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International study circles
responding to globalisation

hroughout the world, trade unions,
social movements and democratic
political forces are trying to come to
terms with the ‘new’ world order.The '
wriumph of neo-liberal governments in
many i A .

with the éollapse of the Soviet Union and |

its satellites; the world was recast in the
image of free market capitalism, :

Neo-liberal globalisation is
characterised by the dominance of
transnational corporations (TNCs), the
workings of international finance markets
il . e 3

Manrtin Jansen evaluates bow
international study circles,
using e-mail and the Internet,
can link an internationalist
understanding of issues with
people’s local experiences and
in the process build labour
solidarity and people’s
confidence to take action.

the International Monetary Fund (IMF)
and the World Bank.
The effects of liberal

Organisation (TLO) to get*core labour

{have been devastating for the working
class. Most countries’ governments,
including South Africa, have been willing -
agents of the neoliberal economic
Pprogmmme, causing a drastic decline in
the living standards of the majority of
people,

Labour’s response

Genenlly, the labour movement's

response, let alone opposition to neo-

liberal globalisation, has been weak and

ineffective. There have been a series of

recent Injtiatives within the labour
‘which have to

defend workers’ rights internationally,

These include:

Q initiatives by the International Labour

ds' adog and by all
governments;

QO initiatives to get minimum labour
standards written into trade
agreements;

O International Trade Secretariats (ITSs)
have pursued TNCs who fail 10
recognise worker rights in Third World
countries;

Q ITSs have attempted to win

for
collective bargaining;
Q many ITSs have tried to form World
Councils, bringing together
hop! from di
within the same TNC,
These initiatives have met with varying
degrees of success, but have not tilted

more y the
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and local

working class - t its

capacity to struggle for better conditions
and secure improvements in peaple's daily
lives. L

Workers’ 1 Mo

and national organisations.The workers'
education movement, it was agreed, needs
to draw up collaborative transnational
education programmes to address

The International Study Circle (1SC)
programme was initiated by the
International Federation of Workers®
Education Associatlons QFWEA) and
EuroWEA (IFWEA's European body). It
combigaes an intecnationalist
understanding of issues w:th peaple'’s
local exp
their abitity and confidence to act jocally.
From our experience this combines best
cducation practice with best political
practicc.

In recent years, debates in IFWEA and
Its member organisations highlighted the
need to move beyond exchanging

IFWEA history

In 1947, a number of predominantly’
European-based organisations active in
workers' education formed the International
Federation of Workers' Educatlan .
Assaclations (IFWEA), They cammitted

This requires new models of learning
that maintain the best traditions of the.
workers' education movement -
democratlc, locally based, respansive to
workers' needs and experiences, yet global
in scope, relevant and participative. It
requires a modet of workers' education
where learning is global in both form and
content.

‘The experience of learning should itself
be an experience in international

ion and It a
model of global education that Is not
simply an exercise In intellectual
developmeat, but has the capacity to lead
to new activity, stronger international
organisation, and practical local
consequence.

Py of glabalisation are
and contradictory. There could never be a *
single course of wotkers' education an
‘globalisation' s such, but mther a wide
range of education programmes covering

fo and praviding ‘free
and voluntary wotk,

1 aspects of the global agenda.

1o the principles of salidarity and co-
operation, justice and squality, damocm:y
and Jreedom’,

 the central and common
proposed learning outcome is an
understanding that internatlonal debate
and expericnce Is no longer the priviteped

IFWEA now has 80 member ~ *
i In 50 preserve of speclalist representatives or
These includa d of labaur

workers' educalion assdclations, natlonal
trade unlons, International irada unlans/
sacrelarials (ITSs), foundatlons and

Institutes bullt to support workers'

organlsngons. It has had to become the
concern of all of us, as we experience the
lncmslngly profound effects of

and NGOs providing education services to
trade unions and working-class |
communities. South Alrican afiillates include
Ditsola, Khanya College, lilg, Tulec/LRS, |
the Workers' Culloua =~ Waestern Cape, tha
Workers' callogo Nnml and WEFR,

as it d and inhablts
our livellhoads, our cultures, and ous
communitles,

How I8 this 10 be achleved, given
limlted resources? The ISC Injtiative is a
smalt but Important step towards a
solution.
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South African study circle (first pilot project, 1997). *

The ISC project .
TFWEA and Euro-WEA began the 1SC
project in 1997, They began using a pilot
i of two
courses facilitated by IFWEA affiliates in
Peru, France, Barbados, South Africa,
Estonia, Sweden, England, Belgium,
Bulgaria, Germany, Kenya and Spain.The
pilot reached 186

discussions to an internatighal
< e The
then places the reports on the project
web site. Facilitators can then download
all these reports before every session and
copy them for participants to read.

