l l i n g s and B l a c k , 1984, 18). O b v i o u s l y the p r o v i s i o n of 

incent ives in decentra l i sed growth points - s ub s t an t i a l l y improved in 

1982 - has been c e n t r a l to t h i s p r o ce s s . Hence, i t may be c o r r e c t to 

a rgue t ha t d e c e n t r a l i s a t i o n i s e s s e n t i a l l y an a r t i f i c a l p r oce s s 

w i t h o u t economic r a t i o n a l e and i s t h e r e f o r e u n l i k e l y to s e r i o u s l y 

chal lenge metropolitan dominance in i ndu s t r i a l production. 

A l t e r n a t i v e l y , i t has been s u g g e s t e d t ha t the p r e s e n t p a t t e r n of 

decent ra l i s a t i on contains a more or le s s 'spontaneous' component which 

i s responsive to d i f ferences in labour costs between metropol itan and 

p e r i p h e r a l a reas . N o t w i t h s t a n d i n g prob lems a s s o c i a t e d w i t h the 

s ho r t a ge of s k i l l e d l abou r , poor p r o d u c t i v i t y and h i gh t u r nove r , a 

se r ie s of recent s tud ies have shown that the abundance of super-cheap 

l a b o u r i n n o n - m e t r o p o l i t a n a r e a s i s a ma jo r s t i m u l u s to 

d e c e n t r a l i s a t i o n , ranked a c l o s e second to incent ives (Wel l ings and 

B l a c k , 1984, 24 -27) . As a r e s u l t , B e l l (1983) has argued tha t a r e -

o r g a n i s a t i o n of the r e g i o n a l d i v i s i o n of l abour may be emerg ing to 

o f f s e t the dec l in ing i n te rnat iona l c o m p e t i t i v e n e s s of South A f r i c a n 

i n d u s t r y . S p e c i f i c a l l y , t h i s i n v o l v e s the r e l o c a t i o n of l abour 

in tens i ve and highly de sk i l l ed forms of production to peripheral areas 

where labour costs are s ub s t an t i a l l y lower, a form of decent ra l i sa t ion 

that could be susta ined i f incent ives were gradual ly reduced or phased 

out a ltogether. 

S ince i t i s d i f f i c u l t to disaggregate the e f fect s of incent ives from 

other imperatives towards decent ra l i sa t ion , the l a t te r thes i s i s not 
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easy to substant iate. At present, 'spontaneous' decent ra l i sa t ion - i f 

i t r e a l l y e x i s t s - would appear to be l i m i t e d to a r e l a t i v e l y sma l l 

number of growth points with cer ta in po s i t i ona l , i n f r a s t ruc tu ra l and 

a g g l o m e r a t i o n advan tage s , l o c a t e d m o s t l y on the m e t r o p o l i t a n 

p e r i p h e r i e s . On the o ther hand, i f such a r e - o r g a n i s a t i o n of 

i n d u s t r i a l p r o d u c t i o n does deve lop on a major s c a l e i t w i l l have 

ser ious i m p l i c a t i o n s f o r the t rade un ion s who w i l l then have to 

m o b i l i s e wo rke r s i n a f a r g r e a t e r number of m a n u f a c t u r i n g cen t re s . 

S imultaneous ly, the advantages for trade union organ i sat ion afforded 

by the concentration of industry in four or f i ve metropol itan centres 

w i l l be lost . More ser ious , though, w i l l be the problems of operating 

in the bantustans i f i t emerges that a large proport ion of i ndu s t r i a l 

re locat ions are directed towards these areas. 

Wages range from 30-50% of the i r metropolitan equiva lents in bantustan 

indus t r ie s . E s s e n t i a l l y , th i s r e s u l t s from d i f ferences in the supply 

of l abou r ( a r i s i n g from ' i n f l u x c o n t r o l ' p o l i c y wh ich r e - d i r e c t s 

' s u r p l u s ' l a b o u r f r o m the c i t i e s to the b a n t u s t a n s ) bu t the 

concentration of trade union a c t i v i t y i n the m e t r o p o l i t a n a rea s has 

a l so been instrumental in widening wage d i s p a r i t i e s . Wh i l s t unions 

have made substant ia l advances in the major i ndu s t r i a l centres, those 

t ha t have at tempted to m o b i l i s e worke r s w i t h i n the ban tu s t an s have 

been f r u s t r a t e d by h i g h l y c o n s e r v a t i v e managements, un s ympa the t i c 

l o c a l a u t h o r i t i e s and p a r t i c u l a r l y r e p r e s s i v e l abour r e l a t i o n s 

l e g i s l a t i o n . As W h i t e s i d e (1984) and Haysom and Khoza (1984) 

demonstrate, trade unions have v i r t u a l l y no means of operating l e ga l l y 

i n any of the ban tu s tan s . T r a n s k e i and Venda fo r i n s t a n c e , have 

pas sed t h e i r own I n d u s t r i a l C o n c i l i a t i o n Ac t s which - i n i r o n i c 
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contrast to the South A f r i can equivalent - make no provison for trade 

unions or employer organ i sat ions . I n some cases, minimum wage rates 

have been i n t r oduced to s u b s t i t u t e f o r c o l l e c t i v e bargain ing, whi le 

archaic employment r e gu l a t i o n s a l l o w emp loye r s to en fo r ce a l onge r 

wo r k i n g week and a vo i d m e t r o p o l i t a n h e a l t h and s a f e t y norms (see 

Lawyer , 1983 and W h i t e s i d e , 1984). I n a d d i t i o n , d i r e c t s t a t e 

r e p r e s s i o n has been employed i n many i n s t a n c e s to curb un ion 

a c t i v i t i e s . The banning of SAAWU (South A f r i c a n A l l i e d Worke r s ' 

Union) in the C i ske i i s one example of t h i s (Green and Hirsch, 1982). 

