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to protect their position from being undercut by semi-skilled black 

labour. A form of race conscious craft unionism was, as a result, almost 

inevitable in South Africa, and came to be adopted by other labour elites 

developing within the society, for example the railway workers. 10 

Thus, the major labour events of the next one and a half decades may be 

seen in these terms, allowing the strikes and mining disputes of 1913, 

1914 and 1922 to become more explicable. The 1913 strike was an attempt, 

by the mining unions, to gain official recognition from the Chamber. The 

Chamber of Mines, however, was adverse to union approaches, African and 

White scab labour kept the mines working and the strike ended in martial 

law and virtual failure. The strikers were to have been reinstated, with-

out the threat of victimisation, and the Government 

any grievances submitted; nevertheless, workers had 

Government would redress any of their grievances. 11 

ing year was a repitition of the same conflict, and 

promised to consider 

no guarantee that the 

The strike the follow

moreover, led to the 

passing of the Riotous Assemblies and Criminal Law Amendment Act, which 

prohibited assemblies in public places, if such a gathering was likely to 

disturb the public peace. The Riotous Assemblies Act also made possible 

the suppression of the activities of 'agitators', and the use, as a last 

measure, of firearms to disperse striking persons. The 1922 strike, 'was 

the final militant expression of closed craft unionism protecting itself 

from encroachment by both profit-seeking capitalism and cheap labour com

petitors.112 It showed the identification of trade unionism with White 

vested interests for the White worker was divided from the Black by a com

bination of race and class, ~nd also the more vigorous resistance, by White 

workers than by employers, of African worker advancement. Thus it has been 

written: 

At the turn of the 20th century, both black and white 
workers' militancy intensified, expressing itself in 
various forms such as urban unrest, strikes and the 
development of political forms of organisation such as 
trade unions and political parties. These new condi
tions of struggle posed a challenge to capital and the 

10. K. Williams, 'Trade Unionism'., p.68 

11. T. Boydell, My Luck Was In pp.72 - 74 

12. K. Williams, 'Trade Unionism'., p.68 
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state by slowing down the process of capital 
accumulation and by effecting a loss of economic 
and political control over the whole of the work
ing class. The necessity for a radical restruc
turing of the social relations of production led 
the state to intervene not only through its re
pressive apparatus (with the bloody crushing of 
the Rand Revolt) but also through the passing of 
labour legislation (such as the 1924 Industrial 
Conciliation Act and the 1925 Wage Act) designed 
to 7onty!n and control further working class 
action. 

The 1922 Rand strike appeared to be a failure at the time, for the victorious 

mining companies set about minimising white labour costs and maximising 

labour productivity. 'These were partly secured through a cut in the wages 

of white workers; but they were mainly realised through a comprehensive 

reorganisation of labour and reduction of the scope of the colour bar.• 14 

Nevertheless, the strike's true outcome can be seen in the political develop

ments from 1924 onwards. The years 1924 to 1926 saw the passing of three 

pieces of legislation that were to have the utmost significance on the form 

of labour organisation. Where, in other countries, there has developed a 

conflict between employers and workers, in South Africa the organised worker 

was in most cases identified with the ruling class, the privileges of 

political power cutting across all class barriers within the white group. 

Therefore, although in theoretical conflict with their employers, white 

workers remained surprisingly in harmony with the political establishment. 

The legislation that followed the 1924 election of the Pact Government (an 

alliance between the Labour Party and Hertzog's National Party), was to 

involve organised labour firmly in the ruling establishment of South Africa. 

The Industrial Conciliation Act of 1924 15 provided, for the first time, 

a Union-wide law for the control of industrial disputes, and, by the regis

tration of trade unions, by the creation of industrial councils and 

conciliation boards, by the provision for negotiated agreements and official 

13. F. de Clercq, 'The Organised Labour Movement and State Registration: 
Unity or Fragmentation?' in South African Labour 
Bulletin Vol. 5 No. 6 and 7 (1980), p.19 

14. F.A. Johnstone, Class Race and Gold, p.137 

15. Vide infra, Chapter 4 
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arbitration, all protected by statutory enforcement by the Department of 

Labour, 'the Government provided for a system of self-government of 

industry in which the role of organised labour was firmly defined, estab

lished and institutionalised. 116 The Act, while extending the privilege 

of registered organisation to White, Coloured and Indian workers, speci

fically excluded all pass-bearing Africans from its provisions. African 

labour organisations, although not declared illegal, were denied the right 

to bargain effectively as workers, outside of the recognised establishment 

of labour. Trade unions were thus merely to become institutionalised 

sections of the state bureaucracy, for the settlement of disputes and 

working conditions. 

The Wage Act, passed in 1925, 17 provided back-up legislation for White, 

'civilised' labour, not covered by the Industrial Conciliation Act. Such 

labour could appeal to the Wage Board, to investigate their conditions of 

employment and to make determinations to control these conditions. The 

state was intervening here, in an even more obvious fashion, to protect 

and act on behalf of the interests of 'civilised' labour - the members of 

which were encouraged to rely on the state for protection and improvement, 

rather than to militant or progressive labour leadership. By the late 

1930s, the greatest needs for the protection of White semi-skilled labour 

had been taken care of. The Mines and Works Amendment Act, what has been 

described as 'the fundamental job reservation Act in the history of all 

South Africa's labour legislation,• 18 was aimed at the protection of the 

mining industry, from threats to the security and privilege of white 

workers employed there. Under the Act, certain jobs were reserved for 

occupation by Whites only thereby creating artificial protection for white 

labour outside the normal operation of market forces. In addition, in 

1927, General Hertzog proclaimed the official decision to pursue a 

'civilised labour' policy in all employment offered in Government depart

ments thereby providing protected employment for poor-whites in state 

16. K. Williams, 'Trade Unionism'., p.70 

17. Vide infra, Chapter 4 

18. K. Williams, 'Trade Unionism'., p.71 
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enterprise. Although it was not to realise it, until the 1950s, white 

labour had become established. Its position was secure, while its 

privileges and advantages depended, not on its organisation, leadership 

or militancy, but on state guarantees and civil service protection. 

As a result of the important development of secondary manufacturing indus

tries, there emerged, during the 1920s, the first of the large multiracial 

manufacturing, industrial unions in the country. (One of the first of these 

was the Building Workers' Industrial Union, which was founded in 1916 by 

the International Socialist League). 19 They were not to enjoy much pro

tection, for little of the factory work required more than a semi-skilled 

worker, which was easily replaceable by a Coloured, Asian or Black. Faced 

with this competition, and an inadequate supply of white labour to mono

polise the growing needs, there was no possibility of a racially exclusive 

craft union. Industrial unionism was the only form of organisation, and 

an increasing number became apparent from the late 1920s. As a result of 

greater vulnerability, these unions tended to be more militant, but they 

lacked experienced leadership from within the union. As a result, external 

leaders were chosen, usually white, left-wing activists from the Communist 

Party in South Africa. The fact that the development of these trade unions 

had been possible, showed up the one weakness in the Industrial Conciliation 

Act. This, however, was soon to be remedied. 20 

A second attempt at national trade union co-ordination saw the formation of 

the South African Trades and Labour Council with a colour-blind constitution, 

in 1930. It grew steadily until 1947, attracting all types of unions, in

cluding individual, of which there were increasing numbers in the post 

Depression recovery. Small Black unions were formed, many becoming inter

mittent members in the 1930s and 1940s. At the same time the artisan 

membership of the Council grew, especially the proportion of Afrikaans 

workers. At the instigation of the National Party which came into power 

19. E. Gitsham & J.F. Trembath, A First Account of Labour Organisation in 
South Africa (1926), pp.71 - 72 

20. I refer here 
of 1956) and 
in 1937, and 
G. Albertyn, 

to the Industrial Conciliation Amendment Act (Act No. 28 
to the two amendments to the Wage Act of 1925; the first 
the second in 1957. 

'South African Industrial Relations Legislation' in 
South Africa Industrial Relations and Industrial 
Sociology (1979), pp.BS - 92 
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in 1948, these workers launched several campaigns against trade unions which 

they considered to be too radical or dangerous to Afrikaner political and 

cultural interests. The Mine Workers Union was attacked in the 1920s, 21 

and in the next decade several campaigns, funded by the Nasionale Raad van 

Trustees, were carried out against such unions as the Mine Workers' Union, 

the Building Workers' Industrial Union and the Garment Workers' Union. 

These campaigns were continued after World War Two, and various breakaway 

unions for white workers only, were formed. Although many of the Afrikaner 

nationalist takeovers failed, a clash between the left and right wing unions 

developed, based on the crucial difference in attitude towards the issue of 

African trade unionism; division among unions being an important means of 

bourgeois political control. Multiracial industrial unions, not organised 

along craft lines, were fully prepared to admit African workers to their 

unions. The conservative artisan unions wished for African trade unionism 

to be kept separate, while a third group desired the outlawing of African 

trade unions altogether. Through the influence of this latter group, the 

1946 African Mine Workers strike led to the withdrawal, from the Council 

by 1950, of all the important artisan unions, the whites-only unions and 

the mining industry unions. 22 By 1951, with the influence of the Suppression 

of Communism Act, and the Government threats against the Council and multi

racial unions, South African Trade Unionism had become almost entirely frag

mented. 

With all of its radical and many of its liberal leaders banned, the South 

African Trades and Labour Council, under pressure, agreed to give up its 

open membership clause. It formed the Trade Union Council of South Africa 

(T.U.C.S.A.), and thereafter consisted of industrial unions with only a 

tiny African union affiliation. In 1951 moderate and conservative unions 

formed the South African Federation of Trade Unions, which was only open 

21. 'At present, the South African Mine Workers' Union appears to be in a 
somewhat parlous state, compared with its former strength---·' 
E. Gitsham & J.F. Trembath, First Account of Labour Organisation p.67 

22. D. O'Meara, 'White Trade Unionism, Political Power and Afrikaner 
Nationalism' from Contemporary South African Studies 
Research Papers Vol. I, pp.88 - 91 
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to unions registered under the Industrial Conciliation Act, 23 and right

wing Afrikaner nationalist trade unions formed the Suid-Afrikaanse 

Koordinerende Raad24 which excluded all Black, Coloured and Indian workers. 

Since the end of the war, there had been many Nationalist threats to alter 

radically the structure of trade unionism, and promises to introduce state 

controlled, segregated trade unions, in order to reduce their power in 

society. The Industrial Legislation Commission of 1949 and the Industrial 

Conciliation Amendment Bill succeeded in realigning South African trade 

unions between 1954 and 1955. A new, non-racial trade union organisation 

was formed, to replace the South African Trade and Labour Council. This, 

however, was severely persecuted during the 1960s and by 1964 had nearly 

ceased to function. An alternative union, the Federation of Free African 

Trade Unions also had little success. 25 In fact, since 1956, there have 

been few changes; and attempts to form new unions since the 1973 strikes in 

Durban have faced active Government interference and suppression of leader

ship. 

As a result of industrial relations legislation, and these above-mentioned 

events, trade unionism in South Africa is not only divided, but it has 

failed to obtain support among large numbers of the workers, for the whites 

enjoy class privilege, relatively high wages, they have little difficulty in 

finding jobs, and are protected in those jobs particularly by the colour-bar. 

Trade unionism, for them, as a result, is almost entirely redundant - there 

is certainly no need for a dynamic and aggressive white trade union movement 

any longer. Let us therefore observe our trade unions in more detail, during 

the time when they were developing, and were both vigorous and militant -

before the passing of the Industrial Conciliation Act in 1924. 

