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The media has speculated that Cosatuhas changed its approach to workingwith social movements and evenclaimed it was plotting with them to launcha new United Democratic Front (UDF) whichwould challenge the ANC. Cosatu denies it,but the media continues to feast on theintriguing possibility of a strong oppositionparty to the ANC. Cosatu’s official position on socialmovements is stated in a resolution adoptedat its national congress in 2003. It stated:“The emergence of social movements ‘hostileto the alliance’… necessitates thestrengthening and consolidating of thepolitical centre, with a view to leading themasses on the issues that have given rise tothese single issue based movements. Cosatu’stask is to ‘lead and mobilise mass campaignsto avoid opportunism and undermining ofAlliance organisations.”In other words, Cosatu at that time

recognised there were real issues behind themovements but wanted to make sure theydid not rock the alliance boat by bringingthem under control - ‘the agenda of theseorganisations (should) not aim to liquidate orundermine the alliance partners’ is how itwas put.This therefore is the road Cosatu hastravelled when dealing with socialmovements but what of the recent rhetoricalkissing of the movements? In trying to see ifthe road has taken a sharp turn, it isimportant not to believe everything the presshas written and to remember the kissingstarted at the World Summit for SustainableDevelopment (WSSD) where Cosatu and thealliance could hardly ignore socialmovements. The current rhetoric is notcaused by the movements’ strength but onthe contrary, its temporary weakness meansCosatu can now afford to give them someencouragement.

The recent launch of the

coalition against poverty

and joblessness by

Cosatu’s Western Cape

region and various civil

society organisations has

caused much debate as to

whether this move

constitutes a ‘new UDF’

and hence represents a

shift in Cosatu’s approach

to dealing with social

movements. Oupa

Lehulere argues that if the

Left sees Cosatu – or its

members – as the most

important force for

militant and socialist

politics in the country,

they are in for a

disappointment.

Social movements
Cosatu and the ‘new UDF’ 
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HOW DO SOCIAL MOVEMENTS VIEWCOSATU?There are currently two attitudes to Cosatu inthe social movements:• Indifference from the mass of activemilitants responsible for the day-to-dayorganising in the townships. Many had nohistory of contact with Cosatu in itsmilitant years or with the CongressMovement as a movement of struggle. • The attitude of the ‘old Left’ who havebeen active socialists from (at least) thelate 1980s and the early to mid-1990s.They share a common experience ofsocialist politics, which, I willargue, is important inunderstanding the way theyapproach Cosatu today. The‘Lefts’ involved are mainlygrouped around the Keep Leftcurrent in Johannesburg, theSocialist Group (also mainly inJohannesburg) and Brian Ashleyand Co (mainly from CapeTown). Activist Ashwin Desaialso has a lot in common withthese groups – although thereis no agreement on allquestions.
ATTITUDE OF THE MASS OFMILITANTS TO COSATUThose who have battled in thestreets heard silence from Cosatu.In some cases, as part of thealliance with SANCO and the ANC, thefederation was seen as supporting theevictions and cuts in social services, whichcaused the problem.As a result the attitude is that Cosatumust break the alliance with the ANC if it isto achieve any credibility among this group.For the militants, as long as the alliancepersists, Cosatu is part of the other side.Cosatu’s relationship with the newmovements was tested during the WSSD. Forthe new movements, the WSSD was anopportunity to unite and mobilise against theneo-liberal policies of the ANC. The ANC wasmeanwhile anxious to present itself to theworld – especially its former supporters inthe international anti-apartheid movement –as a party of liberation representing thecontinuity of the progressive project ofliberation from globalisation.

Within the Civil Society Indaba, Cosatuwas seen as the leader of the pro-ANC bloc.It was this that formed the militants’ attitudeto Cosatu. This schism was completed whenCosatu joined the march largely inspired, ifnot organised, by the ANC. For the mass ofmilitants, therefore, Cosatu is associated withthe ANC – the party that evicts them fromtheir houses, that cuts their water, privatisestheir schooling. While one can argue thisunderstanding is unsophisticated and narrow,it is real. For example, Cosatu has notdisplayed a fraction of the energy it hasdisplayed in defending former deputy

president Jacob Zuma for the strugglingmasses in dusty townships. They got no songsand praise, no SMS campaigns, no trustfunds to bail out those accused of publicviolence, no funeral funds for those killed incombat, no T-shirts in honour of the waterthat no longer runs, or of energy cuts in theheart of winter. So Cosatu must respond tothis challenge and see whether tacticalalliances are still possible.
ATTITUDES OF THE ‘OLD LEFTS’ TOCOSATUCurrently there is no single statement onhow they view Cosatu, and if they see aplace for it in the struggle for socialismtoday. Analysing the views of this group isnot easy because they do not write downpositions or hold systematic arguments.

