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5. My personal education story parallels my personal experience with organized labor. A child of
two public school teachers who attended public schools K through PhD, I now teach at a college
that accepts no public funds and I home-school my own children.

6. Lieberman, The Teacher Unions, ix.
7. Economists disagree as to whether unionization increased teacher income – Lieberman, The

Teacher Unions. Moreover, it is often remarked that unionization turned teaching from a high-
prestige, low-paying profession to a low-prestige, high-paying profession. Frum, How We Got
Here, 140.

8. Horowitz, ‘The Strange Case of S.E.I.U.’.
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Class politics and black freedom movements: thinking about the USA and South Africa

Robert Zieger examines African American workers’ struggles for equality, looking at their

complicated relationship with American unions since Emancipation. The book is doubly

welcome for what it suggests about the vexed relationship between class politics and black

freedom movements generally. Zieger’s generally pro-union analysis is mainly confirmed

by the South African case. That case, however, also highlights some issues that bear more

thorough exploration: the question of union ‘politics’, the role of radical currents like

syndicalism and communism, the problems created by identity politics and affirmative

action, union bureaucracy, and the impact of alliances with mainstream political parties.

Unions and the black worker

Zieger stresses throughout his book the immense importance of unions as vehicles for

promoting the civil rights of oppressed nationalities and races, and the progressive
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potential of – and, critically, in highly divided societies, the very possibility of – meaningful

interracial working class solidarity on the basis of common interests. The record of
American unions is, he stresses, more positive than critics concede. Not only have unions

(a ‘legitimate and essential’ part of ‘democratic’ society) defended workers against tyranny
and iniquity, but they also consistently fought for the expansion of ‘democratic citizenship’

and (since the 1930s) backed ‘every important initiative in civil rights’ (pp. 4–7).
This is the potential many African American workers glimpsed and sought from 1865.

They sought entrance into the unions, formed separate unions when excluded, and

repeatedly disregarded Booker T. Washington and others who counseled them to
break strikes and ‘line up with . . . the large employers of labor’ (pp. 5, 57–58, 81, 85–91,

103, 121).
Before the 1930s, Zieger admits, American unions were often permeated with overt

nativism, racism, and craft consciousness. However, he rejects the image of a homogenously

racist white working class portrayed by a number of contemporary studies. He notes the
heroic efforts of the radical Knights of Labor and the revolutionary syndicalist Industrial

Workers of the World (IWW) to organize African Americans (pp. 26–38, 65–69, 15). The
early American Federation of Labor (AFL) also appears (relatively) positively (pp. 57, 60–

71, 78–86, 135–8, 158–60). Despite discriminatory practices, it had 40,000 African American
members (out of one million total) by 1902. Its largest affiliates, like the United Mine

Workers of America (UMWA), had numerous black members, organizers and officials;
Samuel Gompers made ongoing efforts to open up the AFL; strikingly, in the 1940s, many

blacks remained fiercely loyal to the AFL in the face of rival progressive unions.
A significant African union presence developed rather later in South Africa, and

separate unions proved the norm. The territory industrialized in the aftermath of the 1886

Witwatersrand gold discoveries, and very unevenly. Britain abolished slavery in 1834, and
the former slaves – the ‘Coloreds’, concentrated in the Cape – were marginal to gold and

coal mines. These were worked by a divided working class: a minority of white workers
(initially immigrants), dominating skilled, supervisory and some semi-skilled jobs; a mass

of nominally unskilled African migrants (from across conquered southern Africa).
Immigrant artisans formed the first unions from the 1860s onwards, and before the

1910s, craft unionism prevailed. Employers’ willingness to mechanized skilled work, then

replace skilled whites with cheaper Africans, haunted them. Two main paths were open:
removing the bonds that made blacks cheap, and organizing jointly for common

standards, or struggling to reserve white jobs in a segregated social order.
An important minority among white workers trod the first path. This was represented

by the left: the anarchist-led Social Democratic Federation (SDF) in the Cape in the early

1900s, IWW-style syndicalists in the 1910s and early 1920s, the Communist Party. These
all gained adherents across the color line, and launched efforts like General Workers’

Unions and the local IWW.
Yet before the 1930s, most white workers felt (like many Americans felt) the presence

of ‘men and women . . . regarded as racially inferior’ in their ‘workplaces was a threat . . . to

their living standards and . . . status’ (p. 77). The local Knights of Labor vowed to halt the
‘cheap labor competition of any Inferior Race’.1 While some Cape craft unions admitted

Coloreds, most craft unions excluded all people of color, and demanded segregation and
Asian repatriation, as did the South African Labor Party launched in 1910.

