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Earlier this year the Congress of South African Trade Unions (Cosatu) decided, in solidarity
with Western Sahara, not to attend the World Social Forum (WSF) Intemational Council in
Morocco. Peter Waterman questions the logic of this decision and argues that it is time to
develop a new labour internationalism.

arch 2009, the South African  KCTU ~ unions with which Cosatu  For example,one criticism s its
I\ o o oy it i iy
Cosatu, long active within  was also attended by the wihole whilst i practice up to 80%

and on the International Council  International Trade Union of attendance is universityeducated
(IC) of the WISF,publicly announced ~ Confederation (ITUC),of which  and dominated by NGOs financially
that it was boycotting the WSF IC  Cosatu s a prominent member!  dependent on Northernbased, state:
because it was taking place in ‘The meeting decided, finally.on  fundeddevelopment’agencies.
Rabat, Morocco in May This was in  Dakar, Senegal, as the site for the However the Rabat meeting
solidarity with the Western Sahara,  WSF in 2011.Cosatu could have  apprently both responded to, and
which Morocco has long occupied  certainly made ts concerns over  further stimulated,the growth and
and brutally oppresses. the Western Sahara clear in Rabat  coordination of civi society within

Itis an occupation condemned by  and have discussed them with the Maghreb and Mashac In any
many African states and by much  labour and other social movements  case,the WSF i ot so much a
democratic opinion worldwide.The  close to the Saharawis, centralised organisation issuing
Saharawi (Western Sahara) union A number of ssues arse from this policy statements s a space for the
organisation endorsed this boycott,  conflict. | pose them here inthe  development of alternatives to neo
as did other Saharawi organisations,  hope of a response from Cosatu  liberal capitalism, within which major
the Hungarian Social Forum and a  and/or supporters of its boyeott, | issues such as soldarity with the
Spainbased solidarity committee. am also hoping for a wider labour  Saharawis can and shou take place

But the WSF IC meeting and social movement dialogue on
nonetheless took place,attended by  what is admittedly a complex COSATU INCONSISTENT?
various unions, socialist, radical matter.This might help the 1f Cosatu boycolts the WSF IC, why
democratic and internationalist international labour movement does it not boycalt the ITUC and the
social movements of the Maghreb  move from a 20th century union  US Solidarty Cantre?
(NorthWest Africa) and the internationalism to a 21st century  Cosatu s on the General Council
Mashraq (EastMediterrancan Arab  one. of ITUC, together with the Histadrut,
countries). The meeting also marked the Zionist organisation for Isracli
a significant growth of international  WSF IN MOROCCO: UNPRINCIPLED?  workers. Indeed, Histadrut even has
solidarity movements within and  Was the WSF unprincipled in vice presidential position within the
between these world areas as well  holding this IC meeting in Morocco?  ITUC.
as between them and Asia, Latin Itis easy to point out The ITUC s a Eurocentred union
America and the Global North. contradictions in the WSF IC's interational that in many ways

“The Rabat IC meeting was attitude towards,say Palestinians on  continues the Cold War and
attended by national and the one hand and Saharawis on the  Eurocentric policie of its
international unions with which  other.| have often pointed out predecessor;the ICFTU (Interational
Cosatu s allied.These included the  various other contradictions within  Confederation of rade Unions) Why
Brazilian CUT and the South Korean  the WSF and it IC. has Cosatu,which has endorsed an





[image: image2.png]international boyeatt against
apartheid Israel nether publicly
condemned nor boycotted an ITUC
meating over this, or any othar issue?
Why has it never,at loast publicly,
raised tha Palestinian issue within the
1t

Cosatu raceives aid from th
American AFL.CIO's Solicarity Centre,
a body that is 90% dependent on
United States state funding and has
also ban implicated i 2 coup
attempt against democratically
elected and socialist President
Chavez of Venezuela,

Writing in the South African
Labour Bulltin, December January.
2007, Kim Scipes implied Cosatu
should rather ba cooparating with
antiimperialist labour solidarity
activists inthe US than the deeply-
compromisad and secretive Solidarity
Center What principle does Cosatu
apply to aid from unions fundad by
or collaborating with imperialist
states — particularly the US godather
of all of them?

WHERE T0 HOLD WSF MEETINGS?
Which stato qualy o host
international soicarity moctings?

ThoVWSF has hold forums and IC
mostingsin numerous cubiously
democratic sates. soma of thom
quity o humaright abusos or
rosponsibl for mperis o sub>-
imporal activiios On thinks of the
US, Kanya, Inci, Pt and oven
Brazil (where rural and incigenous
actvsts aro often sujoct 0 brutal
roprosion).

Hs Cosatu aver pubicly boycotod
any provious WISF IC moeting? O, for
that mator,any moeing of the ITUC
in somo bourraprossivo o imporal
sttt

Dacisions concarning whera the
WSF and it 1C moot aro sujoct to
ot langthy and open dicussion,
o implici quiding principla
Scoms 10 bo whether a partcular
ovent can ba supported by and will
furthe stimuate tho dovelopmartt

of civil society and global solidarity,
locall, egionally and
internationally

FEW SUPPORT COSATU POSITION
Why did most ather unions not
follow tha Cosatu boycott?