The prospects for union a c t i v i t y in bantustan i ndus t r i e s are d i f f i c u l t 

to assess . Doubtless, the independent unions w i l l become more act ive 

in the bantustans and attempt to forge recogn i t ion agreements and to 

b a r g a i n w i t h i n d i v i d u a l emp loye r s independent ly of the l e g i s l a t i v e 

framework. In August 1983, for example, although wage determinations 

secured in metropolitan areas have been held not to apply to bantustan 

i n d u s t r i e s , MAWU managed to reach an agreement over wage i n c r e a s e s 

with one manufacturer covering a l l of i t s f ac to r i e s inc lud ing one in 

KwaZulu (see W e l l i n g s and B l a c k , 1984, 28). On the other hand, 

though, g i v en t h e i r i n t e r e s t s in a t t r a c t i n g i n d u s t r i a l i n ve s tment , 

there seems l i t t l e l i k e l i h o o d t ha t the more v i c i o u s l y r e p r e s s i v e 

regimes such as those in C i ske i and Transkei w i l l re lax the i r control 

over trade union a c t i v i t i e s . Moreover, i t i s extremely un l i ke l y that 

t rade un i on s w i l l be s u c c e s s f u l i n r a i s i n g ban tu s tan wages to 

m e t r o p o l i t a n l e v e l s g i v e n a c o n t i n u a t i o n o f the s y s t e m t h a t 

concentrates surplus labour in the impoverished reserves. 
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4.5 Summary A n a l y s i s of the pe r i od 1974 to 1983 s u g g e s t s t ha t the 

recen t su rge in , and the r e g i o n a l v a r i a t i o n s o f , s t r i k e a c t i v i t y i n 

the man f a c t u r i n g s e c t o r are r e l a t e d at l e a s t p a r t i a i l y to; ( i ) the 

c e n t r a l i s a t i o n and c o n c e n t r a t i o n of c a p i t a l i n m e t r o p o l i t a n a r e a s , 

( i i ) the s p a t i a l / s e c t o r a l d i v i s i o n of l abou r , and ( i l l ) wage l e v e l s 

and f a c t o r y s i z e s i n p a r t i c u l a r i n d u s t r i e s . However, w h i l s t i t i s 

c l e a r that the chang ing nature of South A f r i c a n c a p i t a l i s m has been 

f a v o u r a b l e f o r l abour o r g a n i s a t i o n in some r e s p e c t s , i t s n e ga t i v e 

i m p l i c a t i o n s shou ld be e q u a l l y s t r e s s e d . For one t h i n g , the 

cen t r a l i s a t i on and concentration of capi ta l has increased the already 

high level of unemployment (S imkins, 1982) - a l lowing management to 

further threaten r eca l c i t r an t workers wi th replacement - and the level 

of i n f l a t i o n thereby e r o d i n g the g a i n s made by un ion a c t i o n . 

Moreover , under monopoly or near -monopoly c o n d i t i o n s , c a p i t a l i s 

be t t e r p laced to weather any d i s p u t e or s t r i k e . Indeed, i n 1983 and 

1984 there were abundant s i g n s t ha t c e r t a i n emp loyer s , hav ing 

recove red f rom the shock they had s u f f e r e d i n 1982, were once a ga i n 

r e s o r t i n g to s t r o n g - a r m s t r a t e g i e s . F i n a l l y , Bonner (1983, 30 -31 ) 

notes t ha t the recent r a p i d g rowth of un ion membership and s t r i k e 

a c t i v i t y has outstr ipped the unions ' present organ i sat iona l capac i t ies 

and the current s t retch ing of resources i s ac tua l l y counter-productive 

to sound union development. S i m i l a r l y , the growing concentration of 

workers in large fac to r ie s has presented problems for the formation of 

genuinely democratic s t r u c tu re s in s h o p - f l o o r o r g a n i s a t i o n . Hence, 

S o u t h a l l (1984a, 36) c a u t i o n s t ha t "... a l t h o u g h monopoly c a p i t a l i s m 

may be prov id ing condit ions for the more e f fect i ve organ i sat ion of the 

black working c l a s s , there can be no mechanical assumption that th i s , 

i n tu rn , w i l l lead n e c e s s a r i l y f o rwa rd to a t r i umphan t p o l i t i c a l 



a s s au l t the apartheid state, for that w i l l depend as much upon the 

adop t i on of a p p r o p r i a t e s t r a t e g i e s by the emergent u n i o n s , t h e i r 

s u c c e s s i n f o r g i n g an o r g a n i c u n i t y and the a b i l i t y of the wo rk i ng 

c l a s s to develop su i tab le c l a s s a l l i ance s " . 

5 Conclusions: other determinants of s t r i ke act ion in South Afr ica 

Contrary to c la ims that black workers w i l l not be al lowed to mount a 

ser ious chal lenge to the apartheid state and that u l t imate ly "... only 

an underg round s t r u g g l e s t ands any chance" ( P l a u t , 1984, 118) of 

a c h i e v i n g l i b e r a t i o n , the independent un ion movement has made 

remarkable advances in recent years. Union membership now stands at 

about 550,000 (1984) - out of an e s t i m a t e d 2.7 m i l l i o n s t r o n g b lack 

l abou r f o r ce - compared to 16,000 i n 1969. E q u a l l y , the u n i o n s ' 

o r g a n i s a t i o n a l s t r u c t u r e s have deve loped r a p i d l y , becoming l e s s 

v u l n e r a b l e to ha ra s sment by the management and the government, and 

be t t e r prepared to b a t t l e f o r t h e i r members. A c c o r d i n g l y , l abour 

a c t i o n - now a c o n s i s t e n t r a t he r than s p o r a d i c f a c t o r - has f o r ced 

both c a p i t a l and the s t a t e to make s i g n i f i c a n t c o n c e s s i o n s on 

o r g a n i s a t i o n a l i s s u e s and c o n d i t i o n s f o r wo rke r s . A r g u a b l y , then, 

the' re-emergence of independent black union power comprises one of the 

most i m p o r t a n t developments i n the contemporary s t r u g g l e a g a i n s t 

r a c i a l c a p i t a l i s m . I t s hou ld , t h e r e f o r e , become a major focus of 

research for geographers interested in s t r a teg i c questions perta in ing 

to the working c l a s s experience in South Af r i ca . A cautionary note, 

•.'however, i s a p p r o p r i a t e a t t h i s j unc tu re f o r i t i s impo r tan t t ha t 

