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In the union...

women union officials speak out

T he number of women in wage
labour in South Africa has grown
dramatically A survey by S Pityana
and M Orkin shows that between 1970
and 1992 women as 4 proportion of the
labour force increased from 33% to 306%.

Women warkers suffer various forms of
discrimination in the labour market. The
starkest way in which this is manifested is
in their exclusion from sentor positions.

South Africa’s trade unions have been at
the forefront of struggles for pender
equality at the workplace Their record as
employers shows, however, that they have
a long way 10 go in terms of putting their
own house in order. Since the 19805 the
number of women holding leadership
pasitions in the unions has actually
declined.

Writer Roseline Nyman refers ta a'glass
cedling’ which prevents women from
progressing through the ranks to hold high
positions in the unlans.A recent survey of
full-time officials in COSATU and its affiliates
by Sakhela Buhlungu highlights the effects
of this ceiling. While 41% of union officials
are wonlen, women are concentrauted in
administrative positions, which are the
lowest paid jobs in the unlons.

The survey also fonnd that although a
number of women officials have moved
between jobs within thelr vnion (ob
maobility), this has not resulted in thelr
moving out of adminlstrative work.
Instead, they have iended to rotate in. &

Wosrnen workers in Soutb Africa
suffer various forms of
discrimination. The labour
movement s no exception 1o
this rule. Women who work for
COSATU and its affiliates
shared their experiences with
Malelyoko Tshoaedi.

administrative positions (from branch, to
region, 1o head office).

Buhlungu's survey has been
compliemented by in-depth interviews
with 20 women employed by COSATU
and its affiliates.The majority are
administrators, though there were n
couple of organisers, and one full-time
gender co-ordinator,

Education

In his 1991 study of COSATU, Jeremy
Baskin concluded that one of the reasons
why women do not advance In the unions
is thelr Jower educational gualifications,

Buhlungu found that, overall, the
educational level of unlen officials is
improving.This {s one of the factors which
has enabled male trade updonists to move
on from the unions Into positions in
business or government.
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The evidence shows that women in the
unions are also improving their
educational qualifications.The number of
women with higher qualifications is, in
fact, proportional to that of males. Unlike
their male counterpacts, however, this
does not open doors to new career
opportunities.

The women who were interviewed
identified the following problems which
impact on their job mability:

Patriarchy

South African society is still extremely
patriarchal. The common perception is
that it is the responsibility of a woman to
take care of her family and children while
the man is out establishinp his career,
This perception has tended to limit
women from advancing in fiefr careers.
Since union leadership is predominantly

male, union activities n?c struciured in a
way that does not accommaodate women,
making it difficult for them to fully
participate.

A CAWU branch administrator said:
“Sometimes it may be that women have
too many responsibilities, Working in a
union and having domestic dutics js too
much for women...if a woman is a general
secretary of the union, it may be
impossible for her to participate in union
activities like her male counterparts. If she
is asked to attend a conference in Cape
Town, she has to first think of her family”

Meeting times put women in a very
difficult position.A SACCAWU

- administrator said:*They hold their

meetings late., at the very time when we
have to get home and cook for our
families, help the children with their
homework and wash them. Everything is

waiting for you...when we

COSATU and affiliates raise the problem, we are
Occupational positions according to gender ! not taken seriously”
Current position Male Female Total (M & F) Females as A NUMSA regicnal

- % of lotal administmator added:*You ’
Uncal adminstrator 2 az 34 94 know, I would have liked to
Branch administrator L 24 25 96 have done more things. I just
Regional administrator 3 48 51 94 couldn't. There are
H/O administrat 5 53 :
— a5 R Y| covomnsieons
Branch organiser 1 8 41 20 sor:fmhere - ":mmgs'b
Regional orgariser % 8 52 12 SR SRR S, Bt
Natignal organiser 24 3 a7 11 thf?rc s that pressuee on you.
Branch secrelary 17 4 2 19 - Being 2 woman limited my
Regional secretary 23 1 24 4 participation in the union”
General secretary 10 0 10 0 Male partners ofien add
Ressarch officer & 3 8 3 to the constraints: The
Legal olcer (regicnal) 14 g 17 18 administrator from CAWU
Legal officer (nationat} 2 3 5 60 noted that:*A problem for
Education officer {branch) 4 0 4 0 most of us married women
Education officer (regicnal) 12 o 12 0 is that some of our husbands
;ﬁ:i?;fiwr (national) 1; ' g 1: 201 _are not happy with women
Other - - 83 @ who are involved in politics.
Total T 380 238 578 at% m"}’h:" not “"dc(:m“d why

. _ you have to attend a

Source: Union officials survay, Bublungu (1997) conference on a weekend or
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attend meetings in the evenings.”

