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TOWARDS A STABLE TRUCE 

by Eddie Webster 

(Amended version of a talk given at Merlen House Seminar 
arranged by Urban Training Project as a service to African 
trade union officials.) 

'How d o e s t h e u n i o n d e v e l o p a r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h 
management a n d r e t a i n i t s i n d e p e n d e n c e ? ' 

I t i s p o s s i b l e t o i d e n t i f y t h r e e s t a g e s i n t h e 
growth o f a u n i o n . 

STAGE I RECRUITMENT. D u r i n g t h i s s t a g e t h e 
t a s k o f t h e u n i o n i s t o g e t members t o 
j o i n . 

STAGE 2 WINNING MANAGEMENT RECOGNITION. Many 
members h a v e j o i n e d a n d t h e p r o b l e m i s 
t h a t o f w i n n i n g r e c o g n i t i o n f r o m 
m a n a g e m e n t . 

STAGE 3 NEGOTIATING AND MAINTAINING AN AGREEMENT.. 
The p r o b l e m d u r i n g t h i s s t a g e i s t o 
n e g o t i a t e an a g r e e m e n t t h a t e n s u r e s 
w o r k e r s r i g h t s i n t h e f a c t o r i e s . 

Winning r e c o g n i t i o n f r o m m a n a g e m e n t i s a c r u c i a l 
stage i n t h e d e v e l o p m e n t o f a u n i o n a s i t e n a b l e s 
the l e a d e r s h i p t o move f r o m a p e r i o d o f l o o s e member
ship t o much t i g h t e r c o n t r o l o v e r t h e i r m e m b e r s . 
They a r e a b l e t o a c h i e v e t h i s t i g h t e r c o n t r o l 
because t h e y c a n now d e m o n s t r a t e t o t h e i r members 
t h e i r a b i l i t y t o a c h i e v e a d v a n c e s i n w a g e s a n d w o r k 
c o n d i t i o n s . T h e y may e v e n w i n f r o m m a n a g e m e n t a 
1 c l o s e d - s h o p ' a g r e e m e n t . 

I t seems a s i f t h e m a j o r i t y o f u n r e g i s t e r e d u n i o n s 
in Durban a n d J o h a n n e s b u r g a r e a t S t a g e 2 . T h e r e 
are two s i d e s t o w i n n i n g r e c o g n i t i o n - g e t t i n g 
management s y m p a t h y a n d s u p p o r t , a n d b u i l d i n g up a 
strong o r g a n i z a t i o n i n t h e f a c t o r y . 

GETTING MANAGEMENT SUPPORT 

I t i s i m p o r t a n t t o make m a n a g e m e n t l e s s f r i g h t e n e d 
of the u n i o n . T h i s i s a summary o f t h e f e a r s 
management h a v e o f t r a d e u n i o n s . (1) 
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(a) unions are illegal, 

(b) they are vulnerable to outside infiltra
tion and 'agitators'. 

(c) they cause unnecessary trouble such as 
strikes. 

(d) they are not necessary because the company 
is like a family. Disputes within a family 
cannot be settled by outsiders - what is 
called the third party argument, 

(e) Africans are not ready for unions. 

Of course these arguments are not true, but it is 
important for you to listen to them and be able to 
answer them. Here are some of the arguments that 
can be used in reply to management when they say 
the following: 

(a) Unions are illegal: 
There is no law which says that Africans may 
not form unions nor is it illegal for employers 
to negotiate with African unions. It is perfect
ly legal for an African union to negotiate an 
agreement with management and for that agree
ment to be legally binding on both parties. 
Of course it is true that unions for Africans 
is against Government policy - but opposition 
to the Government policy is not illegal in S.A. 

(b) Unions are vulnerable to agitators: 
Union leaders are no more agitators than are 
management advisors who are brought from out
side the company to advise on how to improve 
the efficiency of the company. Besides the 
union representatives are democratically elected 
by their fellow members and they are simply 
expressing their grievances. This is how con
flicts are resolved in a democratic society -
leaders are elected to represent your interests 
and if they concern themselves with issues that 
are not in their members' interests they will 
be removed from office. This is why we have a 
constitution. 

(c) They cause strikes: 
Conflict results from the lack of a trust 
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relationship between management and workers. 
Where workers do not have representatives to 
bargain and negotiate v/ith management strikes 
result. This is what a trade union is designed 
to do - to bargain with management instead of 
having strikes. Do not forget that the high 
numbers of strikes in Britain is not caused by 
the unions - they are overwhelmingly 'wildcat 
strikes'• 

(d) The company is a family: 
The company is not like a family. The aim of 
a family is to bring up happy and healthy 
children. The aim of the company is to make 
money for the owners. In order to make money 
it tries to pay workers as l i t t l e as possible. 
This leads to a conflict of interest between 
workers and management. Because the management 
have knowledge and power workers need the help 
of a trade union official to help them negotiate. 
Whether they need such help is a decision the 
workers must make - not management. 