• r e s e a r c h i n t h i s a r e a i s p u r s u e d c r i t i c a l l y and t h a t the 
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understandable but dangerous tendency to place too much emphasis on 

the u n i o n s ' s u c c e s s e s (and hence to d e s c r i b e i t as an 'unbound 

P rometheus ' , f o r example) and too l i t t l e on i t s p rob lems (both as a 

union movement and as a factor in the l i be ra t i on s t rugg le ) i s thereby 

avo ided. S i m i l a r l y , c l o s e a t t e n t i o n s hou l d be pa id to other 

de te rm inan t s of s t r i k e a c t i o n l e s t the g e o g r a p h i c a l d imen s i on i s 

accorded undue importance. I t may be usefu l , then, to consider here 

some of the other factors that have an important inf luence on worker 

mi l i tancy in South Af r i ca . 

5.1 Leve l s of m o b i l i s a t i o n and migrancy Although there have been many 

' s pon t aneou s ' s t r i k e s i n South A f r i c a , s t r i k e a c t i o n i s l a r g e l y 

contingent upon union-directed mob i l i sa t ion of the labour force. But 

despite the i r recent growth the independent unions represent only 20% 

of b lack wo rke r s i n the count ry (Dekker, 1983, 65). Fu r the rmore , as 

d e s c r i b e d here, un ion a c t i v i t y i s h e a v i l y concent ra ted i n the 

metropol itan cervtres and certa in indust r ies . Conversely, pa r t i cu l a r 

sectors of the economy - notably mining and ag r i cu l tu re - have so far 

proved very d i f f i c u l t to o r g a n i s e f o r l o n g - t e r m as opposed to 

spontaneous act ion, and any industry dominated by migrant labour w i l l 

a lway s p r e sen t prob lems fo r labour mobi l i sat ion. Notwithstanding a 

growing preference in several i ndus t r i a l sectors for a more s k i l l e d 

and r e s i den t i a 1 l y s t a b l e w o r k f o r c e , l o n g - t e r m m i g r an t s s t i l l 

c o n s t i t u t e the backbone of the labour f o r ce i n South A f r i c a (see 

Southa l l , 1984b, 7-19 for a deta i led prof i le ) . I n 1984, about 52% of 

A f r i can workers employed in 'white ' urban areas were migrants compared 

to 28% commuters and 20% 'urban i n s i de r s ' . 9 
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M i g r a n t s have c o n v e n t i o n a l l y been p o r t r a y e d as r e l u c t a n t t rade 

un ion i s t s for several reasons. Obl iged to return frequently to the i r 

r u r a l 'homes ' and l i v e i n h o s t e l s or compounds both s o c i a l l y and 

s p a t i a l l y d i s t a n c e d f rom the t ownsh ip commun i t i e s , m i g r a n t s are 

d e l i b e r a t e l y cut o f f from 'u rban i n s i d e r s ' and t h e i r more r a d i c a l 

t r a d i t i o n of p o l i t i c a l r e s i s t a n c e . Moreover , whereas m i g r an t s do 

acquire an awareness of exp lo i t a t i on at the point of production common 

to a l l wo r ke r s , t h e i r p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n l abou r a c t i o n has much more 

ser ious impl icat ions . Unl ike 'urban i n s i d e r s ' , for example, the loss 

of a job i s f o l l o w e d by d e p o r t a t i o n to one of the i m p o v e r i s h e d 

bantustans in which a l te rnat i ve wage-earning opportun i t ies are almost 

n o n - e x i s t e n t and f rom which the chances of re -employment are near 

zero. E q u a l l y , being "dependent upon pover ty wages f o r t h e i r 

subs istence, there i s l i t t l e material bas i s for migrants to sus ta in a 

w i t hd r awa l of l a b o u r " ( S o u t h a l l , 1984b, 31). So, a l t h o u g h the s t a t e 

has now conceded the r i g h t of migrants to jo in trade unions, and whi le 

migrants have not been en t i re l y acquiescent in labour d isputes, i t i s 

s t i l l evident that the un ion i sa t i on of the workforce i s least advanced 

where m i g r an t s are p a r t i c u l a r l y m a r g i n a l i s e d . On the other hand, 

where m i g r a n t s are h e a v i l y c oncen t r a t ed - no tab l y in the min ing 

industry - rather than dispersed throughout d i f fe ren t i ndus t r ie s and 

d i f f e r e n t f a c t o r i e s , un ion r e p r e s e n t a t i o n and l abour a c t i o n i s 

increas ing (see Southa l l , 1984b for further d i scuss ion) . 