23. Vide infra, Chapter 4 

24. Later to become the South African Confederation of Trade Unions 

25. M. Horrell, South African Trade Unionism (1961), pp.83 - 85 
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CHAPTER TWO 

EARLY TRADE UNIONISM IN NATAL 

A. THE EARLY TRADE UNIONS 

Until now, we have been concerned mainly with the general trend and charac

teristics of trade unionism in South Africa, and although this was important 

for reasons of perspective, it is, nevertheless not our main aim. The main 

reason for the choice of subject in this essay, was to attempt, in a small 

way, to remedy the sad lack of detailed information on the development of 

trade unionism in Natal. Most works on trade unionism in South Africa tend 

to display 'a conspicuous lack of balance. The central theme adopted is 

invariably that of the stormy labour relations in the Transvaal ___ /ihich 

fail~7 to analyse the effects of this upheaval on any other part of the 

country, and gives the impression, by omission, that Natal remained unaffec

ted by the struggle.• 1 This was, of course, by no means the case, and 

Natal's relative importance in the field of trade unionism, has been greatly 

underestimated. There are, to my knowledge, two academics who have realised 

the importance of Natal in industrial relations and labour history, one being 

the above-quoted Brian Reid, whose thesis is entitled 'Organised Labour in 

Natal 1918 - 1924', and also H.G. Ringrose who, in 1949 wrote a thesis 

entitled 'A History and Description of Trade Unions in Natal.' The latter 

work, however, is concentrated mostly on the post World War Two era, while 

the focus of the former, is specifically on the period 1918 to 1924. This 

infrequency of works on Natal, moreover, is not made any easier by the 

paucity of primary sources, in which there is much discontinuity. Neverthe

less, I shall attempt an account that is as complete and as accurate as the 

sources allow, on the development and disputes of trade unions until the 

passing of the labour legislation of the mid 192Os. 

The start of trade unionism in England was, to a considerable extent, 

affected by the French Revolution and the Napoleonic wars which followed, 

1. B.L. Reid, 'Organised Labour in Natal 1918 - 1924' (Natal University 
M.A. thesis, (1975), p.2 
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which resulted in the British authorities being fearful of large gatherings 

of people. The outcome of this fear was the enactment of the Anti

Combination Acts2 which made any form of combination a criminal offence, 

thus outlawing all trade union activity. After the wars, Francis Place 

joined forces with a radical member of parliament, by the name of Joseph 

Hume, and they worked together in an attempt to secure a repeal of these 

laws. Nevertheless, it was ten years before they eventually succeeded, for 

they had to attempt to persuade the British government that repeal would 

not lead to industrial unrest. This they only achieved in 1825, when the 

Acts were finally repealed. Contrary to their prediction, however, the 

repeal was met by a series of strikes, resulting, in 1926, in an amending 

act, which stated that trade unions could be established for two reasons 

only; firstly, to raise wages, and secondly to improve working conditions. 

This fact, plus a rise in unemployment, postponed the growth of trade 

unionism, with the result that the first real trade union was only estab

lished in 1830, when John Doherty formed the 'National Association for the 

Protection of Labourers.' 

The original growth of trade unionism in South Africa, on the other hand, was 

much more easily achieved, for there was no legislation banning or outlawing 

it. Moreover, it only came into being much later in the nineteenth century, 

when the concept of trade unionism was more widely accepted. Natal was only 

settled by whites for the first time in the same year that Britain's Anti

Combination laws were repealed. 3 It was quite a few years, therefore, before 

the situation warranted trade union activity, as it did in England: 

It was the development of modern industry from the 
Eighteenth Century onwards that created the conditions 
in which trade unions became necessary. The growth of 
the factory system, the more widespread use of machin
ery, the establishment of new industries, the increas
ing pace of industrial work and the concentration of 
industries in large towns created a new class of wage
earners who were entirely dependent upon their wages 

2. The Anti-Combination Acts were passed in 1799 and again in 1800. 

3. Armed with a document from Shaka, 'Farewell and Fynn returned /fa Port 
Natal7 and on the 27th August 1824 Farewell hoisted the Union Jack, 
firea a royal salute, and formally took possession of the Port and its 
environs in the name of Great Britain.' 
E.H. Brookes & C. de B. Webb, A History of Natal (1965), p.19 
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for their livelihood---· Work people found 
themselves side by side with others who were 
doing the same work under the same conditions 
and facing the same problems. In such circum
stances it was natural that they should join 
together in seeking to improve their condi
tions. The early trade unions, or combina-4 tions as they were called, were the result. 

Such were the conditions that nurtured the development of trade unionism 

in England. However it was ten years after settlement before employer -

employee relationships developed in Natal and more than fifty years 

before the first independent trade unions were established. 

Nevertheless, 'many of the early craftsmen who emigrated to Natal continued 

with their membership of unions to which they had belonged in their country 

of origin: 15 and although very little industry or manufacturing existed 

in Natal until late in the nineteenth century, some of the more enthus

iastic trade union supporters went even further and began to organise 

their brothers-in-craft into local branches of their British trade unions. 

Subscriptions were thus remitted in a lump sum on behalf of the branch 

(instead of each member sending his own individual subscription), thereby 

managing to retain, as active members of the union, 'many men who would 

otherwise have permitted their membership to lapse. 16 It may, therefore, 

be assumed that these early trade unions were formed primarily for reasons 

of prestige and sentiment, rather than to secure satisfactory working con

ditions. 

To the best of my knowledge, the first trade union established in Natal 

was a branch of the Amalgamated Society of Carpenters and Joiners of Great 

Britain7 which was formed on 18th July 1882, just six months after the 

first branch was opened in Cape Town, and twenty-two years after its 

original formation in Britain. There had also been other branches estab-

4. A.J. Downes, Printers' Saga - A History of the South African 
Typographical Union (1952), p.x 

5. H.G. Ringrose, Trade Unions in Natal (1951), p.4 

6. H.G. Ringrose, 'A History and Description of Trade Unions in Natal' 
(Natal University M. Com. Thesis, 1949), p.4 

7. E. Gitsham & J.F. Trembath, A First Account of Labour Organisation 
in South Africa (1926), p.14 
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lished in Canada, the United States of America and Australia, but, by the 

time the Natal branch held its first Annual Dinner in Pietermaritzburg, on 

14 August, 1891, they were able to state that total South African member

ship was 200. 8 By 1897, seven branches had been established in South Africa, 

including no less than three in Natal - at Durban, P~etermaritzburg and 

Newcastle. These events were followed shortly afterwards, by the estab

lishment of another British-based trade union, the Amalgamated Society of 

Engineers, on 21 September, 1891 in Durban. This union, too, had already 

established branches in many parts of the world. Other British trade 

unions which were active in Natal at this time, were: The Institute of 

Journalists, a branch of which was established in Pietermaritzburg on 

24 October, 1891, as a result of a visit to Natal by a prominent British 

journalist. During the first meeting, the first officials were appointed 

and 20 foundation members were chosen. 9 A South African branch of the 

Engine Drivers Society was formed in 1898, and although its members were 

made up mostly of engine drivers employed on the gold mines, it did have 

a few members from the Natal coalmines, which had recently been opened. 

A branch of the probably British, Affiliated Plasterers' Union was formed 

in Natal in 1900, four years after a branch had appeared in Johannesburg. 

At its inception, it boasted about 120 members. Less than a year later, a 

branch of the Operative Bricklayers' Society was formed in Durban, (June 

1901) and branches were formed at Pietermaritzburg and Johannesburg a few 

months later. By the end of the first year, its membership had increased 

to 350 and at its first annual dinner, representatives of the Affiliated 
10 Plasterers' Union were reported to be present. 

Not all the unions founded at this time, however, were branches of British 

craft unions, nor were they all founded for reasons of 'prestige and 

sentiment.• 11 Some purely South African unions which were active in Natal 

8. The Natal Mercury, 17 August 1891 

9. The Natal Mercury, 23 September 1891 and 27 October 1891 

10. The Natal Mercury, 2 June 1902 

11. H.G. Ringrose, 'History and Description', p.4 
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from an early date were: the Natal Mine Managers' Association of which the 

annual general meeting was held at Glencoe early in May 1909; 12 the Journey

men Tailors' Association, the members of which went on strike in June 1909; 13 

the Natal Indian Teachers' Union, which probably came into being early in 

1902 (it is mentioned in the Natal Mercury on 24 February 1902); the Natal 

Commercial Travellers' Association, which had its inaugural meeting in 

Pietermaritzburg on 14 April 1903; 14 the Postal and Telegraph Association, 

the pioneer of Service organisations, which was founded in 1902; 15 and the 

South African Cinematograph Operators' Union, which, in spite of being a 

Johannesburg-based union (established 1910), had members in Durban by 1912. 

A separate Natal branch of the union, however, was not established until 

several years later. 

In spite of not being the industrial hub of the country, Natal experienced 

some of the very first labour disputes. There is a report of a skirmish 

which took place in Pietermaritzburg as far back as 1885. It was conducted 

by the Organisation of Distributive Workers, and the precise issue was 

Saturday afternoon closing. The attack was mounted by an organisation with 

the 'quaint but unequivocal' title of the City Early Closing Association. 

The campaign was lost by a 'toucher', for unanimous agreement among the shop

keepers was ruined by a mere five dissentients in the trade, and, competition 

being what it was, other shopkeepers had no alternative but to stay open too. 16 

The first recorded action by employees in Natal, which could be labelled a 

strike, arose from objections, by compositors employed by 'The Natal Witness' 

in Pietermaritzburg to the rates of pay they received for Sunday overtime. 

No mention of the incident is to be found in the 'Natal Witness', but the 

'Natal Mercury' reported on Wednesday 20 September 1882 that the compositors 

in question had had a 'turn out' the preceding Sunday. 

12. The Natal Mercury, 5 May 1909 

13. The Natal Mercury, 21 June 1909 

14. The Natal Mercury, 17 April 1903 

15. Gitsham & Trembath, First Account of Labour Organisation, p.85 

16. N. Herd, Counter Attack - The Story of the South African 
Shopworkers (1974), p.15 
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Natal is also able to claim the distinction of having the first purely 

South African trade union, (in other words, one established independently 

of any overseas organisation), namely, the Typographical Society of Natal. 

According to an article by R.J. King in the Journal of the Typographical 

Union in January, 1929, the first meeting in Durban for the purpose of 

forming a trade union for the printing industry, was held at the residence 

of Robert Patrick in Tyzach Street, Durban, during the closing months of 

1888. The names given, of those who were present were, among others, 

Robert Patrick, Henry Banwell, J.R. Glanville, H.S. Elliott and John 

Clowes. Banwell was elected as Chairman and Patrick as Secretary, and 

the motion to call a meeting of all the compositors in Durban was carried. 

That meeting was held in February 1889, and all those who were present 

(a record of which has not been kept), agreed to form a Society. Subscrip

tions were fixed at 6d per week, a rules committee was formed and wages 

scales were drawn up. The rules committee based their rules on those 

which were in operation in the London Society of Compositors at that time. 

A notice was sent to the employers concerned notifying them that an in

crease of wages was sought. All the firms agreed, with the exception of 

the 'Natal Advertiser', then owned by Pete Davis, who apparently did not 

approve of trade unions. 

