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‘Threads of solidarity’ revisited: gender
forums as important sites for contesting gender
inequality

Armstrong Dlamini

Introduction
Globalisation and the concomitant feminisation of flexible labour have seen
a significant increase of the share of women in the labour market. This trend
has been accompanied by an increase in the number of women that
constitute members of the trade union movement worldwide. Despite the
significantly high membership, women continue to be marginally represented
in trade union structures. A global survey conducted by the International
Confederation of Free Trade Unions (ICFTU) found that less than 50 per cent
of unionised women believed that trade unions were responding to their
needs (ICFTU 2000:5).

This paper highlights some of the attempts by women trade unionists to
close the representation gap between men and women as well as to ensure
that the make up of trade union decision-making structures, correspond to
the demographic pattern of trade union membership. These efforts were
operationalised by women’s networking and mobilising of solidarity through
gender forums. The paper will focus on the role and impact of gender
forums.

In the context of the paper, ‘gender forums’, which are sometimes referred
to as equity forums or gender perspective teams, are discussion networks
that are formed with the express purpose of addressing issues of gender
equality within trade unions and the workplace. Gender forums were found
to exist in all three union federations and in most of the affiliate unions that
were surveyed. Women trade unionists were found to have been largely
responsible for the establishment of the gender forums.
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The title of the paper ‘threads of solidarity’ is a concept borrowed from
the invaluable work of Iris Berger on women in South African industry
(1900-1980). Berger’s work focused on women in textiles, clothing and
food industries. Our survey covers the clothing, textile and leather sectors.
According to Berger, threads of solidarity were the bonds and
interconnections that women workers developed towards each other. These
bonds sometimes tended to transcend racial boundaries:

The experience of factory work left a particularly strong imprint on
many South African women, creating bonds among working women
that promoted their involvement in labour resistance. (Berger 1992:5)

Berger found that with respect to the Garment Workers Union (GWU) and
the Food and Canning Workers Union (FCWU) for white and black women
respectively, ‘the importance of non-class elements came to form an
important aspect of women’s working class identity, as did the bonds that
women were able to build among themselves and between their lives inside
and outside the workplace’ (1992:294). Thus the unions that appealed to
women were those that transcended the divisions among work, community
and politics. According to Berger, these unions gave serious attention to
women-specific issues such as remuneration, equity, reproductive control
and sexual harassment.

By contrast with their male counterparts, the white women working in
industry in the 1930s were designated as semiskilled employees and
were paid a little more than black men. They gained a more privileged
position than black women only gradually during the forties and fifties.
Thus, in certain respects, their experience of class and of interracial
relationships was very different from white men’s. In the Transvaal
garment industry a small group of women of all races worked at similar
or identical jobs, sometimes in the same factories and belonged to the
same trade union, even if to different branches. Thus under difficult
circumstances, there were attempts to structure interconnections
between the two groups of women that retained some vestiges of
fairness and comradeship, some thread of ‘class’ solidarity. (Berger
1992:296)

However Berger concluded that, at the time, South Africa remained a
‘bastion of attitudes and practices demeaning to women’ and the bonds of
solidarity portrayed by women workers were dependent on the structural
aspects of the respective unions or the industry (1992: 294). These favourable
factors manifested themselves in the clothing, textile and food industries.
According to Berger, there were rare circumstances, particularly among
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Cape food and canning workers, which provided a context through which the
common problems of gender and class fostered truly egalitarian joint
organisation among women of different racial groups (1992:297).

The resolution of the national struggle for liberation in South Africa,
provided scope for paying increased attention to the variables of class and
gender, and further provided women workers with an opportunity to weave
new threads of solidarity to confront patriarchy. In this paper it is argued
that the post-liberation context provides a more dynamic context for women
to exercise agency with respect to their participation in trade union leadership.
The gender forums are used as an example of this higher level of agency.
Furthermore, in line with the Berger analysis, the forums addressed concerns
that transcended the workplace, to include community and family concerns.
This is significant particularly because the family is regarded as the last
‘frontier’ of change in gender relations (Batliwala 1994).