5.2 The r e c e s s i o n Although 1984 was marked by a s i g n i f i c a n t increase 

in s t r i k e a c t i o n over 1983 - c o n t r a r y to the e x p e c t a t i o n s of most 

o b s e r v e r s - i t i s s t i l l c l e a r t ha t the un i on s have been hard h i t by 
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the deepening recession. The recess ion i s now beginning to bite very 

hard i n South A f r i c a , p a r t i c u l a r l y i n the manu f a c tu r i n g s e c t o r i n 

wh ich t o t a l employment f e l l 5.2% between 1982 and J u l y 1984 a g a i n s t 

1.9% in a l l s e c t o r s e x c l u d i n g a g r i c u l t u r e ( c a l c u l a t e d f rom Cen t r a l 

S t a t i s t i c a l S e r v i c e s , 1984, 3). With t h e i r l a r g e l y u n s k i l l e d 

memberships black South A f r i can unions are p a r t i c u l a r l y vulnerable to 

r e t renchment s d u r i n g r e c e s s i o n a r y p e r i o d s and to i n c r e a s e s i n the 

l e ve l of au tomat ion tha t u s u a l l y f o l l o w . Fu r the rmore , u n s k i l l e d 

workers are r e l a t i v e l y cheap to replace should they decide to s t r i k e : 

there i s no s ho r t age of p o t e n t i a l s cabs among the unemployed. As 

Lodge (1983, 350) no te s , " the u n i o n s ' e f f o r t s to o r g a n i s e the 

unemployed so as to i n h i b i t the d i sm i s sa l and replacement of workers 

are a recogn i t ion of t h i s weakness". 

Hence, whereas FOSATU c l a i m s to have " a ch i eved a l o t , ma in ly i n 

reducing the number of workers who were retrenched" during the recent 

downswing, i t a l s o notes tha t " the r e c e s s i o n has been a problem and 

there have been fewer s igns of worker mi l i tancy because workers are 

s t i l l rebu i ld ing the i r s t ra teg ie s and working out the best tac t i c s for 

the s i t ua t i on " (Leadership SA, 1984, 9 & 11). Less equivocal ly , Obery 

(1984b, 74) p o i n t s out t ha t at l e a s t one un ion (MAWU) was " no t i n a 

p o s i t i o n to s top re t renchment s per se, and w h i l e c e r t a i n g a i n s were 

made in the form of n e g o t i a t i n g re t renchment p rocedures w i t h 

employers, the unions remained e s s en t i a l l y in a defensive pos i t ion" . 

On the o t h e r hand, g i v e n the l e v e l s of r e p r e s e n t a t i o n and 

o r g a n i s a t i o n a l s o p h i s t i c a t i o n t ha t have now been ach ieved i n many 

unons they " s h o u l d be ab l e to weather the r e c e s s i o n and have a f i r m 

platform from which to s a l l y forth when condit ions improve" (Bonner, 
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1983, 35). 

5.3 S k i l l l e v e l s Innes (1983b, 182) suggests that increas ing capita l 

i n tens i t y , by creat ing the need for a la rger cadre of s k i l l e d workers, 

has s t r eng thened the b a r g a i n i n g power of t h i s f r a c t i o n of the 

workforce s ince the i r replacement i s more cos t l y for cap i ta l . Hence, 

whi le i t i s d i f f i c u l t to assess genuine black advancement in industry 

g i v e n the c o n t r a d i c t o r y f o r c e s i m p e l l i n g d e r a c i a l i sa t i on and 

d e s k i l l i n g of the production process, "a growing shortage of s k i l l e d 

wo rke r s and the upward m o b i l i t y of b l a c k s i n t o s k i l l e d p o s i t i o n s 

vacated by w h i t e s " may be a major t h r u s t beh ind deve l op i n g un ion 

power in at leas t a few i ndu s t r i e s such as motor assembly (Southal l , 

1984a, 22). 

5.4 L o c a l f a c t o r s I n a c c o u n t i n g f o r s t r i k e a c t i v i t y a t any 

pa r t i cu l a r moment one should be careful not to ignore important local 

f a c t o r s . For example, a l t h o u g h the i r o n and s t e e l s e c t o r i s h i g h l y 

concentrated with very large p lants cha rac te r i s i ng the industry (see 

Tables 3 and 4) i t has been l i t t l e affected by s t r i k e act ion to date : 

government involvement in management, and the facts that the l a rges t 

p l a n t s are l o ca ted o u t s i d e the m e t r o p o l i t a n cen t r e s and tha t the 

workforce i s dominated by migrants are some of the factors respons ib le 

f o r t h i s . I n c o n t r a s t , the Frame Group ' s l ong s t a n d i n g r e f u s a l to 

recognise NUTrt or other unions and implement wage increases in l i ne 

w i t h the r e s t of the i n d u s t r y has had a s i g n i f i c a n t impact upon the 

m o b i l i s a t i o n of t e x t i l e worke r s i n the Durban area (see F i n a n c i a l 

H a i l , 1984b; 1984d), w h i l e i n t e r n a t i o n a l p r e s s u r e on the motor 
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m u l t i n a t i o n a l s has he lped un ion s to en fo r ce t h e i r demands in t ha t 

industry. S i m i l a r l y , developments and inc idents taking place outs ide 

the factory gates which a f fect workers purchasing power, such as rent 

h i k e s and i n c r e a s e s i n the co s t of commuting, may c o n t r i b u t e to a 

d e c i s i o n to s t r i k e . The 1973 Durban s t r i k e s , f o r example, would be 

d i f f i c u l t to e x p l a i n w i t h o u t r e f e rence to s e ve r a l u n r e l a t e d y e t 

s i g n i f i c a n t f a c t o r s s p e c i f i c to Durban (see Lodge, 1983, 327 and 

I n s t i t u t e for I ndu s t r i a l Education, 1976). F i n a l l y , the a c t i v i t i e s and 

pe r s ona l i t i e s of ind iv idua l union leaders w i l l be important var iab les 

in any s i t ua t i on , ju s t as the long and intense t r a n s i t i o n of p o l i t i a l 

re s i s tance in the eastern Cape (where SACTU and the BC-movement, for 

example, were at the i r s t rongest ) has contr ibuted to worker mi l i tancy 

in Port E l i zabeth and East London. 

