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Preamble
In 2003 Michael Burawoy, former president of the American Sociological
Association, delivered an important address to the South African Sociological
Association (SASA) Congress in Durban. He spoke of four sociologies,
professional, critical, policy and public. Professional sociology is what is
taught and researched at institutions of higher education while critical
sociology uncovers the assumptions and values upon which it rests. Policy
sociology is conducted for specific clients who determine the problems to
be researched, whereas public sociology addresses issues of national
significance and makes its findings available to the population at large. It
interrogates the goals of those in power and examines the means they use
to try to achieve them (Burawoy 2004:14-17).

Burawoy maintained that professional sociology had become dominant
in America, whereas in South Africa critical sociology gradually emerged in
the 1970s. And, he continued:

…the Durban strikes unexpectedly exploded onto the political scene in
1973, followed by the Soweto uprising of 1976. Blacks had found their
own voice to break through the repressive apartheid order. A new
industrial sociology, rooted in the analysis of the labour movement,
flourished in academic debates and in pages of the new South African
Labour Bulletin. (Burawoy 2004:22)

From the outset the Bulletin epitomised what Burawoy meant by public
sociology. Academics and other intellectuals were – and still are – writing
clear and easy-to-understand articles in the Bulletin that are aimed at the
broader public, specifically at the Black African working class. But the
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Bulletin was from the outset more than merely a vehicle for public sociology.
It also provided what Eddie Webster has called a ‘social science of liberation’.
By this Webster meant the linking of theory with practice by giving people
who had been denied a higher education the opportunity to learn from their
own practice (Webster 1982:7-8). The practice was to be provided by active
involvement in emerging trade union organisation while the learning was
facilitated by the Bulletin that helped them to conceptualise and use their
experience in furthering their own struggle for economic and, eventually,
political liberation. It is a process similar to what Paulo Freire termed the
‘pedagogy of the oppressed’. Through this pedagogy the oppressed acquire
power springing from their weakness that makes them strong enough to
liberate both themselves and their oppressors (Freire 1973:21). The power
they acquired was a collective power emanating from their weakness as
isolated individuals in the workplace.

Introduction
The aim of this paper is to explore the strategies adopted by the South
African Labour Bulletin to survive the hostile environment within which it
operated during the 1970s and 1980s. The remarkable achievement is that it
succeeded against all odds and is now in its 35th year of publication. This
achievement is all the more noteworthy as none of the other oppositional
journals that were started during the 1970s managed to survive.

This paper is based on three sources of information. The first is participant
observation as a member of the Bulletin’s Editorial Board for 28 years. I was
elected chairperson of the Board for 24 years in succession and thus had a
very good opportunity to learn a great deal about all its operations and
activities. The second source of information is the private collection of
primary Bulletin material that I collected from even before my tenure as
Editorial Board member up to the time I stepped down from the Board in 2004.
The third source of information consists of published articles and other
intellectual writing pertaining to the Bulletin.

This article examines four key strategies that the Bulletin adopted that
enabled it to survive and remain sustainable. The first was to achieve its
autonomy after being established by the Institute for Industrial Education
in 1974. The second was to draw university-based intellectuals onto its
Editorial Board. They helped to provide a flow of continuous copy for the
Bulletin and to establish an important subscriber base in the universities in
addition to its trade union readership. The third was to ensure the financial
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viability of the Bulletin, first by broadening its base of subscribers, then by
obtaining regular funding from overseas donors. The fourth strategy was to
publish material that was highly relevant to the goal that the Bulletin had
set itself, namely to support the emergence and empowerment of a democratic
trade union movement in South Africa.

Origin and first steps towards autonomy of the SA Labour Bulletin
The origins of the Labour Bulletin lie the Durban strikes of 1973 and the
upsurge in Black trade unionism that followed in the wake of the strike wave.
It was in this context that the Institute for Industrial Education (IIE) emerged
which, in turn, gave birth to the Bulletin. At the inaugural meeting of the IIE
in May 1973 Harriet Bolton, a leading trade union figure in Durban, said that

…during the strikes the trade unions and other interested parties were
appalled by the lack of knowledge displayed by the workers, the
employers and the general public, about the rights of workers. While the
employers and the general public could easily remedy their lack of
knowledge by making use of the educational facilities at their disposal,
the same does not apply to the workers. The workers have neither the
time, nor the money, nor access to these facilities. (Maree 1986:334)

