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The 

f workers 
figures, of the 1,889,000 African 
women employed in South Africa, 
only 70,000 worked in industry. 
The rest were working in agri-
culture and domestic service. 

\ 
In South Africa, one out of 

every three black workers is a 
woman . They are the most down-
trodden section of society. They 
are chained in three ways - they 
are the victims of national oppres-
sion; they are oppressed and 
exploited as workers ; and they 
suffer special discrimination as 
women 

Although the numbers of Afri-
can women workers in industry are 
low, they are now rising quickly. 
This is because these women are 
being used by the bosses to replace 
black men at extremely low wages. 

Women workers in the Cape canning industry. Food processing is one of the 
induslriesin which ahighproporlion a/the work-force are women. 

Women workers in all capitalist 
countries face the same basic prob-
lems. They have less access to jobs, 
training and education than men, 
and are usually employed in the 
most menial and lowest-paid jobs. 
Not only do working women carry 
the burden of factory , farm and 
domestic work for the bosses, but 
they also bear the household tasks 
in their own families, of cooking, 
cleaning and caring for the child-
ren . 

In South Africa, this discrimina-
tion against women is taken to the 
extreme. All black working women 
(Indian, coloured and African) 
carry the three-fold burden of 
oppression. But the African 
women, enslaved by the pass laws, 
are the most oppressed of the 
oppressed. 

Reserves 
Most African women are 

forbidden to be in the urban areas 
where their husbands are, either to 
live or to work. Locked away in 
the reserves by the pass taws, they 
have to take total responsibility for 
bringing up the children, and enjoy 
family life only once each year 
when their husbands return from 
contract labour in the towns. For 
the bosses, these children are the 
labourers of the future, raised in 
the reserves until they are needed 
for work. 

Families cannot survive on the 
starvation wages paid to male 
African workers. Women are 
forced to look for work to provide 
for themselves and their families. 
Through the pass laws, the bosses 
can channel them into the most 
menial and worst paid jobs. 

According to the 1970 census 

This article concentrates on the 
situation of black women in indus-
try in the urban areas . Later arti-
cles will look at women in agricul-
ture and domestic service, and in 
the reserves. 

Menial jobs 
In the manufacturing industry in 

South Africa, one out of every five 
workers is a woman. In 1970, out 
of 214,000 women workers in 
industry, there were 58,000 white, n,ooo coloured, 14,000 Indian 
and 70,000 African women. 

Many more white women fill 
clerical and office jobs, with small 

minimum wage. In the Transvaal, 
a qualified male maker-in gets R36 
a week, while a qualified woman 
gets R28. A qualified male sewing 
machinist gets R27.50 a week; a 
qualified woman R22 a week. 

In some industries the propor-
tion of women workers is very high 
- for example, in clothing, text iles 
and food processing. In th e cloth-
ing and textile industries, coloured 
women make up 31 "10 of the work 
force; Indian women 8"10; and 
African women 23"10 . These are 
industries which rely more on 
human labour and less on machin-
ery than other industries. To get 
away from the wage determina-
tions which lay down minimum 
wages in the big industrial areas, 

It is the responsibility of all workers 
in trade unions to pay special 
attention to the recruitment of 
women workers, and to ensure their 
full and equal part in the struggle. 

numbers of Indian, coloured and 
African women being employed 
there - at much lower wages, of 
course! In the hierarchy of prefer-
ence, African women are again at 
the bottom of the pile, employed in 
these jobs as a rule only when 
others cannot be found to fill 
them. 

Most black women are 
employed in labouring jobs, where 
they face even worse conditions of 
pay and work than their male 
black fellow workers. For 
example, in the textile industry, 
women get one-fifth less than the 

many employers are moving their 
factories to the "Border" areas and 
Bantustans , where they can 
employ women workers for as little 
as R5 a week. 

In these industries particularly, 
black women are forced to work 
long hours, including night shifts. 
The Factories Act forbids nigh t 
work by women, but many em-
ployers in th e texti le industry have 
got exemptions. For example, the 
Saltex company in Johannesburg 
introduced a three-shift system 
in about 1973 and got permission 
to employ women on the night 

shift. This is very common in the 
cotton factories in Durban too, 
where some women are on 
permanent night shift. If women 
refuse to do night work they are 
sacked. 

Cheap labour 
The low wages paid to black 

workers mean that as many mem-
bers of the family as possible must 
find jobs. Many black women are 
the sole supporters of their 
famili es. 

The bosses argue that women' s 
wages are "just pocket money"! 

. They also say that women are 
weaker, and that they have babies 
and might leave thei r jobs, so there 
is no point in training them . The 
bosses say these things to hide the 
real truth - that they want to use 
the cheap labour of black women 
to keep the wages of all the 
workers down, so as to sq ueeze out 
as much profit as possible. 