An interesting account of the proceedings, written by Henry George Banwell, 

appeared in the January 1912 edition of the Journal: 

That year eventually proved an interesting one, owing 
to the fact that an increase of wages was sought. 
'P.O.' refused the request of his men, with the result 
that they ceased work at 2 o'clock on a particular 
Monday. 'P.O.', through Mr. O.J. Nurse, instituted 
legal proceedings, in consequence of which Messrs. 
Banwell and Holloway found themselves locked-up in 
the police station on the following Friday morning. 
The old 'Super' (Alexander) released them on his own 
responsibility; remarking: 'This is not the place for 
respectable men. Be at the Court at 9 O'clock to
morrow morning.' Warrants of arrest for desertion 
from service were also issued for Messrs. Jas. 
Glanville, Craig, R. Gill and Lillibund. On the 
Saturday morning the whole six appeared before 
Mr. R.J. Finnemore (later on Mr. Justice Finnemore), 
who upheld the contention of Mr. A. de R. Labistour, 
counsel for accused (late Attorney-General for 
Natal), that the section of the law under which 
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they were charged did not apply to men in their 
positions. They were accordingly discharged. The 
Maritzburg men, who were working in conjunction with 
the 'Advertiser' men, also haq trouble at the Court -
Messrs. D. Forsyth, sen., J. Forsyth and R. Borain 
were also charged with desertion, but the Magistrate 
who failed to correctly interpret the law, fined 
each 20s. ihe movement for an increase of wages 
was, however, successful.17 

It has been well nigh impossible to obtain any official records regarding 

any printers' organisations in Pietermaritzburg, before 1898, nevertheless, 

there is sufficient evidence to show that a Typographical Society was also 

begun there in the 1880s. Moreover, despite the fierce opposition of the 

principal employer, Pete Davis, some form of employee organisation existed 

even before that date. The proof of this lies in a document containing the 

minutes of a meeting of compositors at the 'Witness' office on 30 July 1875, 

at which a Chapel was formed and draft rules set out. 18 Also, reference is 

made in an article in the Journal of May 1925, to a local Society being 

formed and a strike ensuing for better working conditions in the year 1880. 

Another article in a Journal three years later, states that a new Typographi

cal Society had been created in June 1888, but a letter from Robert Patrick, 

who was present at the inaugural meetings, shows that the organisation of 

the Pietermaritzburg printers followed that of Durban. Thus it would appear 

that after the inaugural meeting in Durban, held towards the end of 1888, 

Robert Patrick, who had been elected secretary, was sent to Pietermaritz

burg to organise the printers there and 'form a second branch' of the Natal 

Society. A permanent society, to replace the temporary one of 1888, was 

formed in 1889. 

The establishment of this society was not without its problems, however, for, 

in a letter to the Journal of July 1933, W. Loney writes that the branch was 

duly established and everyone sworn to secrecy, 'for in those days anyone 

who dared join the Society at the 'Witness' under little Pete Davis, where 

I was employed, got the sack irrespective of ability or length of service.• 19 

17. A.J. Downes, Printers' Saga, p.12 

18. Ibid., facing p.5 

19. Ibid., p.17 
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However, someone must have informed Davis, for the day after, Loney was 

given notice, stigmatized as an agitator, and notices were put up to the 

effect that any man who joined the Society would receive the same treat

ment. Owing to a shortage of men, Loney was soon re-employed at the 

'Witness', only to lose his job again shortly after. 

There is very scanty information regarding the activities of either societies 

between the years 1889 and 1898. There are a few very vague references 

to a forward movement in Durban in 1892, during which, improved overtime 

rates were demanded. The movement, however, was apparently abortive. In 

November 1895, another 'forward movement' took place. Thirty-four printers 

in Durban, twenty-two of them employed by the 'Natal Mercury' and twelve by 

the Natal Advertiser, demanded a minimum wage of £2. 17s. 6d. per week and 

an increase in piece and overtime rates. After a day (in the case of the 

employees of the 'Natal Mercury') and one week for the 'Natal Advertiser' 

employees, the strikers succeeded in their demands. Both newspapers, during 

this time, continued to be published without a break, and there were no 

obvious difficulties encountered, apart from the fact that on one day the 

'Mercury' appeared without an editoria1. 20 

On 23rd November 1895, there occurred what was probably the first collective 

action by Blacks in Natal, if not in the country. According to the report in 

the press, a group of 200 blacks, 'led by one over 6 feet high, presented 

themselves at the residence of the Durban Agent of the Union Co. Asked what 

they wanted, the leader explained that they each received 4/- per day now, 

but wanted 6/-. 121 Little more is known about the outcome, apart from the 

fact that they were ordered to report their complaints to the Agent's 

representative at the Docks. Nevertheless, judging by the comment of the 

Press, which stated 'It is evident that the Natives are fully alive to the 

scarcity of labour and want to take advantage of it, 122 there was little 

liklihood of a successful outcome. In July the following year, the mining 

20. The Natal Witness 28 November 1895 

21. H.G. Ringrose, 'History and Description', p.15 

22. The Natal Witness 25 November 1895 
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staff of the Zululand Goldfields at Nondweni are reported to have come out 

on strike as a result of an announcement from headquarters that wages should 

be reduced. 23 There is no indication, however, if the strike was successful 

or not. 

On Wednesday, 5 January 1898, the various calls for unity in the printing 

industry were fulfilled, for it was on that day (and 2 succeeding days) that 

the Inaugural Conference of the South African Typographical Union was held. 

Kimberley was the active spirit in calling the Conference into being, but 

Durban (represented by the Society's secretary, J.G. Kirkwood) had the 

honour of moving the rule setting out the name and composition of the new 

organisation as adopted. The Pietermaritzburg Society's representative at 

the Inaugural Conference was Jack Day, while the society was one of the 

first to identify itself with the S.A.T.U. It was further decided at the 

Conference, that the objects of the union should be as follows:-

!. To secure the federation of the South African 
Typographical Societies, so that by co-operation 
they may exercise a more powerful influence generally. 
2. To support affiliated societies in resisting a 
reduction of wages or an increase of working hours. 
3. To support affiliated societies in upholding 
their rules and scale of charges (such rules and 
scale having been approved of by the Council of the 
Union). 
4. To mediate and adjudicate upon all disputes 
between societies and employers, after the matter 
has been placed in the hands of the Union, and en
deavour to settle them on equitable and just 
grounds. 
5. The establishment of a general mortality fund. 
6. To endeavour to establish a uniform scale of 
charges for extra matter in the different colonies. 
7. To endeavour to limit the number of apprentices, 
and to establish a uniform term of apprenticeship 
throughout the colonies; and to regulate the employ
ment of turnovers.24 

Apart from the establishment of a national union, with a good constitution 

23. The Natal Witness 

24. A.J. Downes, 

28 July 1896 

Printers' Saga, p.806 
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and working rules, the most important happening of the year 1898, was the 

introduction of typesetting machines, which had the effect of putting many 

men out of work, including many important trade unionists. In Pietermaritz

burg, for example, both the Branch President and the Treasurer lost their 

jobs. Downes writes, 'It would be difficult to say whether the 'keen' 

trade unionists were the first to go, but certainly the opportunity was 

there with a reasonable excuse. 125 The Pietermaritzburg branch sent a 

deputation to the Government, regarding the adoption of a 'Fair Wage Clause' 

in Government printing contracts. This move was designed to combat cheap 

labour, for, apparently, not all the contractors concerned were paying the 

Union rates. 

In the following year, there are indications that problems were had with 

the 'Advertiser' management, for, as a result of a resolution passed by the 

Durban Branch in May, the office of the Advertiser was, henceforth, to be 

closed to members of the union, 'owing to the persistent ignoring of Union 

principles.• 26 Only three of the eleven members carried out their instruc

tions and handed in a week's notice; however, the other eight refused, and 

were then expelled from the Union. In the August Journal, of the same year, 

it is noted that the Durban Trades and Labour Council, of which Walter Clarke 

was President, had been successful in obtaining full political rights for 

workmen, other than 'Civil Servants', in Government employ. The following 

Journal refers to the slump in print, due to 'the crisis', in other words, 

the outbreak of the South African War. 

25. Ibid., p.108 

26. Ibid., p.99 
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B. EARLY LABOUR LEGISLATION 

In spite of a beginning, hampered to some extent by anti-combination 

legislation, trade unionism in England came to be an accepted phenomenon 

of society. In order to stand up for their rights, the first trade unions 

were, and had to be, fighting organisations, but with the passing of the 

years and the growth of the Labour Party, there came to be less industrial 

strife. The British Labour Party, beginning as a purely political party, 

came more and more to rely on trade union support, thus differing from the 

other political parties. This assisted in the growth of trade unionism in 

Britain, and increased their acceptability. A number of legislative en

actments led to freedom of association and freedom to strike by all classes 

of employees. The Trade Union Act of 1871, as amended in 1876, made pro

vision for the registration of trade unions, and provided them, in effect, 

with a legal charter. The principle of collective bargaining except in 

certain cases, (if strike action was likely to endanger life, cause bodily 

injury or damage valuable property), was sanctioned by law in 1875, and by 

the same law peaceful picketing during a strike was legalised. Strike action 

became accepted to the extent that, in 1924, the British Trades Union Congress 

passed a resolution 'that the Congress reaffirms its determined opposition 

to compulsory arbitration and again declares that under no circumstances 

will it permit any interference with the right to strike. •27 

It has been written that the right to strike 'should be seen as an essential 

part of the mechanism of collective bargaining through which capitalism tries 

to accommodate conflict between workers and employers. Without the right to 

strike, workers have no leverage in bargaining with employers.• 28 This 

right in South Africa, however, has to a great extent, and for a considerable 

proportion of the population, always been circumscribed. 

In Natal, (no less than in the rest of the country), although there had been 

27. E. Kahn, 'The Right to Strike in South Africa; An Historical Analysis' 
in the South African Journal of Economics Vol. II (1943), p.24 

28. 'Comment : The Right to Strike' in South African Labour 
Bulletin Vol. 5 No. 1 (1979), p.l 
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no legislation dealing specifically with trade unions, workers were still 

not free to take what collective action they chose. As had occurred else

where, the unskilled labour requirements of the Colony were met largely 

by Blacks and Indians, who, in spite of being relatively satisfied with 

low wages, were regarded as being unreliable. Therefore, in an attempt to 

protect employers from desertion by their employees, the Colony of Natal 

followed the Cape Colony's example and, in 1850 passed a Masters and Servants 

Ordinance. These Master and Servant Laws, designed to make a breach of 

contract by a servant a criminal offence, was the first legislation affect

ing labour relations in South Africa. 

Natal Ordinance No. 2 of 1850 (the first Masters and Servants Ordinance) was 

described as an ordinance 'for regulating the relative rights and duties of 

masters, servants and apprentices,• 29 and was ostensibly colour blind, sup

posedly to protect employers from a breach of contract by black employees 

and contract white labour alike. It is possible that the ordinance was 

really originally designed to protect employers against breach of contract 

by European servants, many of whom, around the time of the passing of the 
30 acts, had been brought into the country by employers; nevertheless, there 

has always been a reluctance on the part of Whites to employ such legislation 

against fellow whites. However, it was written in the 1925 Report of the 

Economic and Wage Commission: 

The definition of 'servant', which is common to 
the Statutes, was evidently designed to exclude 
occupations ordinarily followed by white employees 
and to restrict the Acts, as far as possible, to 
natives and coloured. Needless to say the attempt 
was unsuccessful, and the question of what consti
tutes a servant has often been before the Courts. 
The general line taken by the Courts has always 
been that as the effect of the Statutes is to attach 
criminal consequences to the breach of what is 
essentially a civil contract, they must be very 
strictly construed.31 

29. H.G. Ringrose, 'History and Description,' p.8 

30. S.T. van der Horst, Native Labour in South Africa (1942), pp.37 - 38 

31. Union of South Africa: Re art of the Economic and Wa e Commission 1925 
U.G. 14 - 1926), p.39 para. 61 
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Whatever the intention of the legislators might have been, however, a great 

deal of confusion was caused. 

