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GARMENT WORKERS LET US FIGHT 

AND PUT OUR BOSSES ALL TO FLIGHT 

THE BOSSES ARE AL.READY FEEBLE 

SO LET US GIVE mEM ALL THE NKIIDLE. 
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1. 

INTRODUCTION 

THE IMPORTANCE OF LOCAL HISTORY 

Raphael Samuel has stated that: 

"Peoples history always represents 
some sort of attempt to broaden the 
basis of history, to enlarge its 
subject matter, make use of new 
raw materials and offer new maps 
of knowledge." (1) 

With reference to South Africa the above quotation is very 

apt: In recent years there has been a distinct move away 

from the traditional South African historiography, to a 

more broad based "peoples" history. This move in the 

construction of a grassroots history js clearly evident in 

South African Labour history. Labour history is growing 

from strength to strength. Voluminous bodies of material 

have been discovered and new lines of research opened up. 

Indeed as Eddie Webster noted in introducing a collection 

of essays on Southern African Labour history, Labour 

history is flourishing in South Africa as never before. 

In order to assert a common history of all South Africans, 

regional/local history has to be studied. This in essence 

would work against the divisive policies of the South 

African government and inculcate a common "pe-oples" history. 

Local history shows people that resistance is not only in 

great events that are nationally remembered. Resistance is 

1. R. Samue1: Pecoles Hi a~d Socialist Theory, p. XVI. 
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found in the "nooks and ·crannies" of their own past. 

In the South African context, the labour movement has taken 

a definite move towards working class consciousness. In fact 
- -

most of the significant action in South African political 

system has involved labour movements. Furthermore, 

trade unionism has become a dynamic local institution which 

the researcher maintains would ultimately determine the 

future of South African history. 

THE NECESSITY OF TRADE UNIONS 

Trade unions are an essential part of society because they 

incarnate the difference between Capital and Labour. In 

most countries of the world, trade unions are not only 

accorded full legal recognition but are also widely 

recognized as an essential part of a country's social and 

industrial organization. In fact a "free enterprise" economy 

without trade unions has become inconceivable. To the 

socialist Gramsci, "trade unions are a type of proletarian 

organization specific to the period when capital dominates 

an integral part of capitalist society, whose function is 

inherent in the regime of private property."( 2 ) 

All workers require economic, social and psychological 

security. These needs are best catered for by an organization 

2. T. Clarke Trade Unions under Capitalism, p. 334. 
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having the backing of workers in a specific field, which with 

the power of collectivity behind it, can counteract the 

enormous power of management. 

Individual bargaining does not serve worker interests. By 

workers competing against one another for employment, the 

employer is able to impose his own conditions of employment. 

Therefore individually the worker can achieve very little. 

The formation of trade unions obviates this by countering 

the power of the employers. In relation to size, the greater 

the membership of the union the greater the power it would 

be able to present to management, since it can proclaim to 

represent the interests of the majority of workers in a 

particular field. 

An individual worker withdrawing his labour has no· signi

ficant effect on production but the collective withdrawal of 

labour creates an impact on production. Thus the workers 

have to develop a collective power which enables them to 

counteract the enormous power of management. 

THE GROWTH OF TRADE UNIONISM IN SOUTH AFRICA 

This section is intended to present an overview of trade 

unionism in South Africa. To the researcher, this overview 

is essential in that it would serve to situate the develop-
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ments of the garment industry in relation to the wider 

context of a working class struggle. 

The South African industrial revolution began with deep 

level mining. This discovery o'f gold and diamonds created a 

demand for skilled labour which could not be met adequately 

by the local population either black or white. Therefore 

the skilled labour which was needed to work the mines was 

imported from Britain, Australia and America. ( 3 ) Because of 

its scarcity skilled white labour demanded high wages. Thus 

from its inception, the gold mining industry was 

characterized by the division of labour on the basis of 

skill, which initially coincided with divisions along racial 

lines. ( 4 ) 

The skilled white workers from abroad were primarily British 

and brought with them their trade union ideas. The first 

trade unions in South Africa were therefore branches of 

British trade unions. These early trade unions were craft 

unions. These craft unions were organized in terms of skill 

and accepted as members only skilled·employees. Cole defines 

craft unionism as "persons following a particular calling or 

occupation, possessing in common a certain skill, and aiming 

in common at the general enforcement of a certain set of 

conditions of employment." ( 5 ) !t __ 

(3) V. Padayachee et al : Indian Workers and Trade Unions 
in Durban 1930 - 1950, p. 2. 

( 4) Ibid. , p. 2. 
(5) G.D.H. Cole : 0rganjzed Labour, p. 25. 
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In the 1880s and 1890s a number of craft unions were formed 

in the major centres of South Africa. ( 5 ) These craft unions 

secured all the benefits for themselves and jealously 

guarded their crafts against encroachments by black or white 

unskilled workers. They (the craftsmen) were able to bargain 

with employers for an ever increasing share of the products 

of industry and had served to be a hindrance to the 

employers in their attempts to subordinate them as workers. 

Therefore the skilled workers formed a privileged minority, 

a kind of "labour aristocracy". 

A 11 labour aristocracy" is defined as "a particular stratum 

of the working class, detached from the working class by its 

receipt of certain privileges."( 7 ) Change for them 

constituted a potential threat rather than a promise for 

better things. with their privileged position they were 

more apt to regard the workers as competitors than as 

11 comrades 11
• Therefore their organizations were exceptionally 

conservative and selfishly sectional in its interests.· 

This elitist approach resulted in their growing political 

isolation from the bulk of the workforce. 

These craft unions were willing to secure all the benefits 

for themselves even if it meant abandoning all other workers 

to the mercy of the employers. Therefore, craft unionism 

(6) Padayachee, op. cit., p. 2. 
(7) Davies : The Pclitical Economy of White Labour in 

South Africa in Perspectives on South Africa, p. 136. 
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tends to be based on the denial of the community of interests 

among workers. This results in the further denial of the 

possibility of forging an alliance and building solidarity 

amongst all workers. 

With the growth of industrialization in the late nineteenth 

and early twentieth century, craft unionism was slowly 

becoming insignificant. As these processes of mechanization 

and job fragmentation intensified, their bargaining power 

had diminished, since they ended up organizing a smaller 

proportion of the labour force. This undermined status of 

the skilled workers forced some of the craft unions to 

reconstitute themselves so as to organize the lower sectors 

of the workforce. Some unions especially in the garment and 

furniture industry transformed themselves into industrial 

unions. 

Industrial unionism did not grow solely out of the 'reaction' 

of the skilled craftsman. With industrialization and the 

growth of a large body of semi-skilled workers, new industrial 

unions emerged to organize all workers. This new industrial 

unionism aimed at embracing within its ranks the whole 

personnel an industry including both skilled and unskilled 

workers. 

The main characteristic of the industrial union was its 

willingness to admit to membership·anybody employed in the 
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industry, regardless of the difference of craft, skill, grade 

or race. For this reason they are sometimes called 11 horizontal 11 

unions. It must be noted, however, that in South Africa there 

were no unions which were fully industrial because the 

"Natives" were excluded from the industrial conciliation 

machiner~ [explained later] 

Despite the inherent flaws in the new industrial unionism, 

its strength lay in the width of its appeal and in the 

number of its adherents. Above all else its progression from 

craft unionism to industrial unionism signalled a historical 

change in relation to working class solidarity. 

LABOUR UNREST AND STATE LEGISLATION 

Trade unions are working class organizations, which in its 

narrow sense concerns itself with matters arising out of a 

wage contract. In its broader sense trade unions can be seen 

as an instrument of the entire working class attempting to 

move the frontier of control more in their (employees) 

favour. It is only through this type of organization that 

it can foster what Marx calls "a class for itself."(B) 

With the use of the collective bargaining process, trade 

unions attempt to protect and further the interests of its 

members in relation to conditions of employment. Therefore, 

( 8 ) R. Hayman Marxism and the Sociology of Trade Unions, p. 5. 
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if in the event of violations on the part of the employers, 

the collective withdrawal of labour by strike action can 

offset productivity and make the employers succumb. 