Significantly, early attempts at interracial unionism were mostly outside the dominant

mining sector. There was no equivalent of the UMWA. The Mine Workers Union
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(SAMWU), an industrial union formed 1913, and the craft unions on the mines, could be
anti-capitalist, even insurrectionary. Notwithstanding some internal opposition, however,
exclusion prevailed; race relations on the mines were often violent; race riots swept the
Witwatersrand slums in the 1910s and 1920s. The efforts of the left, in this context, are
absolutely remarkable.

Parallels between America and South Africa are often drawn, but often overstated – at
least for mining. White and black miners in America generally did similar jobs, got similar
wages, and lived in similar family structures and cultures; in South Africa, there was a
great gulf between the free, skilled, urbanized white miners and mine employees, and the
indentured Africans housed in barracks and subject to an internal passport system, whose
families lived in peasant homesteads in African reserves.2

African unionism was a late development, and emerged initially from the efforts of
local syndicalists, who launched the radical Industrial Workers of Africa in 1917. It was
the forerunner of a series of general (as well as syndicalist) unions among Africans,
Coloreds and Indians. The most famous was the Industrial and Commercial Workers’
Union (ICU), the first modern mass African resistance movement, peaking in the late
1920s with well over 100,000 members. Its outlook was shifting and unstable, drawing on
IWW syndicalism and Garveyism, as well as Christianity, communism and other ideas.3

‘What is the Trade Union?’4

What, then, is the relationship between unions, and ‘political’ struggles in the larger social
order? For Zieger, as noted, all unions have ‘a workplace and a civic role’ not reducible to
negotiating wage contracts (p. 6). This is a bold claim, and supported by his data, as well
as by the South African experience: unions have consistently engaged in struggles around
power, inequality, rights, and freedoms throughout society.

Zieger’s insight could be usefully extended and more widely applied. We often assume
unions are essentially coalitions for negotiating ‘economic’, ‘bread-and-butter’ issues, and
play a ‘political’ role when aligned with other actors, like political parties. Although
unions routinely break these bounds, we cling to our narrow understanding. Formulations
like ‘political unionism’ and ‘social movement unionism’ take economism as the norm; the
Marxian argument that under capitalism ‘bread-and-butter’ struggles are ‘political’ is
useful, but still halts at the brink of a richer understanding of unions.

Even the most bureaucratic or apolitical union is profoundly ‘political’. The
segregationist unions in South Africa, and the unions that held ‘hate strikes’ in 1940s
America (pp. 132–5), are as ‘political’ as unions involved in the 1963 March on
Washington. Unions are never ‘grey empty structures’: the working class provides the
union ‘its body and soul of aspirations’, and the (contested) outlook of both ultimately
determines whether a union is racist, reformist, or revolutionary.5

Scholarship on the ICU long grappled with whether it was a union, a political pressure
group, or a mass movement.6 Such a discussion is only meaningful if we assume unions are
basically economistic: the problem, though, is the ICU did not agree. The key reason lies,
I think, in the deep imprint of syndicalism – which holds that unions should be the primary
vehicle for all working class struggles, including ‘political’ ones – on the ICU.7

‘What is the Trade Union?’ French syndicalist Emile Pouget answered that unions were
a ‘focal point’ for immediate popular resistance that could also, through direct action and
popular education, move to ‘comprehensive emancipation’ through the ‘expropriation of
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capital’ and the State.8 Likewise, the ICU’s ‘‘‘insurrectionary’’ approach’ and ‘sweeping
promises of imminent deliverance’9 were routinely phrased in the language of the
revolutionary One Big Union and emancipatory general strike.

