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THE UDF: A "WORKERIST" RESPONSE

Ths  following connents are offsrzd not in the snirit of
civisivenass nor as an invective a,iinst popular movement but
should rather be viewed as a contribution to a debate which the
autaors of this article belisve sicull noither be confinedl to
or=:nisational leadership nor intellactuals but b2 carria? as far
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an a5 broa.ly o3 nessiktle., The ser@nhks ia Ehis articie how

Detn Zorsed Ly che authors' exoerizace of thz UUF in Cane Town;
it coul.l conczivauly be diffcerent ia otuer contres.

The nature of the UDF

The UDF is generally viewed as a popular front. As we understand
the term, a popular front is a loose working alliance of
organisztions redresenting more than one class. All organisations
enter inz: the front with toeir own ideological positions vet all
are un.t2l penind the minimum orogram of the front. Any
grraniszinn willing to subscrinz to the ainizum nrogranse can
e L oteer of th= froak. The fvont is mot an organisation in
itz2lf - iz, it does not have its own constitution and has a
ninizum of office bearers.
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2T -z3 scare asnects of a front, soue of an orianisatizon, It
#a3 Zor—:l with a constitution and a plethora of office woarers
and executives. Organisation proceeds locally in the name of the
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UoF vet the impetus froxm local committees to the executive is
channelzd via reoresentatives of tne signatory organisations. For
examle, 2 comnittee on the Cape Flats mignt nave a dozen mejbers
cf a women's organisation; the local coamnittee of the UDF might
eventually reach the size of 100, including individuals who are
not members of organisations affiliated to the UDF. In such cases
it would remain the province of the 12 members of the women's
organisation, via their oryanisation's membership of the UDF as a
whole, to be chosen as representatives on the central committee.
wnat this means is that the UDF operates locally as an
organisation, regionally or provincially as a front. Cbjectively
this diminishes the democratic character of the UDF,

Decision making in the UDF

As we have pointed out, the channels for particination of the
leczl  committees in  the executive decision making are .sorly
constructed. Those that exist seem to run mostly in  th>  otoer
Airaction - to implament policy rather than form it.
A word must be said about the currant fashion for debatinz 13sus5
s means of workshons. Prooonants of "small grouos" clain taat
D2onle are shy to talk in bij nestings; and ar2 scarad feor
security reasons of saying wnat they think. To which we m@ust
renlv: what security reasons? The UDE is not a claqcestxne
anisation - all debate and opinion should oe freely and orenly
s s

sad. And wnat kind of lezadership training is b>oins offera:



members 1if they are not encouraged and taught to soeak in pij
mestings? While we might concede that workshops enable the issu-s
at nand to be discussad fully we rejgard small grouns as beiaa
entirely - unsuitable for decision m2:ind. Ny selection of -wreow—
lralors  and with undue attention beint Maid in the renor: baces
to winority oninions within the grous, workshops function eitnar
te Daralys>» dacision making or else to reinforce cur orinion that
very often these mestings are usel to rubber stanp Jdecisions
takan elsewhere. !

This also 2¥nlains nartly tha atgizul2s towards trade unionists
sacause the Ui 13 0ot run on decisicns taken at the hase an
carried usuaras, tiien unionists soeak of "I'ne workers fesiin
tnat..." or "The workers say tais...", it is assumed that thess
are tne perscnzl opoinions of thz2 speaker merely projected as the
desires of the workers. The essence of trade union democracy, the
big meeting with opinions from the floor expressed for or against
resulting in a decision binding on oficials, is absent from the
UDF. Arc hence the myth that union officials and office bearers
are ho.Zing the workers back from joining the UDF.
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Constituent organisations of the UDF and the nature of the
idecle s 2xpressed

A closar look must be paid to the organisations which have jeinad
the USF. These can be divided into three groups:

1} "rsa-mainlinz" organisations (eg Church grouns, Trades
Crjanisations etcetera). These clearly are petit bourgeois in
menbership and program.

2) Studant/Youth organisations. These are mixed in membership and
orocram with the radical petit bourgeoisie probably dominating
working class elements overall.

3) Community organisations (eg The Cape Housing Action Committee
(CA=AC) and the United Women's Organisation (UWO)). These are a
little more difficult to pigeon-hole. Clearly both organisations
do have working class members and even working class branches.
However, it we look at these organisations several tendencies can
be drawn out:

a) The organisations are locally very weak with a small
mersbership mostly confined to oeople with exverience of other
osposition organisations.

) Their programs are generally limited, eg. agitation around
the issue of rents without Grusing out clearly the link to wages
and nencs economic exploitation at the site of production.

c) Within the organisations attempts are made to »olur class
distinctions and consequent differences in aims - the "we are all
ooorassed women" or "We are all onuressed residents™ approacn.
The Ffact that the political aims of a working class woman and a
non-working class woman living in the same comunity would bde
very different is glossed over. o

d) while we cannot identify accurately the class cosoosition
of tne membershio of these or:anisations, the leajersals 1s on



tne wnole dominated by intellectuals with a reformist ideology.

