
COSATU and independent working 
class politics 

lu in t roduct ion 

I t i s generally argued that the formation of COSATO has placed the 
gocialr economic and p o l i t i c a l i n t e r e s t s of the working c l a s s 
firmly on the agenda of opposition p o l i t i c s in South Africa, 
indeed* i t i s t rue tha t the independent trade union movement has 
been p ivota l in developing and nurturing an embryonic s o c i a l i s t 
posit ion. A recent wri ter has noted tha t "the socialism of the 
unions remains e m b r y o n i c . i t i s present in the public pronounce­
ments of leading trade u n i o n i s t s . . . i t i s present in the f ierce 
assertion of independence and in the strong emphasis on workers 
control and i t i s most,evident in the mode of organising of the 
major unions with the powerful emphasis on workers con t ro l " . (1) 

However, i t i s agreed tha t the embryonic socialism of the unions 
i s not su f f i c i en t . What i s necessary, i t i s argued, i s tha t the 
struggle for socialism should uni te the various d ispara te c lasses 
and groups of the oppressed and exploited in r a c i a l c a p i t a l i s t 
South Africa under the leadership of the working c l a s s . (2) But 
how th i s i s to be done i s not always c l e a r . Also, there seems t o 
be no c l a r i t y on what independence of the working c lass means. 
These issues a re not fu l ly exhausted - though a premising sign i s 
that they are beginning t o be addressed. This a r t i c l e i s a 
contribution - incomplete as i t may be - to tha t process. 

I t i s argued in t h i s paper tha t the notion of the independence of 
the working c lass i s interpreted in d i f fe ren t ways within COSATO. 
ttus difference in in te rpre ta t ion r e f l e c t s COSATO1 s h i s t o r i c a l 
inheri tance. I t i s further suggested tha t a caimon and fully 
developed understanding of working c lass independence can most 
readily inform working c l a s s mi l i t an t s as t o the best possible 
method of enhancing working c l a s s hegemony and control over 
society. But f i r s t , i t i s necessary to b r ie f ly deal with how t h i s 
totion of working c l a s s independence came to emerge. 

2« An attempted his tory (3) 

*«e independent working c lass pos i t ion , no doubt, has i t s o r ig ins 
in ce r ta in sec t ions of the emergent t rade union movement in the 
^ t e 1970s and ear ly 1980s. Unions such as those a f f i l i a t e d to 
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TOSATO argued for f i r s t es tabl ishing a strong factory floor p res ­
ence before embarking on overt ly p o l i t i c a l issues which would lead 
to d i r e c t confrontation with the s t a t e . (4) The arena of " s ta te 
p o l i t i c s " (5) was not ac t ively contested. Rather i t was postponed 
to an indef in i te future . This s t ra tegy i t should be noted, was 
informed by primarily two fac tors : 
(i) the harsh p o l i t i c a l and economic climate which then prevailed 

The intransigent a t t i t udes of the bosses and the s t a t e pro­
vided formidable stumbling blocks to the few emerging trade 
unions; and 

( i i ) t h i s " surv iva l i s t e th i c" was coupled with a conception tha t 
i t was SACTU's associat ion with "populist p o l i t i c s " which 
f ina l ly led to i t s demise in the ear ly 1960's. 

Against t h i s background then, the TOSATU unions distanced them­
selves from the sphere of s t a t e p o l i t i c s . This s t ra tegy evoked 
strong c r i t i c i sm from unions tha t ident i f ied c lose ly with the 
dominant na t i ona l i s t p o l i t i c a l t r a d i t i o n , i e . SAAWU, GAWU e t c . The 
ear ly TOSATU posi t ion engendered a narrow economistic outlook and 
inspired the emergence of a "syndical is t" pos i t ion . Independence 
of the working c lass ( implici t ly defined as meaning only organised 
workers in the factories) came to mean organisat ional independence 
not only from the s t a t e , but a lso from p o l i t i c s a l toge ther . 