Foszia Fisher, then married to Richard (Rick) Turner, a pro-labour socialist-
orientated political science lecturer from the University of Natal who had
been ‘banned’ by the government in February 1973, was at the meeting.1 She
proposed that a correspondence course be drawn up specifically for workers
and that a resource centre is established to provide trade unions with the
necessary material and information (Webster 1984:1). This proposal was
initially the idea of Turner (Webster 2004:1), but as he was banned and could
thus not attend the meeting, his wife made the proposal. She shared his ideals
and they worked closely together.  In an interview conducted in 1979 Fisher
said that she and Turner discussed IIE matters together to the point where
she started thinking of an issue ‘as our idea and wanting to protect
something that I thought was Rick and mine’ (Maree 1984:79). Turner also
had the vision of establishing ‘a journal to describe, explain and legitimate
unions for black workers’ (Webster 2004:1). The IIE was a perfect vehicle
through which to launch it, so Fisher proposed that the IIE should establish
a ‘newsletter’ that aimed to support the trade union movement. It would
appear monthly and ‘be circulated to trade unionists, politicians, academics,
and other interested parties’.2 It was to be called South African Labour
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Bulletin. Webster, a founder member of the IIE and the Labour Bulletin, has
pointed out that:

SALB was never conceived of as a mere academic exercise. It was
directly linked to the emerging labour movement and was concerned
both to record its struggles and serve its needs. From its inception it
contained a tension; was it an instrument of the emerging unions or was
its role that of independent critic? (Webster 1984:2)

The first issue of the Bulletin, which appeared in April 1974, was devoted
to making the case for African trade unions. John Copelyn was editor of the
first Bulletin, followed by Linda Ensor who was managing editor until the
end of 1974. An Editorial Board was set up to make policy for the Bulletin.
John Mawbey, who became managing editor of the Bulletin in January 1975,
recalls that the two most active members of the Editorial Board at that time
were Turner and Webster. They both solicited and contributed articles to the
Bulletin, with Turner writing contributions under the name of Fisher.3

In the meanwhile a struggle for control over the IIE and its activities had
been unleashed. It was over whether the IIE would be subordinate to the
emerging trade union movement (TUACC)4 and focus on training workers
within the unions, or whether it would remain a relatively autonomous body
that would focus on educating workers more generally by means of
correspondence courses. Fisher was the main protagonist of the
correspondence courses. This would have given her and Turner a way of
playing an active and leading role in the IIE. On the other side were
intellectuals in TUACC, particularly John Copelyn and Mike Murphy, who
were opposed to such an autonomous role for the IIE. In an interview in 1979
about the IIE Copelyn said:

We felt it should be union controlled, that it should be oriented
exclusively towards the specific educational needs of the actual
organisations we had and that the correspondence technique was pretty
much irrelevant. (Maree 1984:81)

Webster pointed out at the time that such polarised positions were not
necessary and that a mutually complementary role could be found between
TUACC and the IIE. He maintained that:

It was vital to prevent a sharp dichotomy between education and
organisation. The mistake of the IIE was that ideas were formulated by
intellectuals isolated from the workers and the trade unions. As a service
body the IIE had to satisfy the needs of the trade unions. TUACC
should provide direction and the IIE implement it. (Maree 1984:82)
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However, this was not to be. The struggle continued until August 1975 when
TUACC succeeded in subordinating the IIE’s educational role completely
to its organisational needs. Fisher was pressurised into resigning as
chairperson of IIE and stepped down in October 1975. She subsequently
took no further part in the educational activities of the IIE (Maree 1984:85-
86).

By way of contrast, the South African Labour Bulletin was not subject
to the same pressure from TUACC and managed to increase its autonomy
within the IIE by means of three incremental steps. The first step came during
the first year of the Bulletin when it was decided in November-December
1974 that only those members of the IIE Working Committee who were
involved in the production of the Bulletin should be listed as members of
the Bulletin’s Editorial Board. The reason was to clarify who was accountable
for the Bulletin’s contents and who was not. In the first six issues of the
Bulletin everybody on the IIE Working Committee was listed as Editorial
Board members (Maree 1984:80 and 87).

The second step came when the IIE Working Committee discussed a
controversial article that was to be published in the Bulletin. The question
arose whether the Working Committee was competent to decide whether to
publish the article or not. It was decided that it did not have the authority
and that it was up to the Bulletin’s Editorial Board to take the decision.

