
Iarrived in Durban in late February 1973,just as the mass strikes were ending, totake up a lectureship in the departmentof sociology at the University of Natal. I wasmet at the airport by the head of thedepartment, a middle-aged man in a safarisuit. It was one of those very hot muggyDurban summer afternoons. A safari suit wasthe regulation dress for a white male inthose days and I rapidly fell into line. Earlier that week Richard Turner, apolitical science lecturer at the university,had been banned under the Suppression of

Communism Act. The atmosphere was tense.Steve Biko, a close friend of Turner, had alsobeen banned. I dropped my bags at a sleazyhotel in downtown Durban and went straightto Turner’s house. I had never met Rickbefore but we soon connected. We wereroughly the same age and the thinking ofthe New Left had shaped us both – he hadstudied at the Sorbonne and I at Oxford. The main themes of Rick’s ideas hadbeen set out in that remarkable bookpublished in 1972, The Eye of the Needle. Init he stressed the capacity of people tochange the world in which they lived, whileat the same time providing them with avision of a future South Africa based onparticipatory democracy. Most importantly,Turner placed heavy emphasis on thesignificance of black workers in theeconomy. He believed that it was throughcollective organisation, especially tradeunions, that black people could exercisesome control over their lives and influencethe direction of change in South Africa.Turner outlined to me that afternoon anextraordinarily ambitious plan of what hadto be done. He said we need to set up acorrespondence college to educate blackworkers on the nature of trade unionism aswell as the economy and society. This waslaunched later that year as the Institute ofIndustrial Education (IIE). We needed, hesaid, to write a book on the recent strikes.This had already begun and was being editedby Johann Maree and published in 1974 asthe Durban Strikes 1973. We also needed, hesaid, a research department to analyseeconomic trends and a peoples’ history ofthe South African working class. We laterappointed Charles Simkins as the firstresearcher in the IIE and Luli Callinicosbegan producing a history page for theworkers newspaper Abasebenzi. This was todevelop into the award-winning trilogy, Gold

and Workers, Working Life and A Place in theCity.We also needed, Rick said, a journal todescribe, explain and legitimate unions forblack workers. That of course became theSouth African Labour Bulletin launched in1974. The editorial board for the first editionconsisted of Harriet Bolton, John Copelyn,Alec Erwin, Foszia Fisher, Gwen Mokoape,Bekisisi Nxasana and myself. Linda Ensorbecame the first editor (nominally it wasJohn Copelyn but he had his eye on biggerthings!) As it turned out the Bulletin was theproject that caught my imagination and Iserved on the board for 27 years until Iresigned in 2002 to make way for a newgeneration.Turner was not alone in this political andeducational project. In fact he was takingthe lead from a remarkable generation ofstudents such as David Hemson, HaltonCheadle, Charles Nupen, Karel Tip, JohannMaree, Alec Erwin and many others who hadalready begun entering industrial plants togather information from workers on wagesand working conditions in the factories inand around Durban. Through the formationof Wage Commissions on the campuses ofwhite liberal universities they were able tobring the plight of black workers into thepublic domain and through Benefit Societieslay the foundations for union organisation. But of course the black working class ofDurban was not some collective tabula rasawaiting empty-headed for the whiteintellectuals to tell them what to think.There were sympathetic trade unionists suchas Harriet Bolton working in establishedunions, young activists such as Rob Lambertworking with the Catholic workersmovement, committed Indian activists suchas Omar Badsha and veterans of an earlierphase of militant black trade unionism suchas Bekisisa Nxasana. There was, in other
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words, a powerful political tradition amongthe working class in Durban with asophisticated political culture, a long historyof trade unions, as well as an undergroundorganisation that was deeply hidden fromthe myopic world of the white intellectual. To understand and contribute to thedevelopment of the labour movement, a newgeneration of white intellectuals had to stepoutside the classroom. We began tointerview workers and learn about their past.The legendary AWG Champion, a leadingfigure in the first black trade union in the20s was still alive and living in Durban atthe time. Indeed SA Labour Bulletin 1(6) inSeptember/October 1974 was devotedalmost entirely to drawing lessons on therise and decline of the ICU, including aninterview with Champion himself.But it was also a precarious anddangerous project. For the security police ofthe time, we were simply an arm of thealliance and they harassed everyone,especially Rick and his wife Foszia Fisher, aMuslim woman. Foszia did a remarkable jobof holding the project together and acting asthe link to Rick. We often used to meet intheir home to discuss articles for the nextedition. Suddenly there would be a shout,police! Rick, in terms of his very restrictivebanning order, could not be with more thanone person at a time. We would all scatterleaving one person behind with Rick. Fosziawould have to disappear into the kitchen asshe was ostensibly the domestic servant, asit was illegal at that time for them to bemarried or, indeed, for her to be living in a‘white’ suburb other than as a domesticservant.The project was badly hit in 1974 whenHalton Cheadle and Dave Hemson, keyorganisers and strategists in the emergingunions, were banned. I remember aprominent United States political scientistwho subsequently became Bill Clinton’s