According to the actual provisions of the Ordinance, Chapters I and IV dealt 
with the terms of labour contracts, and the punishments which were to be 

imposed for a breach of those terms. Section 3 of Chapter IV provided that 

any servant who was proved to have 'refused or neglected to perform his 

stipulated work' could be punished by whipping, imprisoned up to 3 months, or 

fined up to £5. Chapters II and III of the Ordinance dealt with apprentices, 

and with such matters as the protection of the servant in the case of sick-
32 ness. 

Chapter V of the Ordinance, an important chapter as far as trade unions 

were concerned, dealt with the rights of persons to associate together in 

matters concerning employment. Section 1 of this chapter 'rendered liable 

to imprisonment with or without hard labour for a period not exceeding 

three months, any person who by 'violence ___ , threats or intimidation' 

tried to force any servant or employee 'to depart from his service or 

work' or to prevent any person 'from hiring himself to, or accepting service 

or work from' some other person; or who forced or induced or endeavoured 
to force or induce any person to belong to any club or association or to 

contribute to any common fund; or who threatened, molested, obstructed or 
I 

used violence against any person on account of his not belonging or contri-

buting, or on account of his refusing to co-operate in any collective 

action designed to bring about an alteration in working conditions. 133 

Nevertheless, according to Section 3, collective action by employees was 

not always illegal. It provided that 'any persons who shall meet together 

for the sole purpose of consulting upon, and determining the rate of wages 
which the persons present at the meeting ___ shall demand for their 

services ___ or who shall enter into any agreement --- for the purpose of 

fixing the rate of wages ___ which the persons entering into such agreement 
___ shall demand for their services ___ or of fixing the number of hours of 

32. H.G. Ringrose, 'History and Description,' p.9 

33. Ibid., pp.9 - 10 
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work' whall not be 'liable to any penalty or prosecution for so doing.• 34 

Ringrose writes: 

It is clear from the Ordinance of 1850, that there 
was complete freedom of association among employees 
when the objects and methods of bargaining were peace
ful; and provided there were no restraints on a per
son's freedom to work if and when he wanted to, and in 
accordance with his contract, there was no legal 
impediment to group conciliation between employers and 
employees. But this could not be followed up by strike 
action. Striking was tantamount to desertion or 
'refusing to work' and could only be interpreted as 
a breach of contract. It caused irregularity of work, 
the very contingency ,gainst which the Ordinance aimed 
to protect employers. 

The next important labour legislation in Natal, was Act 40 of 1894, which 
came into effect on 30 July 1894, and was an amendment to the original 

Masters and Servants Act. It was a law regulating the relative rights of 
Masters and Servants, thereby introducing flagrant and overt racial dis
crimination for the first time into the labour laws of the Colony. It laid 

down that Chapters I and IV of Ordinance 2 of 1850 should not apply to 

Blacks; its other provisions were as follows: 

36 a) Everybody in the Colony was governed by the pro-
visions of Chapter V of Ordinance 2 of 1850. Act 13 
of 1896, which came into force on 1st June of that year, 
introduced a significant amendment to this Chapter. It 
provided that Section 1 of Chapter v37 "shall be cons
trued as if the words 'or induce' twice appearing in the 
Section were deleted." 

b) All employers, and all employees who fell within 
the definition of 'servant' given in the 1850 Ordinance 
were governed by the provisions of Chapters II and III 
of that Ordinance. 

c) Employees other that Natives, if they fell within 
the definition of 'servant' given in the Ordinance of 

34. Ibid., p.10 

35. Ibid. 

36. Indian immigrants who had been in the Colony for more than five years, 
and, who, as a result, had completed their period of indentured labour, 
came to be included in Ordinance 2 of 1850 by Section 109 of Law 21 of 
1891. 

37. Vide Supra. 
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1850 were deemed to be working under contracts 
in accordance with the terms set out in Chapter I 
of that Ordinance, and were liable to the punish
ments set out in Chapter IV of the same Ordinance 
if they committed a breach of these terms. 

d) 'Native' employees, except in the few cases 
where the work they did was outside the scope of 
the definition of 'servant' were governed by Act 
40 of 1894. This re-enacted most of the pro
visions of Ordinance 2 of 1850 with regard to 
the duration of contracts and the terms of notice 
deemed to apply, but it set out in greater detail 
the offences which constituted a crime. These 
offences were divided into two groups; for one 
group the prescribed maximum punishment was a fine 
of £3 or two months' imprisonment, and for the 
other the maximum punishment was a fine of £2 or 
one month's imprisonment, but servants guilty of 
repeated offences within six months could be 
fined up to £5 or imprisoned for a term not ex
ceeding three months.38 

When the Masters and Servants Acts were passed, there are indications that 

there was little comtemplation of striking. In fact, a master was only 

required by the Ordinance to lodge his complaint against a servant within 

one month 'next of the day on which he became cognisant of an offence,' 

and by an amendment in Act 35 of 1899, the period during which the employer 

was expected to bring an action, was lengthened to three months. Neverthe

less, these laws were 'wonderfully adaptable, 139 and became the most import

ant sources of prosecution against Black strikers. 

Industrialisation in South Africa and the consequent growth of a hetero

geneous working class placed serious pressure on the inadequate Masters 

and Servants Laws, however, and other forms of labour legislation were 

passed. Nevertheless, let us first examine the conditions which brought 

about such legislation. 

38. These proposed sentences are slightly lower than those prescribed in 
Ordinance 2 of 1850, and the power of the magistrate to order whip
pings for desertion was taken away. Nevertheless, until 1898, 
Europeans remained liable to whippings under the Ord. of 1850. It 
was only with Act 13 of 1898 that whippings and imprisonment were 
deleted from the Ordinance. 
H.G. Ringrose, 'History and Description', pp.11 - 12 

39. E. Kahn, 'The Right to Strike in S.A.' p.27 
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C. THE DEVELOPMENT OF TRADE UNIONISM 

BEFORE WORLD WAR ONE 

The Anglo-Boer War of 1899 - 1902 was, for the most part, a war fought 

between Britain and the Boer Republics and was not really Natal's war. 
Although it was a war in which she had to defend herself against attack, 

it was fundamentally 'an "imperial" war, in which the South African policy 

of Chamberlain and Milner was pitted against the stubborn patriotism of 

Kruger and Steyn. It was not, fundamentally, Natal's war. Many Natalians 

had not wanted it. 140 This fact is illustrated by the somewhat surprising 

figures of recruitment in Natal - it is probable that the total number of 

Natalians who served in the war did not exceed 2 50041 - compared with 

what was essentially a 'levee en masse' by the burghers of the two 

Republics, some 80 000 of whom took part in the war. Moreover, economically, 

Natal was compensated for the loss of the normal carrying trade to the 

Transvaal, by the business opportunities provided by the large number of 

Imperial troops in and near Natal. We may safely say, therefore, that 

Natal was, relatively speaking, unaffected by the war of 1899 - 1902, and 

continued her economic and labour relations more or less undisturbed. 

The first indication we have of labour dissatisfaction after the war, comes 

once again from the S.A.T.U. According to the May Journal, 1901, the Durban 

Branch had embarked on a forward movement for an increase of wages, which 

had been partially successful. As a result of the workers' demands, five 

committee meetings, five special general meetings and two conferences with 

the employers, in which the Pietermaritzburg branch participated, were held; 

the consequences of which were the raising, in both centres, of the mini

mum rate to £3. 6s. per week of 48 hours, overtime to ls. 9d. per hour, 

and the piece-work rate, to ls. ld. per thousand ens. At the same time, 

there is mention of the Branch membership having been increased to over 

100, including ten bookbinders and nine machinemen. An item in the November 

40. E.H. Brookes & C. de B. Webb, A History of Natal (1965), p.202 

41. Ibid. 



- 27 -

journal of the same year, indicates that there was no barrier against the 

admission of Indians to membership, for an application for relief was 

received from H. Nundoo, an Indian member, who had been laid-up for 

several weeks. It was decided to grant him an allowance of £1 per 

week. 42 

In spite of this, however, an article in the January Journal of 1902, 

cites a dispute with a local firm over the engagement of two Mission 

'Natives' on skilled work, a compositor and a machinist. The Branch 

threatened to remove all Union members, and succeeded in having the com

positor dismissed, but the machinist was allowed to continue, owing to 

·t f h" . t 43 a scarci yo mac inis s. 

In February 1902, a deputation representing artisans in Durban and 

Pietermaritzburg, and consisting of officials of the Durban Trades and 

Labour Council, representatives of the Typographical Society, and Brick

layers, Carpenters and Plasterers; complained to the Prime Minister about 

State-aided immmigration of artisans. It also declared its opposition to 

strikes, and its desire that they should be reduced to a minimum, thereby 

giving the impression that the peaceful industrial relations of the nine

teenth century were to continue into the twentieth. This industrial peace 

was not to last long, however, for by mid-March 1902, little more than a 

month after the visit to the Prime Minister, members of the Amalgamated 

Society of Carpenters and Joiners in Durban and employees of the Natal 

Government railways were on strike. 

The carpenters' strike began on 24 February, as a result of a demand for 

the same daily rate as that being paid to bricklayers and plasterers. 

Although this request was not refused outright, the employers objected to 

the manner in which the claim was made, and stated that the employees had 

previously agreed to give three months' notice of all future demands. 

42. A.J. Downes, Printers' Saga, p.102 

43, Ibid. 
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After the strike had continued for two weeks, the employers offered an 
increase of 6d. per day, with immediate effect, and a further increase of 
a similar amount, three months later. Nevertheless, the carpenters 
remained on strike until the end of March when they eventually accepted the 
above-mentioned terms. 44 'One interesting feature of the carpenters' 
strike was the scheme which was approved of by the employees at one of the 
strike meetings, to form a "syndicate" to cqmpete with the employers for• 
jobs on the open market. 145 

The strike of railway workers in the same year, in spite of not being as 
long in duration, was of greater significance. 46 It received considerable 
publicity in the press, and is reported to have included nearly 700 workers 
in the Durban and Pietermaritzburg carriage and locomotive workshops. It 
was stated however, that as no blacksmiths had joined the strike, and as 
some other artisans had returned to work after only the second or third 
days, the workshops had been able to continue uninterrupted. Whether 
this was true or not, the fact remains that the strikers received no wage 
increase at all, and were only promised the appointment of an independent 
committee to investigate their grievances. 47 

When the strike originally began, the workmen were all issued with a notice 
to the effect that, if the workers had not returned by Monday 10th March, 
(the 4th day of the strike), they would all lose their jobs. This time 
limit had to be extended, as very few returned on that day, and the 
second ultimatum was just as ineffective. The Durban strikers would have 
been willing to return to work; however the Government refused to submit 
the dispute to arbitration, thereby prolonging it. It would appear that, 
before these strikes, the workers had the sympathy of the public; by 
striking, however, they lost it. 