The third step coincided with the appointment of Webster as senior
lecturer in sociology at the University of the Witwatersrand in January 1976.
This required him to move to Johannesburg. He thereupon took an initiative
that ensured the continuation of the Bulletin. He firstly got the IIE to pass
a resolution that the Bulletin could appoint people to its Editorial Board who
were not involved in the IIE. He then managed to find academics from the
Universities of Cape Town and Witwatersrand who were keen to serve on
the Editorial Board. The outcome of this was the reconstitution of the South
African Labour Bulletin as a nationally-based journal with editors in Cape
Town, Durban, and Johannesburg. An ‘inaugural meeting’ of the Bulletin
was held in the garden of Webster’s home in Melville, Johannesburg, on 16
December 1976.5 It was attended by five people and adopted its own
constitution that the board members had drafted with considerable effort
and legal advice.6 It was agreed that the offices of the Bulletin would remain
in Central Court, Durban, the centre of the TUACC unions’ operations in
Durban. John Mawbey continued as the managing editor of the Bulletin.
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The decision by Webster to invite academics onto the Board was of
crucial importance for the Bulletin’s survival. In November 1976 the state
banned 26 trade unionists. This delivered a blow to the independent unions
as well as to the Bulletin. In order to survive it retreated into the universities
and pioneered the publication of articles on labour studies (Webster 1984:3-
4). The academics on the Board helped to ensure a continuous flow of copy
through their own involvement in the labour movement, their extensive
social networks, and the research they conducted and supervised. Copy for
the Bulletin was obtained free of charge as the research costs of the articles
were borne by the academics, their universities and funders. The Bulletin
had thus entered into a new phase of its existence that secured its survival.

Subscribers, sales and finances of the Bulletin
A crucial requirement for the sustainability of the Labour Bulletin was its
financial viability. Subscriptions provided a solid base of revenue. Table 1
provides figures for subscriptions from within South Africa to the Bulletin
for roughly four-yearly intervals on average between 1975 and 1996. The
latest available figures for 2009 are included to provide an indication of the
present readership of the Bulletin. The Table shows that university-based
academic staff and students played a very important part in sustaining the
Bulletin financially during its early years:7 No less than 34 of the 85 salaried
individual subscribers in 1975 were academics. In addition 13 libraries
subscribed to the Bulletin.

Direct sales to trade unionists however constituted a large proportion of
total sales right from the outset. As early as 1975-76 direct sales of the
Bulletin raised 41 per cent of the total revenue, while in 1978 it had increased
to 44 per cent. Unfortunately the figures before 1993 in Table 1 do not include
direct sales. The figures for 1993 demonstrate that direct Bulletin sales were
twice as high as the number of subscribers. These high figures were due to
the fact that the Bulletin actively strove to promote trade union readers. In
1989 a person was hired to promote direct sales to trade unionists and a
system of shop steward sales people was set up. Print runs then were
enormous – in the vicinity of 8,000 to 9,000 per issue. However, many were
not sold and not much revenue came in from those that were sold.
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Table 1: South African Labour Bulletin Subscribers in South Africa only

Notes:  Feb 1984 figures are for Southern Africa.
 n.a. = not available.
 Sales for Aug 1996 are only at shops, not at mass meetings.

It was not only academia that subscribed to the Bulletin. Companies also
subscribed as did personnel managers. Many companies during the 1980s
and 1990s were faced with Black trade union organisation for the first time
and the Bulletin was a valuable source of information for them to understand
the unions and their objectives. The Bulletin used company subscriptions
to its financial advantage. While worker and student subscription rates were
well below the cost price of producing a copy, salaried individuals were
charged a higher rate – at times more or less equal to the average cost of a
Bulletin, while companies, libraries and other institutions were charged
roughly double the individual rates. Hence profits were made from sales to
companies and these surpluses were used to cross-subsidise the sale of
Bulletins to workers. For instance, during the nine month period ending 30
September 1978, student subscribers contributed only R270 to the Bulletin’s
coffers, individual subscribers R520, and institutions R1,363, more than two
and a half times as much as individual subscribers.8 Company subscriptions
kept rising from the 1970s through the 1980s up to 1996. It increased from 29
in 1975 to 142 in 1984, to 292 in 1993 and 394 in 1996. The income from company
subscriptions was significant during Karl von Holdt’s managing editorship

