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20 Years in the Labour Movement: The
Urban Training Project and Change in
South Africa: 1971-1991

or millions of South Africans, young
Fand old, the last three decades of the

20th century will remain once of the
most eventful periods in the history of
resistance in South Africa.

The role play ed by the trade union
movement during this ttme remains
¢tched on the collective memory of all
who Ined during this time, not least
among them the employers and
porvernment officials of the time. But many
of those struggles and expericnces remain
unrecorded in any form, vither because
the makers of that history are unable to
record it or because those that can do not
have the time and the resources to do it
For these reasans, Donovan Lowry's book
on the Urban Training Project (UTP) and
its contribution to the development of
black unions, represents a timely
contribution to the history of the union
movement in South Africa

The UTP was formed in 1971 as a
project atimed at promoting trade
unionism among hlack workcers through
¢ducation and tmining, and it continued
performing this role unul it closed down
in 1991, In those 20 years, the organisation
provided cducation and training to over
51 000 workers and worker leaders, a very
significant contribution indeed given the
conditions under which it opermted. In
addition, the UTP helped establish and/or
provide support to several unions, some of
which later became affiliates of the
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Federation of South African Tmade Unions
{TOSATU) and the Congress of South
African Trade Unions (COSATU). The
Commercial, Catering and Allied Workers'
Union (CCAWTUSA), Sweet, Tood and Alhed
Warkers' Union (SEAWTU) and Paper, Wood
and Allicd Workers' Union (PWAWL) are
some of the unions it helped establish

Historical marginalisation

The formation and work of the UTP was
inspired by individuals from very diverse
social and political backgrounds Lowry
shows that those who established the
organisation came from the Trade Union
Council of South Africa (TUCSA), the
Young, Christian Workers and the Catholic
Church, other religious denominations, the
Black Consciousness Movement, the
African National Congress and the Pan-
Africanist Congress

The UTP also pioneered several
strategic approaches to union organisation
which others adopted later, such as the
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emphisis on blxck leadership of the new
unions, the ¢cconomistic SICUERY 10 ensurc
survivil, the tactical establishment and use
of statutory works committees (instead of
liaison committees) as part of the strategy
to revive black unions and the working
with Wiats University to set up a legal clinie
which eventually led to a new course in
Labour Law for students

Why, then, does such an orgamisaton
and its work receve such neghgible
covenge in accounts of the unmon
movement's history?

Lowry argues thit this s because of a
dehiberte strategy of *historical
margmalisation’ by those who want to
write the UTP out of the story' (p3). 1n lus
account, the man culprits are “white
umversity people’, young white
intellectls 'based i, or emerging from,
the English-language unnversities' who
followed UTP into the field - some
helped by 1t’ (pp2-3)

Lowny s attempts to ince this rivalry
within the unton movement broaches a
subject that many have chosen ta avoid in
thewr versions of union history during this
period

The book I seathing of the ‘cultural
hegemony' of these neo-Marxist
intellecruals who had FTOSATU as therr
organisational hase, and it cites two
examples where their nenworks were used
to try and limit, or even close, the space
for the UTP wa opete.' There is evidence
ol monopolitstic and manipulatve
endeavours at 1east on the part of some of
the F'OSATU people.

The dismissive treatment of UTP in the
story suggests this there was, for example,
the partisan coverage of union affairs
meted out in the Laborr Bublerin that this
group staffed and controlled, and other
writing B somcthing more manipulative
wis attempired,

At the end of 1979 the UTE committee

became aware of attempts 1o stop its
funding from the British Trade Union
Council (TUC).The TUC informed UTP
that FOSATU wanted all fanding for black
unions to be sent to it” (p197).

This theme runs theough the entire
book and it is quite revealing about the
rivalry between the different political and
ideological currents within the union
movement ducing this period. [t is the fiest
time that these issues have been addressed
from the other (non-FTOSATU/COSATU)
side of the political dwvide. This attempt to
contest received versions of the union
movement and to highlight the
contribution of those working under the
auspices of the UTP represents the maost
important and interesting contribution by
the author

Disappointments

However, the book is disappeinting in
several respects, Firstly, the presentation of
cvalny within the union movenent is too
conspiratorial and thus fails to
acknowledge that ‘manipulative’ actions
and conflicts were widespread between
(and within) all the different currents in
the union movement.

Secondly, although the book presents a
good account of the coninbution of UTP
andd ity activists, it fails to deal with
conflicts and contestation within the UTE
camp itsell, Surely, UTP was not just a
happy fmily of activists whose only
problem was to ward off hostile attacks by
others, N

In his autobiogruphy, My Life Strugole,
Petrus Tom suggests that hils parting ways
with UTP was acrimonious, and one also
gets the Impression that hie feels there was
political manipulaton within the UTD-
aligned union that he worked for. The
book would have been immenscly
enhanced by a discussion of political
tensions within the UTT and its unions,
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particularly gsen chat it
contiined so mamy different
cufrents amd wndencies
within rtself,

Thirdly, there is a tendency
i the book 10 want to hiame '
ety by else but the UTP
for ity marginality and
tttimate collapse, [t would
have been useful 1o e 2
dis¢nsson of issnes on
which the TP made errars
of ipdgement or where it
faled 10 position spself
adequately, particularly
dunng the period of
consofidation within the
union mesement in the
mid-1980s 1t is truc thay
many warker leaders who
later became prominent
unianists in COSATU
came through UTP
IEMTINE seminars and
workshops

Why did the UTP fait
to mamntain finks witlht these
leaders when they had moved over 1o
FOSATU and, later, COSATU® Tinatly, the
book makes a convincing point that white
intellectuals played a dominanm role in the
affairs of the TOSATU and COSATU unions
But this cannot be said for the entire
penad of the UTPS existence. A closer
examination of developments in the
unions will show that the power of the
imelectuals began to wane after the
formation of COSATU. I the chuef problem
for the UTP was the presence of these
intellectuals in the unions, then they
* shoufd have noted this change and starced
0 feposition themselves for closer
wothing relations with workers in
COsATU.

Netwithstanding the above, the haak is
2 welcome contribwtion 1o the litertture
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on the fustory of the trade

upion movement 5t s wellswertien and
well-researched and tie poce s
reasofiable 1S a gredt pity, though, 1hat a
book of about 343 pages does not have an
index! &

Sakbela Bublungis (s a lectirer pr thwe
sociolopy deparintent at 1he Unirersity of
the Winwatersramd, a staff assoctate of S8 G
sl et wiemiter of the Bulietn's editoriat
Dovyred

20 Years i the Labour Movement The
Urban Trawng Project and Change m South
Alnez 1871~ 1991 was published ia
Jehannesburg tiy Wadmore in 1999, [s 343
pages and costs R?0
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