This ideology tends to play down th: class nature of society and
inst2ad makes a fetish of the racial asvect. All attention is
ftocusa2l on th2 oolitical, on Aparthoi:!, lealing to tne assumtion
that cthae Jismantling of the iparthei! statz will neeessarily'luaj
ko a “free, derocratic, united soutn Africa". The ~uestion of
¢lass Jowmination by tiae bouryeoisis i3 lalt unatten . There is
little or no attemot to develop a class analysis of the society
an? to illustrate to the working class he tae real eneny is and
that inevuality, domination, poverty and unemnloymant are
incrinzic t2 the canitalist systen, The radical petit bourjeoisia
inscaa’ s=a5 tna worting class as  too unsonaisticated to
unerstand r:a natura of toaeir exsloitation. Frox this oramis?
flows the oeliaf that race is to be concentrated upon as the most
overt form that domination takes in South Africa. This in turn
accentuates the tandency often to organise on colour lines and
secondly often to view genuine working class organisations with
disdain.

The platform of the UDF is simple: down with the Constitutional
roscsals, an end to Anartheid, vhile no srogressive would argue
with =hoso alzirable aims it is Jovious tnat tnesa are not  the
oriorizies of  the vorking class. Toe workers sesk an end o
ric 2xcloitation wnich is not necessarily synonymous wita
the 2nd to Apartheid.

The TDF Agat argup that this is the minimum program alluded to
earlisr. But where is the evidence that any more thoroughgoing
sctizlist ::sgram would be'acceptable to the UDF? Where are the
diffzrent ideological trends in the UDF in accordance with the

multi-class alliance we are led to believe exists?

fle have seen recently in Zimbaswe just where such a populism -
called '"reconciliation" there - has lead: to the complete
suppression of working class politics and the institution of a
classical neo-colonialist solution (ie. unabated exploitation
with a change of personnel at the top).

In summary we can catagorise the nolitical orogram of the UDF as
radical petit bourgeois.

And the Workers?

vwnile there ueflnltely are individual workers who are members cof
the UDF there is as yet no working class organisation of any size
wnich has joined. (je are not ashamed to express the view that the
working class should lead the opocsition moverent. Tiis iz for
many reasons - mainly that only the working class 0aas clear
onjective reasons for opursuing an alternative to the DI« asent
systan of economic exploitation. while other classes and grouns,
notably the radical middle class and radical intellectuals, might
ovese the system with great courage and oersistence Fﬁe
alternative they envisage, ©aCause Of taeir class cosition, will
g=nerally £all short of that of the working class.



The UDF might answer that they have tried every method to include
working class organisations in this “ponular front"; that this
failura 1is short-sightedness on the pait of tn= Trade Unions
rataer  taan the UDF. Th2 acthors of this articlz cannot agree.
Wnile one may ‘justifiably criticise the unions for failing to
o721 ud the Jebate on the JDF, their affiliation would hava been
foolhardy. The UDF offerad its constitution to the unions on a
taia-it-or-leave-it basis. There was no roon for conoromis=2, no
suagestion that the existing leadersinip should step aside for the
wornor's leaders. Taken in canjunccion wikil the anti-damocratic
Jencias  toucaed upon avowve Dlus the reluctanca of the UDE to
situate taeir odnosition in class terws, any formal contribution
py tne unions to the UDF would have been a betrayal to their hard
won independence.
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Ideological Intolerance

We cannot leave the cuestion of the UDF without looking briefly
at the pervasive attempts to smother progressive opposition to
its central propositions. The line of tne UDF, emanating from
somewhera, 1is not to ke oonosad, we are told. To criticise the
J¥  i1s  +antamount to eeing an innimpi, to ruaning with the
nationalist government. forxer friends cross the road whan they
se2 a "“workerist" approaching; a series of pitched battles is
being fought in academic circles and even on comittees only
maryinally political in op2ration.

The Future

e criticise the UDF harshly; but only in terms of what it should
be. The UDF with the dynamism and hard work of the its militants
has ovened a whole new vista of struggle and, we freely admit,
has in places organised the previously unorganised workers and
non-workers.

we do not believe the UDF is an adequate vehicle to carry forward
the struggle for a democratic socialist South Africa -/but it
could be. ;

Il
/

We call upon all progressive workers and intellectuals to enter
the UDF. Most of all to re-open the debate on the place of the
working class in the opposition movement; to carry on the debate
louily, broadly and publicly sc that a new re-alignmet in
opposition can be realised.

A United Democratic Front undsr the leadership of the working
class committed to ending exploitation at home and in the
factory - that is a front we will support.

in conclusion we reiterate that we would welcome a response to
our brief cowmments either in these columns or in any other.

(Isabella S}lver and Alexia Sfarnas, Cape Town, ‘Seotamber, 1933)
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