electoral adviser, Stan Greenberg, telling meconfidently in August 1974 that the Bulletinwould not survive the year! The project didnearly come to an end in late 1975/1976when Bekisisa Nxasana was detained underthe Terrorism Act and viciously tortured. Iwas lucky. I was put on trial and was able todefend myself, and with the assistance of adistinguished legal team that includedArthur Chaskalson, George Bizos and DenisKuny, was acquitted. In 1976 John Copelyn,Mike Murphy, Pat Horn and many other keyfigures, including organisers in other majorcentres of South Africa, were banned.By this stage it had become much morethan an intellectual project on building thecapacity of workers. Black workers were onthe march and becoming a force in theirown right. Difficult political questions wereemerging on the relationship of trade unionsto the national movement. I rememberseeing ex-Robben Islanders such as JacobZuma around the union’s offices in CentralCourt (where the Fosatu offices were). Thestakes were escalating as debates took placeon how labour should relate to Inkatha. Thiswas especially difficult as Chief MangosuthuButhelezi was the chancellor of the board ofthe IIE, a wise tactical decision in the early70s, but increasingly controversial aspolitical loyalties began to polarise.This early phase of the Bulletin was tocome to a sad end when on 8 February 1978the Durban security police assassinated Rick.He died in the arms of his ten-year-olddaughter, Jan. The Bulletin had already moved out ofCentral Court and was now based inBraamfontein in Johannesburg. It was nolonger directly linked to the labourmovement although it retained its supportivebut critical role. What had begun as oneproject to build a workers’ movement inSouth Africa was now two separate butlinked thrusts, the one organisational, the

other educational and increasingly academic. Thirty years is a long time in the life ofany journal. To survive the repression of the70s to become an independent progressivejournal is something to be celebrated andnurtured. The necessary condition for thesuccess of such a project is a group ofcommitted people who have a vision thattranscends their immediate self-interest. InThe Eye of the Needle, Turner described thisas the necessity of utopian thinking. Todayglobal activists would say ‘another world ispossible!’The Bulletin emerged as part of a broadopposition movement to apartheid. Thechallenge today goes beyond the struggles oforganised workers and industrial unions. Weneed to engage with a democratic statewhile facilitating  the struggles of theworking poor – the casual workers, the streettraders, those who work in the informaleconomy, the unemployed. These – the losersin the new South Africa – need to find avoice and decent jobs. But the challengegoes beyond South Africa’s borders toinclude Southern Africa and, indeed, thewhole of the Global South. This is clearly a different world to theone Turner responded so ambitiously to threedecades ago but the goal remains the same– the right of working people to a voice,income security and other forms of welfaresuch as education and health, a right toone’s social heritage and the right to live ina safe environment. Yes it is utopian but Ibelieve it is possible and will, one day, berealised.This is the legacy of the South AfricanLabour Bulletin and this is the challengefacing us as we grapple with the challengeof understanding and contributing to fairglobalisation in Southern Africa. 
Webster is sociology professor at WitsUniversity.
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Thirty years is a long time in the life of any journal. To survive the repression of the 70s to become an independ-
ent progressive journal is something to be celebrated and nurtured. The necessary condition for the success of
such a project is a group of committed people who have a vision that transcends their immediate self-interest.
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