Using the Internet, an ISC brings
together participants from several

from trade unions, community
organisations and NGOs.

What is an ISC?

Karl Marx once remarked that capitalism
isits own gravedigger. Technological

spurred on by liberal
capltalist globalisation can also be used by
the international labour movement and its
‘working class allies in its own defence and
interests.

The ISC project explores ways of using
tech 8y so that par in
countries can engage in mnnlngﬁd
international discussion. Using e-mall,
facilitators send country reports of

to work toa

curriculum, set of materials and education
method. Each study circle has a facilitator.
Between meetings, each group has access
to materials on the Internet including the
results of and work leted
in prevlous sessions by other countries.

The pilot ISC programme focused on
‘TNCs,The fiest course ran on a weekly
basis over eight weeks. The second course
ran fortnightly. 1SC facllitators met in Spain
to design the education materials,
methodology and project website. They
then met in Sweden to evaluate the first
pilot course and adapted the programme
for the second pilot.An overall evaluation
of the pllot programme and the future of
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the project took place in Hattingen,
Germany.

Course content

Our experience has been that themes for

1SCs have emerged spontaneously from

current issucs and programmes within the

labour movement, Participating IFWEA

organisations stressed that a theme should

be chosen on the basis of need rather than

funding possibilities, Current and past

themes include:

Q tackling TNCs;

Q the Asian crisis (for the Asia-Pacific

region of IFWEA);

Q women and the global food Industry;

QO migrant labour.

The maln problem was making the topic
relevant and for

participants. It was clear that for trade

union members, international topics were

not as immediately relevant as the more

traditional areas of trade union education

(such as health and safety, collective

or shoy
Facilitators had to make the link between
local problems and international issues
explicit for the course to make an impact,
The evaluation of the first pilot project
revealed that the course content was too
general and did not have enough' concrete
relevance to participants' daily work and
lives.

In a course that is being delivered
intcrnationally, the precise links to local
situations will obvlously differ. This meant
that there needed to be flexibility in the
curriculum at a local level.In the second
pitot, the facilitators introduced local
content which also helped to add context
to the wider global [ssucs. !

An {ateresting debate emerged about
the political orientation of the course,

P pants acgued that fic should
have p s T
on the role af TNGCs to glve

access to different views. Underlying this
debate are the vastly different political
contexts in which the study circle
facilitators and participants are located
and the different traditions of workers’
education organisations. It rises the
question of how to design courses to

date these

s and
need to construct education macerials to
enable participants to thoroughly debate
the underlying political issues, whilst
respecting focal historical and political
realities.

; felt that the erials on
the first pilot course on'TNCs were not
linking wider global economic issues with
current, more tangible problems that
people face in the workplace and in the

P Ip that the
second pilot needed to incorporate
concrete and recent case studics of
pqsltlvc action taken in response to TNCs,
This would help participants who were
fecling powerless in regard toTNCs.

The second pllot therefore focused on:
Q privatisation and how TNCs have
+ benefited;

Q protecting workers’ rights;
Q exercising democratie control over the
activities of TNCs,

Participants
Par
trade unionists (shopstewards and
officlals) and actlve members of
to P

The almvas to develop common activitics
and links between these organisations,

The majority of the 186 participants
were from trade unlons, In South Africa,
the Cape Town based study circle
conslsted of shopstewards from
SACCAWU, NUMSA, SAMWU, CW1U (now
CEPPWAWL), MEWUSA and TGWU,

f from llrlg and Tulee
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facilitated the sessions.

The evaluation showed
that the target group of
Future 1SCs needs to be
defined more narrowly.
Participants on the pilot
courses came from diverse!
industries and companies,
with only very general
interests in common. They
also had different levels of
prior knowledge on the
issues being discussed, and
brought different political
experiences to the
discussions.

For ISCs to result in |
sustained international links
and concrete activities
berween workers and trade
unions, the target group must
share a practical need for this
level of contact. Such needs
are more likely to exist
berween communities facing
similar issues, or workers in
the same TNC. This can also
be the case for workers who
face similar problems such as young
workers, women workers and workers
experiencing privatisation of their "

laces.