The essential features of such perspectives – a flexible understanding of unions, the
decisive role of ideology in determining union trajectories – need to be taken more
seriously. Zieger points in this direction, but could go further. In focusing heavily on
unions’ organizing strategies and racial attitudes, he pays limited attention to their larger
role and outlooks, so underplaying key elements of the race/labor relationship he
discusses.

The American IWW gets less than two pages, focused on the difficulties its interracial
unionism faced (pp. 68, 115). Its aims and its promotion of a radical proletarian counter-
culture,10 and its impact on (for instance) the anti-capitalism and interracialism of
A. Philip Randolph (throughout Zieger’s book, the exemplary African American
unionist), is ignored.11 Communist unionism gets a better discussion, but communist
politics are reduced to anti-racism and Stalinism (pp. 116–8, 156, 160–3). Conversely,
the impact of black nationalism on labor gets little attention. It is also not clear why the
unions (and African American unionists) got so embroiled in the machinery of the
Democratic Party, how this contributed to the rise of union bureaucracy (another issue
that gets little discussion), and how it helped shrink union horizons to delivering voters as
part of a politics of lobbying and legislation (and Cold War intrigue).

Labor aristocracy theories, racial exclusion and class solidarity

The question is not so much whether unions are ‘political’, but in which type of ‘politics’
they engage, and how this promotes general working class interests. In an implicit criticism
of fashionable ‘whiteness’ theories, which claim American white workers benefit from
racism, Zieger argues they ‘paid a steep price’ for ‘intolerance’ and sectionalism, which
‘played directly into the hands of their corporate adversaries’ (pp. 5–6, 69, 79–80). He also
finds, in the 60 years before the founding of the Congress of Industrial Organizations
(CIO), many ‘significant examples of interracial labor cooperation’, even in the Deep
South, ‘despite the ubiquity of racialist beliefs and practices’ (pp. 67, also 35–8, 41–2, 67–9,
81–3, 98, 115), and pervasive, sometimes violent, racial tensions (pp. 40–1, 77–8, 83–4, 96,
132–5, 199–204).

The mass industrial unionism of the 1930s revolutionized labor and expanded the
influence of interracial unionism. Despite the Depression, and an uneven record on racial
issues, the CIO (formed in 1935) surged forward with quite egalitarian organizing
campaigns. The AFL was also reenergized and forced to be more responsive to blacks.
Like the IWW, communists undertook remarkable struggles for African American rights
at this time.

Overall, workers’ solidarity in struggle led to major gains for African Americans,
among them a falling racial wage gap; more than a million joined the unions by 1945,
a 12-fold increase from 1929 (pp. 106–38). There are some remarkable parallels with South
Africa here, where secondary industrialization created possibilities from the 1920s for a
different unionism. Instances of popular interracial solidarity date back to the nineteenth
century; the new conditions facilitated many more opportunities. The South African
Trades and Labor Congress (SATLC), formed in 1930, had 168, 432 members by 1946 –
two-thirds in racially mixed (if often internally segregated) affiliates. Around the same
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time, the black Council of Non-European Trade Unions (CNETU), formed in 1941 and
communist-led, had around 150,000 members.12 There were notable strikes across the
color line, and struggles led not only to rising wages for all workers, but also to the gap
between average African and white wages falling from 5.2:1 to 4.0:1.13 Conservative
unions showed greater racial toleration, the Labor Party moved left, and communist
influence grew.

After the war, though, the two countries diverged sharply. In America, there were
black gains via anti-discrimination laws and changing attitudes, growing job opportu-
nities, and the unions – the AFL–CIO from 1955 – were a key part of the civil rights
movement that finally helped shatter Jim Crow (pp. 138–99). Tentative liberalization in
South Africa ended with the war: a major African miners’ strike was suppressed,
discriminatory laws remained in place, employer attitudes hardened, CNETU and the
SATLC splintered, and African union membership fell 80%.14 The 1948 apartheid
government (whose election was opposed by significant sections of white labor)15

continued these trends, suppressing left activism, banning African strikes, and prohibiting
racially mixed unions. White workers made some material gains under apartheid, but at the
cost of their class organizations and popular interracialism.16