Subscriber Category Nov 
1975 

Jan 
1979 

Feb 
1984 

Aug 
1991 

Sep 
1993 

Aug 
1996 

Jul 
2009 

Workers and Students  
Workers/trade unionists 6 3 66 98 360 201 9 
Students 33 93 113 61 70 165 14 
Unspecified/other 7 10 59 73 n.a. 416 n.a. 
Sub-total 46 106 238 232 430 782 23 

Salaried Individuals  85 105 213 279 202 259 33 
Institutions  

Trade Unions 9 8 n.a. n.a. n.a. 90 2524 
Companies 29 n.a. 142 146 292 394 33 
Libraries 13 21 69 n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. 
NGOs n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. 133 
Unspecified/other 11 53 n.a. 93 166 144 124 
Sub-total 62 82 211 239 458 628 2814 

TOTAL 193 293 662 750 1090 1669 2870 
Sales 2182 150 1959 

Exchange/Free 68 56 130 
GRAND TOTAL 3340 1875 4959 

Print Run 3550 n.a. n.a. 
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from 1988 to 1994. Consequently he focused a marketing campaign to
increase them and succeeded in more than doubling company subscriptions
during his tenure.

However, by 2009 the picture had changed completely. A mere 3 per cent
of subscribers were students, salaried individuals and companies. Individual
and company subscriptions had fallen to a mere 33 each. At the same time
subscriptions from trade unions had shot up to no less that 2,524. This was
due to mass subscriptions from unions as a way of both helping to finance
the Bulletin and making it available to workers by distributing it free of
charge to their members.

The Bulletin’s finances went through four stages during its first 25 years
of existence. The first stage during the 1970s was one of virtually complete
self-sufficiency. Remarkably, in spite of its newness and low circulation
figures, revenue from sales and subscriptions covered the running expenses
of the journal, including salary and printing costs. What helped to keep costs
down was the extremely low salary of the managing editor, John Mawbey.
His average salary during 1976 was a meagre R108 per month. Another cost
saving was that rent was effectively subsidised by the TUACC unions. The
journal was allowed free use of a small office in the Central Court block of
flats that the unions rented. This gave the Bulletin the added advantage of
being right in the midst of the independent trade union movement in Durban.

During the 1980s the Bulletin relied heavily on overseas donor funding
to survive. Costs increased dramatically when the Bulletin relocated to
Johannesburg at the start of 1983 and Doug Hindson was appointed as
managing editor. Rent had to be paid, equipment purchased, and the
managing editor’s salary increased to R814 per month. In order to cover the
deficit in revenue over expenditure the Bulletin had to rely on donor funding.
The first donor was the Algemeen Diakonaal Bureau of the Reformed
Churches in the Netherlands. It was closely followed by the Friedrich Ebert
Stiftung (FES), a social democratic development agency in Germany that
became a stalwart supporter of the Bulletin in terms of consistency and
generosity of its donations. Over the 12-month period from October 1982 to
September 1983 the Bulletin received just over R20,000 in donations;
R18,000 of this came from FES while the remainder came from the Algemeen
Diakonaal Bureau. That these donations were essential to the survival of the
Bulletin is evident from the fact that donations constituted 57 per cent of
he total revenue of the journal in 1983. These donations were disguised as
the sale of publication rights to stave off state interference in the financial
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affairs of the journal.
The third stage, one of expansion and increased subsidisation, commenced

in 1988 when Karl von Holdt became managing editor and ended when he
stepped down in 1994. When he took over the Bulletin it had a staff of two,
a writer and part-time subscription officer. The journal’s layout and
presentation of material was unimaginative and not enticing to read. The
language was also not adapted for ease of comprehension by less educated
workers whose first language was not English. He immediately started
working on improving the layout and readability of the Bulletin, especially
for Black workers. The changes took place over stages and the end result was
a Bulletin far more attractive and easier to read and comprehend. Photos
were introduced on the cover and in the text. They added to the interest and
appeal of the material. At the height of the expansionist phase von Holdt
employed six staff members only one of whom was part-time. The staff
included two writers, a production officer, a bulk distribution officer and an
office administrator. As a result, the Bulletin’s financial dependence on
donors kept on increasing. By the end of October 1989 the income from
donors since the start of that year amounted to just over R154,800 of which
R97,675 came from FES. Almost all the remainder came from Trocaire, an Irish
Catholic development agency. These donations constituted no less than 70
per cent of the total revenue of the Bulletin for the first ten months of 1989.
Salaries and social benefits had increased more than ten-fold since 1983 to
almost R8,500 per month.