How it worked

All the sessions dealt with a theme. Each .
session drew on discussions held in the
Previous session and looked forward to
the next. The facilitator wrote up cach
session’s report and e-mailed it to the web
manager on an agreed date, The web

manager then placed these reports onto
the web site,

What we learned

The pilot programme showed the need to
further develop our methodotogical

Many ISC participants wanted information on TNCs.

approach to global education. It became
clear that educational methods used for
local or national courses are not

pprop or inan
Since
IFWEA is attempting to run ISCs that are
dand atan
level instead of simply running the same
r paracely in

countries,a methodology is needed which
results in learning outcomes which have
an international dimension.

In this respect, the ISC approach has
significant strengths.

The methodology has international
contact and communication at its core -

peri and

are not abstract ideas in education but
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part of the educational practice itself. This
approach helped establish the reality of
globalisation for patticipants and
highlighted the value of international trade
union and wocker co-operatian.

Most of the participants had little or no
P p of i i work,
and were excited and inspired by the
direct international tinks and contacts
gained through the project.

Moderator’s role

In the weekly repons from sessions, exch
country would rise a wide range of issues.
‘This made it difficult to develop a c]:ar
focus in the i

discussing and understaading these
issuesbased soley on their own
peri h glay
an imp in introduct
new information, o
Given the cructal role of the facilitatars in

delivering the education process,

that there should be more Intensive

training for facilitators in future

programmes,

Using technofogy

From the beginning of the project, only

facilitators used the technology - that is
It and the Intemet. Since the

b groups. T a
need for an 15C co-ordinator to act as an
international ‘moderator’ - to focus the
different inputs to cnsuce that participants
debated commonalties and differences,
Hawever, this could only work and cnsure
the retalned its
coherence, if Facilitators submitted reports
on time. e

Facilitators role

Facilitators should ensure effective tocal

delivery and maintaln coherenee at an

international Jeve). This was

underestimated In the pllot pro)i-ct.nnd It

became clear that:

Q Facilitators must be experienced
cducators who have been given the
time and space by their to

Pproject was mainly about cducation,
facilitators felt that using computers was
simply a means to make links between the
groups in different countrics and should
be kept to a minimum. However,
participants developed a keen {nterest in
using the Internet as a tool for education,
campajgning and international work.
‘There are, however, difficultis In using
the Internet (o sustain an exchange of
ideas and informatjon, Pasticipants are not
in physlcal contact, and It is therefore
difficult to get to know cach other.The
technology cannot give the same sease of
human contact that Is possible with direct
s This ‘dl 3} Eroups
wits compounded by cultural and other
barricss, Language, for cxample, was a

carry out 2 faely demandiag actlvity:
They must also be able to

factor the flow
and pature of discussions betwveen the

In the language of the 1SC,
Q Facilitators must hetp work

groups. Ty through the facllitators
1ost the$pontancity or free Rowing

theough x scsslaa by deawing out thele
experiences, stimulating debate ang
assistlag them with aow

n written
communication teads to be mare foemal

A;md fess dynamic than direct

b

Since plobalisatlon 1s a process
§ svith so many df

people,
We dld not experlence any major

views and new concepts, members of
study circles might have difficulty

haicat difficulties in the pitots, Encl
country had 10 have access to 2 computer
and tlte Internet to participate in the
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programme. There were no
major differences in technical
efficiency between the small
organisations based in
developing countries and
larger European-based
organisations. Whilst their
technological capacity differed,
this did not impact
significantly on implementing
the ISC which required only a
basic infrastructure. The web
site was designed so that each
organisation could make use of
it without having the most
advanced hardware and/or
software, . .
Tyovaen Sivistyliitto (TSL),
an IFWEA affiliate in Finland,
managed the project web
site. It is important that a
centeal person/organisation,
with technological expertise and time
services the ISC web site efficiently. A web
site for ISC purposes cannot function
effectively if there is no central point from
‘which ion and ion is

Technology can be used to share information and
strengthen solidarity.

mechagism to deal with the language
*problem’, Where resources permit, it

.would be useful to anach a skilled

translator to each local group. Ano!.her

sorted, organised and distributed.

Language
The international communication in the
pilot programme was conducted in
English, whilst local study circles were
conducted in national languages.This
solution to the language problem' was far
from adequate. It was extremely time-
< g for facili to 1
education materials and weekly reports.
Whilst facilitators spoke English
did not. L

barriers bl:twccn pamc:pams therefore
made'j international communication
extremely difficult and Increased the
facilitators’ power in relation to
Participants.