Bearing in mind that previous
solidarity actvities of Cosatu have
been endorsed by unions
internationally and that some
Cosatu campaigns have inspired
union solidarity campaigns.
elsawhare, the Cosatu boyctt of
the WSF IC Rabat meating was a
failure,

It seams that national and
international nions, right, centre
or loft expressed thair
understanding of the issue raised
by Cosatu but considered that its
issues could and should have been
raisad within the WSF IC itself
These unions were giving priority
to the development of civi society
with, and within, the hosting
ragion,

How s Cosatu evaluating the
otitcome of its boyeott action?

UNION BOYCOTTS ALWAYS

JUSTIFIED?

Are union-sponsored international

bans or boycotts always Justified?
In the 19705 the ANC-supported

South African Congress of Trada

WSF moating i Rabat in Worocco.

Urions (Sactu)then in exile,tried
1o block diact foreign union
contactswith the now union
movemant in South Africa. Athough
Sactu did stering work in
propagating union solidarty with
Soutn Afica broad.tsatamp o
isalato the now unionism fied. |
s oo of thousands of oreign
union and labour actvists who
established direct solcarity
reltions (1n my case with the
Institutafor Industia Education,
Durban, and then with S4L6),

Soctu aled bocauso f s ot of
touch with union developmerts
within South Afica

On the othr hand, | welcoma
Cosatu's BDS (Boycott,
Disinvestmont and Sanctions)
campaign aganst Isasl, Howover
Cosatu's nternational ITUC,
docs notl

It would socm that a boycott
stratoqy is sometimes jusifod.
Sometimes not Tha s somatimes
afactive, sometims not. Baycott
sction is particularly problomatic
hon smployod. in practice.against
an il a5 with the Cosatu boycott
of the WSF I in Rabat. What
motivated Cosat o tako such
sction against this significant giobsl
Social movement? Did t consult
it s foreign and international
union frends before doing so?
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What are the differences between
the old labour internationalism and
the new?

1 distinguish between the
“traditional union internationalism’
of the 20th century and a naw
global labour solidarityfit for the
21st century. There are significant
overlaps,but | think that under a
globalisad and computerised global
capitalism we have to move into a
second and improved phase.

“The old union internationalism
was, in the 20th century. heavily
marked by the following nagative
features:

+ Labour internationalism was
largely reduced to union
internationalism.

+ Internationalism was largaly
reduced to inter-nationalism,
with participant unions.
prioritising their nation, region
or bloc over others.

+ Rich and powerful Northarn
unions dominated or patronised
poorer, weaker Southern ones,

+ Union internationalism was
often reduced to ralations
batween union leaders or
leaderships, each claiming to
spaak for its members - or even
all workers in their countries,
their ragions o the world!

+ Union members were
systematically excluded from,
uninformed about, disinterested
in. or inactiva on international

+ Ideolagical rhetoric had a high
profile in favour of proltarian
internationalismy, free trada
unionism’or development
ooperation’, while this was not
translated into effective worker.
toworker solidarity relations

+ There was a high political,
financial and moral dependency
on partnerships with national or
international capital and/or stata
and political parties

+ There was much destructive

polemic, presenting onaself as
Virtuous and others as vicious as
with the 20th century
competition between social
democratic and communist
internationals

For the new global abour solidarity

this is a proposed model as

elements of the modal are
increasingly appearing
internationally:

+ Union internationalism should
be only one amongst many.
labour internationalisms and one
amongst many other social-
movemant internationalisms as
expressad in the global justica
and solidarity movement and the
WF:

+ Recogrisa that under
globalisation workers ara
simultancously local, national,
regional and global beings, and
that they have common interests
autonomous of capital,state and
interstate organisations.

+ That solidarity must ba mult
directional: SouthtoNorth, East
toWest, Southvto-South and s

+ That informality, lexibility.
openness, dialogue and mutual
learning must surpass
bureaucratic, diplomatic and
patron-lient relations,

+ Thera must be worker
ownership of international
Soldarity activity allowing for
direct horizontal networking
between al kinds of worker and
pro-worker movements whether
an unionised minority or an un-
unionised majority.

+ Encourage worker-to-worker
Soldarity activity, with
campaigns subject to public
reflection and evaluation

+ Autonomy from capital, state,
political parties, with labour
thus contributing to a
democratic global civil sociaty.

+ Dialogua must racognis others
as equal contributors including

‘women’s, acological, non
fundamentalist religious,
indigenous and precarious.
‘workers,rural, urban and other
movements.

CONCLUSION
1 do not wish to sat up Cosatu a5
ropresanting the old union
intornationalism especially n the
light o ts birth i the ant
apartheid struggle and its
intornationallyadrirad solicarity
with,for example, Zimbabuwa and
Palostine

Nor do | want to present the WSF
or the general global justice and
solidarity movement and alternative
Iabour netuworks within these,as
ideal rapresentatives of the new
global solidarity It is,however, only
in an open and friendly rolationship.
between unions and the new global
solidarity movoments that a
principled and cffoctive
intornational solicarity model can
be developed.

Finally. | beliove Cosatu is giving
it itornational solidarity actvities
more attention than proviously and
that it 1 organising national and
intornational events on international
soldority ssues. Given ts history,
Pplus it intornational reputation for
mass solidarity actvites, Cosatu
could play 2 major national and
intornational ol in discussing and
doveloping a new kind of
intornational labour salidariy. free
of the shackles of the past. B

Peter Watarman worked for the
Communist Wrid Feceration of
Trade Unions in the 19605, ater
specialising on African unions,
and on fabour and other
Internationalisms within the
Haguerbased Institute of Social
Studios whero he editad the
Wewsietter of International
Labour Studies’ Ho now works on
the rolationship batween the
Iabour movement and the WSF.