The labour history of South Africa shows that worker resistance 

and militancy dates back to the nineteenth century. These 

early craft unions were successful in using the strike weapon 

for improved working conditions. Because of the scarcity of 

skill and strong bargaining power they were regarded with 

hostility by the employers. 

An elucidation of the labour unrest in South Africa is far 

beyond the narrow confines of this presentation. It would 

suffice to say that during the 1920s labour unrest was taking 

on both a political dimension and a working class identity. 

Unrest occurred in all industries. The most important of all 

these strikes was the 1922 Rand Rebellion. 

Labour unrest in the form of trade union mobilization 

threatened the political interests of the state and capital. 

This potential threat had to be checked. Trade unions were 

too strong to be eradicated completely. Therefore the state 

and capital attempted to influence and deform them so that 

they could operate in the interests of capital rather than 

the workers, by whom and for whom they were originally created. 
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State intervention took the form of labour legislation. An 

important example of this legislative intervention was the 

Industrial Conciliation Act of 1924. Although the picture 

presented is one of an Act aimed at the regulation and 

control of the organiz&tion cf workers. The researcher sees 

the act as an answer to the militant class struggle that 

had emerged amongst workers. In order to smother and divide 

the potential of the labour force the state passed the 1925 

Wage Act which accorded with the civilized labour policy 

aimed at assisting white workers. [Here again, all the state 

legislation is far beyond this simple presentation] 

This state legislation in association with the establishment 

of the Department of Labour served to divide labour not only 

along lines of skill but also along racial lines. This 

division along racial lines led to a divided labour force. 

While skill, age and sex divisions are a universal 

phenomenon in the working class, the racial element in 

South Africa has created a peculiarly South African phenomenon. 

This division of the labour force leads Eddie Roux to state 

that the main problem the South African labour movement has 

been and still is the industrial organization of the main 

body of workers. The traditional South African trade union 

movement never interested itself in the unskilled worker 

partly because he was unskilled and partly because he was black. ( 9
) 

( 9 ) E. Roux Time Lo~ger than R~pe, p. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION TO THE CLOTHING INDUSTRY IN SOUTH AFRICA 

According to H.A.F. Barker, information regarding the early 

growth of the clothing industry in South Africa is somewhat 

fragmentary. (l) Owing to severe competition from overseas 

imports, the clothing industry never took off the ground. 

The large scale production of clothing started relatively 

late in South Africa simply because the local manufacturers 

were unable to compete with cheap imports. It was only in 

1925 when a protective tariff was imposed on clothing imports 

that the industry flourished. ( 2 ) Today the industry has the 

tendency to draw the most exploitable workers into the 

system of "sweated labour". 

Clothing factories employ more women than any other branch 

of South African industry. [An aspect which the researcher 

wishes to get to grips with] Although more than ninety (90%) 

percent of the workers are trade union members, the wages 

paid by the clothing factories are amongst the lowest in all 

of manufacturing industry. It is no coincidence that the 

industrial sector with the lowest wages should be the "best 

organized". 

An overview of_ the history in the garment industry in South 

Africa indicates that the Cape and Natal garment workers 

(1) H.A.F. Barker : The Clothin; ~ndu~~ry in South Africa 
in South African Journal of Economics, 1961, p. 243. 

( 2) rvL Nicol : A History of the ·32"'~1~·:::- and Tailoring Workers 
in Cape Town 1900 - 1939 1 ;. 
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have always been dominated by bureaucratic and conservative 

unions which exist in more or less a happy alliance with the 

factory owners. However the history of the Transvaal 

garment workers union testifies that this was not always the 

case. 

The labour force in the garment industry varied in racial 

composition from territory to territory. In the Transvaal 

the bulk of the labour force were poor white Afrikaner women. 

In the Cape it was predominantly the tColouredst, whilst in 

Natal the majority constituted Indians. 

With the growth of technology the garment industry had under

gone a simplification process, a process that demanded 

operative labour. This trend involved a change in both the 

racial and sexual composition of the labour force. With 

regards to a change in the sexual composition, the males were 

replaced by females. By the same token this predominantly 

ttwhi te" industry was transformed into a ''black and browntt 

industry. 

LITERATURE IN RELATION TO NATAL 

5
Although the development of trade unions has been widely 

studied, and a vast literature has grown around them, this 

has not been the case regarding Natal. The researcher maintains 
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that the neglect shown to the history of Natal is also 

carried over in the general texts of South African history. 

Any attempt at studying Natal's history, especially 

Natal's labour history, is faced with a very real problem 

of the paucity of material. The literature that is 

available is rather old and outdated. For although it 

possesses invaluable information it does not serve to 

satisfy the revisionist perspective which in this instance 

is an attempt at understanding the garment industry in 

relation to the political economy of Natal. 

The paucity of material is not only limited to secondary 

sources. The primary material is virtually impossible to 

gain access to and that which is obtainable is scant and 

has large gaps. This lack of material in the clothing. 

industry proved to be one of the major problems faced by 

the researcher. A short history written by Mr J.C. Bolton, 

a leading figure in the trade union movement in Natal, was 

far from satisfactory. It was sketchy and lacked insight 

and relevant information. 

The subject union (Garment Workers Industrial Union - Natal) 

turned down numerous applications to gain access to their 

filing system but ultimately agreed to the use of inter

views. It is realized that the history which follows is 

sketchy in parts but it is hoped that it is a significant 

contribution tc Natal's undevelope~ ~&8our history. 
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THE CLOTHING INDUSTRY BEFORE THE GARMENT WORKERS 

INDUSTRIAL UNION 

The Pre - 1934 Period 

The reason for writing this early history is to demonstrate 

the various factors that influenced the development of 

the union. How was it that the union came into existence? 

What were the conditions of the workers and most importantly, 

what were the earlier forms of worker organization? It is 

important to understand this history since the GWIU was a 

product of it. 

The clothing industry in Natal has a long history of labour 

organization dating back to the early 1900s. In fact 

labour unrest was found as early as 1909. In the early 

years the great majority of tailoring craftsmen came to 

South Africa from Poland, Russia and the United Kingdom 

and established the tailoring trade before 1899. ( 3 ) The 

emphasis in this period was on the skill of the tailors. 

This stage can be referred to as the "bespoke tailoring era." 

Clothes were custom made, the tailor had to take all 

measurements of a client to ensure that the garment was 

made to fit. 

In 1891, 500 persons in Natal were involved in dressmaking, 

millinery, sea~stressing and tailoring. There were no 

(3) I.L. Walker & B. Weinbren 2000 Causalities, p. 10. 
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clothing factories. Henoc~sberg manufactured uniforms for 

the Natal government in the 1830s but moved to the 

Transvaal in 1903.( 4 ) In 1901 there were sixteen tailoring 

establishments in Durban, 27 in Natal employing 4 persons 

each. The combined labour force was 214. ( 5 ) In 1904 there 

were 1200 dressmakers - 265 workers in 19 dressmaking 

establishments and 15 tailoring institutions. Goods up to 

( 6 ) 
the value of £100 per annum were manufactured. 1 

The first organization tc represent tailors, was the 

Journeyman Tailors Association. There is controversy as to 

when it was founded. Bolten claims that Harry Norrie founded 
I 7 ' 

the union of Tailors and Garmen: Workers in 1910.' J There 

is no doubt that Norrie f~unded the union but wha~ i in 

question is when the union was founded. Ringrose claims 

that the Journeyman Tailors Association was formed in the 

year 1908. (B) The existence of a strike in 1909 supports 

the la-::ter. 

The Journeyman Tailors Association's policy typified skilled 

craft unionism. Thi~ becaue clearly evident in the 1909 

strike where NorriE:: accused the "Coolies" and the "Coloured" 

people of being parasite2 and invaders of the genuine 

(4) B.S. Young : The Industrial Geograpby of the Durban 
Region, p. 275. 