44. The Natal Mercury 2 April 1902 

45. H.G. Ringrose 'History and Description', p.16 

46. It started on 8 March 1902, and continued until 19 March 1902. 

47. I.L. Walker & B. Weinbren, 2 000 Casualties (1961), p.14 
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There are some details of a forward movement by the Durban Branch of the 
S.A.T.U., in association with the Pietermaritzburg Branch, reported in the 
April Journal. An ultimatum is supposed to have been issued to the employers, 
demanding that the minimum rate be increased to £3. 12s. per week of 48 hours, 
overtime at 2s. per hour; linotype operators, £4. 10s. per week for day work, 
and £5 for night work. When negotiations with the master printers pro-
duced no results, it was decided that all members should hand in a weeks' 
notice, if the demands were not met. It would appear, thereafter, that the 
firms concerned all came to agree. 48 

During 1903 there were a number of strikes in the Colony, none of which were 
of particular significance. A strike by bricklayers continued for nearly 
three months before the employers agreed to pay an additional ls per day on 
the understanding that a general arbitration would be arranged. 49 The 
workers appear to have been generally unconcerned about the strike, especially 
as it was found to be necessary to advertise in order to prevent strikers 
from accepting work, and it is therefore surprising that they gained as much 
as they did. The S.A.T.U. which was not as fortunate in the outcome of their 
own strike, made a grant of £25 to the Bricklayers' Union while it was on 
strike. 

It was noted in the May Journal of the S.A.T.U., that the Durban branch, 
together with Pietermaritzburg, was in the throes of a forward movement -
'requests' were being made for certain improvements (£4 per week of 48 hours; 
time-and-a-half for overtime and double time after midnight). Although a 
few employers had conceded to their demands, several of the larger employers 
had even failed to acknowledge them. A special general meeting was called, 
where it was decided that the members should tender a week's notice, such to 
expire on the 11th May, and on the 12th nearly 80 men came out on strike. 
The strike lasted for just over a month, but the forward movement 'ended 
disastrously 150 because, during that period, no less than 35 were evicted, 

48. A.J. Downes, Printers' Saga, p.103 

49. The Natal Mercury 23 February 1903 

50. A.J. Downes, Printers' Saga, p.114 
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to be replaced by 80 new arrivals from England. Moreover, many of the 35 
were not able to get away soon enough, and were prosecuted, receiving 
h f . 51 eavy ines. 

During this time, (June 1903), white workers were censured for setting a bad 
example before the 'Natives' by refusing to work, demanding unheard of wages 
and yet 'so soon as the Natives do the same thing they are charged with 
rebellion or disloyalty 152 In fact, not two weeks later, it was reported that 
a large number of Blacks employed at the Durban Harbour had been fined 5s. 
each for refusing to bunker certain ships. 53 

Another unsuccessful strike in 1903 was that of the Durban tramwaymen. On 
Saturday 31 March, motor-men and conductors declared themselves to be on 
strike, and left the trains wherever they happened to be at the time. This 
appears to have been an unnecessary step, as the town officials had already 
declared their willingness to discuss the workers' grievances. Moreover, 
it antagonised a previously sympathetic public, and, as the workers were 
unskilled, they were easily replaced by other men, already in the Colony. 

Union activity in the Typographical Union appears to have been at a very low 
ebb during 1904, and Pete Davis was still threatening to dismiss instantly 
any employee caught collecting Union dues. The most significant problem 
of that year, however, was unemployment, and much time was spent raising 
funds for unemployment relief. The year 1905, too, was an uneventful one. 
A lack of union activity, in the S.A.T.U., was, as a result of an undertaking 
not to join any trade union for a period of twelve months, which the local 
'contract hands' had been called upon to sign. A 1906 Journal refers to the 
resignation of Bill Wade as President of the local Trades Council, 'on account 
of the Socialistic element continually pushing forward its political views 
to the detriment of trade union matters. 154 The April Journal of 1907 refers 

51. Ibid. 

52. The Natal Mercury 1 June 1903 

53. The Natal Witness 16 June 1903 

54. A.J. Downes, Printers' Saga, p.237 
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to the local Master Printers' Association as'a shadowy, intangible com

bination which only seems to "bob-up" when it wants to attack the workers' 
union•. 55 The same Journal comments that a greater interest was being taken 
in the Union than formerly. This was probably as a result of an announce

ment by two of the largest firms of their intention to reduce wages by ls. 
per day. Meetings were held 'morning noon and night,' and the Headquarters 
were appealed to for assistance. This resulted both in the threat of re

duction of wages being withdrawn, and the joining of the union of many 

previously non-Union men. It was also during this year that the Natal 
Labour Party was established, at a meeting at which the Typographical union 
was represented. 

During this same year, a Miners' Strike was held, not in Natal but on the 

Witwatersrand. It came about as a result of the Transvaal Miners' Associa

tion's determination to resist a proposal which was bound to cause a serious 
diminution of the white miners on the Reef. The dispute which started on 

the Knights Deep Mine soon spread to every part of the Witwatersrand. 

Imperial troops were called in and the strike was lost; nevertheless, it 
'gave a great impetus to the Trade Union Movement on the Rand 1

,
56 and 

therein lies its importance. 

The year 1908 saw an intensification of the problem of unemployment and a 
worsening of conditions of trade. It was reported that no fewer than 17 
men were discharged within two weeks from one firm alone, and as there was 

no prospect for them locally, most had left for other countries. Another 
attempt to reduce wages was successfully resisted by the Pietermaritzburg 
branch of the S.A.T.U., which also, during that year announced its decision 
to affiliate with the Natal Labour Party. 

The year 1909 was a significant one for trade unionism in Natal, for it was 
in April that year that there was a general strike of practically all the 

55. Ibid., p.238 

56. Gitsham & Trembath, Labour Organisation, p.29 
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workers employed on the Natal Government Railways. This strike received 
more publicity than the 1902 strike had done, and, in fact, probably more 
than any privious Natal strike. It would appear that early in 1909 the 
Natal Government's finances were in a precarious condition, and, since 
the railways had been used partly as a taxing machine, the conditions of 
railway workers became steadily worse. Grievances, some of which had been 
outstanding since the 1902 strike, mounted throughout the system. The men 
demanded proper payment for overtime and Sunday work; the running staff 
were 'requesting' an eight-to-nine hour working day and recognition of 
statutory public holidays. Many employees had been retrenched and the 
workshop artisans were on short time. The last straw came, when the 
Administration announced the introduction of piece work in the locomotive 

57 workshops. 

The strike began in Durban, when, after a deputation to the management, they 
failed to obtain satisfaction. The Government had, for some time, shown a 
'take it or leave it' attitude, which had caused the entire railway service 
to seethe with discontent. It is not surprising, therefore, that about 
1 500 men, mainly workshop employees, and large numbers of whom were non
union, simply downed tools. A strike committee, headed by Andrew Dunbar, 
a blacksmith, was formed, which declared its intention to extend the 
strike throughout the Natal Government Railways system. Pickets were posted 
at every entrance to railway premises, and appeals for funds were sent out. 
Drivers and firemen joined the strike, as did all centres up the line to the 
Transvaal border. 58 Within three days, the stoppage was almost complete. 
Nearly 2 500 men, including guards, porters and shunters were on strike. 
On 30 April, when the strike was a week old, the Government announced that 
a board of enquiry would be set up if the men returned to work. The strike 
committee, however, demanded that their principal grievances should be 

57. Walker & Weinbren, 2 000 Casualties p.26 

58. The Natal Mercury in an article of 5 May 1909, refers to the 'continued 
loyalty of the staff at Charlestown, Estcourt and Glencoe'; however, 
Gitsham & Trembath in Labour Organisation, p.30 refer specifically to 
strikes in 'Maritzburg, Ladysmith, Glencoe, Estcourt and other centres.' 
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settled first. To this the Government replied that all men who failed to 
return to work by 3 May, would be regarded as dismissed and would lose 
superannuation and other benefits. 59 This failing, the Government resorted 
to the usual strike-breaking methods and, with the offer of time and one
half pay, induced scab workers. Telegrams from strikers in different 
centres were accepted by the postal officials, but never despatched. These 
methods tended to influence some of the non-Union men, over a thousand of 
whom returned to work in their various centres. Only the union men still 
held out. However, the men were without the funds necessary for a pro
longed struggle, and it soon became clear that the resources of the 
Government were too great to defeat. Within a month the strike collapsed and 
the men resumed work, except for some 400 strikers, mostly union men, who 
were regarded as the ringleaders and were subsequently black-listed. 

Great pressure was brought to bear upon the Government to cease their policy 
of victimisation, and three Labour M.P.s, J. Connolly (Ladysmith), Dr. Haggar 
(Durban) and Nelson Palmer (Maritzburg) attempted to persuade the Government 
to re-engage the 400 men. However, as this would have meant shorter working 
hours, and consequently lower pay for all, they were not welcome. 'Although 
the strike failed in its immediate object, it undoubtedly did a great deal 
to strengthen and put heart into the Trade Union movement in Natal. 160 A 
board was subsequently set up by the Government to consider grievances of 
the men, who elected Messrs. Thomas Boydell (later Minister of Labour) and 
Ted Smith, an active trade unionist. 

The very last strike to occur in Natal before the Union of South Africa was 
formed, was another failure. In spite of being well organised and in full 
agreement as to their objectives, right from the start they had little 
prospect of success. The reason for this was the fact that the tailoring 
trade in Durban consisted of about 200 master tailors, with only about 35 
journeyman tailors as employees. In a situation such as this, where the bulk 
of the work was done by working proprietors, there was little chance of success. 

59. Walker & Weinbren, 2 ODO Casualties p.27 

60. Gitsham & Trembath, Labour Organisation, p.30 
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As it happened, on 21 June 1909 the employees struck for higher wages; 

however the only response from the master tailors, was the declaration of 

a lock-out. 61 

After the incorporation of Natal into the Union of South Africa, there oc

curred several spontaneous strikes among African workers in the Natal and 

Transvaal coal mines, the docks, sugar plantations and newly-established 

'sweating' industries. These were generally provoked by intolerable con

ditions, including thrashings, cheating the workers of wages, bad food and 

piecework. These blacks had no support from whites, but elected spokesmen 

(usually older men with both dignity and respect) and appealed to magistrates 

and clergymen whom they trusted. In the case of the big coal strike in 

Northern Natal in September 1911, the Blacks and Indians struck for more 

pay. They were promised a redress of their grievances while they were on 

strike, but immediately they returned to work, the police were called, the 

supposed ringleaders arrested and thrown into prison. 62 Once again, in 1913, 

there was a strike on the coal mines, involving White winding-engine drivers. 63 

There are indications that in 1913 the Durban and Pietermaritzburg branches of 

the S.A.T.U. had a forward movement with 'a fairly satisfactory ending. 164 

The original demands of the union were rejected after a delay of six weeks, 

and the employers stated that they were not prepared to raise the wages by 

6s. per week, unless all other coastal towns did likewise. A vote was 

taken by the unionists to take 'drastic steps', however, and the outcome was 

a settlement on a 6s. increase. 

Perhaps the most important strike in Natal, during the years between Union 

and the outbreak of the First World War, 'was one which differed from the 

61. The Natal Mercury 21 to 23 June 1909 

62. R.K. Cope, Comrade Bill: Life and Times of W.H. Andrews, Workers' 
Leader (1943), p.122 

63. According to the Natal Mercury of 10/11 December 1913, the strike lasted 
one day and involved 35 to 40 men. The Union Year Book, however, claims 
that it involved 26 men for two days. 