(e) A f r i c a n s a r e n o t r e a d y f o r u n i o n s : 
A f r i c a n s f i r s t b e g a n t o o r g a n i z e s u c c e s s f u l l y 
i n t o t r a d e u n i o n s o v e r 50 y e a r s ago t h r o u g h t h e 
l e a d e r s h i p of C l e m e n t s K a d a l i e i n t h e I n d u s t r i a l 
and Commerc ia l Union ( I . C . U . ) . To s u g g e s t t h a t 
they a r e n o t r e a d y f o r u n i o n s e i t h e r shows an 
i g n o r a n c e of h i s t o r y o r i s a t h i n l y d i s g u i s e d 
a t t empt t o p r e v e n t them from e m e r g i n g a g a i n , 

ORGANIZATION ON THE FACTORY FLOOR 

Arguments w i t h management a r e i m p o r t a n t , b u t t h e y 
are not as i m p o r t a n t a s o r g a n i z a t i o n i s . Management 
will r e a l l y o n l y l i s t e n t o you i f t h e y b e l i e v e t h a t 
the workers a r e w e l l o r g a n i z e d and s t r o n g . I t i s no 
use s t a r t i n g a u n i o n t o d a y , and n e g o t i a t i n g w i t h 
management f o r r e c o g n i t i o n t o m o r r o w . T h i s means 
that be fore you b e g i n t o n e g o t i a t e y o u mus t a l w a y s 
ask "Ave we well enough organized to negotiate?" As a 
guide to an answer to this question I want to suggest 
5 preconditions before a union enters negotiation for 
recognition. 
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(a) At l e a s t ha l f the workers must have jo ined the 
union. To say t h a t they must a l l be pa id up 
members i s u n r e a l i s t i c . My exper ience i s t h a t 
members cont inue t o see themselves as members 
even when they s top paying s u b s c r i p t i o n s . ( 2 ) 

(b) You must have an e l e c t e d fac tory committee -
e i t h e r a works committee or shop stewards 
committee. 

(c) This committee must have had some t r a i n i n g by 
o r g a n i z a t i o n s committed t o t r a d e union organiz
a t i o n in the p r i n c i p l e s of unionism, i t s his tory 
and s t r u c t u r e * 

(d) When the fac tory committee decides t o approach 
management they must do so only a f t e r f u l l 
d i s cuss ion with t h e i r members. Right from the 
beginning a l l members of the union should p a r t i c 
i p a t e in drawing up demands and working out a 
plan of a c t i o n . 

(e) After meetings with employers the r ep resen ta t ive 
must report back fu l ly t o the members. The members 
must know what i s going on. 

This ques t ion of keeping the t r u s t of members i s very 
impor tan t . Let me exp la in why. At a c e r t a i n s t age 
management may come t o recognise t h a t some form of 
unionism i s i n e v i t a b l e . They w i l l t r y and develop 
and c o n t r o l these unions themselves . I w i l l c a l l 
t h i s type of unionism coopted unionism. Co-optation i s 
a process whereby the l e a d e r s h i p of a c o n f l i c t group 
i s absorbed i n t o the dominant g roup ' s i n s t i t u t i o n s 
in such a way t h a t no s h i f t in the ba lance of power 
takes p l a c e . The oppos i t ion c o n f l i c t group i s given 
a p la t form without an independent power base and so 
e f f e c t i v e oppos i t i on i s s t i f l e d wi thout having t o 
a l t e r the d i s t r i b u t i o n of power. This type of unionism 
i s one where the union becomes a kind of j u n i o r 
p a r t n e r of management. To i l l u s t r a t e what I mean I 
want t o quote ex t ens ive ly from a r ecen t study in 
Kenya. Speaking of t h i s type of co-cpted union the 
author s a v s : 

"Recognizing the u t i l i t y of a mechanism t o permi t 
employees t o 'blow off s team 1 , management judges t h a t 
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may best be achieved by a union led by ' respon
sible1 a n d ' l o y a 1 , employees. The policy is thus to 
sX

 0gnize the relevant union and to contain or guide 
te development. The company provides assistance to 
he union in the form of training schemes and time 
ff with pay for leaders. Management also understands 