(5) Ibid., p. 276. 
(6) Ibid., p. 276. 
(7) J. Bolton : Garment Workers Industrial Union (Natal), p. 1. 
(8' H.G. Ringrose : Trac~ Unions in Natal, p. 5. 
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journeyman's tailors doman~. ( 9 ) At the time of the strike 

there were about 200 Arab tailors and the Association is 

quoted as saying "These intruders are a great menace and 

it is against them that the strikers should prove their 

influence."(lO) Thus the strike had taken a racial form. 

This racism led Ringrose to note that Norrie was concerned 

only with white workers. (ll) 

In 1913 Legislation was passed by the Union parliament 

h . h t d 11 I ...:1. 1 f t · h · ( 12 ) w ic preven e a nu1an ma es rom en er1ng t e union. 

This protected the white tailors as their nearest rivals 

were Indians. From 1915 the International Socialist 

League (ISL), a small but militan: Marxist group started 

organizing Indian workers under the leadership of Gorden 

( 1 3 \ 
Lee and Bernard Sigamoney. ~ 1 The establishment of racially 

mixed trade unions was the ultimate aim of the League, 

whose local organizers agitated a~ongst Indian workers and 

produced pamphlets in the Indian vernacular. (l 4 ) 

In 1917 a government commission of enquiry concluded that 

the clothing industry employees were being paid below the 

subsistence level. (l 5 ) This resulted in the implementation 

of the Regulation of Wages Act of 1918 which provided for 

(9) Natal Mercury, Monday, June 21, 1909. 
(10) Natal Mercury, Monday, June 21, 1909. 
(11) H.G. Ringrose : Trade Unions in Natal, p. 14. 
(12) M.H. de Kock: Economic History of South Africa, p. 436. 
(13) Padayachee, op. cit., p. 6. 
(14) Ibid., p. 7. 
( 1 5 ) S <) u th P.: !' i c an Labour Bu 11 e t i n , Vo 1 . 2 , No . 4 . p . 3 4 . 
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the appointment of wage b~ards.(l 5 ) This had no effect on the 

clothing industry until 1923. (l 7 ) 

As a result of poor conditions the Durban and District 

Garment Workers Union was formed in the early 1920s. (lS) 

At first it was registered in Durban as the Society of 

Operative Tailors and Tailoresses but changed its name to 

the above. (l 9 ) This union was led by Duncan Burnside who 

later became a labour member of parliament. With the growth 

of manufacture and its resultant large scale production, 

working conditions deteriorated. Tommy Peters, who entered 

the industry in 1926 has this to say "The wages and con

ditions of work in the clothing industry were very poor." 

(T. Peters interview - June 1986). 

Between 1919 and 1920 clothing factories were mentioned 

for the first time in the industrial census. Natal had 

3 factories, Durban had 2, in addition to 200 tailoring, 

dressmaking and millinery establishments. ( 20) By the end 

of the twenties the sewing machine dominated. Employees 

in the Durban area were in a relatively weaker position 

than their fellow garment workers in other provinces. At 

this time the Transvaal based Garment Workers Union 

of South Africa were involved in strikes in 1931 and 1932. 

(16) De Kock~ op. cit., p. 448. 
(17) Bolton, op. cit., p. 1. 
( 18) Bo 1 ton, op.. cit .. , p. 1 • 
(19) H.G. Ringrose : A History and Description of Trade 

Unicn2 i~ Natal, p. 167. 
(20) Young, op. cit., p. 277. 
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Being led by Solly Sachs, the Transvaal garment union was 

able to foster a militancy within its ranks. <21 ) 

Government Notice 540 of 22.04.1932 No. 42, gave a wage 

determination for the clothing manufacturing industry but 

this did not apply to the Inanda area. <22 ) The result of 

this legislature was that workers in the Inanda area 

were not protected. They were therefore open to exploitation 

as no statutory control existed in the area. In this way 

the state was creating uneven developmer.t and facilitating 

capital in reducing its labour bill. If Africans could 

not come to the industry, the industry was going to them. 

The result being that the Durban workers were pressurized 

as they had to keep their salaries competitive or lose 

employment. The salaries were as low as 5/- and 7/6 per 

week. C23 ) 

The history thus far indicated a need for worker organization 

in the clothing industry. Workers were being exploited. 

The newly developing clothing industry was becoming a 

sweated industry. And it is in this perspective that one 

should identify the emergence of the Garment Workers 

Industrial Union - Natal (GWIU). 

(21) South African Labour Bulletin, Vol. 3, No. 3, October 
1976. 

(22) H.G. Ringrose : A History and Description of Trade 
Unicr.s in Natal, p. 179. 

(23) bolton, op. cit, p. 2. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

THE 1934 - 1940 PERIOD 

The official document of the union history claims that in 

1933 garment workers contacted Mr Bolton to organize 

them.(l) Imrie on the other hand maintains that the workers 

had got together and approached Mr Bolton for assistance, 

as early as 1928. <2 ) To verify the date Tommy Peters was 

consulted as he was one cf the persons who approached Mr 

Bolton. T. Peters evidence supports Imrie's contention. 

According to T. Peters, Mr Bolton worked hard at organizing 

clothing factory workers. Meeti were arranged at lunch 

breaks and in some instances after working hours. During 

this peirod 50% of the garment workers were getting 

( 3 l ' 
lower wages than the prescribed rate. 1 The more reputable 

ones were complying with the wage determinations and 

"welcomed" the attempts to organize as they felt that 

control would be better in terms of the Industrial Con

ciliation Act.< 4 ) 

These capital intensive firms began adopting a different 

appr9ach to labour relations. Since they realized that 
~ 

uninterrupted production was dependant upon good industrial 

(1) J. Bolton : Garment Workers Industrial Union (Natal), 
p. 3. 

(2) ·R.M. Imrie : "A Wealth of People", p. 121. 
( 3) Bolton, op. cit . , p. 3. 
(4) Ibid., p. 3. 
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relations. This came into conflict with that of the smaller 

manufacturers who were still geared towards gross exploitation. 

The inaugural meeting of the union was held in Alexander Hall, 
( ,.. \ 

West Street, on 2nd August 1934. ~; This meeting was 

attended by some 300 workers (T. Peters). The registration 

of the union was subject to the conditions of the Industrial 

Conciliation Act (1924). The cornerstone of the Act was the 

exclusion of Blacks in terms of worker mobilization. The 

Act stated that all pass bearing "Natives'' were not 

permitted to be included in trade union organization. "We 

could not get African workers to be with us because they 

would not give us regis::ration." (T. ? ~e:r--s). This resulted 

in the exclusion of the Blacks from the union. 

From the preceding passage it is eviden: that the union 

was beginning to adopt a self interest perspective. By 

excluding blacks on the basis of regis:ra:ion they put the 

union and its existence above all else. A union is meant 

to be a democratic and representative worker organization. 

In this case the union was for those who qualified only, 

everyone else was excluded. A basic principle of unionism 

had been violated. 

An executive council was elected on the 2nd August 1934, 

consisting of the following: Mrs E.M. Leslie (President); 

( 5 ) Imrie, cp. cit., p. 
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Mr Bezuidenhout (Vice-President); Mr J.C. Bolton (General 

Secretary/Treasurer); Miss L. Seymour and Mr M. Leslie 

(Trustees); Miss M. Neal; M. Kruger, Miss D. Gerber, Miss 

Van Rensburg, Messrs T. Francis, T. Peters, B. Pellar, F. 

Hammersley (Executive Council members). A month later 

( ~ ) 
Mr Bezuidenhout resigned and Neville Marriot was elected. 0

· 

Since its inception the union struggled to survive. 

Numerous setbacks were experienced by the resignation of 

numerous committee members who feared intimidation and 

other related problems accompanying a new organization. 

The union was also financially unstable. The Furniture 

Workers Union (Natal) gave office accommodation and financial 

support. Mr Bolton is said to have paid rent out of his own 

( 7' 
pocket. i The Department of Labour was also co-operative. 

A number of employees were prosecuted and large sums were 

collected for members who had been underpaid. (S) It is 

interesting to note that the Department of Labour was so 

"keen'' to ehlp. This therefore makes the unions activities 

ambiguous. 

In 1934 a strike at the Albion factory was called. The 

result was an increase of six pense, per dozen trousers. 