Many bosses threaten women 
workers with dismissal if they 
become pregnant. This fear often 
forces women to hide their preg-
nancies and work until just before 
the baby is born, risking their own 
health and the baby's. 

fear of dismissal drives many 
other women to back -street 
abortionists. There they risk their 
lives, health and future ability to 
have children, to have an opera-
tion which, if carried out with 
proper medical care, would be safe 
and simple. In a single month in 
1975 , 1000 black women were 
admitted to Baragwanath Hospital 
alone because of infection caused 
by abortions. 

No woman should have to abort 
a child she warits to bear, or bear a 
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2 

BLACK-WOMEN WORKERS 
continued from front page 

Back-breaking workforlow wages - women workers in the textile industry 

child unless she wants to_ But the 
oppressed women of South Africa 
are forced to do both , in condi-
tions which endanger their lives. 

The threat of starvation forces 
mothers to return to work as soon 
as their babies are born, either 
sending their children to the 
poverty-stricken reserves, or leav-
ing them in the care of an older 
child or elderly relative in the 
town_ 

Family care 
When black women return home 

after a long day's work in the 
factory, they cannot /esL They 
must clean, cook and nurse their 
children. They must prepare them-
selves and the other breadwinners 
in the family for a not her day's 
labour. Some men , and the older 
children, share this work - but the 
greatest burden falls on the 
women. 

Most black families do not have 
running water or electricity in their 
homes, so they must fetch their 
fuel and water. Shopping facilities 
and transport in the townships are 
poor I so many hours are spent in 
shopping and travelling _ 

For the majority of white 
women, including workers, though 
they are oppressed and exploited in 
their own way, life is very differ-
ent. They have running water and 
electricity; they have access to the 
best shops and transport; and they 
can generally afford time-saving 
devices like vacuum cleaners, 
washing machines and electric 
irons. In addition, they can exploit 
the labour of black domestic 
servants. 

The level of economic develop-
ment in South Africa is high 
enough for everyone to be freed 
from the present drudgery of 
household work. ' Every family 
could have access to washing 
machines and other labour-saving 
equipmenL There could be creches 
and child-care centres to help all 
parents with the dre of children. 
But for these things to be possible 
we need to be free of apartheid and 
have an economic system organi-
sed for the needs of the people, not 
the profits of the rich . 

Struggle 
The black women of South 

Africa have not submitted passi-
vely to oppression. They have a 
long and heroic tradition of 
struggle which goes back to the 
early 19005. They have fought 
through trade unions and political 
organisations; organised strikes 
and stay-at-homes; and mobilised 
in their hundreds of thousands 
against the pass laws_ In a later 
article we will tell the story of these 
struggl es . Today, black women 
stand in the front rank in the 
resistance in the "squatter camps" 
against forced removals. 

Through the liberation of South 
Africa from national oppression 
and capitalist exploitation, the 
struggle of black women for libera-
tion as workers, as blacks and as 
women will be won. 

As a part of this struggle, to take 
it forward and to strengthen it , 
men and women workers together 
must organise and demand: 

* Full trade union rights for all 
workers 

All workers already organised 
in trade unions should give 
special attent ion to the 
recruitment of women workers, 
and to ensure their full and 
equal part in the struggle, so 
that the bosses cannot divide 
male from female workers_ 

Domestic and agricultural 
workers must organise in trade 
unions to fight with all other 
workers for the same wages and 
conditions of work as a re won 
by other sect ions of the working 
class . 

* An end to the pass laws and 
migrant labour system 

* An end to all discriminatory 
wage rates 

* A national minimum wage 
of RSO for all workers 

* A forty-hour week for all 
workers, and an end to forced 
overtime and nightshift work 

* Equal opportunities for all 
workers, men and women, 
black and white, in jobs, 
training and educational 

British workers 
smash pay limit 
Wage strikes by British workers 

over the past seven months have 
paralysed the transport of goods, 
hit bread production, closed 
schools, affected hospital services , 
garbage collection and government 
administration_ Virtually every 
section of the workers have moved 
into action_ Even traditionally con-
servative workers, like the clerks in 
the law courts, have come out on 
strike_ 

Fcv- four years the British wor-
kers tightened their belts under a 
wage restraint policy worked out 
by the Labour Party and Trade 
Union Congress leaderships_ Wor-
kers accepted this "social con-
tract" because they were persua-
ded to believe that, by voluntarily 
holding their wages down, infla-
tion and unemployment would 
come down, the economy would 
grow and prosperity for everyone 
would result. The truth was 
different. 

The bosses prospered, but the 
workers' suffering increased_ The 
British capitalist economy, parti-
cularly industry, has continued to 
decline. Unemployment, especially 
among the youth, is growing and is 
estimated at about I y, million. 
Prices continue to rise and eat into 
pay packets_ 

Ford 
In September last year 50,000 

in Ford plants throughout 
the country walked out and stayed 
on strike for nine weeks_ Produc-
tion was brought to a complete 
halt, forcing the Ford bosses to 
give in_ The government's policy 
of a 5"10 pay limit was smashed in 
one blow as the workers agreed to 
return to work after accepting an 
offer amounting to an increase of 
nearly 17"10_ 

This changed the mood of the 
whole working c1ass_ Matters came 
to a head at the Labour Party and 
TUC Conferences_ At the TUC 

Cc;mference, delegates representing 
12 million trade union members 
throughout Britain voted decisi-
velyagainst further wage restrainL 
At the Labour Party Conference 
which followed, a motion rejecting 
the government's 5"10 pay limit and 
calling for a return to free collect-
ive bargaining was carried over-
whelmingly. 