The formation of the UDF on August 20 1983 once again raised the 
issue of the re la t ionship between the popular movement and the 
working c lass movement best represented by the trade unions. Most 
major nat ional ly organised indus t r i a l unions refused to a f f i l i a t e 
to the UDF on the grounds that they wished to maintain their 
organisat ional independence. (6) What they would do, was to 
encourage the i r respective members t o support campaigns and 
e f fo r t s i n i t i a t ed by popular organisat ions . Their non-aff i l ia t ion 
stance was based on the following: 
(i) the mul t i -c lass nature of these organisat ions which would 

preclude workers being in the driving seat of campaigns - for 
h i s t o r i c a l l y in South Africa, there has been a tendency for 
the professional elements of the nat ional l ibera t ion movement 
to dominate leadership pos i t ions ; 

( i i ) the d i f ferent methods of operation and organisation between 
the two where the emphasis on rank and f i l e pa r t i c ipa t ion , 
mandates, report-backs and accountabi l i ty of leadership, i s 
severely lacking in popular organisat ions; 

( i i i ) the fact t ha t many of the i r members subscribed to d i f ferent 
p o l i t i c a l ideologies and an ident i f ica t ion with a specif ic 

56 



- debate -

one would incur the r i sk of s p l i t t i n g the unions. 

jn addition t o the above t e l l i n g po in t s , the p o l i t i c s of the 
popular s t ruggle , with i t s predominant emphasis on securing the 
vote as a form of democracy was character ised - incorrect ly - as 
peti t bourgeois. Incorrec t ly , I argue because the s t ruggle for the 
vote as a form of democracy has no inherent fixed c l a s s pos i t ion , 
as a form of democracy, the franchise does not necessar i ly repres ­
ent the i n t e r e s t s of the black pe t i t -bourgeois ie or any other c l a s s 
in society for t ha t matter . (7) 

Secondly, these unions (and here I am refer r ing to unions which 
were then a f f i l i a t e d t o the now defunct PDSATO as well as GflV, 
HCWU, CCAWUSA and CIWA) f e l t tha t there was l i t t l e t o suggest 
that the petit-bourgeoi's leaders of the popular movement would 
seek to transform the p o l i t i c s of the dominated black majority by 
rooting i t firmly within the black working c l a s s . These two points 
were important factors in the decision of these unions t o attempt 
to s teer away from " s t a t e - p o l i t i c s " . However, through a process of 
se l f -c r i t i c i sm, c r i t i c i sm from unions which indentif ied closely 
with the dominant na t i ona l i s t t r a d i t i o n , pressure from the i r rank 
and f i l e and the wider p o l i t i c a l climate which th rus t i t s e l f upon 
these unions, we saw ce r t a in EOSATU unions taking on irore over t ly 
po l i t i ca l i s sues . (8) 

lb sum up then, the notion of working c l a s s independence could 
roughly be characterised as follows: 
(i) a recognition of the fact t ha t the working c l a s s has s o c i a l , 

economic and p o l i t i c a l i n t e r e s t s tha t necess i ta te i t s 
organisation as a separate c l a s s ; 

(ii) the methods and ways the working c l a s s in progressive trade 
unions organises i s d i s t i n c t i v e l y d i f fe ren t from popular 
organisat ions such as the UDF - with regard t o mandating, 
report-backs, accountabi l i ty e t c . , and 

( i i i ) implici t in the notion of working c l a s s independence was the 
recognition tha t workers identify with d i f ferent p o l i t i c a l 
ideologies. But despi te these differences workers s t r i v e to 
act and continue to attempt to ac t in a unified manner in 
struggling against c a p i t a l and the s t a t e . This obviously 
requires open and free debate and discussion within the 
organised (and broader?) sect ions of the working c l a s s . 

tj^se issues ra i se c ruc ia l p o l i t i c a l questions about the nature of 
m o c r acy in a post-apartheid South Africa. In p a r t i c u l a r , wi l l 
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our democracy be sole ly a one-party democracy or wi l l i t be a 
p lura l democratic s ta te? 

These then were the c ruc ia l components tha t defined working c lass 
independence. However, t h i s notion was s t i l l r e l a t i ve ly under­
developed p o l i t i c a l l y as a s t r a tegy . In p a r t i c u l a r , the question 
remained as to what i s the re la t ionship between working c lass 
independence and p o l i t i c a l issues - how does the working c lass 
ensure i t s independence whilst taking on the s t a te and i t s a l l i e s ? 