Though it was a marginal success it helped to strengthen 

union solidarity as well as stimulate interest in the 

union.( 9 ) In December 1934 the Wage Board took notice of 

(6) Bolten, op. cit., p. 4. 
(7) Imrie, op. cit., p. 121. 
( 8 ) Bo 1 ton, op. cit. , p. 5. 
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the situation in the clothing industry. At this stage some 

Indian owned factories were paying as low as 1/- per day. (lO) 

11th May 1935 saw the GWIU involved in a strike - the 

Mauerberger blanket factory strike. The reason for the 

strike was that the workers at the factory were refused 

pay for Jubilee Day. The Textile Workers Industrial Union 

came out on strike. As an act of solidary, the GWIU also 

came out on 
( 1 1 ' c;:-f--y,1• ke ..._ I 

J.,,,,; VJ.. • 

In the meantime during that period new developments occurred 

within the textile industry. A: first Eddie Roux, (a 

communisty party organizer and activist) appealed to the 

Durbar. Textile workers to support a strike of Consolidated 

Textile Mills in Johannesburg. (The strike started on 12th 

May and ended on 13 July 1935.) As Bolton refused to come 

out in solidarity with the striking workers, he was accused 

by Roux of being "Anti-Asiatic" and a tool in the hands of 

the bosses. As evidence Roux stated that in 1934 Bolton 

issued pamphlets calling on the public not to buy furniture 

manufactured by "Orientals" (that is, Indian and Chinese). 

He also pointed out that when the Natal Cotton and Woolen 

mill workers went on strike and demanded pay for Jubilee 

Day, in 1935, Bolton apologised to the bosses. Bolton also 

voted against sending £10 to striking workers in Johannes

burg. The workers were called on to expel Bolton from the 

Textile Union. (l 2 ) 

(10 Ibid., p. S. 
( 1 1 
( 12 

culletin. V~l. 4, No. 8, p. 18. 
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Bettie du Toit also arguea that Bolton never supported strike 

in Johannesburg and that his attitude towards African 

workers was one of disdain. She claims that he was opposed 

to any communist attempting to organize trade unions as the 

latter were openly against any kind of racial discrimination 

in workers' organizations. (l 3 ) 

The scope of the union was extended in October 1935 to 

(14' 
include the Inanda Area. J On 12 November 1935 the 

Industrial Council was established. During this year the 

GWIU registered itself to the Industrial Council. The first 

Council meeting was held in December 1935. The following 

persons were present: E.T. Weston (Chair~an); J.C. Bolto~ 

(Vice-Chairman); E.R. Savage ~~d A. (employers), 

Mangas and M. Marriot (employees), J. McKenzie was 

Secretary. (l 5 ) 

Immediately after re stration in 1935 a strike was called 

duet a dispute between the Union and Ascot and Yorkshir 

clothing factories. It was due to the underpayment of wages. 

The wages that were being paid were lower than the limits 

set in the Wage Determination; No. 42. 161 employees were 

( 16) involved in the strike which lasted for six days. The 

strikers were defeated. The failure of the strike was 

projected onto "agitators". (l 7 ) 

(13) Ibid., p. 28. 
(14) H.G. Ringrose : A History and Description of Trade 

Unions in Natal, p. 167. 
( 1 5 _I b G l t On , () p . :::. ::. ": . , p . 2 3 . 
(16) H.G. Ringrose : Trade Unions in Natal, p. 14. 
(17 3:::~Jton, op. c:i-'::'., p. c. 



23. 

The Mauerberger strike demonstrated the unity of the 

workers prior to registration. This unity is not evident 

in the immediate post registration period. A group of union 

members were not in favour of registration. These "agitators" 

knew what registration meant. Registration, to the union 

was seen as a means of attaining worker goals. In fact the 

opposite had occurred. It is noted that there were no calls 

( 1 8 ' for a general strike. - J This lack of strike action could 

be due to the union being party to the Industrial 

Conciliation Act. In terms of the Act, the union would have 

to meet employers within the Industrial Council before 

applying for a legal strike. This implied subjecting itself 

(the Union) to the bureaucratic bar ning process and 

signing away their right to strike. 

The first industrial agreement came into being in April 

1936. (l 9 ) It provided an increase of 5/- per week for 

qualified workers both male and female. Labourers were 

to get a minimum wage, £1.4.0 per week. A full week's 

holiday pay was also granted. ( 2o) Durban, Pinetown and 

the Inanda area were the only regions covered by the 

(18) I.L. Walker & B. Weinbren : 2000 Casualities, p. 373. 
(19) B.S. Young : The Industrial Geography of the Durban 

Region, p. 279. s 

(20) Bolton, op. cit., p. 7. 
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agreement. Wages for males rose from 17/6 for learners to 

£3.5.0 for those who had qualified. For females the scale 

was 17/6 to £2.5.0. Overtime was negotiated at 1 and 1/4 

times. <21 ) H. Hildred was appointed as the first agent/ 

inspector. In June 1936 he resigned. Marriot then took 

over, but died in October 1936. Bruice Brinton was then 

appointed as agent. <22 ) 

The following figures give a racial distribution of 

employees in the clothing industry in Durban and Pieter-

. ( 23) 
maritzburg: 

MARCH 1986 

DURBAN AND PIETERMARITZBURG 

WHITES NATIVES INDIANS COLOUREDS 

549 80 783 475 

TOTAL 1887 

1937 saw the successful negotiation of additional holidays. 

The Industrial agreement was extended to cover Africans. <24 ) 

.(21) Ibid., p. 23. 
(22) Imrie, op. cit., p. 123. 
( ? ~ ). nr T. ::... • 'I:'. - · ,.,.,h E · "' +-h ' 1h 1 l C 1 th· .___, ... .. oar.Ker : r ... e cono:-::ic:::s c: ~· P w .• o~esa~~ o 1ng ---------------------= Industry, p. 366. 
(24) Imrie, op. cit., p. 123. 
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In terms of the negotiation a Sick Fund was established ir. 

1938. Members contributed 3d per week - employees were to 

pay the same. ( 25 ) Union membership was 1800 and Miss L 

Mangas was elected to the Executive Council. Sybil Jones 

and Archie Pellar were organizers. The holiday pay in 1938 

was £2352. ( 2 B) During 1939 Syd Curtis was "appointed" 

· ( 2 7 ) Th d . . . d . . t . . ~ organizer. e wor appointee 1s use 1n 1 s or1g1na1 

text and this reveals a breach of the democratic principle, 

which in this instance is elections. He does not seem to 

have been elected, so one wonders if he really understood 

the workers' situation at the point of production. 

The per1oa 1930-1940 was an ortant ~eveloping period far 

the unior.. This period is noted for iLS initial militant 

action and the decline of worker power. Ringrose notes that 

there were 5 (five) disputes in Natal in 1935 which was 

more than in any year since 1920. ( 23 ) These events indicated 

a significant revival in union activity. During this decade 

(1930-1940) trade unions were organized on industrial lines. 

Large numbers of semi-skilled and unskilled workers 

(25) Bolton, op. cit., p. 8. 
(26) Ibid., p. 23. 
(27) Ibid., p. 8. 
(28) H.G. Ringrose Trade Unions in Natal, p. 24. 
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organized themselves and invaded the territories of trade 

unionism, which had previously been the preserves of 

skilled workers (craftsman). To sum up, this period 

signified the growth of unionism throughout South Africa. 

THE 1940 - 1950 PERIOD 

This period is marked by World War II, Bolton went on 

active service and strike activity was low. The union did 

not have the same degree of militancy that had existed 

in the 1933/1935 period. In 1941 strikes occurred in cigar 

manufacturing, milking, tea, coffee and chicory, coal 

. . d b . 1 d. . ' ... · ( 2 g) D · t +-' · 1 m1n1ng an· u1 1ng 1nausvr1es. ,esp1 e ~nese str1Kes 

there was no sign of activity in the clothing industry. 

The war gave a tremendous boost to the clothing industry. 

Massive government contracts were being given to the 

clothing industry, in the manufacture of military uniforms. 