Hiat union leaders must not be put in a position where 
ĥeV ndght alienate their members; i t is thus pre-
ared to discuss major grievances and make a few 

roncessions. Finally, management may easily be drawn 
into the union's internal struggles for power if i t s 
nroteges are threatened or replaced by so called 
'irresponsible elements'. The tutelary relationship 
was favoured by many of the larger and more progres
sive enterprises in the 1950's. Convinced that trade 
unionism was inevitable, these employers created the 
Association of Commercial and Industrial Employers 
in April 1956. This Association's policy toward the 
development of trade unionism followed that recom
mended by the Overseas Employers' Federation in 
January 1956, namely that 'the climate of world 
opinion is such today that the question is not 
whether employers are to encourage or to discourage 
workers' trade unions, but what sort of trade union 
is going to develop... Workers' trade unions will 
only develop responsibly if they are nurtured by 
employers. Thus, one of the aims of the Kenyan 
employers' federation was ' to attempt to guide the 
corresponding development of employee trade unions 
along the right l ines ' . The original idea was that 
only those trade unions led by 'responsible' leaders 
were to be recognised". (3) 

What, then, is the difference between a co-opted 
union and a genuine trade union? The difference 
lies in the word democracy. Democracy means full 
^ 3 continuous participation of all the members of 
M organization. This is a genuine trade union. 
Policy must be made by the members, and the actions 
of union officials must be subject to control by 
™« membership. Of course this is not as easy as 

sounds and there is a tendency for organizations -
by t h i s i n c l u des trade unions - to be controlled 

J a small group of people. But this is dangerous 
tenfl** ^ e a d s t o corruption. The trade union leaders 
m

 t o forget about their members and they become 
e interested in pleasing management than their 
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members. This is dangerous for management too 
because it leads to discontent among the rank-and-
file. The most obvious way to prevent this co-opta 
tion of the leadership is for the union officials 
to keep in close contact with their members all 
the time. 

MAINTAINING AN AGREEMENT 

Persuading -management to recognize a union does not 
end the power struggle between management and unions. 
Two problems now present themselves. 

1. The first problem is to negotiate a full agree
ment regarding wages and working conditions in 
the factory. 

2. The second problem is to ensure that workers and 
their representatives keep to the agreement. 

Both these problems raise the question of what is 
meant by recognition. The first aspect of the 
problem will be dealt with in a later edition of 
the S.A.L.B. However, an agreement would obviously 
include procedures for determining wages which 
includes piece rates, overtime, etc; minimum 
working conditions; a disciplinary procedure; and 
a procedure for settlement of disputes. 

The second problem involves two aspects: 

(a) There should be an agreed disputes procedure 
for handling all-workers1 grievances. This 

should include a dismissal procedure. Such a procedure 
is necessary to prevent victimization of a union 
member. Let me suggest three conditions for an 
adequate dismissal procedure: 

- if a union member is fired then the reason for 
firing must be clearly stated and written down. 

- there ghould be a special arbitrator or committee, 
agreed to by both management and the factory 
committee, whose job it would be to consider the 
member's case. No dismissal should be final unless 
this arbitrator or committee agrees. 

- it must not be possible for management to use a 
reduction in work force in order to get rid of a 
factory committee member. Representatives must be 
the last to be fired if the number of workers is 
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r e d u c e d . The p r e s e n t law on Works Committees i s n o t 
a d e q u a t e - r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s need p r o t e c t i o n i n t h e 
f a c t o r y . 

(b) Management s h o u l d r e c o g n i s e a f a c t o r y committee 
and g i v e them t h e n e c e s s a r y f a c i l i t i e s to c a r r y 

o u t t h e i r w o r k . Fo r s u c h a commi t t ee t o func t ion 
i n d e p e n d e n t l y t h r e e t h i n g s a r e n e c e s s a r y . 

- t h e c o m m i t t e e must b e a b l e t o d e c i d e who can a t t e n d 
m e e t i n g s - n o t management . 

- t h e c o m m i t t e e mus t b e a b l e t o meet f r e e l y wi th t h e 
w o r k e r s whom i t r e p r e s e n t s . 

- t h e c o m m i t t e e mus t b e a b l e t o g e t h e l p from p e o p l e 
o u t s i d e t h e f a c t o r y w h e n e v e r i t n e e d s h e l p - e . g . 
t r a d e u n i o n a d v i c e . ( 4 ) 