3. The b i r th of COSATU 

I t was a t t h i s time tha t COSATU was born. COSATU, as i s well 
known, represents a synthesis between two t rad i t ions - the more 
class-based approach of the old TOSATO unions and those unions 
which identify closely with the na t i ona l i s t p o l i t i c a l t r ad i t i on . 
I t i s then not surpris ing tha t the notion of the independence of 
the working c l a s s i s understood and interpreted d i f fe ren t ly . 

There i s support with.'n COSATU for an in te rpre ta t ion of working 
c lass independence as meaning non-af f i l ia t ion to the present 
p o l i t i c a l groupings. This indeed i s a strong identifying charac­
t e r i s t i c of "working c lass independence" as outlined above. But 
independence of the working c lass does not mean non-af f i l ia t ion 
per s e . I t a lso means that workers need to be organised as a 
separate c lass and tha t they, more than any other group in society, 
have an objective in t e re s t in the overthrow of capi ta l i sm. To t h i s 
end then the s o c i a l i s t content of working c lass demands needs to 
be generalised throughout socie ty . Working c lass independence a lso 
implies that the way in which workers organise in the progressive 
trade unions i s radical ly d i f ferent from the organising methods of 
the popular organisat ions: most importantly the emphasis on democ­
r a t i c s t ruc tures and p rac t i ces , and on rank and f i l e i n i t i a t i v e and 
workers con t ro l . All these t r a d i t i o n s are present within COSATO but 
have not as yet gained the ideological and p rac t i ca l expression 
necessary to entrench and sol idify the concept of working c lass 
independence• 

COSATO correc t ly argues against both (i) worker ism, and ( i i ) sub­
suming i t s e l f in the gulf of populism with i t s i l l -def ined freedom 
and lack of s c i en t i f i c ana lys i s . COSATU correct ly r ea l i s e s the need 
for i t t o play a more p o l i t i c a l l y act ive r o l e . But how th i s i s to 
be done i s s t i l l not c l ea r ly s p e l t out . In fact there e x i s t s an 
ambivalent tension within COSATU tha t i s the subject of much debate. 
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On the one hand COSATO's politically active role in the arena of 
state politics is based on an analysis of South African society 
that facilitates the emergence of "political unionism", we are 
being told that unions in South Africa, quite rightly so, have a 
political role, "Non-political unionism is undesirable", says Jay 
tfaidoo. (9) Despite this recognition that political unionism has 
its foundations in the very nature of South African society, there 
still exists the wide-spread interpretation that the unions' pol­
itical role is merely to supplement the existing political battles 
being fought by existing political organisations. Their political 
role is restricted to the confines of the national democratic 
struggle. It is usually argued that union's simply cannot engage in 
the wide variety of activity that is necessary to successfully 
challenge the state and create a society in which workers have 
control. This statement, I argue, implies limiting the potential 
political role of the unions. The unions' political responsibilities 
according to this school, are merely to reinforce and reiterate 
present political demands voiced by the political organisations. 
The unions' task is not to deepen and transform the nature of 
these demands and trade union participation in state issues merely 
represents the workers' arm of the broad opposition to apartheid. 

Oi the other hand, another view exists within COSATO: that the 
reiterating of national popular political demands by workers and 
their organisations will not automatically ensure a worker con­
trolled society. This viewpoint argues that not only is it neces­
sary to identify and*align with national political demands, but it 
is also essential that these national political demands be deepened 
and transformed in such a way that they challenges capitalism at 
its very foundations. The ambiguities and silences of national 
political demands to be found in the Freedom Charter should be 
recognised. It is necessary for the trade unions to formulate 
their cwn goals and aims which would enhance the realisation of a 
worker controlled society. COSATO has already started this process 
ty ccnmitting its organised membership to workers control. Presum­
ably this means that COSATO demands the right to govern the country 
alongside other representative political organisations. Presumably 
*t means that nationalised industries would be democratically 
ODntrolled by the workers, their unions or any other democratic 
organisations of the workers which would be involved in the 
running of the economy. All the above obviously means negating the 
viewpoint that the political arena can best be left to the existing 
Political organisations. Instead unions should not be afraid to 
aa<3ress political issues directly. In doing this they should un-
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equivocally s t a t e how they see the future worker controlled society 
and the s t ruc tures and i n s t i t u t i o n a l forms cent ra l to t h i s . The 
aims and objectives formulated by the trade unions need not nec­
e s sa r i l y stand in opposition to the Freedom Charter, What t h i s 
merely does, i s to deepen the conceptualisat ion and understanding 
of democracy and working c lass s t ruggle by putt ing forward worker 
own demands. I t i s only in t h i s way tha t workers wi l l see that the 
Freedom Charter w i l l not l i be ra t e them e n t i r e l y . 