During the war the union achieved a sliding scale cost of 

living allowance and the establishment of an Unemployment 
( 3r, \ 

Fund. v; In 1941 the union formed the Durban Garment Workers 

Industrial Football Association. According to the union 

this Football Association had done great things in catering 

for those members interes~~d in sport. ( 3 l) 

(29) H.G. Ringrose : Trade Unions in Natal, p. 30. 
(30) Imrie, op. cit., p. 123. 
(31) G.W.I.U. (Natal) : Golden Jubilee Souvenir Brochure 

1934-1984, p. 17. 
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Between 1940 and 1943 the 1 union negotiated an increase in 

the holiday period from one week to two weeks, plus payment 

for Good Friday, Dingaans Day, Christmas Day and New Year's 

Day. Working hours were reduced from 48 hours to 46 hours 

per week. In 1944 the working hours were reduced to 45 hours 

a week and May Day was declared a holiday. The employers 

agreed to a~ immediate increase in the cost of living 

allowance to 22½%. <32 ) During this period Tommy Peters wa3 

elected as ~resident of the Union_( 33 ) 

During Bolton's absence the union typist, Miss Hannah, had 

acted as secretary. On his return Bolton negotiated the 

incorpo~ation of the magisterial districts of Pinetown, 

Pietermaritzburg and Lower Tugela in the Industrial Council 

agreements. A few months later, that is April 1944, the 

African section of the union was formalized. This African 

section was seen as a parallel union. 

Parallel unions are unions which are linked to a registered 

union. The strength of the link tends to vary with the 

relative strength of the union concerned. According to 

B.M. Touyz, Solly Sachs became a protagonist of parallel 

trade unions. To Sachs these sectional unions served as a 

(32) Bolton, op. cit., p. 10. 
(33) Ibid., p. 10. 
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means of building up the militancy and slowly unifying the 

racially divided workforce. ( 34 ) 

By 1945 the clothing industry had thirty factories in Natal 

employing 10 workers or more. Only eight employed in excess 

(~5' of 100 persons. ~ 1 Although the number of factories had 

not increased substantially, we note that the size of the 

labour force was growing at a faster rate than the size of 

the clothing industry. It would be correct to state that 

the growing labour force meant that the labour process had 

become extensively divided. When one considers the growth 

of mechanization i~ the clothing industry the argument 

about a divided labour force holds weight. 

In 1946 the negotiation of a new agreement was protracted. 

The union managed to achieve a reduction of the working week 

to 42½ hours. Easter Monday was also given as a holiday. 

A panel of doctors were also elected. Mr McKenzie left due 

to illness, he died two months later. ( 35 ) For purposes of 

clarity the word protracted refers to the salaries being 

drawn to scale. This scale depended on the work one had done 

on the production line. Marxist writers see this classi

fication as a divisive process in the working class struggle, 

~ 
which serves to undermine the development of a united 

working class. 

(34) B.M. Touyz : White Politics and the Garment Workers 
Union 1930 - 1953, p. 18. 

(35) Young, o~. c~~-, p. 279. 
(36) Bolton, op. cit., p. 11. 
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On the 14th March 1947, Government Notice 19, stated the 

following: "The industrial agreements for the motor 

industry, the clothing industry and the hairdressing trade 

prov~de that the trade union subscription collected by 

employers must each month be remitted to the secretary of 

the council concerned. 11
(
37 ) Management was beginning to 

co-operate, the union was given the facility to collect 

dues, even to the extent of depositing it with the 

Industrial Council. 

Another interesting aspect of the 1947 Industrial Agreement 

is that wages were prescribed in terms of various "grades" 

of work, exarnple bobbin winder, cutter etc. I~ therefore 

becomes evident that the union was acce~ting these divisions 

imposed by capital in the production process. By negotiating 

different wage levels it entrenched differences amongst 

workers. It was creating a hierarchy within the working 

class, which reflected capitals interest. Machinists 

considered themselves the elites whilst the labourers were 

seen as the "lower class". By the mere acceptance of these 

divisions in the working class the union was unable to 

create a ''class consciousness". 

., 

(37) D. Budlender 
p. 212. 

Labour Legislation in South~Africa, 
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In March 1948 the Closed Shop Clause ca~e into operation. 

In this instance the closed shop clause was "one way" in 

the sense that while members of the employers' organization 

were prohibited from employing a non-union member for 

longer than two weeks, there was no prohibition on union 

members working for employers who were not members of their 

organization. ( 38 ) To be protected one had to belong to the 

union and if one worked in "controlled" factories one was 

under an obligation to join the union or lose one's job. 

Clauses of this nature darkened the face of the union. It 

was concerned with unionization for the sake of unionization 

rather than for the principles involved. 

Further evidence of union/management cohesiveness is the 

following clause in the Industrial Council Agreement: 

"Every employer should permit any person or persons 

authorized by the trade union or by the council in writing 

to interview employees on trade union matters, to enrol new 

members or to distribute trade union notices during the 

lunch hour break provided that the employer is notified of 

the intended visit. ( 39 ) This abovementioned clause effectively 

cut off the "agitators" from the rank and file. These 

"agitators" could not distribute pamphlets to aid their 

cause. So all opposition to the union was stifled. There 

(38) H.G. Ringrose : Trade Union in Natal, p. 84. 
(39) H.G. Ringrose Trade Unions in Natal, p. 84. 
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was no need for union propaganda and union membership was 

secured. Members only got to hear of one union and only 

one union could visit or help them. 

In 1949 the Union purchased Nicholls Building in Albert 

Street, Durban. This was bought by both the Garment Workers 

Industrial Union (GWIU) and the Furniture Industrial 

Union, for the sum of £34 500. The building required 

extensive renovations. After its completion the building 

was renamed Bolton Hall. ( 40) Bolton Hall was instrumental 

in serving as home base for all union activities. In 1950 

the Sick Fund Clinic came into operation at the newly 

purchased premises. All the necessary medical equipment 

was acquired for the members, these included a Dental Unit, 

an X-Ray plant, Dispensary and Surgical equipment. 

At the end of the 1940s employment in Durban topped 4000. 

There were now 70 factories, 5 accounted for 45% of the 

total employment. All but a dozen of the factories were 

within 3 miles of central Durban. ( 4 l) During the 1940-1950 

period there was a radical change in the racial composition 

§ 

(40) Bolton, op. cit~, p. 11. 
(41) Young, op. cit., p. 279. 
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of the labour force. This becomes clearly evident in the 

table below:( 42 ) 

WHITES COLOUREDS INDIAN AFRICAN 

1940 556 559 711 287 

(parallel 
union) 

1943 340 648 952 

1948 272 31 1 687 213 

The above table indicates that Indian employment was on a 

steady incline, whilst Coloured and White employment was 

rapidly declining. By 1948 the Garment Workers Industrial 

Union (Natal) had 1990 Natal based members of which 84% 

were Indian, 3% Coloured and 13% White. ( 43 ) 

THE 1950 - 1960 PERIOD 

On July 17, 1950 the Suppression of Communism Act No. 50 

of 1951, came into force. The aim of the Act was to extend 

the definition of Communism. ( 44 ) The Government increased 

pressure on union officials or anyone that had contra-

(42) V. Padayachee et al Indian Workers and Trade Unions 
in Durban, 1930 - 1950, p. 52. 

(43) A. Arkin The Cont~ibutj~- -~ the Indians in the 
Economic Development of South Africa, p 193. 

(44) I.L. W~lker and B. Weinbre~ 2000 Causalities, 
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constitution sentiments. The implementation of this act 

served to smother all politically inclined movements. Solly 

Sachs of the Transvaal Garment Workers Union was banned. 

Similarly numerous other trade union organizers were banned, 

banished or exiled. However, none of the GWIU (Natal) 

organizers were affected. Up until now it can be seen that 

the union was afraid of state pressure, and this act merely 

contributed in reducing the militancy in the union. 