One could understand this from the massof militants who still have to learn the art offraming arguments in overall political andphilosophical frameworks. But that some ofthe ‘old Lefts’ still fail to providedocumentation of their positions shows howfar the masses still have to go to win thestruggle.Two texts give some idea of the attitudeof the ‘old Lefts’. One is by Ashley and Co(‘Document of our political initiative’). Itdeals with the need for the regrouping ofsocialists and a ‘united front against neo-liberalism’ and develops an approach toCosatu. The second is byAshwin Desai - a paper hedelivered at Cosatu’s 10Years of DemocracyConference in March thisyear entitled ShadowBoxing? Cosatu, socialmovements and the ANCgovernment.What is striking aboutthe Ashley and Co paper isthat the entire strategyfocus is on Cosatu, who weare told, whilst being thebiggest and the mostmilitant section of the tradeunion movement, has grownweak over the last fewyears. The weakness isascribed to ‘lack of politicalindependence andautonomy’ from the ANC. There follows adiscussion of how Cosatu’s independence isto be regained through struggles within thefederation. Intervention in Cosatu, accordingto this argument, must be directed at gettingit to take up daily struggles, and this willensure that the ‘logic of the continuation ofthe Alliance will be posed.’On relationships with the newmovements, the paper says: ‘The struggle torebuild Cosatu and to regain its politicalindependence and militant tradition will notbe the result of rank and file struggle alone.A number of shocks from without will haveto pave the way. The emergence of militantand radical social movements with a massbase that take up the struggles against thefailure of the new government to transformthe lives of the majority and resist the impactof its conservative macroeconomic policies
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will have a major impact in “keeping Cosatuhonest”.’The paper lists the new movements andsays: ‘As these formations develop a cadre ofactivists that see the necessity of engagingwith the union movement to provide thenecessary social weight to challenge capitaland the state more fundamentally objectivelyand increasingly organically the formation ofa united front against neo-liberalism will beposed.’The chain of actions as outlined by the‘old Lefts’ looks like this:• The key task of the moment is to build amilitant and radical mass movement.• Though weak, Cosatu is the key to thisproject.• The ‘struggle for the soul of Cosatu’cannot only be waged from within thefederation.• The role of the social movements in thisproject is to keep Cosatu honest, in otherwords, to shift Cosatu towards a militantand radical politics.• The movements must develop a cadre ofactivists that see the need to engage withthe unions (meaning Cosatu, of course).• When this has happened, a united frontwith Cosatu will be formed, like forinstance the new-UDF, and the ‘radicaland militant mass movement’ will berealised.This ranks Cosatu as the most important andthe movements as secondary. How havethings turned out in fact?During the run-up to the WSSD and theAugust 31 march, when the split betweenCosatu and the new social movementsbecame imminent, Ashley positioned himselfas a middleman and as an honest broker.Rather than come over to the side of the newsocial movements, Ashley chose not to attendany march at all: it was either Cosatu ornothing. His next move has come with theinitiative around the new UDF. The moststriking thing about the new UDF initiative,in which the Alternative Information andDevelopment Centre (AIDC) (where Ashleyand some of his comrades work) wasprominent, is that none of the socialmovements were engaged by Ashley and Coin the search for a united front with Cosatu.The reason is obvious: it was politicallyimpossible to do this because Cosatu’spolitical position does not allow it. And soduring the WSSD it was Cosatu or nothing,