Methodology
This paper was based on findings from a survey investigating women’s
participation in trade unions. The survey was conducted through qualitative
interviews with gender officials from the Congress of South African Trade
Unions (COSATU), the Federation of South African Trade Unions
(FEDUSA) and the National Council of Trade Unions (NACTU) as well as
women officials from trade unions within the textile, clothing and footwear
(TCF) sector which are affiliates of the three federations. The interviews
were based on a structured interview guide based on open-ended questions.

The TCF unions surveyed were namely, the South African Clothing and
Textile Workers Union (SACTWU) and the National Leather and Allied
Workers Union (NULAW), which are COSATU and FEDUSA affiliates
respectively. With respect to FEDUSA, the president (who is a woman) was
interviewed in the place of the gender official because it was thought that
the president would be equally resourceful in articulating the gender
discourse within the federation. Focus on the TCF sector was mainly
motivated by the large number of women employees in the sector as well as
the significant representation of women in TCF sector trade unions (see
table 1). The TCF sector also provided a useful link with the work of Berger,
which included garment workers.
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Table 1: Trade Union Membership by Gender Percentage Ratio (July
2002)

Source: Trade union respondents

However the study is limited by the low number of women respondents, due
to the limited number of women in leadership positions in the trade unions
surveyed as well as the fact that interviews were directed to trade unions in
the TCF sector. It was also not possible to secure an interview with a woman
respondent from NACTU’s newly formed TCF sector affiliate, the National
Clothing and Textile Workers Union of South Africa (NACTWUSA), as all
the key officials in the interim executive committee were males. Therefore
the findings should be viewed as an attempt to provoke further enquiry into
this area as well as to stimulate debate on the emerging gender discourse
within trade unions.

The survey was conducted between February and July 2002 and focused
on the post-liberation period. The key theme was to investigate women’s
participation in trade unions and the form it assumed. The gender forums
emerged as the most common mode of organising women and as potential
location for the weaving of new ‘threads of solidarity’ among women as
well as for contesting patriarchy.

Literature review
The gender forums are consistent with Batliwala’s argument that the
empowerment process must organise women into collectives, breaking out
from individual isolation and creating a united forum through which women
can challenge their subordination (1994:132). With specific reference to
women, Keller and Mbewe defined empowerment as:

A process whereby women become able to organise themselves to
increase their own self-reliance, to assert their independent right to
make choices and to control resources which will assist in challenging
and eliminating their own subordination. (Afshar 1998:192)

 

Trade Union Female Male 

SACTWU 60 40 

NULAW 61 39 

NACTWUSA 50 50 
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According to Byron and Thurbon, ‘debates about the role and status of
women within their national societies led to the Convention on the Elimination
of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW 1979) being
subject to more reservations than any other human rights instrument’
(1998:219). Articles 2 and 16 are considered to be core provisions of the
convention. Article 2 obligates signatories (States) to take a series of
measures including enshrining the equality of men and women in their
constitutions, establishment of legal protection for women’s rights on an
equal basis with men and the use of legislation and other appropriate
measures to modify or abolish laws, regulations, customs and practices,
which constitute discrimination against women.

However, a significant number of countries registered reservations to
Article 2 on the basis of cultural (eg Lesotho) and religious (eg Algeria)
grounds. The United Nations Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination
against Women expressed particular concern at the number and extent of
reservations entered to Articles 2 and 16 (United Nations 2002).

According to Lansky, an appropriate human rights framework is one that
allows women to exercise agency and choice in their lives. He, therefore,
advocated the capabilities approach (articulated by Nussbaum) as an
effective policy framework for addressing gender inequality. According to
Lansky, ‘compared with other policy frameworks, the capabilities approach
requires no abstract, generic or implicit postulation of men either as the
model to be equalled or as some category to be undone’ (2001:110).