‘We have not yet found an appropriate

would be to select
th:l have a language in common, for
iple the F
However, this may narrow the target group
geographically dnd culturally.

Finances

‘The pilot programme was financed through
a variety of sources, but on the whole it was
H LIt became app that many
donors’ structures and prioritics do not yet
reflect the need to work globally. Some
funding agencies operate through regional
desks (Aftica,Asia etc) and therefore do not
know where to place an international
project. Othérs are still only interested in
ut in ping

countries.

Whilst an ISC programme does not
require a large amount of funds, it needs
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support for running facititator workshops
and for covering the running costs of local
1SCs, including the facilitator’s work and
time.An ISC must secure funding for local
groups so that small organisations are not
put under undue financial strain.

Outcomes and products

looking rather than self-perpetuating.
IFWEA affiliates in each country could
provide support to those independent
activities that emerge. However, if this
pracess is to accur, thea part of an 18C's
curriculum must focus on haw participants
can take course maverials, activities and links
back into their organisations and reproduce |

Ata national level, there were important the education process.

education spin-offs from the pilot Several education resources will be

p Several P produced from the pilot programme to

that they incorporated sections of the 1SC support the independent activities of 2
Is into local ed: and other i

programmes. In Bulgaria, a group of interested in running ISCs or education

brewery workers who were lin on global issues.They include

the topic set up a separate local study a project web site,a manual,and a

circle using the ISC materials. In Peru, CD-ROM facility containing all the

PLADES (a Labour Service O ) is i ional material together with a

now ruaniag an information technology/ course booklet.

course in resp to
demands which arose out of the I1SC. It has
also convened a Social Watch group on
‘TNCs and foreign investment in Peru.
Members of this group were all recruited
from the two ISC pllot courscs. «

Whilst the pitot programme did not
result in long-term links between
participants, there was one exception
which capturcs what the potential
outcome of an ISC might be. It yvas
through the ISC pllot progremme that the
Valvo workers In Peru established links
with Volvo workers in Sweden, This
resulted in a delegation from Sweden
visiting Peru and the Peruvian workers
have now become involved in the

(IMF) World Council for Volvo workers,

Many partl Ind c

{ the ISCto
felt that they should encourage
I to develop Hlnks

through their organisations using the skills
and contitcts developed In the 1SC. It is

p that the ISC "
indcpendent actlvity and {s outward

The pilot programme has resulted in a
group of facilitators who are now
confldent and skilled in ISC methodology.
It was decided by participating

at the final eval that
these facilitators have an important role to
play in promoting the programme at a
national and regional level. Thus these
IFWEA affiliates will now begin to operate
in a more decentralised manner, taking the
initiative to offer ISC courses linked to
their particulac areas of interest and work.
Using the IFWEA web site, they will
attempt to recrult IFWVEA participants
from"other countries who share similar
interests. Possible toplcs Include structucal
adjustment, European Works Councils,
racism and xenophabia, recrulting and
organiSlng. *

Martin Jansen s the cducation and media
at LRS.He f as the
South African rcpresentative to IFWEA,
setting up the project and co-ardinating the
Cape Town based studycircles.
for more information see e IFWEA
web site: bitp//wentfwea.org/ise
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COSATU members’ views

joining unions and union democracy

hy did you join a union? What
\. K ’ support do unions enjoy from
civil society i

by Thobile Yanta

‘These are some of the questions putto *
workers by researchers from Naledi and
the universities of Cape Town, Rhodes,
Port Natal, and Wi d
‘The survey was conducted in 1998
amongst 646 COSATU members at various
W in Gaui! K

Zulu-Natal
the Western Cape, and Eastern Cape.The

survey included all COSATU affiliates
except SADTU, POPCRU and SASBO. -

Joining unions’

Researchers asked COSATU members why
they belonged to their current unions.The
respondents provided a variety of answers,
The overwhelming majority of
respondents (83%) indicated that they
joined unions so that ‘worker interests and
rights can be protected’. In other words,
their union membership was a way of
ensuring that worker interests at the
workplace were and

worker solidarity and worker rights are

most important in recruiting members and

unions need to consider these patterns of
in their iviti

Solidarity

The imp of the uniofis
solidarity from other civil society bodies
such as community-based organisations
(CBOs), NGOs, civics, political
organisations and so on cannot be taken
for granted.This is because in recent times,
unions’ capacity to mobilise and organise
members has been put under a severe test,
Action, such as the public sector strikes
last year, show the importance of gaining
broader public support, if workers'
struggles are to be successful.