and in the ‘new-UDF’ initiative it is Cosatuand nothing.The important lesson is that although theold Left argues that the militancy of thesocial movements will ‘keep Cosatu honest’,and by linking with Cosatu lead to thebreaking of the alliance, they know that thisselfsame militancy also pushes Cosatu away.They have chosen Cosatu, and so made cleartheir primary strategy. For them themovements are a sideshow whose‘importance and potential’ lies in ‘keepingCosatu honest’.However, Ashley and Co should know thatfrom its launch up to its demise the UDF hadalmost no representation from the majormilitant unions. In fact, even those unionslike Food and Canning, which had historicalroots in the Congress tradition, did not jointhe UDF.Another important document on how tounderstand the role of Cosatu today comesfrom Desai, as mentioned previously. The rolehe sees for Cosatu is:• Cosatu would bring – to the newmovements - a more ‘structural andmacroeconomic understanding of theiroppression’.• The community movements would benefitfrom Cosatu’s national linkages, resourcesand legitimacy, and of course themovements should reach out to ‘theirclass allies’.• There is also the fact that, for Cosatu,links with the movements such as the APFwould present great strategic options forCosatu. In other words, it is in Cosatu’sself-interest to link up with themovement.Desai goes on: ‘I can already hear somepeople arguing that this is an ultra-left plotto destroy the alliance with the ruling party.Not so. I don’t believe Cosatu should leavethe alliance with the ANC. You’re far tooweak to go it alone at this stage. Franklywhat is called for is not a symbolic act likebreaking the alliance, but a practical act insupport of the ideas that historicallyunderpinned that alliance. There is nothingincompatible with an alliance with the ANCin challenging local or national governmentto remain, in its social spending, true to theFreedom Charter or RDP.’Of course, Desai does not believe that allthe radical things he suggests – especially hisstrategy of breaking the law – will happen

without shaking the alliance, or to borrowwords from Ashley and Co, without ‘posingthe question of the alliance’.According to Desai, there are about fivereasons why this strategic orientation toCosatu is necessary. Principal among them isthat workers are ‘only too ready for classstruggle, as long as it was not just anotherdamp-squib strike and memorandumhandover.’
A CRITIQUE OF THE POLITICAL BASISOF THE TURN TO COSATUThere are therefore two sides to thearguments for turning to Cosatu - themembers are ready to fight, and theweakness of the new social movements. The traditions of militancy for whichCosatu is now world-renowned emerged inthe 1970s but Cosatu has changed in adramatic and fundamental way.Sakhela Buhlungu and Eddie Webster, in asurvey of Cosatu membership, foundprofound changes. The average Cosatumember is growing older, and is in middleage. Secondly, the Cosatu member of themilitant 1980s was a blue-collar worker.According to Buhlungu and Webster in 199460% of Cosatu members were unskilled andsemi-skilled. Today the majority (60%) ismade up of skilled, supervisory and clericalworkers. These members are permanent andnow have higher educational qualifications.The present day Cosatu member, who iswhite collar, is also upwardly mobile.More importantly, however, many of thepresent crop of workers joined the unionsafter Cosatu’s formation, and thus the extentto which they are steeped in Cosatu’smilitant tradition is itself questionable.Desai and Ashley and Co have thereforecreated an idealised view of the Cosatumember, and they cling to this image inmuch the same way that they cling to the‘traditions of the Freedom Charter’. How is the member held down by middleage and a mortgage, career prospects ingovernment and business, supposed to breakthe law as Desai suggests? Desai, and themany ‘old Lefts’ who are seduced by the past,dare not ask these uncomfortable questions.The question that needs to be asked is:Why do communities in South Africa, whoseek to change the existing order, take upstruggles while today’s unions get exhaustedeven before they take up any struggles? 
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Contrary to what the old Left might wantto believe, we have to accept that thedifference between the union member andthe community member lies in the fact thatthe community member, especially the newbreed of activist that is being thrown up bythe struggles in the township, is relativelyfree of the ideological baggage that holdsthe union member down. She or he is alsofree of the baggage that comes with upwardmobility, or at least the possibility of upwardmobility.So what kind of ‘structural andmacroeconomic understanding’ will Cosatubring to the movements?After all we know that the presentindustrial policy (even if Cosatu for somereason continues to insist that there is noindustrial strategy) of liberalisation wasdeveloped by Cosatu economists – theEconomic Trends Group which became theIndustrial Strategy Project (ISP) and whichnow lives in the Department of Trade andIndustry.Is this the kind of understanding thatCosatu will bring to the social movements?While one acknowledges that themovements are weak and have a lot to learn,this is certainly not the kind of ‘lessons’ theyneed to learn. The university of the streets, ofthe real, not imaginary class struggles in thetownships and dorpies, schools, rural villages,and (yes!) even factories and mines, is amuch better school of strategic studies.
WILL THE MOVEMENTS BENEFITFROM COSATU’S NATIONAL SPREAD?The first issue that needs to be taken up isthe claim that the movements are ‘parochial’.The movements are weak, but are theyparochial? In the very short lifespan of thenew social movement we have seen theemergence of movements based inJohannesburg, Cape Town and Durban. Allhave identified Gear and globalisation in oneway or another as being at the heart of theproblems they face.Let us take Cosatu’s general secretaryZwelinzima Vavi at the 10 Years ofDemocracy Conference: ‘[Cosatu] should bethe voice of the working class… to ensurebetter conditions in the workplace while itequally campaigns and lobbies for pro-poorpolicies.’ This is a far cry from the Cosatu