1953 saw the introduction of the Bantu Labour (Settlement 

of Disputes) Act. In terms of this act Africans were no 

longer allowed to orgaliize. ( 45 ) The African section of the 

GWIU contir.ued to do so but under intense pressure. 11 The 

police were constantly checking our files and questioning 

workers." (T. Peters) The union therefore had to operate 

· very carefully. Tension within the union began to build up 

and a group calling itself the "Defend the Constitution 

Group", became very active. Between 1953 and 1956, meetings 

were constantly broken up and the police had to be called 

in to protect the "female workers. 11
(
45 ) This group were 

calling for reform within the union and accused union 

(45) South African Labour Bulletin, Volume 3, Number 3, 
p. 77. 

(46) Bolton, op. cit., p. 14. 
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officials of getting high wages. This Defend the 

Constitution Group were also critical of the union 

structure. 

Pressure within the union continued to rise and in early 

1954, Mr Bolton collapsed and underwent two abdominal 

operations. In his absence his wife Harriet took over. ( 47 ) 

In February 1954 a trade union unity committee was formed. 

It was chaired by B.J. Caddy. Bolton also joined the 

committee. The task was to oppose the Industrial Conciliation 

Bill. ( 43 ) Bolton was attempting to secure unity within his 

own union and the best way to do this was to get involved 

in a committee of this nature. I~ was an attempt to secure 

support from the African section, as well as show the 

'defence group' that he had the workers interest at heart. 

The unity committee unanimously agreed to the provisions 

preventing trade unions from using funds to support 

political purposes. ( 49 ) Since Bolton was in the unity 

committee it can be surmised that the GWIU was in favour 

of keeping politics out of labour relations, a decision 

in which the rank and file were never consulted. 

(47) Ibid., p. 14. 
(48) R.M. Imrie : A Wealth of Peoplet p. 12. 
(49) Ibid., p. 15. 
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On 6th October 1954 the Trades and Labour Council was 

dissolved and the South African Trade Union Council 

(S.A.T.U.C.) was formed which was later to be called 

the Trade Union Council of South Africa (T.U.C.S.A.). The 

GWIU joined this new council. ( 5o) 

TUCSA as a federation accepted the principles of the 

Industrial Conciliation Act on the exclusion of African 

workers and the formation of separate parallel unions. This 

implied that TUCSA was not prepared to challenge the state. 

The compliance with the state's definition of the racial 

composition of the union membership made TUCSA an 

instrument of racial discrimina:ion in that it contributed 

towards the implementation of the governments policy of 

apartheid in the labour movement. 

By the GWIU joining TUCSA the same criticisms would apply 

to the union. According to Francine de Clerq, those unions 

that affiliated to TUCSA decided to use the state legislation 

to their own benefit at the expense of African workers. ( 5l) 

(50) Imrie, op. cit., p. 23-25. 
(51) South African Labour Bulletin, Volume 5, No. 6 & 7, 

March 1980, p. 30. 
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TUCSA exerted a significant influence on the constitution 

and the actions of the GWIU. It shaped the ideology of 

the above union and this influence prevails. 

The racial distribution of employees in the garment 

industry were as follows: 

WHITE 

269 

NATIVE 

324 

MAY 1955 

TOTAL 

ASIAN 

3 509 

5 412 

COLOURED (Dbn. PMburg) 

1 310 

CHARLESTOWN AND PORT SHEPSTONE 

WHITE 

24 

NATIVE 

448 

TOTAL 501 

There were 88 Asian workers in Verulam. <52 ) 

ASIAN 

29 

During the 1950s clothing factories began moving to the 

uncontrolled areas. In 1951-1954 clothing factories opened 

at Charlestown and Port Shepstone. In 1955 another opened 

in Ladysmith. In 1957/1958 two more opened in Ladysmith, 

(52) Wage Board Report 1 May 1956. 
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one at Charlestown, Villiers and Hammarsdale. The wage 

board report in 1958 excluded Umtata from recommendations 

for a wage determination, thus making the dJ;ty attractive 

for investment. The GWIU did not show any concern for 

these areas, no evidence could be found of any reaction 

by the GWIU to the gross exploitation in the unprotected 

areas. 

The "border industries" scheme grew out of the Tomlinson 

Commission of 1956. The primary aim of this piece of 

legislation was to regulate the urbanization of Blacks. 

Therefore the resultant peripheralization of the clothing 

industry was clearly evident with developments in 

Hammarsdale where mainly Africans were employed. 

Another attraction was the difference in wage patterns 

that existed between the controlled and uncontrolled areas. 

Employers, therefore, opted for investment in the 

uncontrolled areas. 

The following wage pattern existed: 

Wages for 2 learne~s 

Wages for 1 qualified 

Total wages for 3 workers 

(53) Wage Board Report 

Controlled 

£6.11.0 

£5.17.0 

£12.8.10 

1 May 1956. 

Uncontrolled 

£5.9.10½d( 53 ) 
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1956 saw the passing of the Industrial Conciliation 

Amendment Act, which was to prove significant in its 

restrictions placed on organized labour. No racially 

mixed unions were to be allowed in future and the existing 

mixed unions would have to split up. The GWIU as a mixed 

union had to completely restructure its organization. 

A further provision of the Act was statutory job 

reservation. At a large meeting of the GWIU this measure 

was opposed and "as a result of union representation ... 

the minister granted the union a complete exemption from 

the prohibitive provisions of the new Act dealing with 

mixed trade unions. 11 (
54 ) 

In 1958 the membership of the GWIU stood at 9000. The 

total holiday pay for the year was £126 120. ( 55 ) 

THE POST 1960 PERIOD 

Bolton helped to organize the Black Municipal Workers in 

1960. He also served on the liaison committee for staff 

member.( 55 ) In the meantime new developments took place 

within the clothing industry. As early as February 1960, 

M. Glazer a part owner of a clothing factory in Durban 

( 54) Bo 1 ton, op. cit. , p. 13. 
(55) Ibid., p. 23. 
(56) J.A. Coetzee Industrial Relations in South Africa, p. 
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dismissed a number of Indian, Coloured and African workers. 

He did this as he planned to move his premises to 

Hammarsdale (Natal). In a move that surprised the leader

ship of the GWIU, he employed 450 untrained "Africans". 

This was followed by a dispute over wages and the recognition 

of elected representatives of the African section of the 

Garment Workers Industrial Union. The dispute took place 

towards the end of January 1960. All African workers came 

out on strike and twenty of them picketed while the rest 

attended a mass meeting which pledged ''workers solidarity 

across the colour line." Approximately fifty (50) 

employees returned to work but this was not sufficient to 

maintain a "profitable" productivity level. This forced 
1 571 

Glazer to close down and return to Durban.\ 1 

The militancy of African workers proved to be severe. ·202 

were found guilty of charges arising from the strike. Some 

were charged in terms of the Riotous Assemblies Act and 

others in terms of the Gatherings and Demonstrations Act. 

Sentences ranged from £15 or six weeks imprisonment to £5 

or three weeks imprisonment, suspended for three years. ( 58 ) 

The "main body" of the GWIU ignored the plight of the 

African workers and internal problems cannot serve as a 

vali~ excuse for it inactivity. 

(57) (i) Rand Daily Mail : 2 February 1960. 
(ii) Star 2 February 1960. 

(58) Rand Daily Mail, 12 April 1960. 



40. 

1961 saw an increase in the Defend the Constitution Group 

activities. They created a lot of internal pressure which 

led T. Peters to resign his post. ( 59 ) After submitting his 

resignation, Peters changed his mind and wanted to with

draw his resignation. The group obtained a court judgement 

to unseat him and were successful in doing so. ( 5o) A general 

meeting was called and Peters was re-elected. The meeting 

was attended by more than 5000 workers. ( 5 l) During the 

meeting "agitators" tried to disrupt the event but did not 

prevent T. Peters' re-election. Muriel Horrell has 

argued in her book 'South African Trade Unionism' that 

the Natal Garment Workers Union had a vocal left but they 

were generally overruled if ma~ters were put to the 

vote. ( 52 ) 

On 28 September 1961, Indian garment workers demonstrated 

outside the Bolton Hall in Albert Street, just before a 

meeting took place. ( 53 ) It was reported that there were 

about 500 Coloured and Indian workers in the group. They 

picketed at the entrance to the hall under the careful eye 

of the security police. A leaflet was handed to workers, 

complaining that members were faced with starvation wages 

(59) Bolton, op. cit., p. 14. 
(60) Imrie, op. cit., p. 123. 
(61) Bolton, op. cit., p. 14. 
(62) M. Horrell : South African Trade Unionism, p. 
( 63) The ·naily News, 28 September 1961. 
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and short term employment while 'servants' of the workers 

had given themselves a good increase. Seedat said that 

this claim could be discussed after the meeting. Owing to 

the groups disruptive behaviour the meeting was adjourned 

till October. 