The capabilities approach ‘asks what is a woman actually able to do and
to be’ (Nussbaum 1999:233). The approach is premised on central human
functional capabilities identified as: 1) life, 2) bodily integrity, 3) bodily
health, 4) sense, imagination and thought, 5) emotions, 6) practical reason,
7) affiliation, 8) coping with other species, 9) play, and 10) control over one’s
environment (materially and politically).

According to Nussbaum, the basic intuition from the capabilities approach
in the political arena is that human abilities exert a moral claim that they be
developed (1999:236). Basic capabilities are the ‘innate equipment of
individuals’. Nussbaum identified two types of capabilities, namely internal
and combined capabilities. Internal capabilities are states of the person that
are sufficient conditions for the exercise of requisite functions, and combined
capabilities are internal capabilities combined with suitable external
conditions for the exercise of the function (1999:237). The capabilities
approach, defined rights as basic capabilities.
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By defining rights in terms of capabilities we make it clear that a people
in country C don’t really have the right to political participation just
because this language exists on paper: they really have this right only
if there are effective measures to make people truly capable of political
exercise. Women in many countries have a nominal right of political
participation without having this right in the sense of capability.
(Nussbaum 1999:240)

According to Cockburn, given their membership nature, trade unions are of
all organisations those most open to organised pressure by large numbers of
active women members either through direct access to power by seeking
majority or near majority positions on decision making structures or by
quota arrangements (1991:229). Cockburn argued that an effective gender
equality policy within trade unions, is one that ‘commits energy and
resources to building a women’s movement within the organisation. It
means developing consciousness, creating networks and building
constituencies among women’ (1991:233). The gender forums fit well
within this mould of women networks.

In her work on United States (US) labour history Milkman found that trade
unions were ‘dominated by a siege mentality and they had a deeply rooted
mistrust of any efforts to assert the special interests of a specific group
within their membership, particularly if those efforts appeared to be associated
with a specific ideology such as feminism’ (1985:309). Thus according to
Milkman, the impressive gains made by the feminist movement (in broader
US society) in asserting women’s rights and gender consciousness failed
to produce similar results in the labour movement and women continued to
be under represented despite the phenomenal growth of their membership
in trade unions.

As a response to this representation gap, the 1970s saw the emergence of
women caucuses and committees, which were mainly pioneered by women.
According to Milkman, these campaigns sought to ‘organise unorganised
women workers through special appeals to them as women’ (1985:309).
These initiatives culminated in the establishment of two women’s
organisations, namely the Coalition of Labour Union Women (CLUW) and
the Service Employees International Union SEIU District 9-5. Both CLUW
and 9-5 were premised on a feminist ideology and they sought to develop
a stronger role for women in the labour movement (Milkman 1985).

CLUW was an organisation for women who were trade union members.
It aimed at gaining more power for women in trade unions without challenging



102

Armstrong Dlamini

the basic character of the labour movement whereas 9-5 drew on the tactics
of the women’s movement in an effort to transform both the image and
content of trade unionism so as to enhance its ability to serve the special
needs of women workers (Milkman 1985:303). CLUW pursued an assimilation
approach, which aimed at empowering women to participate in existing
structures rather than to transform the leadership structures to suit women
leaders. Thus CLUW was mainly geared towards organising unorganised
women, campaigning for affirmative action and encouraging the participation
of women within unions. Despite its limitations, CLUW recorded an impressive
growth in membership. Its membership grew from 3,000 to 15,000 between
1974 and 1980 and it established 60 local chapters across the US (Milkman
1985:313).

In contrast to CLUW, 9-5 was a women’s union run by women for women
and had a charter of affiliation from the SEIU. 9-5 advocated a women
oriented culture of unionism as well as rank and file democracy. It focused
on the ways in which women workers are different from male workers and
male culture, and sought to develop organisational forms both inside and
outside the framework of unionism, which take those differences seriously
and respond directly to the special needs of women workers (Milkman
1985:317). 9-5, which began in Boston in 1973, grew into a national organisation
with chapters in many localities. Both CLUW and 9-5 were successful
responses to feminism in the US labour movement in the 1970s and based on
their success, Milkman postulated that ‘the feminisation of union membership
could become the basis of a full scale alliance between the nation’s women
workers with their own distinctive consciousness and organised labour’
(1985:318).