Defying these decisions of the 
rank-and-fiIe, the Labour Govern-
ment clung to its 5"10 policy, com-
pelling the workers to take matters 
into their own hands_ 

Lorries 
In January this year, lorry dri-

vers acrosS Britain went on strike. 
They stopped the movement of 
goods, allowing only essential sup-
plies for hospitals, animal feed, 
etc_, !o go through . They demon-
strat,d again the power of even 
one important section of the 
workers in an advanced country to 
bring the whole economy to a halL 
The drivers eventually accepted a 
£64 basic minimum wage for a 40-
hour week - an overall increase of 
21 "10. 

Meanwhile the train drivers' 
union, ASLEF, staged several 24-
hour strikes, bringing the railway 
system to a haiL Numerous other 
sections of workers have 'also 
moved into action, most impor-
tantly the public service workers, 
who are among the lowest-paid in 
Britain. 

Nurses, ambulance drivers, 
hospital porters, school caterers, 
cleaners, gardeners, dustmen, 
cooks and many others have all 
taken strike action . Their demand 
has been for a £60-a-week mini-
mum wage and a 35-hour week. 

At picket lines and on marches, 
the militancy and determination of 
the workers is reflected on their 
banners: "Stuff the ' 5"10! £60 
now!" 

Demonstration by British workers demanding higher wages. 

programmes 

* Maternity leave with full 
pay, for threemonths before 
and six months after the birth of 
a child - or longer if the health 
of the mother or baby requires 

it. Full medical care for women 
throughout their pregnancies_ 

* Creches and childcare 
centres to ensure that children 
are cared for and protected 
while their parents are at work. 



"No sale to SAP!" 
say ICL workers 

Workers for International Com-
puters Limited (ICL) in Britain are 
fighting the decision of their 
employers to supply an ICL com-
puter to the South African Police. 
The "2972" computer is to be used 
to run the pass system, keeping 
details of the hundreds of thou-
sands of African workers who are 
arrested and punished each year 
under the pass laws. 

A committee of the workers 
opposing this decision have issued 
a leaflet to win support from their 
fellow workers. The leaflet points 
to the mass shooting by the police 
of school-children in Soweto in 
1976; the deaths in detention of 
trade unionists at the hands of 
police torturers; the harassQent of 
African unions and the denial to 
workers of the right to strike. It 
explains the suffering of African 
workers under the pass laws in 
South Africa, and how unemploy-
ed workers and their families are 

Sacked for 
canteen boycott 

In January, workers at Wenela 
Specialist Hospital for black mine 
workers organised a boycott of 
their canteen after bad food had 
caused an outbreak of diarrhoea. 

Five of the workers were sacked 
for allegedly organising this 
boycott. 

Caution 
Readers in South Africa should 
take cn re not to be found with 
" Workers' Unity" in their 
possession , as it is banned. 

deported to the "homelands". 
" In the U.K. this would be the 

equivalent of making a Scot lose 
his job and telling him that lOO sq. 
miles of the Cairngorm Mountains 
have been declared independent , 
that his British nationality is revo-
ked, and he and his family are to 
be transported to this area to live 
which, being independent, depri-
ves him of any British Social 
Benefits. If he is required for work 
in the U.K. in the future then he 
alone will be issued with a pass." 

"WOULD WE HA YE SOLD 
COMPUTERS TO THE GES-
TAPO?" ask the workers . 

While the workers are firmly 
against the computer being sold to 
South Africa, the British ruling 
class takes a different view. The 
managing director of ICL, South 
Africa, was recently awarded a 
CBE by the Queen for his services 
to British capitalism. What for? 
For increasing exports to South 
Africa! 

Strike raises pay 
On 2 January, workers at the 

giant Rainbow Chicken factory at 
Hammersdale went on strike for a 
wage increase . The workers had 
been offered a 2c-per-hour in-
crease on their basic wage of 
R15.57 per week. They were told 
to accept this or go home. 

The workers, who demanded an 
increase of IOc per hour, only 
agreed to return to work when they 
were offered 7c. 

Fishermen strike 
In mid-February 150 black fisher-

men in Durban went on strike, 
demanding a 150"70 wage increase. 
They were getting only 20 cents a 
kilogram of fish and wanted 30 
cents more . The 8 employers (boat-
owners) involved said they were 
each losing R300 a day as a result of 
the strike. We do not yet know the 
outcome. 