5.5 S t a t e and employer r e a c t i o n to worker m i l i t a n c y R e p r e s s i o n and 

i n t im ida t i on have always been important const i tuents of state strategy 

in response to union organ i sat ion in South Af r ica. Hence, for a l l the 

s i gns of an emerging maturity i n South A f r i can labour re l a t i on s there 

i s l i t t l e reason to expect state repress ion to d imin i sh, pa r t i cu l a r l y 

i f labour act ion i s seen to be p o l i t i c a l l y directed. The detentions 

of C h r i s D l a m i n i , P r e s i d e n t of FOSATU, P i r o shaw Camay General 

Secretary of CUSA, and eleven other trade union leaders fo l l ow ing the 

Transvaal stay-away in November were i nd i ca t i ve of government po l icy 

in t h i s respect. At the same time, ju s t as some i n d u s t r i a l i s t s have 

at tempted to escape un ion demands by r e d i r e c t i n g i n ve s tmen t s to 

d e c e n t r a l i s e d a rea s , the s t a t e has sought to f r agment worke r s 

o p p o s i t i o n t h r o u g h the re l o c a t i o n of l a b o u r . F o l l o w i n g the 

recommendations of the 1979 R iekert Commission (SALB, 1979a), i n f l u x 
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c o n t r o l has been more v i g o r o u s l y pur sued to reduce the p re sen t 

c o n c e n t r a t i o n of the m a r g i n a l i s e d p r o l e t a r i a t i n the m e t r o p o l i t a n 

c e n t r e s , t r a n s f e r ' s u r p l u s ' l abou r to the b a n t u s t a n s , and thereby 

undermine the advantages a f f o r d e d to worker m o b i l i s a t i o n by the 

metropolitan concentration of black workers (Belcher, 1979; Saul and 

Gelb, 1981, 63 -83) . 

S i m i l a r l y , most employers s t i l l appear to favour a strong-arm approach 

to the re so lu t i on of i ndu s t r i a l d i sputes - the sacking of 6,500 SASOL 

workers a f ter the stay-away being a recent example - and a var iety of 

s t r a teg ie s such as retrenchment have been deployed to r i d f ac to r i e s of 

m i l i t a n t workers (Leadership SA, 9; Southa l l , 1984a, 21). Moreover, 

the concessions so far granted by the state fo l l ow ing the I ndu s t r i a l 

C o n c i l i a t i o n Ac t of 1979 (see Dekker , 1983, 76 -80 ; SALB, 1979b) and 

the recogn i t ion agreements forged between unions and employers do not, 

by any s t r e t c h of the i m a g i n a t i o n , amount to a n o r m a l i s a t i o n of 

i ndu s t r i a l r e l a t i on s by Western standards. 

5.6 Union s t r a tegy The independent un ion s are s h a r p l y d i v i d e d on 

s e v e r a l q u e s t i o n of s t r a t e g y , and t h i s has a s i g n i f i c a n t e f f e c t on 

the i n ten s i t y of s t r i ke act ion and the forms i t assumes. For example, 

the un i on s adopted q u i t e d i f f e r e n t p o s i t i o n s on whether or not to 

comply w i t h the r equ i r ement s f o r r e g i s t r a t i o n under the I n d u s t r i a l 

C o n c i l i a t i o n Act of 1979, and a long and a c r i m o n i o u s debate then 

fo l lowed (see Fine, de Clerq and Innes, 1981; WIP, 1983). S i m i l a r l y , 

s e ve r a l of the un ion s tha t have r e c e n t l y exper imented w i t h ' l e g a l ' 

s t r i k e a c t i o n (NUTW, MAWU and the m inewo rke r s ' un ion , f o r example) 
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have found tha t the b e n e f i t s of p u r s u i n g t h i s s t r a t e g y have been 

c o n s i d e r a b l y o v e r s t a t e d and t ha t ' i l l e g a l ' a c t i o n may s t i l l be 

preferable in most cases (Sunday Times, 1984b). More importantly, i t 

i s c l e a r t ha t the u n i o n s are f a r from consensus over what r o l e they 

should play in the broader l i be ra t i on struggle. 

CUSA, f o r i n s t a n c e , has r e c e n t l y a f f i l i a t e d to both the Un i t ed 

Democratic Front (UDF) and the more radical BC-oriented National Forum 

(see SALB, 1983a). I n c o n t r a s t , w h i l s t FOSATU has taken s i d e s on 

overt ly p o l i t i c a l i s sues (such as the white cons t i tu t iona l referendum 

in 1983 and the 'Coloured' and Indian e lect ions in 1984), par t i c ipated 

i n n a t i o n a l s t a y - a w a y s (Ne i l A g ge t t day i n 1982 and November 1984), 

and o r g a n i s e d consumer boyco t t s ( a g a i n s t C o l g a t e L t d in 1981 f o r 

example), i t has so far avoided d i rect a f f i l i a t i o n to p o l i t i c a l bodies 

l i ke the UDF and hes i tated to involve workers in forms of res i s tance 

beyond the shop f l o o r . I n sum, FOSATU contends t ha t i d e n t i f i c a t i o n 

w i t h p o l i t i c a l f o r c e s i s p o t e n t i a l l y a d i v i s i v e f a c t o r at t h i s 

juncture and incons i s tent with i t s aim of e s t ab l i s h i ng an independent 

w o r k e r s ' movement ( Leade r sh i p SA, 1984, 10). On the other hand, 

a l t h o u g h i t i s doub t fu l whether worker s are as y e t s u f f i c i e n t l y 

o r g a n i s e d and mot i va ted to engage c o n s i s t e n t l y and e f f e c t i v e l y i n 

p o l i t i c a l a c t i o n s o u t s i d e the f a c t o r y gates (Schlemmer, Geerdts and 