Gender forums
International comparisons: East and Central Europe
A survey covering 23 women’s groups within trade union confederations
associated with the ICFTU in 15 countries of Central and Eastern Europe
found that women were largely invisible in top trade union structures.
Although women constituted 44.8 per cent of the surveyed confederations,
it was found that on average, women constituted 8.7, 15.5 and 23 per cent
of the confederation presidency, executive and general assembly respectively
(Petrovice 2001:14). Glaringly, women constituted 47.8 per cent of titular
members of non-executive boards. There were also very marginal efforts
made to improve the participation of women in decision-making.

Gender quotas do not exist as a form of gender positive policy in any
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of 23 surveyed confederations. Only two confederations had formally
adopted a declaratory recommendation (non-binding) regarding a 30%
quota for women. The majority of confederations did not express
interest in greater visibility of women in trade unions. Should the
decision-making body of trade unions during some of its sessions adopt
a recommendation, it is often not forwarded to the base. (Petrovice
2001:27)

Despite these disparities, women trade unionists were found to be consciously
involved in self-organising efforts. These efforts were mainly manifested
through a network of women’s interest groups. The interest groups are
quasi-statutory (advisory), self-organising entities that were largely
pioneered by women. The interest groups are established to deal with
common themes affecting women in the workplace and within trade unions.
Eighty-seven per cent of the women’s interest groups were also found to
actively co-operate with civil society groups on issues affecting women
such as women’s equal rights (Petrovice 2001:36). However, only 13.6 per
cent of interest groups had their own budgets despite the fact that on
average women made up almost half of the entire trade union membership
(Petrovice 2001:32).

The Philippines
In the Philippines women constitute 40 per cent of the workforce (Hega
1998). Trade union women’s activism is expressed through ‘women’s
solidarity networks referred to as MAKALAYA which means women
workers aiming for freedom’ (Hega 1998). Several women committees from
different unions established the solidarity network with the objective of
promoting women’s visibility and greater participation in unions (1998:18-
19).

The MAKALAYA  ‘was born out of the need to organise unity beyond
the labour centre and federation structures’ (Hega 1998:23). MAKALAYA
aims for the integration of primary concerns of women in the unions’
programmes and activities. These concerns include women’s representation
in union structures, the establishment of women committees, elevating
gender issues into the trade union collective bargaining agenda and
integrating women’s issues in trade union policies and programmes (Hega
1998:23).

The existence of MAKALAYA assumes heightened significance
particularly in view of the fact that women’s issues are normally relegated
to the bottom of the trade union agenda.
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Issues related to maternity and reproductive health are considered to be
women things and therefore do not cover the general interest of the
members. Women’s proposals are therefore used as trade-off when the
union has to give up some provisions to gain something at the
negotiating table. (Hega 1998:13)

A key output of women’s networks such as MAKALAYA, is that they
facilitate integration of gender issues into the organisational life of union,
and they also serve as schools for leadership and democracy (Hega 1998:
28).

The integration of women’s agenda in the trade union objectives,
programs and actions is a measure that women are respected and
accepted in the trade unions. And it is expected that this shift will have
a particular effect on the issues affecting women in the workplaces.
(Hega 1998:18)

However, one of the key hurdles obstructing women’s integration is the lack
of a budget. In the case of the Phlippines, the budget for women’s issues is
normally integrated in other trade union programmes ie education (Hega
1998: 20).

South Africa
The gender committees of the three federations convened the forums. This
gave the forums a formal status. COSATU co-ordinates the forums centrally
on behalf of its affiliates whilst in FEDUSA and NACTU, the affiliates had
their own forums. At a basic level, the symbiotic relationship between the
forums and the gender committees provided for an institutionalisation of
gender issues within the unions. Institutionalisation is ‘the process whereby
social practices become sufficiently regular and continuous to be described
as institutions, that is social practices that are regularly and continuously
repeated, are maintained by social norms and have a major significance in
the social structure’ (Levy 1998:254-5).