Under von Holdt’s visionary leadership, production of The Shop Steward
was taken on in 1992 on behalf of COSATU. The Shop Steward was a journal
similar to the Bulletin, but more clearly aimed at worker readership. Separate
staff, Fiona Dove and Sakhela Buhlungu, were appointed to edit and work
on it. The financial administration of both the Bulletin and The Shop
Steward fell under Umanyano Publications, an overarching close corporation
that had been set up. The acquisition of The Shop Steward fundamentally
altered the financial situation. In 1992 the annual income of Umanyano
Publications exceeded one million Rand of which R473,000 was contract
money from COSATU for production of The Shop Steward while another
R355,677 consisted of donations from nine different overseas funders. The
three largest donors were World University Services (R126,050), Canadian
Committee for Peace and Development (R93,465), and FES (R48,000). Together
the contract and grants totalled R828,677 or 77 per cent of the total revenue
of Umanyano Publications.



57

The sustainability of the South African Labour Bulletin

In June 1994 the Bulletin joined three other publications in setting up the
Independent Magazines Group and moved into larger premises with them.
But the centre could not hold. By the time the move took place one of the
magazines, Work in Progress, had already folded and the Independent
Magazines Group collapsed.

In the same year the Bulletin was struck by a double financial blow.
Firstly, COSATU decided to undertake production of The Shop Steward
itself. As a result, the Bulletin lost its lucrative COSATU contract. Secondly,
due to the political transformation of South Africa the Bulletin lost the
support of many overseas donors who considered the struggle for liberation
to be over. Consequently, the Bulletin had to downsize and cut costs
drastically as a matter of survival. Deanne Collins, who took over as
managing editor in 1995, made it her objective to try to make the Bulletin
financially self-sufficient. This heralded the start of the fourth stage of the
journal’s financial development. The Bulletin’s staff were trimmed down to
two people, with four others shared with another magazine. The turnaround
in the financial situation was quite dramatic. It was expected that 86 per cent
of the budget would be raised from advertising and subscriptions in 1996
although by mid-year only half of the required budget of R348,741 had been
raised independently from sales, subscriptions and advertising. Grants
totalling almost R124,000 were received with R50,000 coming from FES and
R66,133 from the Norwegian trade union federation, LO Norway.

But complete financial independence eluded the Bulletin. In spite of
raising R139,239 through advertising in 1997 and R154,487 in 1998 the journal
could still only achieve 68 per cent self-sufficiency in 1998. From 1999
onwards the level of self-sufficiency started declining again. By 2009 the
Bulletin raised only just over one third of its required income, the balance
coming from donors. A significant change was that donors were no longer
exclusively from overseas. The largest donor now was the South African
state, signifying the change in political orientation of the country. In order
of size from largest to smallest the donors were the South African Department
of Labour’s Strengthening Civil Society Fund, the Open Society Foundation
of South Africa (George Soros), and, once again, the Friedrich Ebert Stiftung
(FES).

The financial survival of the Bulletin was thus primarily built on two
foundations, middle class and corporate subscribers to the journal and
grants from overseas donors. Without these the Bulletin would not have
survived financially.
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State repression and the role of the Editorial Board and managing
editors
The state used a wide range of means to try to destroy the Bulletin that
included banning, detention, infiltration, deportation and intimidation. The
reason why it failed to quash the Bulletin lies in the roles played by the
Editorial Board and managing editors of the journal.

The first hostile state act was to ban two of the earliest issues of the
Bulletin, vol 1 numbers 3 and 5 (June and August 1974). It also banned vol
2 number 5 (November 1975). The reason it advanced was that the Bulletin
was inciting workers to strike. In December 1975 the state detained two
members of the Editorial Board, Bekisisa Nxasana and Eddie Webster, under
the Terrorism and Suppression of Communism Act. Although the charges
against them were not related to their involvement in the Bulletin, the
detention had an impact on the Bulletin. The most intimidatory act of the
state was the assassination of Rick Turner by one of its security agents on
the night of 8 January 1978. Although Turner was no longer actively
involved in the Bulletin, his close association with the journal was a clear
warning to those involved in the independent labour movement. On 7 May
1987 the house of Jabu Matiko, a researcher and writer for the Bulletin, was
destroyed by petrol bombs on the same night that COSATU offices were
bombed.