that argued that its role was to ‘promote theworking class as a dominant political andeconomic power’. This is what beingparochial means – a shift from class powerto being a lobby group!Cosatu certainly has a head office, andmore money than the movements. Butnational linkages imply unparalleledauthority in the mass movement and that islong gone. What Cosatu will bring to themovements is not any national linkage andresources for struggle, but the dead weightof bureaucracy.Because of the way they treat this issue,both Ashley and Co and Desai paintthemselves into a corner. According to Ashleyand Co, the emergence of social movementswith a mass base and a militant politics willbe important in shifting Cosatu to the left.But surely this an admission that justbecause Cosatu is at the point of productionit does not follow that it is the starting pointof the revival.After a long period of decline in strikeactivity, there appears to be a revival ofindustrial action on the part of somesections of the working class. For those whobelieve in a primary orientation to Cosatu,and for those who argue (as I do) that thenew social movements are the organisationsthat will lead the revival in this particularhistorical period, we both need to payattention to any suggestions of a revival inthe unions, and how this can link up withthe struggles currently underway.What is clear from the strikes that havetaken place in the recent period is that theywere a response to the deterioration that hastaken place in living standards over the lastfew years. Also the leadership of the unionswas rather anxious to ensure that thesestrikes were not seen as political.We need to be sober in our assessment ofthe ‘class struggle’ potential of the strikes.What is clear from the recent strikes is thatit would take a free imagination (free fromreality) to interpret them as the beginning ofa revival. What we have seen are proceduralstrikes, and they have not shown acombative mood within the unionisedworking class. Should the social movements be afraid of‘missing the boat’ if they do not bow toCosatu?

Over the last five to ten years – and somewould say before that – Cosatu has steadilydrifted to the right. This can be seen in itseconomic policy, in its preparedness toprovide voting fodder to the ANC evenwithout any electoral conditions, and theway it has continued to provide this votingfodder even when after every election theANC has gone on its many union-bashingexercises.Today Cosatu is more active in parliament– with hundreds of submissions – than it iswithin the working class as leader andpolitical organiser. We now have a federationthat is more concerned about a mostdisgraceful issue of supporting formerDeputy President Zuma. We have afederation that – notwithstanding Desai’sobservation that it has large resources tobring to the social movement – still does nothave a national newspaper. The catalogue of failures, of rightwarddrifting policies, of the conscious refusal tostruggle, of capitulation in the face of ANCpressure, and more recently of embarrassingand outright shameful escapades is endless.According to Claire Ceruti (an activist inthe social movements and one of the oldLefts) we should be optimistic about ‘thepower of our politics and the potential ofthese hairline cracks (referring to theformation of the “new UDF”) forming in theANC monolith.’ In other words, Ceruti andcompany would like us to believe thatalthough for the last five to ten years wehave not managed to shift this drift to theright, if we are ‘not pessimistic’ then we willbe fine, and we will all live happily ever after.The assumptions the ‘old Lefts’ makeabout Cosatu have no basis in reality and inmany cases there is no analysis, just a wholeset of wishes, hopes and unfoundedoptimism.What accounts for this blind chasingafter Cosatu? What accounts for this lack offaith in the movements (and I am using thisword here to encompass all the communitieswho are taking up struggles against neo-liberalism) that are slowly but surely takingup their rightful place in national politicallife?There are a number of reasons thataccount for this apparently irrationalbehaviour.
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The first is that the old Lefts are afraid of‘missing the boat’ as they did in the 1980s.The second is that this rising chorusamong the lefts to embrace Cosatu reflects alull, a temporary retreat, in the developmentof the social movements since 2002.Thirdly, the hope that Cosatu will be thesaviour reflects, within the old Lefts, a‘strategic exhaustion’, to borrow a phrasefrom Desai.When the 1980s began, the hegemony ofthe Congress movements was not yetestablished, and indeed the ‘workerists’ werethe dominant force in Fosatu (the unionfederation that came before Cosatu). But by1987 the hegemony of Congress politics inCosatu, and in the mass movement as awhole was secured and consolidated. Theleftists watched, sometimes in horror,sometimes with demoralised eyes, as the‘populists’ won the day and Cosatu left thembehind.The Lefts have not yet recovered from thepolitical and psychological scars of thedefeats of the 1980s, and these scarscontinue to be a powerful factor in thethinking of many old Lefts. Many of the oldLefts today are terrified of a repeatexperience, where a new wave of struggleserupts, and they are again left behind and anew mass movement or party is formed inwhich they have no influence. This leads me to a second important pointthat needs to be understood about the 1980s.It is this: The UDF became the political forcethat it became, and Congress managed towin and consolidate its hegemony, because itresponded to, and linked up with, thespontaneous struggles in South Africantownships. I cannot over-emphasise thestrategic and political importance of thispoint for the future of the struggle forsocialism today. Are the social movements in retreat?Ceruti observed: ‘Sure, we pulled 20 000 tothe WSSD, but that is not our real size andwe’ve never repeated the feat.’ It is not clearwhat Ceruti means by our real size, and onemight even contest her when she says thefeat was never repeated. All these however,are secondary questions. What is beyondcontest is that since the WSSD the newmovements have been on the retreat. As it became clear that the movements