"Workers' Unity" is intended for workers and trade unionists both in 
South Africa and abroad . To continue producing this and other publica-
tions, SACTU urgently needs financial support . Readers outside South 
Africa are asked to send donations to SACTU's London Office at 38 
Graham Street , London N1 8JX 
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Wage exposure was reporters' 
"crime" 

Three reporters for the Post 
newspaper in Johanne.burg 
disappeared without a trace for 
three days in January . The police 
denied arresting them, and it 
seemed as if they had vanished into 
thin air . But it was later discovered 
that they had been arrested, by 
white policemen in the BalJelegi 
industrial area in Bophutha Tswana. 
For what crime? For illegally tres-
passing into Bophutha Tswana 
territory! 

But this is not the real "crime" 
for which they stand trial. The 
"crime" they committed was to 
reveal through the pages of Post a 
shocking story of exploitation of 
black men and women workers in 
the Babelegi area. They found 
dozens of firms, some partly owned 
by the BophuthaTswana "govern-
ment", employing workers at 
between R5 and R7 a week. In one 
case. they discovered that 138 
factory workers at National Tents 
and Sales in had refused 

to return to work when the factor-
ies opened after the Xmas break, 
because they were no longer 
prepared to work for the R5 a week 
they were getting. What can R5 a 
week buy at today's prices? A 
packet of mea lie meal and a few 
loaves of bread, and no family can 
live on that . 

Most of the factories paying 
these starvation wages are labour-
intensive; that is, they rely more on 
labour than on machines, and in 
Babelegi, the bosses are not 
bothered by wage determinations 
which set minimum wages. They 
can pay the workers what they like. 
That is why they choose to put up 
their factories in Babelegi rather 
than in Johannesburg or other big 
industrial areas . 

Not only did the Bophutha-
Tswana "government" try and 
prevent the story getting out by 
arresting the reporters. It also 
instructed labour bureau officials to 
stop answering questions about 
wages paid to workers in the area. 

Starvation in 
Transkei 
Unemployment in South Africa now stands at well over 2 million, 

and it continues to grow. For African workers, unemployment 
means being locked up in the reserves, with no jobs and no money. 
Desperate men, lookingfor work, queue up for weeks and months 
waitingfor a contract. 

For example, in Lady Frere in the Transkei, some men have been 
waiting six monthsfor work, sleeping in the open at night because 
they cannot afford to traveljrom home to the labour bureau and 
back every day. 

In 1976, two to three hundred workers were being recruited 
through the Lady Frere bureau every week. Now, only 30 workers 
are being recruited each week. For the rest, there is hunger and 
despair. 

Said one man to a press reporter: "How are we going to pay the 
taxes that inevitably come with independence? With what shall we 
feed and educate our children? In many homes there is hardly a cent 
for house money. People literally begfor food. Child mortality and 
deaths are our daily bread and these can be directly attributed to 
starvation. " 

Another said that the Minister of Health in the Transkei had 
come there to advise on health matters. " But withoutfood or 
money, no medicine or medical service will help. We can't eat 
medicine. It is taken before and after meals and without work we 
are without meals. " 
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When African workers are no longer needed by the bosses they are dumped in the 
reserves to starve. 
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J\partheidtransport 
and the profit system 

In January this year, South 
African Railways announced that 
it was adding coaches onto the 
trains from Soweto to Johannes-
burg, to cut down on overcrowd-
ing and resulting accidents. This 
small change has come about only 
because of the anger shown by 
black workers a nd other people in 
the townships against the train 
service which exists. But changes 
like this barely scratch the surface 
of the problems that black workers 
face over transport. 

Every work day, all over the 
country, worker s living in the 
townships have to get up very early 
to catch trains and buses to work; 
and a fter work, to travel the same 
long distances back home. The 
work itself is tiring enough. But in 
addition we have to wait in long 
queues , stand for hours on over-
crowded trains or buses , and even 
hang o nto the outside of train 
coaches . 

A government-appointed trans-
port committee has recently admit-
ted tha t workers in Soweto spend 
on the average over four hours a 
day travell ing between home, 
work, a nd back again . 

This is because we are forced to 

Overcrowding on (h e trains causes 
f requent accidents. 

live many miles away from the 
places where we work , in town-
shi ps which a re specially segrega-
ted and des igned fo r po licing and 
co nt ro l. The reserves a nd the 
migrant labour system are inten· 
ded to serve the same purpose of 
controlling the workers - on a 
cou ntrywide sca le. 

The t ransport system bri ngs us 
fro m the Bantusta ns and tow n· 
shi ps to the facto ries, mines and 
fa rms for work, and then takes us 
bac k again , keepi ng us a ll the time 
under strict control. 

Cattle 
The transport system is organi· 

sed by the government to take us to 
and from work like cattle. The bus 
depots and the train stations are 
like eau le pens, where the police 
can check our passes and victimise 
us. 

T he trains and buses are unreli-

able. Because of overcrowding, 
brea kdowns and delays, we reach 
our workplaces late. The bosses 
blame us and fire us. For workers 
coming off night shift, there are 
sometimes no buses and trains run-
ning a t all. One manager in a 
Durban facto ry who laid on a bus 
service fo r the night shift was 
reprimanded by his boss and 
forced to pay the cost himself! 