The 1950s into the 1970s saw civil rights advances in America, but a hardening of racial
divisions in South Africa. Here communists and African nationalists turned to
conspiratorial armed struggle in the early 1960s, and African unionism collapsed; it
would only be rebuilt in the 1970s. Unions embracing both Africans and whites only
reemerged on a significant scale after apartheid ended in 1994. Ironically, most are aligned
in the moderate SATLC successor, the Federation of Unions of South Africa (FEDUSA,
formed 1997), not the militant Congress of South African Trade Unions (COSATU,
formed 1985), which is linked to the African National Congress (ANC) and the
Communist Party.

Unions and solidarity in the neo-liberal era

The new century sees common challenges for black workers and unions in both countries.
In America, deindustrialization, fiscal crisis, economic liberalization, deunionization, and
immigrant competition has hit all workers hard, as has the ongoing discrimination that
particularly affects African Americans (pp. 2–4, 139–42, 208–9, 215–23, 230–3). Or, more
precisely, working class African Americans: the rising black elite– which, Zieger suggests,
has caught up with its white counterparts – has played a central role in attacking labor
since the 1970s, starting with Mayor Maynard Jackson’s 1977 strike-breaking in Atlanta
(pp. 204–7, 232).

Sharpening class divisions among blacks, and complicity of the new African elite (and
ruling ANC) in undermining unions and workers in a context of growing poverty and
unemployment, are also evident in South Africa. The African working class won the battle
to end apartheid, but lost the war for a substantial redistribution of wealth and power. The
situation has the potential to galvanize rebellion, as the rise of new, often anti-ANC,
community movements shows; it can feed terrible reaction, like 2008s xenophobic riots.

Responses in both contexts are greatly affected by the union bureaucracy. One cannot
escape the sense that certain black AFL–CIO officials’ opposition to proposals for
restructuring the bureaucracy to free up organizing funds (pp. 223–33) arose more from
self-interest than principled opposition to the activist approach of the breakaway
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Coalition to Win (CTW). In South Africa, increasingly sharp conflicts within COSATU
are directly linked to struggles for paid positions.17 Its alliance with the ANC frustrates its
ability to meet the government’s neo-liberal offensive, and forecloses cooperation with

many community movements. Popular frustration instead gets channeled into intra-ANC
rivalries – rivalries based on personalities rather than alternative policies. Likewise,
African American and union loyalty to the Democrats persists despite the party’s
questionable record. Was Pouget perhaps right when he argued unions were better off
forcing changes on parliament from without, rather than seeking to capture it through
elections?18

A revitalized unionism in both contexts must grasp the centrality of workers’ solidarity
in progressive change, and the critical role of multiracial labor movements in providing

bulwarks against communal conflict, and in championing a wide range of popular
demands. At the same time, if all workers lose from the pursuit of sectional privileges,
it also seems clear that genuine workers’ unity can only be forged through addressing the
specific problems of particular groups through fighting for equal rights for all. Joint
struggle for concrete gains, rather than a personalized ‘repudiation of privilege’ based on
questionable labor aristocracy arguments,19 is critical.

A labor politics that is global in intent and practice must obviously address
uncomfortable questions. One is the role of current affirmative action, and official
‘multiculturalism’, in fragmenting the working class into fixed racial ‘interest groups’

competing for government patronage. This is part of a larger rise of identity politics that
obscures class questions and commonalities. Zieger touches on some of these issues, but
holds back from strong conclusions (pp. 175–207). One solution is to close wage gaps, to
pursue class-based affirmative action, and struggle to push back the frontiers of ruling
class power. Just as critical is the need for unions, in America and South Africa, to
seriously confront the immigrant question as the working class is transformed worldwide.

