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Knowing the past to understand the future2004 has certainly been a year ofcelebrating and commemorating anumber of important milestones asidefrom the first decade of the democracy. Thosereaders involved in the emerging labourmovement and related anti-apartheidstruggles during the early 1970s would recallthat this year marks the 30th anniversary ofthe South African Labour Bulletin. This edition seeks to capture and recordthe Bulletins’ rich history so that it is notsquandered and forgotten. The origins of theBulletin lie in the re-emergence of workingclass action and organisation in Durban inthe early 1970's. During 1973, a group ofsympathetic trade unionists, students andacademics from the University of Natal(Durban), inaugurate the Institute forIndustrial Education (IIE), which sought toeducate workers around trade unionism andunderstand the socio-economic environmentin which they operated. It was out of thisinitiative that the Labour Bulletin emerged. Aworking group appointed to manage the day-to-day affairs of the IIE was also involved inplanning the Bulletin. They included OmarBadsha, Halton Cheadle, Foszia Fisher, DaveHemson, Eddie Webster and Harriet Bolton.However, a key driving force behind theBulletin was banned political science lecturerfrom the University of Natal, Richard Turner.The Bulletin was not conceived as a mereacademic exercise. It was directly linked tothe emerging of labour movement and wasconcerned both to record its struggles andserve its needs.Going through the hundreds of editionspublished since 1974 one can get a sense ofthe Bulletins’ contribution to both the labourmovement and strengthening civil society asa whole. It became a platform for debate onall types of issues confronting both thelabour movement and broader anti-apartheidorganizations. What is so striking and of

some concern in relation to the currentenvironment is that everything was contestedand challenged – whether it be the decisionto register, affiliation to the UDF, adopt theFreedom Charter, the future of socialism andthe tripartite alliance. Nothing was taken forgranted and the space existed for suchdebate despite continuous state oppression,bannings and detentions. Ten years into ournew democracy we must ensure that thisspace is preserved to ensure debate andcontestation of ideas.Over the last 30 years the Bulletin hasbeen a key resource for the recording ofdevelopments both within the labourmovement and labour market. Not wanting tosound too much like CNN but through allthese years the Bulletin was there to captureand record a critical part of our history. It isthis history, which should be celebrated,acknowledged and studied. Reviewing the olddebates and challenges facing the emerginglabour movement as opposed to theestablished trade unions of the 1970s and80s, it becomes clear that whilst so much haschanged, with a few minor amendments, wecould be speaking of the current moment asformer editor John Mawbey points out. As Sociology Professor Eddie Webster saysthe Bulletin emerged as part of a broadoppositional movement to apartheid.  ‘Thechallenge today goes beyond the struggles oforganised workers and industrial unions. Weneed to engage with a democratic state whilefacilitating the struggles of the working poor– the casual workers, the street traders, thosewho work in the informal economy, theunemployed. These – the losers in the newSouth Africa – need to find a voice anddecent jobs’. Whilst this is clearly a differentworld to the one that Turner and others wereresponding to when the Bulletin waslaunched, the goal for the Bulletin remainsthe same - to provide a voice and platform

not only for organized workers but whatWebster calls the working poor and themarginalized.Thirty years is a long time in the life ofany publication – whether it is mainstream orprogressive. ‘To survive the repression of the70s to become an independent progressivejournal is something to be celebrated andnurtured’, Webster says. However, thenecessary condition for the success andcontinuation of such a project is a group ofcommitted people who have a vision thattranscends their immediate self-interest.Since its conception there was always a coregroup of dedicated and committed peoplewho kept the publication alive (when otheranti-apartheid publications were forced toclose) so that it could fulfill its mandate tothe labour movement.This 30th anniversary edition is therefore,dedicated to those who gave of their time,energy and passion to ensure the publicationsurvived as well as to those who had thevision to set up the Labour Bulletin likeTurner and Webster and Johann Maree (whowas chairman of the board for 25 years) whotook up the challenge to keep it alive againstsome rather difficult obstacles. Aside from those named and unnamedindividuals there are a group of funders whohave committed themselves over the years toensure Turners’ vision kept going. A specialthanks goes to the Department of Labours’Strengthening Civil Society Fund and theFriedrich Ebert Stiftung (FES) who wasinvolved at the inception of the publicationand has funded this special edition.Last but not least the staff of the LabourBulletin would like to wish all its readers ahappy, healthy, prosperous and peaceful newyear.
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