4. All iances 

This brings us to the most c ruc ia l question of a l l . What should 
the re la t ionship be between an independent working c lass posi t ion 
and other ant i -apar theid forces? Hew does COSATO attempt to deal 
with t h i s issue? Here again there ex i s t s an ambivalence which 
needs t o be teased out . The posi t ion tha t i s presently vociferously 
and publicly asserted in COSATO, i s the one of "disciplined 
a l l i ances" . This posi t ion correc t ly r ea l i s e s that the form of South 
Afr ica ' s capi tal ism provides the objective basis for a l l i ances . Not 
only i s the black working c l a s s nat ional ly oppressed and grossly 
exploited but the black pet i t -bourgeois ie and the small black 
c a p i t a l i s t c lass a lso suffers nat ional oppression. I t recognises 
the need to build the widest possible form of unity amongst the 
oppressed and exploited in order to i so l a t e the government. Hence,. 
COSATO says i t wi l l form a l l i ances with organisat ions who have the 
i n t e r e s t s of the workers a t hear t and whose organisat ional prac­
t i c e s further the i n t e r e s t s of the working c l a s s . (10) 

This obviously provides a strong guide l ine . But i t i s in need of 
further c l a r i f i c a t i o n . Up un t i l now, what has emerged i s a ra ther 
unc r i t i c a l policy of a l l i ances . Entering in to a l l i ances does not 
mean unc r i t i ca l j o in t action with other groups or p o l i t i c a l organ­
i s a t i ons . I t does not mean tha t students and the broader members 
of the public should s i t in on each and every meeting of the 
workers i r respect ive of the nature thereof. I t does not mean that 
whatever action taken by other oppressed groupings and organisa­
t ions must be supported by the organised working c l a s s without 
ac tual ly looking a t the issues c r i t i c a l l y and questioning whether 
such a c t i v i t i e s w i l l exhaust our energies and resources rather 
than those of the s t a t e . I t i s indeed true tha t the working c lass 
must forge a l l i ances , but what i s necessary i s for those a l l i ances 
to be pursued in terms of the goals and i n t e r e s t s of the organised 
working c l a s s . Here, i t i s ins t ruc t ive to note t ha t the i n i t i a l 3 
day nat ional stayaway c a l l by the NECC and the UDF to commemorate 
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june 16 was changed to a 1 day stayaway at the instigation of 

COSATO. 

al ter ing in to a l l i ances a l so means t ha t working c l a s s m i l i t a n t s 
should have as the i r p r i o r i t y the development and establishment of 
working c l a s s organisat ion both inside and outside of the factory. 
fot, i t i s only through workers developing strong organisat ions of 
their own tha t the i r leading ro le can be asser ted and fought for . 