64. A.J. Downes, Printers' Saga, p.338 
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ordinary run of industrial upheavals in that it was not concerned with the 
working conditions of the strikers in any way, and did not result from 
strained relations between employers and employees.• 65 It occurred during 
November 'in that fateful year of 1913 1 ,

66 and developed out of a Natal 
law of 1860 authorising the importation of indentured Indians for employ
ment in agriculture and on the sugar estates at low wages. Among other 
grievances for the Indians, was a provision in Act 17 of 1895 of Natal, 
that Indian workers who declined to renew their contract of employment were 
compelled to pay a Government tax of £3 per annum in order to continue to 
reside in the Colony. Considerable resentment developed, and the Government 
of Louis Botha gave Mr. Gokhale of Durban a half promise that this law would 
be repealed. However, by 1913 nothing had been done. 

The Indians chose as their leader Gandhi, who, dissatisfied with the progress 
the Government was making, organised a policy of passive resistance. He 
advised Natal Indians to stop work and refuse to pay the tax. Indian 
employees, from all occupations, and numbering about 22 000, consequently 
downed tools. A grand march of the strikers to the Transvaal ended in 
failure when the leaders were arrested and the people sent back. A few 
skirmishes occurred, during which some strikers were arrested and others 
killed. Nevertheless, as a result of the intervention of the British 
Government, which was anxious to retain the goodwill of India, the leaders 
were released and the £3 tax on ex-indentured Indians was speedily 
abolished. When informed about a prospective Commission into their griev
ances, the Indians returned to work. 67 

It would appear that the fact no trade union or organisation had been estab
lished for a particular industry, trade or craft, was not sufficient to 
prevent workers, whether Black or White, skilled or unskilled, from attemp
ting to take strike action in order to improve their circumstances or 
conditions of work. In fact, the act of belonging to a Union or Society 
appeared sometimes not only to be not beneficial, but occassionally both 

65. H.G. Ringrose, 'History and Description', p.25 

66. Walker & Weinbren, 2 000 Casualties, p.45 

67. Gitsham & Trembath, Labour Organisation pp. 38 - 39; H.G. Ringrose, 
'History and Description' pp. 24 - 25; Walker & Weinbren, 2 000 
Casualties, pp. 45 - 46 
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injurious and detrimental. 

During these days when negotiations between trade unions and employers 
were not a recognised means of settling disputes, and the success of 
strike action depended to a great extent on the employer's ability to 
replace the workers, many a worker must have wondered whether his union 
subscription was really worthwhile. This fact, however, did not have the 
effect of bringing about an end to a trade union movement. On the con
trary, it tended to make it much more vigorous and militant. 
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D. EARLY INDUSTRIAL LEGISLATION 

The Government in South Africa today is able, to a far greater degree than 
in England, to prohibit the holding of a meeting, by statute. This state of 
affairs was achieved by the passing of several pieces of legislation con
cerning industrial relations. The first of these came into existence even 
before Union. 

This Act was passed by the Transvaal in July 1909 and it came to be known as 
the 'Transvaal Industrial Disputes Prevention Act.' It was designed 'to 
aid in the prevention of strikes amongst employees or lockouts by employers 
and to make provision for the settlement of disputes by conciliation after 
investigation. 168 It was the first piece of legislation which related to 
industrial disputes to be passed in South Africa, and was primarily the 
outcome of the 1907 Witwatersrand Strike. However, its provisions related 
only to the mining industry and to industries or undertakings to which pro
visions were extended by proclamation in the Government Gazette. Moreover, 
as the name indicates, it was only applicable in the Transvaal. 

After Union was declared, however, attention was turned to the railway 
employees in Natal, who had caused considerable unrest, before 1910. As 
a consequence of this, the Railways and Harbours Service Act of 191269 came 
into being which declared striking by railway and harbour employees to be 
a punishable offence, either by fine or by imprisonment. In addition, 
steps were taken to set up machinery to facilitate the settlement of dis
putes. For example, Section 21 of Chapter II provided that the Administra
tion should report to the Governor-General any dispute between it and 'a 
considerable number of its servants as to any conditions of employment 
causing or likely to cause serious disorganisation in the working of the 
system. On receipt of the report, or on receipt of a requisition signed by 
not less than one-fifth of each grade of the servants affected, the Governor-

68. Act 20 of 1909 

69. Act 28 of 1912 
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General could appoint a Commission to investigate the dispute and make 
recommendations 1•70 

Another serious strike, a general strike, was experienced on the Rand in 
1913. Consequently, on 11th September of that year, the Government ap
pointed a commission to inquire into and report upon wages, and working 
hours in South Africa. 71 This commission recommended: 

a) that an Act should be passed facilitating the 
formation of conciliation boards, providing for 
mediation and, in the last resort if deemed ex
pedient, for reports on strikes or lockouts by 
disputes boards or otherwise---· 
b) That an Act should be passed providing for 
the voluntary registration of trade unions and the 
protection of non-unionists. 
c) That on and before conciliation boards and rep
resentative disputes boards, officials of register
ed trade unions should be given a status. 
d) That a Factory Act should be passed regulating 
the hours and conditions of labour.72 

The reason given for this was that 'vague dissatisfaction among the employees, 
when it is given no outlet through effective deliberation with the employers, 
is likely to expand to a magnitude out of all proportion to its generating 
cause, and become defined in such extreme demands as to render agreement a 

. . "b"l"t , 73 seeming impossi ii y. 

The Commission also disapproved of the action of employers who were 'averse 
to having any dealings with trade union officials 174 and pointed out that 

70. H.G. Ringrose, 'History and Description', p.23 

71. U.G. 12 of 1914 - Report of the Economic Commission January 1914 

72. Ibid., pp. 46 & 47 para. 84 to 86 
pp. 47 & 48 para. 88 & 89 
p. 48 para. 88 
p. 63 para. 116 

73. Ibid. , p. 46 para. 84 

74. Ibid. , P. 47 para. 88 
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'the organisation of labour is an aid to the authority of a conciliation 
board, because much labour can then be represented as a whole and dealt 
with as a whole.• 75 It recommended the passing of an Act providing for 
the voluntary registration of trade unions for, 'it is certain that 
recognised or not, labour organisation will continue among white men. All 
experience proves it, and experience proves also that organisation in the 
open, made sober by recognition, is a very different thing from organisation 
which has to fight against contempt or antagonism, and may be compelled to 
keep its membership secret. It is the latter form of trade union which is 
so peculiarly liable to foster extreme and even revolutionary doctrines.• 76 

In April 1914, therefore, strengthened by the findings of the Commission, 
the Government introduced the Industrial Disputes and Trade Unions Bill, 
which was a combination of the Transvaal Act and the type of legislation 
envisaged by the commissioners. The objects of the Bill, were the creation 
of Labour Bureaux, the registration of Trade Unions, and the establishment 
of Conciliation Boards. Where no Conciliation Board was formed, changes 
in terms of employment were not to be allowed without 14 days' notice. 
Thereafter, on application by the parties, the Minister could appoint an 
arbitrator, whose decision would be final. Otherwise, on application by 
either party, the Minister could appoint an arbitrator, whose decision, 
however, would not be binding. The object was to achieve a compromise. 
Thirdly, parties could ask for a Board of Investigation. But of his own 
accord, the Minister could appoint a Conciliation Board, Investigation 
Board, or Conciliator, to bring the pressure of public opinion on the matter. 
Until the investigations were completed, there could be no strike or lock-

77 out. 

The Labour members of the House of Assembly were strongly opposed to the 
measure, as it would be taking away from organised workers their power. They 
argued that they were not against conciliation, 'but objected to the extension 

75. Ibid. 

76. Ibid., p. 48 para. 88 

77. E. Kahn, 'The Right to Strike in S,A,', p,32 
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to the whole of the Union of very similar provisions to those of the much 
disliked Transvaal Act.• 78 The Bill, however, never reached the Senate, 

and nearly ten years were to pass before Union-wide conciliation machinery 
was to be put into operation. 

What was passed, however, was the Riotous Assemblies and Criminal Law 

Amendment Act, and it came into force on 20 July 1914, a few months after 
the passing of the Indemnity and Undesirables Special Deportation Act, 

which had been introduced after the termination of the so-called 'General 
Strike' of 12th January 1914. Regarding the Riotous Assemblies Act, 

Kahn writes: 'Whether or not Union wide conciliation was to be introduced, 

the Government was certain of one thing, that the excesses of striking 
were no longer to be countenanced. 179 The Riotous Assemblies Act was of 
great importance in connection with actions ancillary to striking itself, 
for instance picketing, blacklisting and intimidation. Picketing is con

trolled; it is an offence to threaten a person to join or not join a 

society or association, and no one is allowed to trespass on work premises 
to persuade workmen unlawfully to stop work or refrain from returning to 

work. 

78. Ibid. 

Now for the first time a breach of contract by an 
employee of a local authority, company or person, 
where such employee acted alone or by arrangement 
with others (that is, striking), and where such 
action would deprive the community or a large sec
tion of it of a public service, was prohibited. 
This meant that once more the principle of the 
Masters and Servants laws was being applied, that 
breach of a contract was a crime, whilst no 
remedial measure was provided for any dispute 
that might arise, at least not in the Cape, Natal 
or Orange Free State.BO 

79. Ibid., pp. 32 - 33 

80. Ibid., pp. 33 - 34 The position in 1924, came to be governed by the 
Industrial Conciliation Act, (vide infra.) 
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CHAPTER THREE 

TRADE UNIONISM 1914 TO 1924 - 'THE VIOLENT ERA' 

The outbreak of the First World War ushered in a 
new era in South African labour relations. It 
affected the industrial base of the country by 
stimulating production. In addition, the war 
drew great numbers of white workers into the 
armed forces; while the cost of living rose 
rapidly. Labour reacted to these events in a 
variety of ways; new unions were organised and 
old ones re-vitalised; federations of labour 
were strengthened; while the demand for the 
recognition of the unions was increased. The 
government also reacted to the war-time indus
trial position by passing a number of important 
pieces of legislation affecting the workers.I 

The impact of the First World War on South Africa, cannot be over-estimated, 
for it came to affect everybody's lives, politically, socially and economi
cally. South Africa, as a country bore its share of the costs and losses, but, 
like the rest of the countries that had been involved, did not come to a 
realization of those costs until long after the war had been won. It, too, 
experienced the misleading post-war boom of Great Britain and the United 
States, which was followed by severe depression. Gold prices fell from 
130s. per ounce in February 1920, to 95s. in December, the country's un
productive debt had nearly doubled since 1910, and expenditures had doubled 
since 1914. Commodity prices, wages, railway rates and taxes had all risen. 

During the war itself, the rise in demand, created by the war effort in South 
West Africa and in East Africa, at a time when imports were extraordinarily 
expensive, caused a great boost to industry, and the number of manufacturing 
industries nearly doubled. 2 At the same time as this growth in industry, 
however, there was a sharp decrease in the size of the skilled labour force, 

1. B.L. Reid, 'Organised Labour in Natal 1918 - 1924', p.12 

2. Manufacturing establishments grew from 6 638 with a gross output 
valued at £35 699 000 in 1916 to 5 377 with an output 
valued at £53 689 000 in 1918. 