The most insidious act of the state was infiltration of the Bulletin by
getting one of its secret agents appointed as managing editor of the Bulletin
at the start of 1979. Rumours circulated within the Editorial Board and a
closed circle of independent trade union members that the managing editor
was actually a spy for the apartheid state. Once it was confirmed beyond
reasonable doubt the managing editor was confronted and dismissed after
being in the post for six months.

The Bulletin faced its most serious challenges when one managing editor
was detained and another deported. Their rupture from the Bulletin threatened
its continued production and on both occasions the Editorial Board stepped
forward to ensure an uninterrupted flow of production and administration
of the journal. In November 1981 Merle Favis was detained along with 12
trade unionists, including six of SAAWU and GAWU’s top officials as well
as Neil Aggett, who subsequently died in detention. Favis was detained for
five months and after her release she resigned from the Bulletin, which for
14 months was without a managing editor. However, no less than six
Bulletins (two of them double editions) were published during her absence.
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Lynne Lambert, wife of an Editorial Board member in Durban, Rob Lambert,
acted as managing editor during Favis’s detention. Thereafter Charles Meth,
an Editorial Board member, assisted by Jenny Grice, played a key role in
ensuring the ongoing production and hence continuity of the Bulletin.

Similarly, after Jon Lewis, managing editor and a British citizen, was
deported in July 1987 the Bulletin carried on production of another three
issues (one a double edition) for the remainder of the year, thanks to a team
effort on the part of Editorial Board members and Bulletin staff. An issue
(Vol.12, nos. 6 and 7, Aug-Sept 1987) on labour in post-independence
Zimbabwe was put together by Eddie Webster and Dave Kaplan, a member
of the Cape Town Editorial Board. It included, inter alia, an interview with
Zimbabwean workers by Kaplan and with Morgan Tsvangirai by Webster.
Tsvangirai was then the general secretary of the Southern African Miners’
Federation. Thus the commitment of Board members to the Bulletin played
a crucial role in ensuring the survival and continuity of the journal.

The contribution of Eddie Webster, a founder of the Bulletin and member
of the Board for twenty eight and a half years, deserves special mention.
Webster sought throughout his tenure to sustain the Bulletin and make sure
that it did not deviate from its course of supporting the labour movement.
Whenever major challenges faced the Bulletin, it was regularly Webster
who took the initiative to come forward with concrete ideas and action to
tackle and resolve the problems.

In addition, the managing editors played a vital role in sustaining the
Bulletin. They did so through a combination of competence and commitment
to the Bulletin as well as the democratic labour movement. Each managing
editor brought new strengths to the Bulletin and built on the foundations
laid by her or his predecessor. They frequently worked under difficult and
stressful circumstances, never shirking their duties, but rather putting in
immense efforts to ensure that the Bulletin was produced and fulfilled its role
of serving the labour movement.

Focus and relevance of the Bulletin
The final reason for the survival of the Bulletin lies in the relevance and
focus of the contents of the journal. The Bulletin set itself clear goals from
the outset. Initially, when Black African workers were without trade union
rights, the Bulletin’s goal was to support the unionisation of African
workers into democratic trade unions that were independent of the state,
employers and White unions. As these rights came within reach the Bulletin
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adapted its goals to the new situation, but always with the aim of helping to
defend and advance the democratic labour movement, primarily in South
Africa, but also in neighbouring southern African countries.

To this end the Bulletin published a remarkably wide array of articles in
order to cover all the aspects that advancing a democratic labour movement
entails. Webster, in two articles celebrating the first and second decades of
the Bulletin’s existence, provides a valuable periodisation of the journal’s
contents as well as a broad sweep of the numerous themes and issues that
it covered (Webster 1984 and 1994). Since the core aim of the Bulletin was
the furtherance of independent and democratic trade unionism the first ten
years overwhelmingly carried articles on trade unions and strikes, of which
there were very many. But it also covered a range of other topics of great
relevance to the emerging trade union movement: these included labour law,
industrial health, industrial relations, migrant labour, unemployment,
production and work organisation in the manufacturing and mining sectors,
the economy, the state, and numerous other topics.