Lucien van der Walt
University of the Witwatersrand

Notes on contributor

Lucien van der Walt’s interests lie in the history and sociology of the labor movement in southern
Africa, in the history and ideas of anarchism and syndicalism, and in contemporary political
economy, with a focus on neo-liberal restructuring. He is currently concluding a two- book project,
with Michael Schmidt, on the global anarchism and syndicalism over the last 150 years, entitled
Counter Power (volume one, Black Flame, is in press; volume two, Global Fire, is forthcoming
[Oakland, CA: AK Press]). He teaches in Sociology at the University of the Witwatersrand. He
received the 2008 Labor History best dissertation prize for ‘Anarchism and Syndicalism in South
Africa, 1904–1921: Rethinking the History of Labor and the Left’.

Notes

1. Quoted in Simons, Class and Color, 44.
2. Alexander, ‘Race, Class Loyalty.’
3. Van der Walt, ‘The First Globalization’, 237–43.
4. Pouget, ‘What is the Trade Union?’
5. Douglass, All Power, 10.
6. Johns, ‘Trade Union’, 753–4.
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7. Van der Walt, ‘Anarchism and Syndicalism in South Africa’, 483–90, 551–60.
8. Pouget, ‘What is the Trade Union?,’ 66–8, 71–3.
9. Beinart and Bundy, Hidden Struggles, 280.
10. Salerno, Red November, 6.
11. Spero and Harris, The Black Worker, 391–2.
12. Alexander, Workers, War, 84–5.
13. Ibid., 38–40.
14. Ibid., 80–5.
15. Walker and Weinbren, 2000 Casualties, parts VIII and IX.
16. Alexander, Workers, War, 125–6.
17. Buhlungu, ‘COSATU battle’, 16.
18. Pouget, ‘What is the Trade Union?’, 73.
19. Lynd, ‘Radicals’, 30.

References

Alexander, Peter. Workers, War and the Origins of Apartheid: Labour and Politics in South Africa.

Oxford: James Currey, 2000.
Alexander, Peter. ‘Race, Class Loyalty and the Structure of Capitalism: Coal Miners in

Alabama and the Transvaal, 1918–1922’. Journal of Southern African Studies 30, no. 1

(2004): 115–32.
Beinart, William, and Colin Bundy. Hidden Struggles in Rural South Africa: Politics and Movements

in the Transkei and Eastern Cape 1890–1930. London: James Currey, 1987.
Buhlungu, Sakhela. ‘COSATU Battle Mirrors Tension in Alliance’. Cape Argus, 15 September 2006.
Douglass, Dave. All Power to the Imagination: Revolutionary Class Struggle in the Unions and the

Petty Bourgeois Fetish of Organizational Purity. London: Class War Federation/Top Printers,

1999.
Johns, Sheridan W. ‘Trade Union, Political Pressure Group, or Mass Movement? The Industrial and

Commercial Workers’ Union of Africa’. In Protest and Power in Black Africa. New York:

Oxford University Press, 1970.

Lynd, Staughton. ‘Radicals and White Racism: Toward an Interracial Movement of the Poor’.

Liberation, July 1969.

Pouget, Emile. ‘What is the Trade Union?’ In No Gods, No Masters: An Anthology of Anarchism,

book two, ed. Daniel Guérin. Edinburgh: AK Press, 1998 (originally published 1905).

Salerno, Sal. Red November, Black November: Culture and Community in the Industrial Workers of

the World. New York: State University of New York Press, 1989.

Simons, Jack, and Ray Simons. Class and Color in South Africa, 1850–1950. London: International

Defence and Aid Fund, 1983, (originally published 1969).

Spero, Sterling D., and Abram L. Harris. The Black Worker: The Negro and the Labor Movement.

New York: Columbia University Press, 1931.

Van der Walt, Lucien. ‘The First Globalization and Transnational Labor Activism in Southern

Africa: White Labourism, the IWW and the ICU, 1904–1934’. African Studies 66, (2007):

223–51.
Van der Walt, Lucien. ‘Anarchism and Syndicalism in South Africa, 1904–1921: Rethinking the

History of Labor and the Left’. PhD thesis, University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg,

2007.
Walker, Ivan L., and Ben Weinbren. 2000 Casualties: A History of the Trade unions and the Labor

Movement in the Union of South Africa. Johannesburg: South African Trade Union Council,

1961.

78 Symposium