von Schalkwyk, 1984), the 'community unions ' have argued that s ince 

wo r ke r s are den ied acce s s to l e g i t i m a t e p o l i t i c a l channe l s , they 

s hou l d be encouraged to e xp re s s t h e i r p o l i t i c a l g r i e v a n c e s and 

a s p i r a t i o n s th rough t h e i r un i on s (see Mabasa, 1984) and f o r ge 

a l l i a n ce s with other progress ive organ i sat ions . 
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D i s a g r eemen t s over t h i s i s s u e have s co red deep r i f t s i n the un ion 

movement (see D a v i e s and O 'Meara, 1984). Undoubted ly , i t has been a 

major factor underpinning the f a i l u r e of unity moves s ince 1981 (SAIB, 

1983b), and was at l ea s t part ly respons ib le for the s p l i t in MAWU in 

J u l y 1984 l e a d i n g to the f o r m a t i o n of a r i v a l un ion (see Obery and 

S w i l l i n g , 1984, 8 - 9 ; S w i l l i n g , 1984, 115). There may, however, be 

some l i g h t at the end of the tunnel. FOSATU's and CUSA's endorsement 

of the T r a n s v a a l s t a y - away i n November 1984 ( a l s o suppor ted by many 

p o l i t i c a l o r g a n i s a t i o n s i n c l u d i n g the UDF) has f u r t h e r b l u r r e d the 

d i s t i n c t i o n between p o l i t i c a l and i n d u s t r i a l u n i o n i s m and decreased 

the d i s t a n c e between the two f e d e r a t i o n s . Hence, the ANC leader 

O l i v e r Tambo may r i g h t to a s s e r t t h a t the " s t r u g g l e a g a i n s t r a c i a l 

o p p r e s s i o n i s merg ing w i t h the c l a s s s t r u g g l e of the p r o l e t a r i a t 

aga in s t c a p i t a l i s t e xp l o i t a t i on " (Magubane, 1983, 53). I n a d d i t i o n , 

f o l l ow ing a meeting in August 1984, FOSATU, CUSA and four other unions 

hav.e reached agreement over the e s t a b l i s h m e n t of a new f e d e r a t i o n . 

The a s s i m i l a t i o n of 24 un ion s r e p r e s e n t i n g n e a r l y 300,000 worke r s 

under one umbrella w i l l be a major step forward for the union movement 

i n 1985. The d i v i s i o n s t ha t remain, though, c o u l d we l l prove to be 

the union movement's s i ng le major handicap in the s t rugg le ahead. 
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L i s t of Abbreviations 

ANC A f r i can National Congress 

BC Black Consciousness 

CNETU Council of Non-European Trades Unions 

CUSA Confederation of Unions of South A f r i c a 

DBN, PMB, PE, The Durban, P ietermar i tzburg, Port E l i zabeth, 
EL, PWV, CT E a s t L ondon , P r e t o r i a - W i tw a t e r s r a n d -

V e r e e n i g i n g , and Cape Town m e t r o p o l i t a n 
centres 

FOSATU Federation of South A f r i can Trade Unions 

MAWU Metal and A l l i e d Workers ' Union 

NAAWU National Automobile and A l l i e d Workers ' Union 

NUTW National Union of Tex t i l e Workers 

SAAWU South A f r i can A l l i e d Workers ' Union 

SACTU South A f r i can Council of Trades Unions 

SALB South A f r i can Labour Bu l l e t i n 

SASOL South A f r i can Coal, O i l and Gas Corporat ion 
( t r an s l a t i on ) 

SAT&LC South A f r i can Trades and Labour Council 

TUACC Trade Union Adv isory and Co-ord inat ing Council 

TUCSA Trade Unions Council of South A f r i ca 

UDF United Democratic Front 

WIP Work in Progress 



Table 1. The spat ia l / sectora l basis of s t r ikes in the manufacturing 
sector: 1974, 1982, 19831 

Metropol i tan Tex t i l e s and rlotor Other manufacturing 
Area C loth ing sub-sectors 

1974 1982 1983 1974 1982 1983 1974 1982 1983 

DBN/PMB 27.8 33.3 24.1 11.1 0.0 3.7 61.1 66.7 72.2 
PWV 0.0 13.4 3.7 0.0 3.4 9.8 100.0 83.2 86.5 
PE/EL 27.3 3.0 0.0 4.5 66.7 55.6 68.2 30.3 44.4 
CT 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
OTHER 0.0 3 .1 0.0 0.0 12.5 0.0 100.0 84.4 100.0 

South A f r i c a as a whole: 
S t r i k e s 18.0 12.5 7.7 4.9 11.4 10.7 77.1 76.1 81.6 
Workforce 13.4 21.0 21.4 4.3 9.4 9.8 82.3 69.6 68.8 

Note: Pe r cen tage s add a c r o s s the rows ( i.e. r e g i o n s ) f o r each t ime 
period. 

1: 1974, 1982 and 1983 were the on ly y e a r s i n the pe r i od 1974-1983 
f o r wh ich our s t r i k e r e co rd s were s u f f i c i e n t l y d e t a i l e d to 
construct acceptable breakdowns by sector and region. 

Source: Authors ' s t r i k e records (see F igure 1). 

Table 2. The spat ia l concentration of manufacturing in South Afr ica: 
1946-1979. 