In 1964 Jimmy Bolton attended a meeting of the International 

Textile, Garment Leather Workers Federation in England. 

During his visit he took ill and died. His wife Harriet 

Bolton succeeded him. ( 54 ) This was the same year (1964) 

that T. Peters resigned from the union. Harriet Bolton soon 

realized after taking over the union that she could not 

really help workers to improve their standard of living 

unless a single union including all races was achieved. (65) 

By the year 1969, 20 of the 1959 factories had gone out 

business and by 1971, 21 of the 95 factories had relocated. (o 5 ) 

Ninety of the firms did not employ whites, 76 had no 

Coloureds, 6 were without Indians and 70 without any 

Africans. Four factories employed only males and 6 only 

females. Indians constituted 70% of the total labour 

force. ( 57 ) 

(64) Imrie, op. cit., p. 123. 
(65) Bettie du Toit Ukubamba Amadolo, p. 129. 
(66) Young, op. cit., p. 290. 
(67) Ibid., p. 287. 
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During this post 1960 period the Albert Street premises 

was sold and new premises were bought at 127 Gale Street. 

The new Bolton Hall was opened in January 1971. <53 ) 

In 1971 the union also showed a new spirit that had been 

fostered by Mrs Bolton. At that time a new agreement was 

negotiated. Employers were accused of not negotiating 

on a sensible basis. The entire garment worker population 

decided to meet on a Tuesday morning to discuss the 

attitude of management. The Department of Labour had 

previously warned that harsh measures would be taken against 

them if they carried out their threat. 24000 people 

turned up at the meeting which was held during working 

hours. It was the unions first 'general' strike and due to 

the numbers involved the Department of Labour was in no 

position to act. Management did not press any charges. ( 59 ) 

Mrs Bolton was demonstrating her non-conciliatory approach 

to Industrial relations and in doing so she was trans

ferring the frontier of control into the workers favour. 

Mrs Bolton had become closely aligned with students like 

Hemson, Dowes, Dekker and Cheadle who were trying to 

reorganize the textile workers. When Reddy left the Textile 

(68) Imrie, op.cit., p. 123. 
(69) South African Labour Bulletin, Vol. 1, Number 8, 

1975, p. 11. 
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workers Industrial Union, Mrs Bolton took over as Natal 

Secretary. Hemson became a full time organizer and moved 

to Bolton Hall in late 1972. ( 7o) Mrs Bolton also served 

on TUCSA's national executive committee and was the first 

South African to serve on the executive of the International 

Textile, Garment and Leather Workers Federation. ( 7 l) 

This association between the students and Mrs Bolton had 

created a huge degree of tension within the textile and 

clothing industry. Mrs Bolton and the students, who were 

now organizers, were accused of adding a militant approach 

to the union. They experienced widespread criticism because 

of their political stance taken. 

On the 26th September 1973 the National Union of Textile 

workers had their inaugural meeting. It was held at the 

Bolton Hall, Mrs Bolton, Cheadle and Wiseman Mbale addressed 

them. <72 ) The organizers of the union were Cheadle, Hemson, and 

Harold Nxasana. ( 73 ) As a demonstration of support, Harriet 

Bolton trained Cheadle and Hemson in all aspects related 

to the organizational and financial structures of the 

union. ( 74 ) 

(70) South African Labour Bulletin, Volume 4, Number 8, 
1979, p. 35. 

(71) Imrie, op. cit., p. 123. 
(72) South African Labour Bulletin, Vol. 4, No. 8, 1979, 

p .. 36. 
(73) Bettie du Toit, op. cit., p. 119. 
(74) Ibid., p. 129. 
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During the turbulent period following the 1973 strikes in 

Durban, the government felt uneasy and embarked on a 

programme of bannings in terms of the Suppression of 

Communism Act. The state took severe measures against the 

agitators. Cheadle, Hemson and Davis of the Textile 

Union in Durban were banned for five years. They were all 

subjected to house arrest. In response to the bannings, a 

protest meeting was called in Durba~. TUCSA blatantly 

refused to send representatives to the meeting. Many 

Natal unions threatened to leave TUCSA because of the body's 

negative attitude.( 75 ) 

Mrs Bolton then an executive of TUCSA publicly attacked 

TUCSA for their lack of support. She argued that the TUCSA 

had become a "spineless talking machine that has lost touch 

with the workers. 11 (
75 ) She announced that the GWIU and the 

Furniture Workers Union were planning to withdraw from 

TUCSA. ( 77 ) TUCSA replied by saying that it refused to 

associate itself with what it regarded as a political 

rally.< 7s) In February, however, Mrs Bolton announced 

that she fully accepted TUCSA's reason for not participating 

in the Durban protest. ( 79 ) She was put under pressure by 

(75) Star, 12 February 1974. 
(76) The natal Mercury, 13 Februaryi 1974. 
( 7 7 ) I b i d • , ,_ 
(78) Imrie, op. cit., p. 124. 
(79) Star, 21 February 1974. 
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the GWIU officials and her resignation followed in 1974. 

In the same year, May 1974, her children were charged 

under the Riotous Assemblies Act after attending a banned 

meeting called in order to celebrate the independence of 

Mozambique. ( 80) 

M.S. Stanley was appointed General Secretary of the GWIU 

in February 1975. Newspaper reports pointed out that he 

was the first "Black" to be appointed in such a senior 

position. This appointment was saluted as a break-through 

in the unions history and development. Mr Stanley was 

previously an organizer, a position he had held for 18 

years. ( 8 l) 

His first public statement was to the effect that the union 

should have nothing to do with African unions in the future. 

With regards to Mrs Bolton's involvement he stated "Not 

for anything in the world will I do exactly what she did. 

It's not worth the trouble. I'm not a politician and I 

don't want to get involved with the police like Mrs Bolton 

did ... <82 ) 

As a trade unionist Mrs Bolton considered that she had a 

responsibility to assist in the unionization of all workers. 

(80) Bettie du Toit, op. cit., p. 129. 
(81) Imrie, op. cit., p. 124. 
(82) Sunday Tribune, 16 February 1975. 
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According to Mr Stanley, "She told me she fought for the 

underdog and did nothing against the law. 11 (B 3 ) She there

for encouraged and helped African workers to organize 

trade unions. It as legal for African workers to organize 

trade unions. In spite of this, Mrs Bolton and members of 

the union executive were harassed by the police. This police 

activity was unwarranted. 

In this situation the duty of the union executive was plain. 

It was to reaffirm the right of African workers to organise 

and to reject police interference. Instead they forced Mrs 

Bolton out of the union. The fact that they told the police 

that they had "nothing to do with African unions" raises 

some disturbing questions. What sort of trade union is 

it which feels its first duty is to keep clear of the 

police, whether they are acting rightfully or not? Hao Mr 

Stanley's statement the full backing of his Coloured and 

Indian membership? 

The change in leadership from Mrs Bolton to Mr Stanley 

signalled a drastic change in the ideological base of the 

union. The union executive had returned to its former 

ideology. The GWIU had by its actions supported the 

government in its move to disorganize workers. 
§_ 

(83) Ibid. 
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In 1975 Mr Farouk (Franke) Hansa was appointed as 

Assistant General Secretary. ( 84 ) He held this position 

until he succeeded Mr Stanley in 1980. Since Mrs Bolton, 

there has been no major strike in the clothing industry. 

The union executive have been conservative in its approach 

and it accepts the free enterprise system. Mr Hansa's 

favourite saying being "politics for the politicians." 