The trains and buses are danger-
ous - many overcrowded 
trains running too close to each 
other cause accidents , in which 
many workers are killed. As the 
Johannesburg Star reported on 
20/ 1/79: "People try to push their 
way on to moving and crowded 
coaches, and are killed when they 
fall between the train and the plat-
form ." The new coaches, says the 
Sta r , are intended to " cut back" 
- not to eliminate! - these 
deaths. In addition, cost-cutting 
on the maintenance of trains and 
buses can also cause fatal acci-
dents. 

Segregation 
Those who are well-o ff do not 

have the same problems. The 
bosses travel in their big private 
cars, they travel first-class on the 
trains. or in airplanes or luxury 
buses, or in taxis. The government 
has segregated the transport sys-
tem, by race and by money. 
Whites, if they have the money, 
can travel in comfort, where and 
when they li ke . 

But blacks, particularly black 
workers, are confined to the 
second-class and the third-class; 
even to "second-class taxis' I. 
When we are all<;>.wed on the same 
buses, we must travel on the top 
deck . Elderly blac k people have to 
clim b up the stairs with their shop-
ping. while young whi tes sit on the 
bo ttom deck. 

The tra ins and buses take us to 
a nd from work . It is much more 
di ffi cult to find transport to take 
us to visit friends in other parts of 
the ci ty o r the country when we 
have time off. Sometimes workers 
have to pay more to use the buses 
and tra ins at weekends than is the 
case on wee kdays when they take 
us to work. 

T he bosses a nd the government 
have no interes t in catering for our 
needs for recreation and leisure . 
They are only co ncerned that 
workers should get to the factories 
and the mines to ma ke pro fi ts for 
them. 

Who pays? 
T hough the system of buses and 

trains and airplanes se rves the 
interests of the bosses, it is the 
wor kers who must pay the costs. 
Many workers in the mines must 
still pay the cost of their travel 
from the Bantustans and back 
again. If they cannot a fford it, the 

TRANSPORT WORKERS (1977) 

Occupation White Black 

Tmin drivers 5749 302 
Firemen and Drivers' 

assistants 4840 372 
Shunte,; 3048 4010 
Bus drivers. 3628 11102 
Delivery van drivers 364 28549 
Heavy duty lorry drivers 5 181 38686 
Extm heavy lorry 

drivers 1 777 18331 

(Source: Manpower Survey No. 12, April 19 77) 

bosses loan it to them, hut then 
take it back from wages! Paying 
the fares to travel the long distan· 
ces from the townships to work 
takes a big chunk out of our wage 
packets each week . 

And , year by year, the fares on 
the buses and the trains go up, but 
the service does not improve. In 
January, it was announced that 
bus fa res in Johannesburg and 
Dmban will go up. 

Struggles 
Workers have fought many 

struggles over the transport ser-
vice. The article which we publish 
along with this describes the 
famous bus boycott in Alexandra 
township in 1957. Workers in 
KwaThema township, near 
Springs boycotted the Putco buses 
when fares were increased in 
March 1976; workers in Newcastle, 
Natal, and in Kimberley, boy-
cotted buses for the same reason, 
as have workers in other parts of 
the country. 

Sometimes these struggles have 
failed to prevent fare increases. 

continued on back page 

11 AZIKWELWA!" 
One of the greatest of the mass 

campaigns of defiance and resis-
tance during the 1950s was the 
"Alexandra Bus Boycott" . It began 
on 7 January 1957, when PUTCO 
charged workers an extra penny (a 
25% increase) on bus fares to work 
and back. 

The quickly spread to 
other Johannesburg and Pretoria 
townships . About 70 ,000 workers 
took part , refusing to ride the buses 
until the increase was withdrawn, 
and choosing instead to walk 20 
miles or more a day . Some walked 
3,000 miles during the campaign . 

Getting up as early as 3 a.m . to 
walk to work, and reaching home 
again long after dark, the workers 
kept th'e boycott solid for 14 weeks, 
and drove the employers and the 
government onto the retreat. 

To prepare and co-ordinate the 
boycott action, the Alexandra 
People 's Transport Action Cam· 
mittee was formed, involving local 
activists of the ANC, SACTU and 
other organisations working 
together. The boycott movement, 
and the tremendous spirit of soli-
darity and defiance which kept it 
going, aroused the mass support. of 
people all over the country . 

Resistance 
The' boycott took place against a 

background of rising mass resis-
tance to apartheid laws and poverty 
wages . The African miners' strike 
of 1946, the May Day strikeof 1950, 
the Defiance Campaign , the 
struggle against passes for women 
and against the racial division of the 

trade unions - out of these and 
other battles the climate of resis-
tance, leading to the boycott, was 
created , 

In 1955, 1956 and again in 1957, 
there was a big increase in strikes 
over previous years . The buying 
power of the workers' wages had 
been falling steadily . Nine out of 
ten African workers were earning 
wages below the breadline . A 
penny on the bus fares meant a 
penny off the money available for 
food and clothing for the children . 