Index of Concentrat ion 1 

Manufacturing 
sub-sector 1946 1967/68 1972 1976 1979 

Food 0.18 0. 37 0. 35 0.29 0.30 
Tex t i l e s 0 .28, 0. 44 0. 46 0.50 0.47 
C loth ing 0.12 2 0. 41 0. 52 0.50 0.52 
Chemicals 0.33 0. 31 0. 21 0.20 0.16 
Non-metal l ic 0.22 0. 27 0. 30 0.29 0.11 
I ron and Steel * 0. 57 0. 55 0.57 0.53 
Metal Manufacturing 0.25 0. 36 0. 30 0.30 0.29 
Machinery 0.0/ 0. 59 0. 38 0.38 0.40 
E lect . Machinery 0. 4 8 A 0. 44 0.37 0.35 
Motor * 0. 28 0. 49 0.45 0.45 

1: For techn ique , see Hammond R, M c C u l l a g h P S, 1974 Q u a n t i t a t i v e 
techniques in geography (Clarendon, Oxford) pp. 58-60. 

2: Inc ludes footwear. 
3: Machinery and e l ec t r i ca l machinery c l a s s i f i e d together. 
4: Includes t ransport i ndu s t r i e s . 
* Not l i s t e d 
Source: ca lcu lated from South A f r i ca (1954; 1974; 1977; 1979; 1984). 
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Table 3. Average firm s ize by metropolitan region: 1972 and 1979 

Manufacturing 
sub-sector 

CT PE EL DBN PWV A l l 
South A f r i ca 

Food 1972 108.1 157.4 122.9 156.3 89.3 89.2 
1979 89. 6 148.6 109.7 170.9 90.8 122.6 

Texti les 1972 130. 3 295.3 482.7 260.9 92.5 180.3 
1979 135. 6 321.8 558.7 245.3 58.0 164.8 

C loth ing 1972 117. 7 78.5 24.7 95.6 47.9 76.9 
1979 135. 4 91.3 39.7 99.9 46.1 86.2 

Chemicals 1972 72. 3 200.7 94.8 137.4 103.7 111.4 
1979 66.9 78.7 110.8 120.3 121.3 111.2 

N on-metal 1 ic 1972 70. 4 80.3 52.1 152.1 142.0 103.3 
1979 67. 7 142.4 45.7 111.0 92.8 80.3 

I ron and Steel 1972 63. 1 _ _ _ 552.6 553.0 
1979 99. 7 - - 153.6 519.8 486.5 . 

Metal manuf. 1972 59. 1 51.6 33.5 69.8 66.1 58.3 
1979 44. 4 37.3 22.1 42.9 56.4 48.2 

Machinery 1972 36. 7 45.7 38.1 58.8 90.2 74.2 
1979 27. 9 45.6 35.5 44.3 64.3 55.1 

E l e c t r i c a l 1972 73.3 147.0 241.6 77.6 112.1 104.9 
Machinery 1979 54. 9 116.0 291.6 68.4 93.6 85.6 

Motor 1972 47. 8 630.7 _ 134.6 91.0 108.5 
1979 79.4 411.9 - 85.4 97.3 94.4 

A l l i ndus t r i e s 1972 80.5 151.5 96.1 106.7 88.5 89.1 
1979 73. 3 128.6 95.2 93.2 76.2 77.8 

Source: calculated from South A f r i ca (1977; 1984). 
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Table 4. Average wages for black workers by metropolitan region (1976 
and 1979), and average ra t io of wages for white workers/black 
workers (1979). 

Manufacturing 
sub-sector 

CT PE EL 

% of average for 

0BN PWV 

the industry 3 

A l l 
South A f r i ca 

S a l l i ndus t r ie s 

Food 1976 +16.2 + 1.4 - 8.4 +24.1 + 8.2 -20.7 
1979 +10.5 + 2.9 -14.0 +17.9 +11.1 -16 .3 

Rat io 4.0 3.9 4.9 4.5 4.1 4.6 

Tex t i l e s 1976 +16.9 + 9.0 -25 .9 + 7.9 + 7.2 -25.2 
1979 +17.1 +15.6 -35.7 +10.0 +11.5 -19.6 

Rat io 5.1 3.6 6.2 4.6 4.3 5.0 

C loth ing 1976 + 4.0 -12 .3 -30.7 + 0.6 + 9.9 -28.7 
1979 + 9.8 + 2.5 - 9.6 - 6.3 + 5.9 -36.5 

Rat io 6.6 5.9 5.8 7.5 5.3 6.5 

Chemicals 1976 - 9.0 + 0.6 -27.5 + 9.9 + 1.3 +14.9 
1979 + 2.7 -30.2 - 1 2 . 1 +12.3 - 1.5 +28.1 

Rat io 3.3 4.3 3.2 3.3 3.9 3.8 

Non-metal l ic 1976 +46.1 +16.3 -13.2 +58.2 -15.7 -31.7 
1979 - 7.0 +36.2 -32.0 +61.8 - 6.8 + 4.9 

Rat io 4.2 2.5 5.0 2.6 4.8 4.2 

I ron and 1976 +18.4 - - - 3 .1 + 2.6 +20.5 
Steel 1979 +27.6 - - - 3.0 - 1.2 +20.3 

Rat io 3.6 - - 3.7 3.9 3.9 

Metal manuf. 1976 +12.0 - 4.7 -18.6 +12.0 - 1.8 +18.0 
1979 + 9.9 - 1.8 -13 .3 +12.3 - 1.7 +22.3 

Rat io 2.8 3.0 3.5 3.1 3.8 3.6 

Machinery 1976 +21.7 + 2.7 -35.9 + 9.5 - 0.7 +30.9 
1979 +29.3 + 3.1 -17.2 - 0.8 - 0.6 +37.6 

Rat io 2.5 3.4 2.9 2.9 3.2 3.2 

E l e c t r i c a l 1976 - 5.4 + 4.4 - 32 .3 -18.9 + 5.3 +22.7 
machi nery 1979 - 5.9 -13.4 -14.0 -14.0 + 4.7 +29.5 

