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workers’ rights:

A history of the Chemical Workers Industrial Union

Writlen and produced by.Umanyano Media Services and the Sociclogy of Work Programme

(SWOP) for the CWIU.
Reviewed by JENNY GRICE*

Imost 21 years ago,
chemical workers from
factornies around

Durban launched the Chemical
Workers’ Industrial Union
(CWIU). This book was wnit-
ten last year to mark the
urzon's 20th Anniversary and
to record “the important con-
tribution of CWIU to the
worker's struggle and the fight
for democracy.™

i When unions like CWIU
were farmed., it was an offence
for an African worker to
belong to a trade union. Even
once unions were legalised,
union members, officials and
leaders were sull harassed,
detained and semetimes even
hlled for belonging ta trade
unions. Today teade unions are
Icga.l and even respected insti-
tutions in South Afncan soci-
ety and many key union lead-
ers who were detained and
harassed are now in key posi-
tions in government. Just how
and why has the situation
changed so much? These are
the key questions that the book
tries to answer.

The book at first takes a
chronological approach 1o his-
tory. It begins with a very brief
description of the cconomy
before the 1970s and the

unions that organised in thase
times. It then descnibes the
cond:tions leading 1o the birth
of CWIU 1n 1974 and how it
struggled to grow dusing the
late 1970s. The union was -
party ta the formation of
FOSATU in 1979 and together
with other FOSATU unions
took a decision 1o register as a
non-racial trade union. By the
end of the decade, it still had
only 460 paid-up members, but
by 1986 paid-up membership
had reached more than 20 000.
The wnion had becomea | .
national union and a number
of other unions had merged
with CWIU to swell its ranks.

Key struggles

The thread of the book then

changes 1o reflect on a number

of issues:

Q battles over union recogni-

.. lion

Q the struggle for one union
il the chemical industry

O CWIU’s contribution to the
formation of one trade

T union federation

Q the repression of the 1980s
and its ¢ffect on the trade
union mavement

O the effects of the siayaway
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on SASOL members.

Focusing on the union
itself, the book describes how
the union has restructured in
the light of changing circum-
stances; organised and taken
up women's issues and waged
campaigns within its own
ranks and in COSATU. The
+final section takes us to the
present and covers the new
1ssues facing the union,

This very brief precis of the
outhne of the book does nat da
justice to its contents, Overall
it provides a very good picture
of the major events which
shaped unions' growth over
the last 20 years. It does not
claim to provide all the infor-
mation and indeed refers ta
other booklets that will give
more information.

" Given this; there are some
sections which could have
benefitted from more informa-
tion,

The mtmducnon 10 what
life was like before CWIU
deals rather toa briefly with-

I the “death™ of SACTU
Perhaps an interview or two
with the likes of Billy Nair or
Harry Gwala would have
given a better taste of how dif-
ficult it was to organise in the
1950s,
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Likewise, 1n the second
chapter, a few interviews with
1973 strihers and photos of
those strikes would have given
a better picture of the frenzy of
the ime, the spontaneity of the
strikes and the gencral lack of
organisation behind them

Linking with the
community

! also found the section on
the stayaway of Octaber
1984 a bit lackhing in detatl,
‘This was the first national
stayaway since the SACTU
stayaways of the 1950s It

reflected the growing debate §¥

within FOSATU on how to

nity orgamsations, especially
the United Democratic Front
(UDF) Some umon members
were in favour of support,
saying that when they went
home from work they were
part of the commumues that
were suffering from appalling
living conditions, poor trans-
port, unrepresentative council
structures and vscless educa-
uon, Communities were on
fire, schools were being burnt
and the cry was to make the
country “ungovernable™,

Others feared 1hat support-
Mg communly orgamsations
through stayaways and other
actions meant opening up the
unions to increased harassment
by the state. The result would
be another dying federation
like SACTU,

This debate 1s not clearly
brought out in the boak, and
covenng it would have deep-
ened readers’ understanding of
those difficult imes While the
book descnibes the umons'
growth on the shopfloor, it
does not show how this was
linked to unions' growing con-
fidence fo 1ake up pohitical
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action Increased membership
gave umons mcreased political
legiimacy Because union
leaders were democratically
elected and represented a large
part of the population tn 3
country where the black
majority were denied pohitical

. _}iﬁu

a«Fﬁf‘MW“"

rights, unions
became a pohtical mouthpiece
of the oppressed and therefore
a real threat to the illegiimate
governiment.

Spirit of the time

Despite these gaps, Stnegle
Jor workers” 1pehts 1< a very
readable book It 1s well-writ-
ten in accessible English, and
interviews and photographs
help add life to the text The
use of pholos 15 generally good
and brmﬂs out the spint of the
time A small point* not every-
one hnows that Pict Phehu 1s
stll an organiser now and in
the 1950s was a SACTU '
orgamiser The photo of Pheku
would have meant more if st
hod been included wath a small
story about him and tus experi-
ences.
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In ‘ustnal Unlon

Othcr dcwccs lhal nssust rht‘
reader are mtroductions at the
beginning of chapters to help a
reader move through the book-
let, while each chapter 18 bro-
ken up wnto short manageable
chunks. Text in boxes provides
bachground information where
needed Further reading 1s also

g tncluded

The book goes a long way

} to praviding an answer to chul-

a-.. l gle mum/dad?” In these times
# of rapid change, 1t 1s not easy

what lnppened “in those
days”. Thts book not only

M pives insights into what the
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: mé'?-fi‘ ﬁﬁqﬂmg o slrugglc was about but also

tnggers off one's own mem-
| ones of events It succeeds
wn bringing out the charac-
ter of the CWIU as a well-

hts organised, and adments-

tered unton that has run a
number of successful cam-
paigns to consolidate organisa-
tion, has concentrated on edu-
calion to heep warker leaders
infarmed of 1ssucs, has added
its might to COSATU cam-
paigns and has worked hard on
women’s issues These details
give imsight into why CWIU,
despite being one of the small-
er unions in COSATL,
remains “one of the most
respected unions 1n

COSATU”

The book should become
prescribed reading in high
schaals and tertiary mstitu-
nons It should help 1o put a
damper on the notion that
“great men make history™ for
i the case of the trade umons
like CWIU, 1t 15 not “great
men™ but men and women col-
lectively who have changed
the course of our history, 2
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