Participation in the forums was a conscious decision and effort that
involved stepping out of or scaling down on one’s activity with regard to
particular roles, such as social obligations in the community.1 Although
attending the forums was voluntary, the gender committees that convened
the forums were formal structures. Gender forums (equity forums) comprised
of women as well as supportive men who were used for ‘testing ’ new ideas.
The participation of men also helped women to come to terms with coping
in a man’s world as well as understanding men’s resistance both within the
organisation and at home.
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In our gender forum, we come up with resolutions and these resolutions
we test them on the males that are there on the forum because if the
males in the forum accept that then we workshop the resolutions in the
entire federation and we broaden the whole thing.2

It is always so nice to have them (men) there because we learn form one
another because men see things from a different perspective and there
are things they take for granted and they find that out when they attend
the workshops.   Being a female in a male dominated environment is a
challenge and you still have that challenge at home within the family
and that’s why its so important for men to be at the gender forums so
that we can give one another our observations and to share the
experiences.3

An important feature of gender forums is that they transcended racial
boundaries. Women from all racial groups participated in the forums and
they developed a common identity as working women.

When I joined, the federation I realised that they (white women) had
the same problems as us (black women), ie they still had to be in the
kitchen and that taught me a lot to say to women that because we are
in bag with similar experiences let’s come together and try and sort our
problems together and as a result of that the response is something out
of this world.4

Topical issues in the gender forums
The gender forums addressed issues that affected women both within and
outside the workplace. Workplace issues included employment equity,
skills development, sexual harassment, violence against women,
occupational health, HIV/AIDS and gender mainstreaming.

Women’s empowerment
With respect to women’s empowerment within the organisation, the forums
discussed gender quotas and the participation of women in union leadership.
Quotas are part of the reservation model of empowerment. According to
Vidya, reservation is essentially viewed as the political empowerment of a
hitherto marginalised section to change existing power relations and dilute
entrenched patriarchy (1999:333). Gender forums further encouraged the
establishment of issue based solidarity networks across trade union
federations. These networks are also enhanced by the existence of related
international networks such as the gender sub-committees of the ICFTU and
the International Women’s Federation (IWF). The issue of gender quotas
was one of the common issues that unified women from different federations
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and their affiliates.
In fact we work very well with the women from NACTU and COSATU,
differences aside, we are all women and we attend meetings of the
International Women’s Federation together. The issue of gender quotas
has been an issue in the federations it was not only an issue with
FEDUSA.5

With respect to the participation of women in leadership positions the
gender quotas were advocated in all the federations. FEDUSA adopted the
quotas and NACTU was using the reserved seats model, whereby certain
leadership positions would be reserved for women candidates. However in
COSATU the quotas were rejected. The men within COSATU argued
against quotas on the basis that women lacked capacity to lead.

Although in principle the organisation recognises that as women we
are struggling over capacity, when we attempt to address that issue of
capacity (through gender quotas) they use it against us by saying you
cannot assume a position because you lack capacity and therefore you
are not ready.6

The Congress resolution on gender quotas was not adopted because
they said quotas were tokenism and not empowerment.7

Gender policy
All three federations namely FEDUSA, COSATU and NACTU had formal
gender committees. However, COSATU’s gender structures provided a
more systematic framework for addressing gender issues. The National
Gender Committee (NGC) was a constitutional body comprising of gender
representatives from all COSATU affiliates. It was responsible for supervising
the implementation of the organisation’s gender policy (2000). The policy
was a consolidation of all COSATU gender resolutions.

Because in the past we were struggling to get effective implementation
of the gender resolutions, now they have been consolidated into a
gender policy which is more binding and more constitutional. The
gender policy was adopted in 2000.8

Gender mainstreaming
Mainstreaming is the process of incorporating gender concerns into activities
(ie negotiations) to deal effectively with the obstacles faced by women in
participating fully and benefiting from these activities (Razavi and Miller
1995:61). By virtue of their objectives, gender forums can be viewed as a
mainstreaming project in their own right. The ability of male and female
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trade unionists to engage in social dialogue on issues relating to gender
equality is an important milestone.