A TYPOLOGY OF UNION-MANAGEMENT RELATIONS 

Where s u c h a d i s m i s s a l p r o c e d u r e and f a c t o r y committee 
e x i s t s t h e u n i o n w i l l b e a b l e t o r e t a i n i t s i n d e p e n 
d e n c e . I w i l l c a l l t h i s r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h management 
a s t a b l e t r u c e . At t h e v e r y l e a s t , t h e s t a b l e t r u c e 
r e q u i r e s a m u t u a l r e c o g n i t i o n by b o t h management and • 
u n i o n t h a t t h e i r i n t e r e s t s a r e b e s t s e r v e d by a c c e p t 
i n g a more e q u a l r e l a t i o n s h i p i n which each s i d e s t a y s 
o u t o f t h e o t h e r s i n t e r n a l a f f a i r s e n t i r e l y . More 
p o s i t i v e l y , management may d e c i d e t h a t a s t r o n g , 
i n d e p e n d e n t u n i o n i s b e n e f i c i a l i n t h a t i t would b e 
a b l e t o e n s u r e t h a t e m p l o y e e s h o n o u r t h e i r o b l i g a t i o n s 
unde r c o l l e c t i v e a g r e e m e n t s and r e f r a i n from making 
u n r e a s o n a b l e demands . 

I h a v e s u g g e s t e d two t y p e s o f union-management r e l a 
t i o n s - a c o - o p t e d u n i o n w h e r e management does n o t 
a l l o w t h e u n i o n l e a d e r s h i p t o d e v e l o p an i n d e p e n d e n t 
power b a s e i n t h e f a c t o r y , and a s t a b l e t r u c e where 
t h e u n i o n i s a b l e t o c h a l l e n g e t h e management t h r o u g h 
an i n d e p e n d e n t power b a s e . T h i s i n v o l v e s t h e r e c o g 
n i t i o n of t h e r i g h t of u n i o n members t o wi thdraw 
t h e i r l a b o u r i f n e g o t i a t i o n s f a i l . Such a t r u c e 
s i t u a t i o n we s h a l l c a l l r e f o r m i s t t o d i s t i n g u i s h i t 
from c o - o p t a t i o n . 

BY way of c o n c l u s i o n I w a n t t o s u g g e s t a t h i r d t y p e 
° f u n i o n - management r e l a t i o n s h i p . Management may 
a g r e e t o r e c o g n i s e t h e u n i o n r e l u c t a n t l y and when t h e 
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o p p o r t u n i t y a r i s e s t h e y w i l l t r y and u n d e r m i n e i t -
t h i s t y p e o f u n i o n - m a n a g e m e n t r e l a t i o n s h i p may b e 
t e r m e d an u n s t a b l e t r u c e . I n t h i s t y p e , management 
e i t h e r makes no e f f o r t t o s a f e g u a r d t h e p r e s t i g e of 
u n i o n l e a d e r s o r a t t e m p t s t o weaken t h e u n i o n by 
a s s i s t i n g c o o p e r a t i v e c h a l l e n g e r s o r by v i c t i m i z i n g 
o r b u y i n g o f f t h e more m i l i t a n t l e a d e r s w i t h p r o m o 
t i o n s , b e t t e r pay o r s p e c i a l p r i v i l e g e s . Union 
l e a d e r s , f o r t h e i r p a r t , do a l l t h e y c a n t o s t i r 
up r e s e n t m e n t a g a i n s t managemen t . The r e s u l t i s 
b a d i n d u s t r i a l r e l a t i o n s a n d a h i g h s t r i k e r e c o r d . 

Of c o u r s e , i n p r a c t i c e t h e s e t h r e e t y p e s a r e n o t 
s t a t i c . Fo r e x a m p l e , management may s t a r t o f f 
r e l u c t a n t l y and i n t h e c o u r s e o f i t s d e a l i n g s w i t h 
t h e u n i o n may r e c o g n i z e t h e p o s i t i v e v a l u e o f a n 
i n d e p e n d e n t u n i o n . I n s u c h a c a s e an u n s t a b l e 
t r u c e i s t r a n s f o r m e d i n t o a s t a b l e t r u c e . On t h e 
o t h e r h a n d , a r e l u c t a n t management may t r y t o a v o i d 
i n d e p e n d e n t u n i o n i s m by c o - o p t i n g t h e u n i o n l e a d e r 
s h i p . What e n a b l e s an u n s t a b l e t r u c e t o b e t r a n s 
formed t o a s t a b l e t r u c e i n one c a s e and c o - o p t a t i o n 
i n t h e o t h e r ? The a n s w e r i s s i m p l e - a s t r o n g 
o r g a n i z a t i o n i n t h e f a c t o r y . A s t a b l e t r u c e i n 
i n d u s t r i a l r e l a t i o n s d e p e n d s on d e m o c r a t i c and 
s t r o n g o r g a n i z a t i o n i n t h e f a c t o r y . 

E d d i e W e b s t e r 
D e p t . of S o c i o l o g y 
U n i v e r s i t y o f W i t w a t e r s r a n d 
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