Unions are often portrayed as ‘labour
elites’, concerned only with their own

Eight percent reported that they were
interested in wages and related benefits.
Seven percent said they became union
members simply because there was
already a union in the workplace so they
joined ‘at . Other resy
mentioned socialism, political reasons,
‘working conditions and so on, as reasons
why they joined their current unions.

‘The findings, therefore, suggest that

b On the other hand,
COSATU's September Commission
categorised COSATU as falling under the
concept of social movement unionism,
which stresses tlie unions’ role in
promoting wider social interests.

One of the-questions posed to the
respondents during the study was
whether union members received
solidarity from the social and political
forces during their recent strikes. Judging
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by the respondents’ answers, it Is clear that
the union members did receive solfdarity,
Workers indicated that solidarity came
from:

Q other unlons (31%);

Q the community (21%): “

Q politicat partics (15%);

Q other sources (6%).

‘These findings show that unions are
challenged to mobllise other sectors of the
society in order to Increase thelr
bargalning power and accelermte the
process of sociocconomic fc i{

Fifty percent of respondents used a secret hallot to vote.

democracy in unlons. It is therefore
worrying that about 79 respondents (12%)
sald that they elther did not know when
they last participated in the elections or
had never participated In such elections.
Furthermore, the fact that 12% of the
respondents last participated In the
clection of shopstewards more than two
years ago, may cause problems for
accountability within the unions in the
long run. COSATU's current proposal for
the d: of sh
)| might th

it
help avold some

Union democracy '

In order to test {ssucs of unjon democracy
In the workplace, researchers asked
respondents questions in relation to their
P ly {n clecting sl

An averwhelming majority of workers
(83%) indicated that they participated in
the clection of a shopstewand Trventy-
seven percent of respondcents pacticipated
{n the clections within one month to two
)mn before the survey.

Ically elected sh

are the hackbone of worker cunlml and

of these problems,
In terms of the method uscd in the
election of shopstewards: .
Q 50% of the respondents sald thaea
secret ballot was used;
Q 42% Tdicated that a showv of hands was
uscd; [
Q 6,7% of the respondents did not know
or could not remember the procedure.
The use of a secret ballot during the
process should be cncouraged in order to
censure that the elections are fair and free.
Such a process might ensure that ordinary
members of the union elect quality

n
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leadership that will take the

were asked to describe the

to new heights.

Respoandents also had particular
expectations regarding the role of elected
leaders. Most of them expected
shopstewards to behave in a manner that
is accountable, transparent fand
democratic.Three quarters (76%) of the

-respondents felt strongly about the issue
of repart-backs.These respondents
expected shopstewards to provide a
regular report-back to workers, One
quarter of the respondents (23%) felt that
elected Ieadership should give report-
backs to workers only on important issues.
Only 0.3% indicated that it was not
important for elected leadership to
provide report-backs.

Another question, linked to the issue or
democeacy in the workplace, tried to find
out about the existence of a forum in the
‘workplace. Just over half (53%) the
respondents indicated that there was/
were no forum/s in their respective
‘workplaces. Forq'onc percent of

d the exi: of
Iom.ms In their workplaces. When these

!'Why did you join your current *

trade union?
Protection Wages
of rights
83%

mtun: of such forum/s, the majority of
y.hem (48%) cited management and
shopstewards’ forums.Twelve percent sald
that management, supervisors’ and
workers' forums existed. Only 4% of
respondents referred to the presence of

forums in their

Thc fact that the majority of
respondents referred to the existence of
management and shopstewards’ forums
sighals the strong presence of organised
labour at the workplace.

" Workers were also asked if these
existing forums in the workplace were
promoting the ideals of worker control.
‘The majority of respondents (65%) who
mentioned the existence of forums at the
workplace believed that the forums did
not hinder unions' programmes of

.advancing worker control.This is a signal

for unions to ook into devéloping

strategigs to utilise workplace slructuxrs
and forums.

‘Conclusion

The research has shown that workers have
particular reasons why they belonged to
unions. Most of them regarded the defence
and protection of worker rights and
interests as A primary reason being a
member of 2 union. Many workers also felt

very strongly about the
Found advancement of union
+ union in the democracy.The challenge facing
W’;f/"’“ . the tmde union movement is to
° defend and consolidate the
Jolned gains obtained through worker
alg;: s struggles over the years whilst

venturing into new arenas of
worker interests. Secondly, it must enter
into all and i
with other social forces. This will ensure
that workers' volces are heard. %

Thobile Yanta (s a researcher at Naledi.
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