Alliance p o l i t i c s , as present ly understood and prac t i sed , has meant 
worker organisat ions simply r e i t e r a t i n g and supporting demands 
formulated by p o l i t i c a l organisat ions and not transcending them. 
Hence, COSATO stops a t the demand for one-person-one-vote in a 
unitary democratic South Africa. Although the dangers of formal 
democracy are sometimes referred t o , p rec i se ly what these dangers 
are i s not spe l t ou t . In order t o avoid these dangers, the issue 
£f. fo™ 3 ! democracy needs to be systematical ly teased out anil 
c r i t i c i s e d . For example, in the demand for one person one vote a 
conspicuous absence i s the pr inc ip le of accountabi l i ty and r e c a l l 
of leadership. Simply put , i s the vote once every 2nd, 3rd, 4th or 
5th year enough, or do we need to have s t ruc tu res whereby we can 
exercise accountabi l i ty of leadership and be in a posi t ion to 
renove leaders i f they do not f u l f i l t he i r tasks? The western ad­
vanced c a p i t a l i s t democracies with the i r e l ec t ions once every 4-5 
years, the non-existence of accountabi l i ty and r e c a l l i s the 
precise opposite of what our demands itean. Thus, COSATU in purs­
uing a l l i ances with other groups must now s t a t e the i n s t i t u t i o n a l 
forms and organs tha t would give meaning to the notion of worker 
control over socie ty . 

COSATU's policy of "discipl ined a l l i ances" has meant in p r a c t i c e , 
thus far , only a l l i ances with organisat ions sympathetic to the 
dominant na t ional p o l i t i c a l t r a d i t i o n , i e . the UDF and i t s a f f i l ­
i a tes , why i s i t tha t a l l i ances are not extended to other organis ­
ations and p o l i t i c a l groupings. We need more debate a s t o how 
°3SATU reconci les i t s commitment t o a united working c lass move-
jtefltf but in p r ac t i ce , engages with only one p o l i t i c a l grouping -
dominant as i t may be. Surely within COSATU and i t s a f f i l i a t e s , 
H * r e e x i s t s alongside UDF supporters a l so members who pledge 
^ e * r a l legiance t o AZAPO, NEUM, and even Inkatha for tha t mat ter . 
With such a divided working c l a s s in South Africa (due to various 
h i s to r i ca l reasons) i t i s surely an immensely d i f f i c u l t process to 
°^|ld a united working c l a s s movement. Di f f icu l t as i t may be, we 
W 1U not be addressing t h i s problem if we behave and act as if i t 
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does not e x i s t . What we need i s open and honest debate on whom to 
work with and why. 

5. Conclusion 

I t i s h i s t o r i c a l l y true that nowhere in countr ies where socia l 
change has occurred, has one soc ia l c lass played the sole r o l e , in 
a l l soc ie t i e s where changes occurred - eg. in Russia, Chi le , 
Bolivia e t c . (even if the l a t t e r two were not successful , for 
reasons beyond the scope of t h i s paper) - workers formed a l l iances 
with the peasantry and the middle-classes. But what i s often over-* 
looked i s that these workers through the i r own organisat ions forme 
a l l i ances with an e x p l i c i t l y s o c i a l i s t ideology, sentiments and 
programme. But in South Africa we see the c a l l for a l l i ances and 
unity on a nat ional democratic platform. Why i s i t tha t the demand 
for a Workers Charter i s viewed as d iv is ive? I t i s r ea l ly strange 
that the women and students - correct ly so - can have the i r own 
respective cha r t e r s , but when one t a lks of a Workers Charter i t i s 
deemed t o be d iv i s i ve . But how then i s the struggle for workers 
control to be secured in the absence of ji s o c i a l i s t programme? How 
are workers to lead the struggle without £ clear p o l i t i c a l prog­
ramme of aims and demands? The need for debate, discussion of 
socialism and construction of a Workers Charter i s a very urgent 
task indeed. 
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(Keith Browne, November 1987) 

Comrade Mutandare of the ZCTU 

Below we publish an interview with Comrade Mutandare, President of 
the Zimbabwe Congress of Trade Unions, conducted on July 8 1986. 

|^LB: Mr Mutandare, can you tell us about your own personal 
tostory and how you came to be involved in the labour movement? 

ife Mutandaret I used to work for Anglo American in Bindura for 13 
l!ars' on the mines there. I became involved in the union because 
J- the very poor working conditions prevailing at the time. There 
**e wildcat strikes, and in the normal course of events management 
uia can i n the police ̂  army, arrest the ringleaders, imprison 

{?••• We saw our salvation in the unions - at that time it was a 
^ite-ied union. It was a very, very difficult time for us - we 

re labelled as communists, and terrorists: our mine was on the 