"AZIKWELWA!" said the 
workers - WE WILL NOT RIDE! 

Effect 
The boycott had an electric 

effect on workers, suffering similar 
hardship in other areas . From 
Johannesburg and Pretoria, the 
action spread to Brakpan , Rand-
fontein , Sloemfontein: Worcester, 
East London, Uitenhage and Port 
Elizabeth. A sympathy boycott by 
90% of the workers in New 
Brighton remained solid for two 
weeks . 

The government and the bosses 
were caught off balance by the 
strength of the movement. Police 
harassment and brutality, includ-
ing mass pass arrests, failed to 
break the boycott. The authorities 
became worried and turned 
towards negotiation. \ 

PUTCO was losing money fast -
£76,000 in the first month alone . By 
the end of February , the company 
withdrew its buses from the affec-
ted routes and dismissed the 
drivers . 



Drivers and other transport workers are at the nerve centre of the economy. 
Without their labour everything would grind to a halt. 

Transport is the nerve centre of 
the economy, the link between the 
factories, the shops and the market 
overseas. Without the lorries , 
trains, buses and airplanes, the 
economy would grind to a halt. 

The train drivers, lorry drivers, 
bus drivers and other transport 
workers such as stevedores, are the 
key workers in the movement of 
goods and of people. Without their 
labour there would be shortages of 
food in the shops, no coal for 
export, and ships queuing up out-
side the harbours. What is more 
there would be no workers turning 
up for work in the factories and 
offices . 

Control 
In other countries, strikes by 

transport workers have been very 
effective against the bosses . When 
lorry drivers in Britain went on 
strike this year, they were able to 
control virtually the whole move-
ment of goods in the economy. 

In 1905, in the revolutionary 
upsurge in Russia, the railway 
workers played a key role in the 
general strike movement. They 

halted all communications, not 
only by striking, but where neces-
sary by disrupting lines, breaking 
signals, overturning engines, and 
placing railway carriages across the 
bridges. 

Because of this power, the 
bosses and the government try to 
keep the tightest control over 
transport workers. Putco drivers, 
for example, have been given 
special uniforms and told that they 
are the cream of tl/e black workers. 
Psychological testing and other 
tactics have been used to make 
Putco workers feel they are an 
elite, having no need to stand with 
the mass of African workers. The 
employers tried these tactics to 
persuade the Putco workers to 
work during the general strikes, 
but they. failed. 

Job reservation 
Because of the key position of 

transport workers, the government 
has tried to keep crucial jobs, like 
train drivers, reserved for white 
workers who are considered politi-
cally reliable. 

But in all other transport work, 

the 1957 bus boycott 

African workers walking to Johannesburg during [he bus boycott. 

Employers were losing profits 
because workers. tired from the 
long walk to work. were slowing 
down production. The bosses also 
feared that a general strike move-
ment might result from the con-
tinuation and spread of the boycott. 

Negotiations brought promises 
from the employers of subsidies to 
finance the fare increase. In early 
April the boycott came to an end 
and the great majority of the 
workers rode the buses once more. 

Two months later. the govern-
ment passed the Native Services 
Levy Act. requiring employers to 
pay a monthly contribution towards 
subsidising the transport system . It 
was thus left to the employers in 
turn to squeeze this money from 

the workers in higher profits. 

Forward 
By forcing the government and 

the bosses to retreat. the boycott 
movement had won a great victory. 
The experience gained from it and 
the mass confidence it aroused. 
laid the basis for new campaigns . 

SACTU had constantly empha-
sised that the cause of the conflict 
over bus fares lay in the poverty 
wages paid to black workers. 
During the boycott. on 10th Feb-
ruary. SACTU convened a Work-
ers' Conference. attended by over 
300 delegates representing 24.000 
trade union members. There the 
£1-a-day national wage campaign 
was launched. 

black workers are the main force. 
J ob reservation has not stopped 
the buses and biggest lorries from 
being driven by black workers. In 
their push for higher profits, the 
bosses in the transport industry 
have by-passed job reservation 
regulations. They have brought in 
black workers at much lower wage 
rates than white workers, often 
hiding this fact by ca lling the same 
job by a different name. 

Black drivers are therefore 
struggling for equal pay for equal 
work . This was the demand of 
black bus drivers on strike in 
Durban during the general' strikes 
of 1976. It is being taken up by 
many sections of black drivers . 

The bosses and the government 
have been put in a fix. In the 
transport sector, because it is con-
sidered an "essential service", all 
strikes are illegal. So when trans-
port workers strike , the bosses 
must either have all the workers 
locked up (in which case the buses 
and lorries don't run!) or they 
must give in to some of the wor-
kers' demands (thus showing the 
law to be a farce) . 

Victimisation 
The answer of the bosses and the 

government has been to victimise 
the workers' leaders. But drivers 
have fought back, taking advan-
tage of the fact that they can't 
easily be replaced. 