The forums also represent an important vehicle for improving the profile
and effectiveness of the gender units/departments within trade units.  In
NACTU, the gender unit has a budget as well as a separate account for its
activities. Although with limited success, forums were also useful in
integrating women’s structures into mainstream union structures.

Some affiliates still have women only structures and we have encouraged
them to integrate these structures and women leaders are at the
forefront of this campaign.9

When it comes to gender they (men) always think that gender is for
women whereas gender is men and women and that is why when you
start a gender committee, behind it there is women and not men. That
is why it is always so nice to have them there because we learn from one
another because men see things from a different perspective and there
are things they take for granted and they find that out when they attend
the workshops.10

The forums were useful in engendering agenda items for negotiations
and integrating gender issues within mainstream organisational concerns
for collective bargaining. For example we did away with maternity
benefit and we call it parental care benefits and parental leave. HIV/
AIDS has also been integrated as part of occupational diseases.11

The outcome of gender forums
The key outcome of the forums was bringing women together to discuss
issues that pertained to their own empowerment as women. Furthermore the
forums enabled women to develop networks of solidarity across trade
unions, within a new gender discourse, one that focused on women in their
own right. Women also discussed their rights within trade unions. This was
a paradigm shift from their role in the past whereby trade union women
would not raise issues that were perceived as a challenge to male power
(Berger 1992).

The complementary relationship between the gender practitioners and
the forums enabled women to take a step back and evaluate their structural
position in the labour movement. The outcome of this was to problematise
the prevailing gender discourse in order to assess women’s strategic gender
needs.

We have problematised the discourse and hence that is why we have
conceptualised it as ‘a struggle within a struggle’. Whereas we are an
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organisation based on the principles of gender equality and non-sexism,
when it comes to gender issues they are still contested. Hence in all my
papers and presentations I talk about the irony of ‘the struggle within
a struggle’.12

According to respondents another positive outcome of the forums is that
women were now confidently entering the race for leadership positions
(albeit at a slow pace) in their federations. The national executive committees
of FEDUSA and NACTU comprised of a woman president and deputy
president respectively. These women were elected on merit. This is no small
achievement in view of the entry rule in most federations; which stipulates
that one must be in a leadership position in an affiliate union in order to be
eligible for election in the federation. Both SACTWU and NULAW had
only two women members in their national executive committees. Thus the
real battle for representation has to be fought at the affiliate and branch
levels which are still largely dominated by men. The other challenge that
women have recognised, is that empowerment will be realised if women
sustain their membership of decision-making bodies.

We are also focusing on the issue of sustainability. We must ensure that
the women who are already in leadership positions are elected over
several terms of office.13

In an effort to increase the participation of women in trade union activities
(including leadership) gender practitioners are focusing on providing a
more enabling environment for women, such as the provision of childcare
facilities.

Another positive outcome of the forums and the mainstreaming
programme was the provision of childcare facilities in all meetings of
COSATU and its affiliates.14

The provision of childcare facilities is an important prerequisite for women’s
participation in union activities. A survey on the representation of women
in COSATU found that women members would not stand for election due
to the lack of childcare facilities at the workplace; and because the time they
had to spend on domestic responsibilities in the evenings and weekends,
clashed with the times for trade union organising activities (Nyman 1996).
A similar study in Europe found that there was a high degree of correlation
between the existence of high quality child care facilities and programmes
and the rate of representativity of women in trade unions (Petrovice 2001:
59-60).
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The ascendancy of women into leadership positions was partly attributed
to progressive men who were voting for women. Women’s confidence in
women’s leadership was an area that still required further strengthening as
voting patterns indicated that women still preferred to elect male leaders.