The articles ranged from being merely descriptive to analytical and even
critical of the unions. Everybody involved in the labour movement realised
that the stakes were high, that it was important to be strategic and to get
things right. Mistakes could cost a union and its members very dearly. As
a result the debates were intense, sometimes fierce. The fiercest debate
conducted in the pages of the Bulletin was over the registration of trade
unions that accompanied the Wiehahn reforms in 1979. For the first time in
the country’s history the state was going to grant African unions the same
rights it had granted to White, Coloured and Asian workers: the opportunity
to register their trade unions and to join industrial councils. A group of
unions led by the Western Province General Workers’ Union (WPGWU)
fervently opposed registration and its general secretary, Dave Lewis,
pressurised the Bulletin into publishing an article vehemently opposed to
registration (WPGWU 1979:114-34). The Federation of South African Trade
Unions (FOSATU) was neither keen nor willing to debate its strategy in
public, but the WPGWU pressed ahead and followed up its first article with
another anti-registration one two issues later (WPGWU 1980:57-65). When
Fine, de Clerq and Innes (1981:39-68) published an insightful and sophisticated
article justifying FOSATU’s decision to seek registration, an extraordinarily
intensive debate followed. Six articles were published in quick succession,
three attacking Fine, de Clerq and Innes and three replies, two from Innes and
one from Fine (SALBs 7[3], 8[1] and 8[2]). In all ten articles, two documents
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and one letter in the Bulletin directly addressed the question of registration
over a three-year period.

Once the dust had settled over the registration debate, the Editorial Board
of the Bulletin took stock of the implications of the debate for the journal.
The Board had been caught off-guard and had no policy in place to deal with
such heated controversies. It was decided to rectify the situation by
developing a clear-cut policy to guide what would be published. A carefully
crafted policy document was drawn up collectively by the Board. The
document was also drafted in the light of meetings the Bulletin had with top
officials of COSATU in 1987 and of NACTU in 1988. The COSATU leadership
wanted to know to whom the Bulletin regarded itself to be accountable. Was
it a mouthpiece of the working class as a whole, or only of COSATU? NACTU
officials, on the other hand, accused the Bulletin of an anti-NACTU bias and
pressed for an official of NACTU to sit on its Editorial Board. The Editorial
Board document was supposed to be published in the Bulletin, but never
was. The managing editor, Karl von Holdt, however adhered to the policy
contained in the document.

Because of the importance of the policy document and the fact that it has
never been published before, it is quoted extensively below. The document
commences by clarifying what the Bulletin saw as its primary task at that
time. It was:

…to support and help build the democratic labour movement. Thus we
place our policy immediately in a context of building organisation and
advancing the movement’s struggle. For SALB this means providing
information, analysis and news that the unions and other organisations
need.

The document then argues the case for open debate:
Open debate and critical analysis are indispensable to building and
retaining democracy in the trade union movement as well as in the
broader society. A vital component of democratic decision-making is
knowledge because it is necessary for people to be informed to make
responsible decisions. People need to know what the issues are, what
the facts of the situation are, and the different options which are
available to them.

Thereupon it addresses accountability: not of the Bulletin, but that of the
trade unions:

A key component of democracy is accountability. While the trade union
movement is a mass organisation, it only directly represents a minority



62

Johann Maree

of the working class. The unions are therefore accountable to the
working class community as a whole. This wider community is
represented by a range of organisations which are also engaged in the
liberation struggle in South Africa. These include community, youth,
student, women and other organisations as well as broad fronts such as
the UDF and National Forum. The trade union movement should be
willing to account for the policy decisions it takes by explaining why
it chose one option rather than another. In order for this to happen
outsiders have to know what the options are. Open publication of the
options is one clear way of making that information available to the
broader working class community. One important place where this can
occur is in publications that are not organisationally tied to mass
movements because tied publications are bound to reflect the official
views of the mass organisations.