In September 1977, 300 black 
lorry drivers employed by the S.A. 
Railways at Kazerne in Johannes-
burg came out on strike. They were 
protesting against the replacement 
of fellow-workers by whites to pro-
tect the white workers against 
unemployment at their expense, 
and also because black drivers 
were being sacked if they stopped 
along the road to relieve them -
selves or buy food. But even when 
management was backed by armed 
police it was not able to force the 
workers to submit, and seven 
sacked workers were re-instated. 

During the first part of 1978 
there were strikes by transport 
workers at Epol and at MPA 
Transport in Veree niging, and at 
the Transtorage Compan y on the 
East Rand. In two cases, th e bosses 
were forced to negotiate over the 
workers' demand:; for more wages 
and no sack ings , but at MPA 
Transport all twenty workers 
in volved we re fired and replaced. 
In May 1978, 450 black bus drivers 
struck at Vaal Transpo rt Corpora-
tion in Vereeniging in protest at a 
small wage increase . The bosses of 
Vaal Transport Corporation in 
Vereeniging which is owned by 
United Transport Holdings, a sub-
sidiary of British Electric Traction 
called in police armed with 
machine guns after a scuffle 
between a yard official and work -
ers on the picket line. But the 
bosses were forced to refer the 

Black dri vers are paid at 10 wer wage 
rales than their white coul1ferparfsjor 
thesol7le work. 

issue for arbitration. 

Unions 
Many black transport workers 

are joining unio ns to fi ght for their 
interests. The bosses are refUSIng 
recognition , and in some cases 
union members are being victimi-
sed and fired. At United Trans-
port Holdings, the managers called 
in the security police who seized 
membership li sts from the secre-
tary of the Transport and Allied 
Workers' Union, who had been 
summoned to see management. 

Because of the many different 
kinds of jobs done in the transport 
sector, it is easier for the bosses to 
di vide th e workers and undermine 
their struggle . It is vit al that trans-
port workers build a trade union 
which links together all workers, 
and o verco mes the di visions which 
the bosses try to create. There must 
be no secti o nalism, no divi sions on 
the basis of sk ill! 

Strikes by bus and railway work-
ers ca n ca use inconvenience to 
other workers to have to use buses 
and train s to get to work. If the 
buses and trains don't arrive, 
workers get to work la te, and they 
can be blamed and fired. This 
works the other way round too. 
When effective bus boycotts are 
organised, uniting all workers 
across indust ry, this may result in 
bus drivers being laid off and 
losing their wages. 

The important thing for all 
wo rk ers to remember is this: dis-
ruption of the transport system can 
strengthen the struggle of the 
whole working class against the 
bosses. When transport workers 
strike, there is an immediate crisis 
for all the bosses in all the indus-
tries. To make the most of this 
weapon, we mu st work towards 
the un ity and organisation of 
transport workers with workers in 
the other industries. Then we can 
link our struggles together and 
plan united action for maximum 
effect. 



White miners'stril<e: the lessons 
The reactionary strike by the 

rig' t-wing white Mine Workers' 
Union against the dropping of job 
reservation. and the complete 
collapse of the strike in less than a 
week. holds important lessons for 
all workers - white workers in 
particular. 

A one-day stoppage. on 7 
March . against the promotion of 
three coloured blasters at the 
O'Okiep copper mine. became an 
all-out strike when the Chamber of 
Mines decided to sack those who 
took part . The 9.000 strikers were 
dismayed when the government 
refused to intervene on their side. 
and shocked to find themselves 
treated "like kaffirs" by the 
employers. 

They were declared to have 
dismissed themselves by striking. 
forfeiting all accumulated leave and 
other benefits (in some cases worth 
over R1 .000). The employers also 
set a deadline to evict the strikers 
from their homes. tied to their mine 
jobs. 

Weak 
From the beginning the strike 

was fatally weak . The union mem-
bership was divided . the strike 
remained solid only in some areas. 
and production was scarcely 
affected. The Underground Offi-
cials' Association refused to back 
the strike. and the MWU's lack of 
industrial muscle was exposed . 
Having passed defiant resolutions 
of " no·confidence in the Minister 
of Labour." the MWU executive 
hurriedly turned tail and called off 
the strike. citing "repeated requests 
from the Minister of Labour to the 
union to resume work"! 

Intended as e show of strength. 
the strike has revealed the weak-
ness of white worker resistance to 
the scrapping of official job reser-
vation. The way is now open for the 
government to release the Wiehahn 
report (so far kept secret through 
fear of the reaction it would 
provokel . 

This strike. intended to reinforce 
apartheid. was rotten and reaction-
ary from beginning to end . JOB 
RESERVATION AND THE ENTIRE 
INDUSTRIAL COLOUR BAR 
MUST GQI All workers must have 
equal access to skilled jobs and 
training. Job reservation denies 
this to the mass of the workers; the 
colour bar divides the working class 
and strengthens the hand of the 
bosses against us . 