- 42 -

as great numbers of white workers joined the armed forces, thereby making 
worse the scarcity of skilled labour, and causing wages to rise rapidly. 
'The average wage of white males in Durban rose from 85s. 8d. in 1914 to 
100s. lOd. in 1918. Owing to the rapid rise in the cost of living during 
the war years, however, the index of the effective weekly wage in Durban 
(1910 = 1 000 for the Union) actually dropped between 1914 and 1918 from 
883 to 868. 13 

The second major influence the war had, was in changing the attitude of the 
workers towards the unions. Whereas previously, they had been, to a great 
extent, indifferent to trade unionism, they came to view the unions as the 
only force which had the ability to protect their interests at a time of 
great economic change. As a result, membership increased from 11 941 in 
1914 to 77 819 in 1918 with no less than eighteen unions being founded in 
the last year of the war. 4 Furthermore, the government was anxious for in
dustrial peace, as any sort of industrial or labour conflict would hamper 
the war effort. The employers concerned were no less keen to diminish the 
liklihood of disputes. It is not surprising, therefore, that the unions 
should have taken advantage of this fact, in order to improve their position 
as representatives of the workers. 

Therefore, whereas employers had, before the war, recognised a union's 
existence, merely by agreeing to negotiate with it, the war brought about 
a trend of positive recognition and the unions became accepted as the 
mouthpiece of the workers, both in times of labour conflict and in peace. 
Their stature, consequently, increased greatly both in the eyes of the 
workers and the employers. The Chamber of Mines was in the forefront, by 
its recognition 

to follow, with 

in March 1918. 

of the mining unions in 1915. The Government was the next 
its recognition of Nurahs, the largest union in the country 
The report5 read: 'The news was received by telegram yesterday 

by the local branches of the National Union of Railway and Harbour Services, 
that the Minister of Railways (Mr. Buton) has at last agreed to the official 

3. B.L. Reid, 'Organised Labour', p.12 

4. Ibid., p. 13 

5. The Natal Witness, 11 March 1918 
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government recognition of the Society.' The Government had previously re
cognised the Federation of Trades to which Nurahs had become affiliated, in 

d t . ·t· 6 or er o gain recogni ion. 

However, although the major unions came to be recognised by the government 
and the mines, this did not of course mean that there was general acceptance. 
A considerable proportion of the secondary industries did not recognise the 
unions, neither did commerce, and even the banks refused recognition to the 
South African Society of Bank Officials (S.A.S.B.O.) in September 1917. 7 

The First World War also had its influence in the legislative field, for 
several acts were passed between 1914 and 1918, which, for the first time, 
protected the worker by legislation. Such Acts were The Workmen's Compensation 
Act of 1914; The Workmen's Wages Protection Act of 1914; The Regulation of 
Wages, Apprentices and Improvers Act of 1918 and The Factories Act of 1918. 
In addition, workers in South Africa began to realise the importance of 
labour legislation and the considerable effect it had on the worker's 
position. This had political repurcussions, for the white worker came to 
use his vote to try and control the law-making machinery by backing a 
particular political party. It was in this way that the Labour Party came to 
rely on the indulgence of the white worker. 

The unions in the country varied greatly in size, organisation and approach. 
Some were large organisations, such as the A.S.E. which, in July 1920, 
became the Amalgamated Engineering Union (A.E.U.), with paid full-time staff, 
a magazine and branches scattered throughout the country8 ; while others, 
such as the Natal Leather Workers' Union, which was limited purely to Durban, 
with, (in 1918) only 42 members, were small and local. The South African 
Boilermakers', Iron workers', and Shipbuilders Society became a National 
Society in October 1916, and 16 branches were set up in the country, with 
two in Natal. 9 Many other unions, such as the Pietermaritzburg Tramwaymen's 

6. The Natal Witness, 11 March 1918 

7. B.L. Reid, 'Organised Labour' p.21 

8. Ibid., p. 13 

9. Gitsham & Trembath, Labour Organisation in S.A. p. 77 
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Union had no overseas connection. Unions such as the Building Workers' 
Industrial Union (B.W.I.U.) were openly militant, with their aim being 
'--- to enable this Union to control effectively all Building Industries 
in the interests of the workers, 110 while, in terms of the Railway's Act 
of 1912, railway employees were forbidden to strike. 

With a realisation of their importance to the community during the war, 
groups of workers came to look upon trade unions as a means to improve 
their position. It is not surprising, therefore, that this era in 
South African history is known for its vigorous trade unionism and 
militant attitudes. It has even been described as 'the Turbulent Years•. 11 

Let us look at it in more detail and examine whether it really can be 
called a 'Violent Era'. 

The first year of the war, 1914, had not long been in effect, when serious 
labour disturbances occurred. On 2 January a large and influential strike 
(involving many members of the Mine Workers' Union,) for better conditions 
began in the Natal coal mines. More than 1 000 Black workers followed the 
example of the White miners, and put forward their own demand for £5 a month. 
A representative of the 'Native Affairs Department', on 4 January, per
suaded the blacks to return to work, but the members of the Mineworkers' 
Union remained on strike for over another week. The strike fever then 
spread to painters in Durban, and over 100 came out on strike. 12 This 
strike was to last for over a month. However, it was on 9 January 1914, 
when large numbers of railway workers in Durban and Pietermaritzburg 
ceased work in sympathy with the Pretoria railworkers13 that the disturb
ances in Natal reached serious proportions. Subsequent events indicate 
the possibility that the Government 'had embarked on a deliberate campaign 
to "smash-up" the Trade Union Movement in this country.• 14 In an Extra
ordinary Gazette dated 13th January 1914, proclamation was made, institu-

10. B.L. Reid, 'Organised Labour' p.13 
11. M.A. du Tait, South African Trade Unions p. 11 

12. The Natal Mercur:t: 7 January 1914. Here are differing reports as to 
the exact number of strikers. 

13, The Natal Mercury 10 January 1914 
14. Gitsham & Trembath, Labour Organisation in S.A. p.40 
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ting Martial Law in the Transvaal, Free State and Natal. In Natal itself, 
the magisterial districts of Durban, Pietermartizburg, Inanda and Camper
down were affected. In all parts of the country men were arrested and 
imprisoned without a formal charge having been laid. Several members of 
the Labour Party, considered to be 'dangerous persons' were also arrested. 
These included Col Creswell in Johannesburg, and Thomas Boydell in Durban. 15 

These drastic measures, had, to a certain extent, the desired effect, at 
least in Natal, for although endless discussions and several ballots were 
held regarding the advisability of declaring a general strike in Natal 
(as had been done in the Transvaal), support from other trades appeared to 
be uncertain, and unions such as the S.A.T.U. voted against joining the 
strikers. Moreover, by 17 January 1914 the movement showed signs of 
collapse and on 22 January the Transvaal Federation of Trades declared the 
general strike there to be 'off' and 4 days later Natal followed suit, 
though a general strike had existed only in theory. 

The disturbances of 1914 could have been very harmful to the development of 
the trade union movement in South Africa, for they brought about an attempt 
by the Government to hasten the introduction of drastic legislation to curb 
the activities of militant unions. Fortunately, however, the Industrial 
Disputes and Trade Unions Bill was withdrawn, and although the Riotous 
Assemblies and Criminal Law Amendment Bill was passed, it had only been in 
operation for less than a month when the First World War broke out and the 
attention of the Government became diverted away from trade union activity 
at home to matters of international importance. Ringrose writes: 

By withdrawing the Industrial Disputes and Trade 
Unions Bill the Government had lost another oppor
tunity of introducing legislation which would 
provide a mechanism for the settlement of disputes. 
In a moment of alarm it had introduced legislation 
which, it seemed to think would make large scale 
trade union demonstrations impossible, and so ren
dered unnecessary any provision for the settlement 
of disputes. ___ It is not enough to declare such 

15. Ibid., p.41 
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action illegal ___ • The Government still had to 
learn that only by assisting the parties to com
pose their differences would industrial peace be 
promoted.16 

As was mentioned previously, workers profited from a temporary shortage of 
labour, and justified demands by a reference to the rising cost of living. 
Demands from unions were numerous in most parts of the country, and 
tended to become more so, although Natal was not unduly affected. 

In July 1916 reference is made to a strike by the Durban Branch of the S.A.T.U. 
in association with the Pietermaritzburg branch. During this time, 44 men 
came out on strike. 17 Negotiations proceeded with the Master Printers 
Association at Durban, regarding the 6s. increase. However, when the 
latter attempted to defer a decision because of the absence of Pete Davis, 
every member ceased work and one non-member joined them. Within a few 
days, the Mayor of Durban had intervened, and a final settlement was 
arranged. In January 1917, a demand for more pay by employees of Kynoch's 
Munitions Works resulted in a nine day strike by forty men. The largest 
Natal strike of the war did not arise from a wage demand, however, but from 
the objection by five engineers to the employment of a certain foreman in the 
shop where they worked. The employer insisted on his right to employ whom 
he pleased, and the five men had been on strike for seventy days before the 
foreman in question resigned, thus resolving the strike. 

The conclusion of the Great War in November 1918, marked the beginning of a 
troubled period in South Africa's industrial relations. However, Natal, 
although involved, was not a greatly affected as some other parts of the 
country. During the years 1919 - 1923, two and three quarter million man
days were lost in South Africa, Natal's losses totalling 35 000 man days. 18 

The war years had seen relatively passive trade union development, but when 

16. H.G. Ringrose, 'History and Description' p.29 
17. White Labour Department File No. L.N. 207/16 - Letter from Acting 

Acting Assistant Inspector of White Labour Natal, to the Acting 
Secretary for Mines and Industries, Pretoria, 3 July 1916 

18. H.G. Ringrose, 'History and Description' p.30 
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in the boom years the movement began to exhibit its strength, wages 

followed prices upwards. By 1920, however, when the post war boom had 
reached its zenith, prices and wages began to fall. By the end of the 
year, much unemployment was intensified during 1921 by economic dep
ression. 

The printers' union, extremely prominent in Natal's labour relations, 
was the last to strike before the peace, and the first to strike after 
it. This strike is referred to editorially as 'Durban's biggest strike'. 
In the February Journal it is written : 

This terminated in the biggest fight put up by 
typos, in Natal. Every working day for six 
weeks the strikers attended in full force at 
a meeting in the Trades Hall. These gatherings 
were always interesting and the militant spirit 
never waned.19 

Much of the unrest during the post - Great War years resulted from disputes 
between the Durban Town Council and its employees. Firstly, the tramway
men, on 4 October, 1919 went on strike. There had been deliberations on 
the question of wages, since January of that year but the best offer the 
council made, was rejected. On 6th October the A.S.E. considered striking 
in sympathy, but a settlement was reached by the Natal Federation of Trades 
which negotiated on behalf of the strikers. 

In January 1920, the Municipal Employees' Society was involved in a strike 
against the Town Council. There had been friction between a section of the 
Town Council, and its employees for some time. The Employees had formed 
themselves into a powerful Society, and had succeeded in inaugurating a 
Joint Board of Councillors and Employees to settle conditions of employ
ment. The Assistant Town Clerk, H.H. Kemp, was active in organising the 
Durban Municipal Employees' Association. His activities becoming embarras
sing to the employers, an attempt was made to dispense with his services. 
As he was probably the most capable municipal official, the cry of victim
isation was raised, 20 supported by, not only the municipal employees, but 

19. A.J. Downes, 

20. T. Boydell, 

Printers' Saga p. 345 

My Luck Was In p. 171 
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the Natal Federation of Trades. The combined workers then effected a coup 

de gr~ce by forcibly taking possession of one of the committee rooms and 

setting up a workers' Board of Control as the governing authority:of 

Durban. So successful were they in asserting their authority that with 

only a few exceptions the heads of the municipal departments signed a 

document pledging their allegiance to the 'usurpers'. The Durban Soviet 

consisted of 22 members, the chairman being Jimmy Johnston - a carpenter 

employed by the municipality. In the end the Council capitulated and 

the services of Kemp were retained. During the strike, however, the 

Municipal Tramwaymen endorsed the Society's action, and when a desired 

reply was not given·, a strike began, and all municipal services, except 

the provision of light and water ceased. Tramwaymen were, in fact to be 

involved in no fewer than 4 disputes before the end of June 1921. 21 

Judging by the increase in strikes by Black workers, during this time, we 

have ample proof therefore 'that the mere declaration that strikes were 

illegal could not ensure industrial peace for the country.• 22 

In 1919, a general union of Black employees under the title of 'The 

Industrial and Commercial Workers' Union' was brought into being through 

the outstanding ability of Clements Kadalie. It soon became numerically 

one of the strongest unions in the country, especially in Natal, but 

owing to lack of proper administration and because of Government measures 

to weaken it, it did not continue to succeed. Nevertheless, the sharp 

increase in strikes ln 1919 and 1920, are probably due, to some extent, to 

the formation of the I.C.U. 