With voting the influence still comes from males because there is that
element that indicates that women still haven’t got that trust to elect
women but I think it is changing for the better. Men are also beginning
to accept and they have started to identify women that can be elected
to leadership positions.15

In the case study on the Philippines, it was found that there was a positive
correlation between the women’s network and increased participation of
women in trade union leadership. Between 10-47 per cent of women who
attended the union gender seminars became union office bearers (Hega
1998:20). This positive trend is also expected to take root in South Africa.
However, this will only happen through extensive networking within the
gender forums.

We have to conscientise the women and encourage them to come to
meetings and I always tell them that it doesn’t make sense that you are
sitting with an executive that consists of more males than females yet
the majority constituency is female.16

There is still that element that women are not believing in themselves
because even when I go to organise meetings in the factories, you can
see that they lack confidence in me as a woman but I think it is changing
for the better.17

Through the forums women were able to mainstream the collective bargaining
agenda by identifying areas that would promote and protect the rights of
women in the workplace. The forums enabled women to ensure that unions
focused greater attention on issues affecting women.

The mainstreaming programme yielded positive results. Through their
increased participation women gained the opportunity to introduce a
gender dimension to substantive policy debates on issues such as
privatisation and globalisation.18

This outcome is significant in view of the largely negative impact that
globalisation imposes on women, particularly in the TCF sector.

Conclusion
The international literature as well as the European and Philippines case
studies corroborate our findings on the position of women in trade unions
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in the TCF sector in South Africa where male leaders predominate despite
the high representation of women among the membership. Skinner and Lund
argued that despite the presence of gender office bearers, in some cases
gender practitioners, in many formal sector trade unions in South Africa,
little headway had been made with respect to gender issues (1999: 44).

Gender forums are no panacea for women’s empowerment, but they do
provide an important opportunity for contesting existing forms of women’s
subordination and developing gender consciousness for women in trade
unions. Gender co-ordinators were found to be the focal points for gender
issues in trade unions and the gender forums provided an organised
constituency in support of the gender units as well as women office bearers.

There is also evidence that some male trade unionists are embracing the
new gender discourse. The participation of men in the gender forums as well
the provision of a separate budget for the gender office in NACTU provides
instructive examples. According to Cockburn (1991) the movement towards
gender equality can be greatly enhanced if women form an alliance with
‘supportive men.’

The experience of the gender forums highlights the significant role of
women led networks in promoting greater awareness and responsiveness to
the position of women in male dominated institutional structures. The
‘threads’ of solidarity that women wove in the forums were effective in
changing the tone of gender relations within the three trade union trade
union federations and their TCF sector affiliates.

Notes
1. Interview with M. Malete, President, FEDUSA. 30/05/02.

2. Interview with M. Malete, President, FEDUSA. 30/05/02.

3. Interview with J. Williams, Union Organiser, NULAW. 05/06/02.

4. Interview with M. Malete, President, FEDUSA. 30/05/02.

5. Interview with M. Malete, President, FEDUSA. 30/05/02.

6. Interview with M. Jafta, Gender Coordinator, COSATU. 03/07/02.

7. Interview with N. Mthembu, Union Organiser, SACTWU, 18/06/02.

8. Interview with M. Jafta, Gender Coordinator, COSATU. 03/07/02.

9. Interview with B. Modise, Gender Coordinator, NACTU, 11/07/02.

10. Interview with J. Williams, Union Organiser, NULAW. 05/06/02.

11. Interview with B. Modise, Gender Coordinator, NACTU, 11/07/02.

12. Interview with M. Jafta, Gender Coordinator, COSATU. 03/07/02.
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13. Ibid.

14. Interview with M. Jafta, Gender Coordinator, COSATU. 03/07/02.

15. Interview with N. Mthembu, Union Organiser, SACTWU, 18/06/02.

16. Interview with J. Williams, Union Organiser, NULAW. 05/06/02.

17. Interview with N. Mthembu, Union Organiser, SACTWU, 18/06/02.

18. Interview with B. Modise, Gender Coordinator, NACTU, 11/07/02.
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