The BOSSES want an end to job 
reservation now for the simple 
reason that they need more and 
CHEAPER skilled labour. Our 
answer to that must be A UNITED 
STRUGGLE OF THE WORKERS 
OF ALL RACES. skilled and un-
skilled. to end the system of cheap 
labour. job insecurity . apartheid 
and exploitation by the bosses . 

Common cause 
For decades . white workers and 

their leaders . with some notable 
exceptions. have made common 
cause with the capitalists against 
the black workers . Instead of 
uniting with the black workers in 
one struggle for the liberation of all 
workers from poverty and oppres· 
sion. white workers have put them· 
selves at the service of the bosses . 
as pillars of the system of apartheid 
and capitalism. 

Bribed with higher wages. job 
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Sometimes. as the anicle shows, 
workers' struggles have forced the 
authorities to take co nt rol of pri· 
vate bus companies, or forced the 
government to levy more taxes on 
the employers to subsidise trans-
port. 

For as long as the bosses'7emain 
in contro l, they will use every 
opport unity to put the increased 
costs of transport back on to the 
workers. When the bosses are 
forced to pay a transport levy , they 
wi ll try to extract more profit from 
our labour. They make us work 
harder, or work longer hours, or 
cut their wage bill by firing some 
of the workers. Or they will raise 
the prices of the goods they are 
selling, which will eventually raise 
the cost of living for the workers . 

And , even with their subsidies, 
the bus companies and railways 
still raise their fares. If the bus 
companies a re privately owned, 
then their owners take the subsid· 
ies, and still try to raise fares to 
make more profit s. Even publicly 
owned transport companies do this 
in our society. Putco, which is 
publicly owned and has a govern· 
ment subsidy, makes large profits. 
Some private companies in the 
Bantustans have been taken over 
by the Bantustan governments, 
which have then raised the fares 
themselves. 

Black people ha ve not o nly 
shown their resista nce to the bad 
and expensive transpon system by 
boycotts. During the uprising in 
Soweto in 1976. over half of 

We must fight for a system of 
transport which serves the people, 
not the bosses. There must be no 
racial discrimination in transport! 
No first-class, second-class and 
third-class travel! 

Arrie Paulus. righ t· wing leader o!the 
white Mine Workers' Union. 

protection. social welfare and the 
vote. their racist feelings cleverly 
stoked up by the capitalists schem-
ing in the inner councils of the 
Nationalist Party. white workers 
abandoned the ideas of working· 
class solidarity in favour of the 
fiction of the solidarity of the nation 
or race. 

They forgot that only those gains 
which are wrung from the bosses 
by the workers' struggle and 
defended by the workers' strength 
are truly lasting and firmly won. 
They placed their trust in a govern-
ment whose REAL PURPOSE 
(de<pite its claims I was not the 
protection of the white worker -
its purpose was to bring to power a 
class of Afrikaner capitalists to 
share with the English-speaking 
and foreign capitalists in exploiting 

Putco's bus Oeet was destroyed in 
Oames! 

Our demands 
To fight against rising transport 

costs, we must struggle to prevent 
fare increases. Any increase in 
transport costs must be carried by 
the bosses! But this is not enough. 
We must fight against segregation 
in transport, by race and by class . 
There must be no racial discrimina-
tion in transport! There must be no 
first-class, second-class and third-
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the mass of South African workers. 
That pOrpose has been achieved . 

Now the white workers are 
beginning to pay the penalty for 
their collaboration. A falling 
standard of living and the rising 
threat of unemployment lie ahead . 

Unity 
SACTU has always proclaimed 

to the white workers the necessity 
of workers' unity - the unity of all 
workers. skilled and unskilled, 
black and white. in a common 
struggle for the advancement of all. 
We have always pointed out to the 
white workers that, by siding with 
the bosses against the blacks. they 
have not only helped subject the 
mass of the workers to starvation 
wages and brutal oppression; they 
have also prepared the basis for 
their own defeat . 

The truth of this is now being 
driven home with a sledgehammer. 

From their position of privilege. 
and their long collaboration with 
the apartheid system. white work-
ers will not simply now cross to the 
side of the blacks. It will take many 
bitter struggles . and more crushing 
defeats . before white workers in 
any significant numbers will be able 
to see the necessity of that. 

Meanwhile many. like the Mine 
Workers' Union. will try by reac-
tionary methods to shore up the 
"golden age" of their past privi-
lege. They will ultimately fail. 

The only way forward for the 
trade union movement in South 
Africa lies through the building of 
powerful independent unions. 
based on the mass of the workers 
(the African workers) and aiming 
through struggle to unite all 
workers irrespective of race. 

Black workers should now step 
up demands for an end to job 
reservation and all other racial 
discrimination. for higher wages 
and above all for political rights. 

class travel! 
We must fight for a system of 

transport which serves the needs of 
the workers and the majority of 
the people, and not the interests of 
the bosses. We can only fully 
achieve this sort of transport sys-
tem when we have overthrown the 
government and the profit system 
of the bosses. Then the workers 
and people will be able to plan and 
organise the train service, the bus 
service, and the air service in the 
interests of everyone. 

FP. (T .U.IUd 
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