During December 1920, there occurred an event which was probably without 

precedent, namely, a strike by 'white collar'workers. During this time, 

350 bank employees in Durban absented themselves from duty, 200 of them 

were members of the S.A.S.B.0., the others were women clerks who struck 

in sympathy. 

21. H.G. Ringrose, 'History and Description' pp. 32 - 34 

22, Ibid., p. 34 
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As in 1914, Natal escaped relatively lightly during the week in 1922 when 
'trade unions on the Rand ran amok. 123 In January of that year, the indi
vidual unions affiliated to the South African Industrial Federation had 
agreed to strike should a call come. The call came in March and in 
sympathy with the Transvaal strikers, a general strike was declared to 
begin at 5 p.m. on 10 March. 

Until the strike was officially declared off at 
5 p.m. on 16th March, about 1 500 engineers, wood
workers, boilermakers and builders were idle, but 
apart from a few railway employees who absented 
themselves from work, the essential services of 
Durban and the Province were unaffected, and while 
there were civil riots and armed clashes on the 
Rand, the only disturbance of the peace in Durban 
was a small clash between strikers and police 24 near Albert Park, from which no casualties resulted. 

During 1922, the only other dispute took place in September, and it was 
instigated by the Building Workers Industrial Union and the Amalgamated 
Society of Wood workers, over proposed reductions in pay. 

1923 saw only one strike in Natal and this had nothing to do with wages or 
working conditions. During 1924, Natal had no industrial problems at all; 
the period of militant trade unionism was over. 

23. H.G. Ringrose, 'History and Description' p. 37 

24. Ibid. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

INDUSTRIAL LEGISLATION - ITS SIGNIFICANCE AND 

ITS EFFECTS 

In March 1924, as the crisis of the fourteen-year old South African party 
reached its height, the Union's first Industrial Conciliation Act passed 

through parliament. The immediate cause of the ratification of this Act, 
was the Rand Strike of 1922; however, the need for such an act had been 
recognised years before the white miners had taken up arms against what 
they saw as a hostile coalition of mine magnates and South African Party 
government. It was not long after Union when the government had first 
promised to introduce Union-wide legislation, and subsequent events such 
as the Rand strikes of 1913 and 1914, produced a greater awareness of the 
critical situation arising on the Witwatersrand gold fields. Not only 
the genesis of the Act but also its consequences are of great importance, 
for it was to shape later trade union activity and to determine the 
characteristics of collective bargaining in South Africa. Finally, the 
Act was to be of the utmost importance in fixing the position of the 
various races in South Africa within the developing industrial system. 

In the early days of trade unionism, 'Smuts and the Het Volk government 
came to be alarmed at the potential for unrest contained in the growing 
militancy of the white miners in particular, but also in the industrial 
action of any major group of white workers.• 1 This resulted in the passage 
(in 1908) of the Railway Regulation Act, which contained the first pro
hibition on strikes by whites in South Africa. Railway employees were, 
thereafter denied the right to strike, under penalty of criminal prosecu
tion. In return, the Act established 'the principle of compulsory 
arbitration between the railways administration and employees whenever a 
dispute between the two arose.• 2 After Union, with the passage of the 

1. Jeff Lever, 'Capital and Labour in South Africa : The Passage of the 
Industrial Conciliation Act, 1924 in South African 
Labour Bulletin Vol. 3 No. 10 (1977) p.5 

2. Ibid. 



- 51 -

1912 Railways and Harbours Service Act, this condition was extended over the 
entire country. 'Thus began what might be termed the decomposition of white 
labour solidarity by statutory means in South Africa. As later events were 
to prove, the creation of separate statutory machinery for differing sections 
of labour tended to encourage the compartmentalisation of white labour's 
industrial activity and outlook. 13 

Sporadic strikes had occurred on the Rand after the passage of the 1909 
Industrial Disputes Act. However, these were no more than a prelude to 
the major eruptions of 1913, 1914 and 1922, which involved thousands of 
white workers, the imposition of martial law, many casualties and the 
deportation of nine leading strikers. About eleven months after the Rand 
Strike and the subsequent militant unrest had been smashed, F.S. Malan, 
Minister of Mines and Industries, introduced the Industrial Conciliation 
Bill into the House of Assembly. The Bill passed its second reading, was 
referred to a Select Committee which took evidence and was returned to 
the House for its third reading. Lack of time prevented its further pro
gress that year (1923), but unlike the 1914 Industrial Disputes and Trade 
Unions Bill, it was not allowed to drop. It was re-introduced in 1924 and 
became law. 

The Industrial Conciliation Act, while maintaining the basic principle 
behind the 1909 Transvaal Act, went considerably further. In the 
Industrial Conciliation Act, a trade union was defined to mean: 

Any number of persons associated together either 
temporarily or permanently for the purpose of 
regulating relations between themselves and their 
employers or for protecting or furthering the 
interests of employees in any particular under
taking, industry, trade or occupation in relation 
to their employers.4 

'In addition to statutory recognition for special ad hoc conciliation 
boards in cases of industrial dispute, the Bill allowed for the creation 

3. Ibid. 

4, Union of South Africa, Report of the Industrial Legislation Commission 
U.G. 37, 1935 p. 88 para. 349 
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of standing employer-employee councils with wide powers of negotiation and 
wage determination. In a provision ultimately embodied in the Act, these 
boards, or industrial councils as they were finally termed, could obtain 
legal enforcement for the agreements, once the Minister was satisfied of 
the representative character of the parties to the council, could be 
made binding on all employers and employees in the specified industry, 
whether or not they were parties to the agreement.• 5 Under the Act, em
ployers were obliged to give the employees 30 days' notice of any change 
which they proposed making in wages or working conditions and employees 
were obliged to give 30 days' notice of any demands w_hich they intended 
to make. During this 30 day period strikes or lockouts were prohibited 
and either party could apply for a conciliation board to be set up. If 
a government minister was satisfied that a dispute existed, he could then 
appoint a conciliation board - a body consisting of representatives of 
the two sides chaired by a state official. 6 

Provision was made for the registration of trade unions - a measure which 
entitled recognised unions full recourse to the conciliation machinery laid 
down by the Bill. Finally, government servants, agricultural and domestic 
workers, contract Africans and indentured Indians (but not other Africans, 
Indians and Coloureds) were excluded from the provisions of the Bill by 
not being included in the definition of 'employee'. 

We might ask what the contemporary opinion was, towards the Industrial 
Conciliation Act, and in broad outline, the opinion seems to have been that 
the established artisan unions and those representing the public sector and 
white collar employees, welcomed the provisions on industrial conciliation 
while objecting to the exclusion of some categories (for example, government 
servants) from the provisions, to the possibility of state interference in 
internal trade union affairs. The miners' unions, and unions of the semi
skilled 'were more militant in expressing opposition to the potentially 
stifling effect of any statutory restraint on union activity.• 7 

5. J. Lever, 'Capital and Labour' p. 14 
6. R.H. Davies, Capital State and White Labour in South Africa (1979), p.117 
7, J, Lever, 'Capital and Labour' p. 16 
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As early as 1917, a Government Committee had recommended the establish
ment of wage boards to fix minimum wage rates in particular trades and 
industries. An act for this purpose was passed in 1918, but it could only 
apply to women and young persons. Not until 1925 was the Wage Act passed, 
its object being 'to establish a wage board and to provide for the deter
mination of conditions of employment and other incidental matters.' It 
concerned non-unionised or weakly organised workers, and came into opera
tion on 12 February 1926, and a Wage Board was constituted at the same 
time. 'The functions and duties of the Wage Board are to investigate 
and report to the Minister on the wages, hours of work and conditions of 
employment in any trade specified by him, or in a trade in respect of 
which a registered employers' organisation or trade union, or a number 
of employers or employees considered by the Board to be sufficiently 
representative, has submitted an application direct to it. 18 Unlike 
industrial council or conciliation board agreements, wage determinations 
are not made for a specific period. A wage determination could remain in 
operation indefinitely unless an industrial agreement was subsequently 
gazetted. 

With these acts, the state appears to have hoped to defuse workers' 
militancy and create further divisions in the South African workforce 
so as to weaken it. With reference to the Industrial Conciliation Act, 
Gitsham & Trembath write 'Much has been done to make the resort to 
industrial strife difficult. Some Trade Unionists feel that the Act has 
taken all the sting out of their movement; they find workers beginning to 
say: 'Why should we bother to join a Union? We shall be able to get the 
wages and conditions regulated by the Councils or the Boards.• 9 Rob Davies 
writes, 'the practical effects which this legislation had on the 
character of the white labour movement were profound. In the words of one 
Government Commission10 reporting on the first ten years of the Act "Statu
tory wage regulation made unions less militanta 1111 Immediately and 

8. Union of S. Africa, Report of the Industrial Legislation Commission 
p.103, para. 456 

9. Gitsham & Trembath, Labour Organisation in S.A. p. 135 
10. The Industrial Legislation Commission U.G. 37, 1935 
11. R. Davies, 'The Class Character of South Africa's Industrial Conciliation 

Legislation.' South African Labour Bulletin Vol. 2 No.6 p.15 
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obviously this manifested itself in a sharp reduction in the number of 
strikes.• 12 

The long-term effect of the Act was however not just 
to re-inforce a trade unionism of differential incor
poration: it also undermined the destructiveness, and 
the potential militancy, of the white (and Coloured 
and Indian South African) labour movement. By pro
viding a framework for particular categories of em
ployees only (basically those in the private sector) 
the Act furthered a continuing "decomposition of 
labour" by hiving off workers into separate institu
tional cocoons---· Increasingly what was needed was 
less the militant union organiser than the adroit 
negotiator and adept office manager. The strike 
weapon was watered down so that it became almost ob
solete as a weapon in the armoury of many unions.13 

Thus we have seen that it is possible to trace the development of trade 
unions in South Africa, from organisations which, during the early years, 
were regarded as hotbeds of agitation, but which were nevertheless vibrant 
and were not curtailed and regimented by restrictive devices; to the trade 
union of the mid 1920s which, in spite of being accepted, and probably 
registered, was weak and ineffectual. 

12. The enactment of the 1924 legislation led to a sharp reduction in the 
number of strikes by White workers. Between 1919 and 1922, 42 000 
employees were involved in strikes. The corresponding figure for the 
period 1923 to 1929 is 400. 
F. Haysom, 'The Right to Strike in South African Law' South African 

Labour Bulletin Vol. 5 No. 1 (1979) p.69 

13. J. Lever, 'Capital and Labour in S.A.' p. 27 - 28 
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