Women have to put their careers ot
hold in order to hold on ta their
relationships.A PPWAXU branch
administrator had the opportunity to apply
for a job as an organiser, but she declined.
*Since I am engaged, [ had to take a break.
I used 1o attend meetings, some of them in
the evenings or on Saturdays, and
conferences, which often took two or three
days. But now I have to take a break. Being
an organiser is too demanding”A woman
organiser from another unjon was given
an ultimatum by the father of her children:
“leave the union or [ will leave you!”

Attitudes

The research indicates that men in the
unions still have a very long way to go in
overcoming these artitudes. A (female)
CAWU regional organiser argued that:“In
the Iabour movement, there is still that
belief that women can not be good
organisers, that it is only men who must
occupy these positons. Men are still
oppressing us in the unions, it 1s our own
comracles who are suppressing us’A
woman from SARHWU noted thar: “At staff
meetings issues on geader are pushed
aside. If you try to challenge them they
will come to you and say you talk too
much, such that you are scared to talk, that
maybe you'll be fired.”

Discrimination

The women who were intervicwed
believe that they ace belag rectly
discriminated against when It comes to
promotion:“Even if you apply (for an
organiser’s position) they do not even call
you for an interview. It is mostly men who
are called for the interviews” (SAMiVU
administrator),

“When an application comes, they don't
read the content of the CV, immediately
thicy see that it is a female, then they’ll put

it aside” (PPWAWU gender ca-ocdinatar).

In some unions women ate denied
access to positions because they have to
break their service when they are
pregnant. A CAWLU organiser reported that:
“The unicn used to employ women
organisers, But now they are saying that
they will no longer employ women
arganisers because we get employed and
soon we get pregnant and we have to go
for maternity leave.”

Lack of support

Women are also not given suppart by
fellow women officials and members:

MEven us as women we do not support

¢ach other. For instance, if T apply for an
organising position, women will not
support me, instead they will discournge
me. They will say you won't make it
because of the distances that organisers
travel and the pressures that you will get
from the companies”

Sexual harassment

Sexual hamassment is a major problem in
the unioca movement. According to a
SAMYWU orpaniser:*In each and every
workplace sexual harassment exists”

One of the interviewees who Is an
administrator said sex was sometimes used
as the means to job security or promotion:
“Most of the girls in this region do jt.To be
where they are (referring to top positions)
they either had to sleep with somebody or
be samebody's gidlfriend.”

Reporiing the matter does not hielp. The
CAWU administrator said:“We had
difficulty Because many people are afraid
of this person. For us women, there is no
structure where we can report stich issues,
Even when we approached the office
bearers, they failed to solve the matter
because they were aftaid of this person”
Another pointed out that the matter
wauld never be resolved, because “the
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-

Martha Mokwena, NEHAWU organiser. Most women officials work as administrators.

person you are reporting 1o is a man’”
Women have left the unions because they
cannot stand the situation: Some women
prefer to stay at home because “they don't
want to pay for the job with their bodies™

Frustration

Administrators are at the bottom of the
union hierarchy. There are few challenges
or opportunities for growth.A NUMSA
regional administrator said:“It’s really
becoming a routine because 1 know exactly
what I am going to do today or tomorrow.
There’s no longer any challenge.”

The women are office-bound:*We don't
go out, (we) don't really know issues or
problems that affect the union. Sometimes
you read about it in the paper or see it on
the television news"” (SARHWU
administrator).

Lack of training

-~
There is a peneral lack of waining. Where
training is given, it relates only to -
administrative work. A SAMWU regional
administrator said:“We were interested in

the new LRA, but none of us has been
selected to attend such courses.”

In contrast to the adminisimtors,
women fin organising positions find their
jobs challenging and interesting.

No career path

Due to the limits on upward mobility in
the unions, most of the women who were
interviewed plan to leave the union,

Most of the women interviewed
indicated that there were no career
prospects in the trade unions A woman
frorn SAHRW1J stated that:*I don't really
see myself within the union for a longer
period. There's a lot more going on outside
the union that we people working in the
unions are missing out on. If you are in a
carcer, you want to grow. If things remain
the same, I can't see that I will be growing
in any way in my current position.”

Asserting rights

Some interviewees felt that women are
partly to blame for the situation they find
themselves in. The PPWAWTU gender co-
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ordinator said:“There is also a wenkness
with us. We are saying that we are not
given oppaortunities, whilst we do not
force ways to get these opportunities.” Her
colleague in the union felt that:*We can't
keep on making excuses by looking at
what wus happening in the past”

Women’s abilities are doubted not only
by men, but by themselves.An
administrator from SAMWU sald that:
*They don't have confidence in
themselves as women and they have
feelings of inferiority. They do not believe
in themselves, they have that belief that
women ace ot capable of achieving
anything that men can do.”

While there is cleacly some touth in
these statements, asserting their clghts will
not be sufficient to change the position of
women in the unions, If women are not
glven support, either at ilome or in the
waorkplace, their chances of advancement
are slim. It is unfortunate that an
opportunity for cancrete support - in the
form of the quota proposed at the recent

COSATU congress ~ was missed. The union
movement will have to search for ways to
make up for this lost opportunity. *
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