The document proceeds to point out the important role that intellectuals can
play, both ‘organic’ intellectuals in the unions and intellectuals outside
mass movements. This leads directly into discussing the publication policy
the Bulletin:

The SALB is however not arguing for unbridled intellectual freedom. It
does not see its role as equivalent to that of independent newspapers
which publish whatever newsworthy information comes to their
attention. Nor does it simply engage in advocacy journalism, which aims
to interpret everything the trade union movement does as an advance
in their struggle and refrains from asking penetrating and awkward
questions about their policies or actions. It also does not ascribe to a
policy of censorship in which the unions can forbid the publication of
material. Should unions disagree with articles which appear in the
Bulletin, SALB is always prepared to carry contrary material that
present the unions’ side. Generally, SALB welcomes material that
reflects relevant debates or controversies.

The SALB voluntarily ascribes to a position of critical engagement
– critical in the sense of not being subordinate to any one group or
tendency and engaged in the sense that we are committed to give support
to the democratic labour movement. The discipline which it imposes
upon itself is the discipline required to strengthen a democratic trade
union movement. It is self-imposed in the first place, but SALB is also
committed to a process of consultation with the democratic trade union
movement without however being controlled by it.

The document ends by arguing the case for autonomy of the Bulletin’s
publication policy. This should not be an absolute autonomy, but a negotiated
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one that promotes democracy and freedom of speech:
The decision whether to publish or not resides ultimately with the
Editorial Board of the SALB although the views of the unions are and
will be considered extremely seriously provided reasons are advanced
in support of their arguments and conclusion. At times such a process
involves tough negotiations between SALB and the relevant parties in
the trade union movement. However we see this as part of the democratic
process itself and a contribution to building a non-racial democratic
society, an essential component of which is freedom of speech.

The Bulletin demonstrated that it meant what it said when it published an
article by Bobbie Marie (Marie 1992) critical of COSATU, arguing that its
unions were becoming inefficient and weakening shop steward participation.

The contents of the Bulletin kept changing in order to address new issues
facing the labour movement as they arose. The Bulletin was often ahead of
its time, preparing the trade union movement and the wider public for the
impact and implications of the political transformation that lay ahead. For
example, the theme of the March 1991 issue was ‘From resistance to
reconstruction: the role of trade unions in the new South Africa’ in which
an article by Karl von Holdt (1991:14-26) suggested that the unions needed
to move from the politics of resistance to the politics of reconstruction. The
Bulletin raised issues that intellectuals and activists in the labour movement
simply had to read.

Conclusion
The South African Labour Bulletin made a significant contribution to the
establishment of a democratic trade union movement in South Africa.
Through its policy of critical engagement it helped the labour movement
become and remain accountable to a larger public constituency. It also
achieved one of its original goals of becoming a journal for trade unionists.
By so doing, it provided a pedagogy of the oppressed that enabled Black
workers to overcome their individual powerlessness by organising their
collective strength. All this would not have happened had the Bulletin not
survived the turbulent years of the 1970s and 1980s. It managed to do so by
establishing itself as an autonomous journal, remaining financially viable,
withstanding state oppression, and publishing relevant material. Above all,
it survived due to the capabilities, commitment and perseverance of its
Editorial Board and managing editors.
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Notes
1. When a person was ‘banned’ by the state the person was placed under a wide

range of restrictions that was almost equivalent to being placed under house
arrest. The person could not attend gatherings of more than two people, was
confined to a particular area, and forbidden from visiting educational institutions
and factories.

2. Letter from Foszia Fisher to Johann Maree, 17 January 1974.
3. Interview with John Mawbey, SAMWU Offices, Athlone, 19 August 2009.
4. TUACC, the Trade Union Advisory and Coordinating Council, was a tight-knit

federation of trade unions that emerged in the Durban-Pietermaritzburg region
after the Durban strikes.

5. Minutes of the Inaugural Meeting of the South African Labour Bulletin, 16
December 1976.

6. The five people who attended were Alec Erwin, Ravi Joshi and John Mawbey
from Durban, Eddie Webster (Johannesburg) and Johann Maree (Cape Town).
Apologies were tendered by Foszia Fisher (Durban) and Dudley Horner (Cape
Town). Peter Hudson subsequently joined as a Johannesburg editor.

7. The reliance on material for the Bulletin on academics and their postgraduate
students was relieved to an extent when the Bulletin started appointing its own
researcher/writer. The first such appointee was Jeremy Baskin, who was
appointed in April 1982.

8. Income and expenditure account of the South African Labour Bulletin for the 3
month period January 1978 – March 1978, and Cash flow analysis for the South
African Labour Bulletin for the half year ending 30th September 1978.
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