During the latter part of 1970 the union was effective in 

assisting its retrenched members in seeking alternative 

places of employment. In 1982 the workers were involved 

in a "stay away" from the Pandover factory. The dispute 

was over unpaid wages. The union took the factory to court 

and was successful in securing back pay. The union also 

helped these people find "amicable" places of employment. 

In 1983 the Union succeeded in getting the employers via 

the Natal Clothing Manufacturers Association to agree to 

wage parity between men and women. This is a significant 

breakthrough since it cut across sex and brought about 

equality within the garment industry. 

1984 saw the 50th Anniversary of the Garment Workers 

Industrial Union (Natal) (1934 - 1984). The anniversary 

celebration was a significant day in the history of the 

(84) Imrie, op. cit., p. 124. 
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union. A mass rally was organized at the Curries Fountain 

Grounds in Durban which was attended by± 40 000 members. 

At this rally the union pledged for unity within the 

garment industry and hoped to represent all in the industry. 

The present economic recession in South Africa has had its 

effect on the garment industry. Production in factories 

has been drastically cut, resulting in workers being 

either on "short time" or retrenched. The one time high 

membership of± 55 000 (1984) has now plummeted to 

approximately 43 000 (1986) .. The union has been unable 

to counter this loss of membership. Neither has it been 

able to prevent the large scale retrenchme~~s. 
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Introduction 
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INTRODUCTORY 

Josephine Dianne Beall contends: 

"Historians generally have written women out 

of history or more accurately have not 

written women into history."(l) 

In relation to women they have always worked. At all times 

in history the majority of women were tilling fields, 

weaving cloth or helping to produce whatever their 

families needed for the maintenance of life. With the 

development of steam power, resulting in larger and more 

complicated machinery, came a greater demand for the 

employment of adults a~d the proportion of women employed 

increased during the early years of the nineteenth 

century. 

Woman's achievements have become evident to everyone. This 

process was undoubtedly accelerated by the two world wars 

in which necessity compelled society to use women in 

occupations which previously were the monopoly of man. 

In America as in Europe, a marked increase in the 

employment of women occurred during World War I and II, 

' to replace the men enlisted in the armed forces and to 

ensure maximum production in industry. 

(1) J.D. Beall Class Race and Gender: The Political 
Economy of Woman in Colonial Natal, p. 4. 
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It was noticed that in most countries where woman took 

up industrial jobs they did so to replace the men who 

had moved to other jobs or industries. The majority of 

the women in South Africa are employed in light industry. 

With the result there are certain industries where the 

labour force is predominantly female eg. the clothing 

industry, food processing and potteries. 

WOMAN IN THE GARMENT INDUSTRY 

The garment industry has always been a low wage industry 

due to the fact that it was so labour intensive. Owing 

to greater mechanization and increased deskilling there 

was a decrease in the number of skilled men and an 

increase in the number of unskilled and semi-skilled 

women. The clothing industry was only too willing to 

accept these women as a cheap source o: labour. 

According to Leslie Witz 11 their is a predilection for 

employing woman in the clothing industry throughout the 

world. 11
(

2 ) Women are ultra exploitable because the wages 

they are paid are assumed to be "pocket money" which 

merely supplements the family income. This ultra

exploitation is perpetuated through an ideology whic~ 

maintains that woman are supposed to be good at traditional 

(2) L. Witz Se~vant of the Workers Solly Sachs, p. 42. 
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housewives tasks such as cooking, cleaning and sewing. 

Thus, the traditional pre-industrial activities of women, 

the making of clothing and cooking are transferred to the 

factory."( 3 ) As Sheila Rowbotham succintly puts it 

"womans work was an extension of the household." 

The Industrial Legislation Commission of 1935 accounted 

for the utilization of women in the clothing industry on 

these terms, "Women can handle the machines much better 

than men. They are more adapted to the work and to sitting 

down all day."( 4 ) 

When the garment industry was first established the 

industry was composed of predominantly white woman and 

Indian men. These men worked in the clothing industry as 

pattern makers, layer outs, cutters and pressers. With 

the growth of manufacturing and other related industries, 

"better" job opportunities had become available to white 

woman. The result being that their place in the garment 

industry was taken over by Coloured women. 

According to Burrows the proportion of Indian woman in 

manufacturing in Natal was small, being 3% in 1936 and 

no more than 4% in 1946. ( 5 ) In relation to present day 

(3) Ibid., p. 43. 
(4) Ibid., p. 43. 
(5) Ff:"73urrows Indian Life and Labour in Natal, p. 133. 
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figures the Indian female workforce was insignificant. 

The entrance of Indian females into industry was hampered 

by the age old conservative attitude within Indian society 

towards the employment of women. As the years went by 

these attitudes were fast breaking down and the proportion 

of Indian females in the garment industry grew significantly. 

In recent years there has been a change in the character 

of black women's economic activity. They have made a 

progressive shift from agriculture to industry. With 

the impoverishment of the reserves and the large scale 

urbanization of the black population, these unskilled 

black women have come to be ideally suited to cheap 

operative labour. A requ~rement which suits the clo:hing 

industry. 

According to the findings of the National Institute of 

Personnel Research, black men were no longer interested 

in working in the clothing industry. To them working in 

the clothing industry has ceased to be a "status job" and 

such work is regarded as woman's work.( 5 ) It is noted 

that in most countries where women take up industrial 

jobs they do so by replacing the men who generally move 

to other jobs or industries. With the steady increase 

(6) Nat~onal Inst:tu~e of Personnel Research 
Survey, 1973. 

Postal 

i 
'' 
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of women in the garment industry and a progressive 

decrease of males, the garment industry has taken on the 

label of a women's industry. E. Sullerot describes this 

as"····· a hangover from earlier pre-industrial times .. 
II ( 7 ) 

(7) E. Sullerot Woman Society and Change, 1971, p. 141. 
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CONCLUSION 

The history of the Garment Workers Industrial Union indi

cates that its strategy is one of negotiation and sub

ordination. As paid representatives of the Garment Workers, 

the union did not and does not wish to attack the autonomous 

power of the employers. Being a massive trade union and 

having the poweref collectivity behind it, it has failed 

to move the frontier of control in the hands of the 

workers. 

All the achievements of the union stresses materialistic 

needs. This is evident in the achieve~ent of fringe 

benefits tha~ help the workers in the short ter~. Thus the 

worker is SJCialized into developing a false consciousness. 

He now looks for relative gains rather than absolute gains. 

Herding poi~ts out'' .... Unionized workers political 

energy was diverted towards consumption goals, a form of 

wage struggle even more functional in the new stage of 

capitalism and hence ever less political."(l) 

The history bears testimony to the fact that the GWIU has 

operated as a conservative organization. It has failed to 

identify and associate with the wider working class 

struggle in South Africa (wit~ the exception of the Harriet 

Bolton episode) the union leadership which is presumed to 
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represent worker interests does not take a working class 

standpoint. Therefore the union has taken the workers' 

aspirations and put them in line with that of management 

and capitalism. It is in capitals interest that the 

workforce should seek material gain rather than change the 

fundamental system of exploitation. It would therefore be 

appropriate to say that the union has taken a form that is 

similar to the environment within which it exists. 

To the researcher the GWIU has to redirect its principles 

and policies to the benefit of those whom it is supposed 

to represent. This would imply becoming more proletarian 

in nature. The union must switch fro~ a pos~:ion of 

unquestioning bargaining to a firmer standpoint of demand. 

Demands should be made in relation to the determination 

of wages and conditions of employment. In so doing the 

union would shift the frontier of contact tc the hands of 

the workers, and shatter the autonomous power of the 

employer. 

The existence of several unions catering for the clothing 

industry enables employers to play off one union against 

the other. The ideal of trade unionism demands the 

existence of a single national union, in place of numerous 
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small local unions. For in South Africa even more than 

elsewhere workers can only recover their dignity as 

human beings by standing together to build strong 

organizations which will enable them to take control of 

their own lives. 

• 
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IN GREAT UNDERTAKINGS IT IS ENOUGH 
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