Rat io 3.5 3.0 4.0 3.3 3.1 3.2 

Motor 1976 + 8.5 + 4.6 - +13.3 - 7.1 +17.4 
1979 + 6.1 +19.0 - + 6.6 -12.5 +11.5 

Rat io 3.3 2.9 - 3.7 3.9 3.5 

A l l 1976 + 2.4 + 5.6 -32.4 + 2.7 +11.6 -

i ndu s t r i e s 1979 - 0.9 + 9.1 -29.5 + 0.8 +12.0 -

Rat io 4.3 3.4 5.1 4.3 3.8 4.2 

Source: calculated from South A f r i ca (1979; 1984). 
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Figure 1. Temporal var iat ions in s t r ike action in the 
manufacturing sector: 1954-1983. 
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Source: A u t h o r s ' own s t r i k e r eco rd s drawn from SALB; WIP; South 
a f r i c a n I n s t i t u t e of Race R e l a t i o n s Survey; South A f r i c a n 
S t a t i s t i c s , v a r i o u s i s s u e s ; p r e s s r e p o r t s ; l abour a c t i o n 
news; union records. 
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Figure 2. Regional var iat ions in s t r ike ac t i v i t y in the manufacturing 
sector: 1974-1983. 

Source: Authors ' own s t r i ke records (see F igure 1). 

Note: Other areas of South A f r i c a (3 pe rcen t of s t r i k e s and 20 
percent of manufacturing workers). 
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Notes 

1. But see Peet (1983) and Harvey (1982). S i m i l a r l y , in his review 
of Massey and Meegan (1982), Beyers (1983, 330-1) complains that 
wh i l s t they relate job loss to the batt le 'between management and 
l abour ' , they devote r e l a t i v e l y l i t t l e a t t e n t i o n to the b a t t l e 
i t s e l f and the s t r a t e g i e s adopted by c a p i t a l and labour. 
However , s e v e r a l a n a l y s e s of s t r i k e s f rom economic and 
s o c i o l o g i c a l p e r s p e c t i v e s are c u r r e n t l y a v a i l a b l e (see, for 
example, Durcan et al (1983) and Waters (1982). 

2. The ra t io of average white wages to average black wages increased 
ac ro s s a l l manufactur ing s e c t o r s between 1965 and 1974; the 
increase was most marked in text i le s and c lothing (2.89 to 5.51); 
calculated from South Afr ica (1966; 1975). 

3. In our 1982 sample of s t r ikes for which f u l l de ta i l s are 62% were 
cal led over wage-related issues (compare 1974 f igure of 88%), 41 
(recognition), 14% (dismissal of workers), 7% (retrenchment), and 
10% (other). A l s o see. G a l i n (1981) and Lambert and Lambert 
(1983, 224). 

4. In 1983, a much smal ler percentage of s t r ikes than 1n 1982 were 
cal led over wage disputes (32%). 30% were ca l led for recognit ion 
and d i s m i s s a l d i s p u t e s and many others were c a l l e d over c l e a r 
p o l i t i c a l issues such as the white const i tut ional referendum in 
November (Bendix, 1984, 36). 

5. The average number of workers involved in s t r ikes in the period 
1974-1983 was 378 in CT. 257 in PWV, 635 in DBN/PMB, 1745 in 
PE/EL and 107 in the r e s t of South A f r i c a , a g a i n s t a na t iona l 
average of 384. 

6. For further d i scuss ion of these aspects of capital accumulation 
see, S t i l w e l l (1982) for Austra l ia ; Massey, Doreen (1978; 1983), 
Massey and Meegan (1982), Morgan (1982) for the United Kingdom; 
Carney and Lewi s (1978) fo r Europe; and, Harvey (1974; 1982), 
Peet (1983) and Walker (1978) for the U.S.A. 

7. For an a n a l y s i s of union p a r t i c i p a t i o n in the 1982 s t r i k e s see 
Lambert and Lambert (1983, 221), and Howe (1984a, Appendix 2) for 
1983. 

8. The comparatively large size of e lec t r i ca l machinery factor ies In 
E a s t London (3.4 t imes the na t i ona l average in 1979) i s l e s s 
important considering that these accounted for only 2333 workers 
in that year, 3.6% of the national total for the industry. 

9. S im i l a r observations have been made by Pra i s (1982) in the cases 
of B r i t a in and Sweden, and by Murray (1983, 79-80) 1n the case of 
I t a l y . Prais suggests that factor ies in the United Kingdom with 
over 2,000 workers are f i f t y t imes more vu lne rab le to s t r i k e s 
than those with less than 100 workers. 

10. C a l c u l a t e d from S o u t h a l l (1984b, 7 & 13). Commuters compr i se 
A f r i c a n s who l i v e in bantustan se t t l ement s s i t u a t e d c l o s e to 
urban I n d u s t r i a l cent res and commute to work on a d a l l y b a s i s . 
'Urban i n s i d e r s ' are def ined as those who pos se s s the r i g h t to 
reside In 'white' urban areas in terms of Section 10 of the Bantu 
Urban Areas ( C o n s o l i d a t i o n ) Act of 1945 and I t s subsequent 
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The Development S tud i e s U n i t i s a m u l t i - d i s c i p l i n a r y 
un i t w i th in the Centre for Appl ied Soc ia l Sciences at 
the U n i v e r s i t y of Nata l i n Durban. The Development 
Studies Unit was es tab l i shed at the beginning of 1982 
with the purpose of prov id ing a focus for research into 
the prob lems of deve l op i ng a r e a s , w i t h a view to 
a s s i s t i n g the Un iver s i ty to play a meaningful ro le in 
the upg rad ing of the q u a l i t y of l i f e i n the poorer 
areas surrounding i t . 

As well as undertaking research in many areas of South 
A f r i c a , the U n i t o f f e r s a p o s t - g r a d u a t e M a s t e r s 
programme in development studies. 
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