were struggling – the 2004 elections werethe critical turning point – exhaustion anddemoralisation began to set in. There weretwo different responses to this new situation.Some militants have risen to the challengeand are shaping their temperament in thenew difficult conditions. They are nowundertaking the slow and painful task ofpreserving and building organisations, ofeducating themselves in the politicaltraditions of socialism and maintaining ahealthy suspicion and even hostility to thenew neo-liberal order and those who mediateits acceptance among the masses – includingthe leading group in Cosatu.

On the other hand there are the ‘old Lefts’.How do they respond to the new difficultperiod? Well, they go fishing. They go lookingfor a quick fix to resolve the difficultproblems of the current historical period. Forthe difficult task of forging new programmesand demands, they fish for the FreedomCharter. For the difficult task of building neworganisations under new conditions they gofishing for Cosatu, and hope that it will haveready-made solutions to their difficulties.Against the task of constructing newmeans of communicating to the masses andto the militants, they run after the Mail andGuardian, and lament when the newmovements are no longer a fashionable itemof commerce. They mistake the regime of theANC in power with the regime of theNational Party of the 1980s. They fail to seethat having swallowed the NP, the ANC willbe a much harder nut to crack – and that itwill not be enough to find a new UDF as acounter-power to the ANC.The fixation with Cosatu, and with the

new UDF, is a product of the politicaldemoralisation of the ‘old Lefts’.In his address to Cosatu’s 10 Years ofDemocracy Conference, Desai argued thatCosatu members know what needs to bedone, but they do not know how it is to bedone. He referred to this dilemma as ‘strategicexhaustion’. But it is the solutions Desai puts forwardin order to resolve this “strategic exhaustion”of the Cosatu member that is revealing; itgives us another idea of why the ‘old Lefts’are gravitating towards Cosatu.According to Desai, ‘instead of attemptingexclusively to extract value directly fromemployers on, at best an industry by industrybasis and at worst, site by site, in the form ofannual, uncoordinated wage strikes, it wouldmake sense to link the struggle for wageincreases with a coordinated huge annualincome strike.’ Unlike the normal wage strike,this strike would be directed against thegovernment, and according to him ‘protestaction to obtain a rise from government is, ifdone properly, far easier. One of the reasons isthat the boss does not rely on the workersvoting for him. … Not only are the peopleemployed at a particular factory activated, butgrandparents, schoolchildren, the unemployedand workers wherever they work, are throwninto action.’The most striking thing about the ‘solution’Desai advances is how similar it is to thepolitics of the Left in the 1980s, and how it isa repeat of the politics that led the Left to‘miss the boat’ when the uprising in the 1980sgrew and intensified.The old Lefts are looking for organisationsthat could fulfil the kind of role they dreamedof in the 1980s. It is for this reason that wesee, among some Lefts a fixation with the‘party’ completely out of proportion or synchwith the present historical period. Theproblem, of course, is that the party seems asremote today as it was in the 1980s, and so,(again a form of dispair) Cosatu nowsubstitutes.You see, if it is ‘captured,’ Cosatu providesthe ‘resources’, the ‘national links’, the‘macroeconomic understanding’ that makes itpossible to run the revolution.
This is an edited version of a paper written byLehulere who is the director of Khanya College.
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