
A. LERUMO 

A historical Step forward 
Background and Prospects of the New All-African Federation of 

Trade Unions 

" Historically, the greater proportion of humanity 
living in the under-developed countries favour a Social
ist joi'77i of Government. This is because the Capitalist 
system offers no attraction to them. And a Socialist 
Government can only succeed with the active participa
tion of the working class, especially when the hitherto 
unchallenged claims and so-called rights of foreign 
mojiopolists are vigorously questioned, challenged and 
fought to a standstill" 

AFRICA'S WORKERS UNITE ! 

In the middle of May, 1960 a historical event will take place : 
the Constituent Congress of the All-African Trade Union Con
ference, at Casablanca, Morocco. 

Of three million organised African workers throughout the 
Continent, nearly two million, or two-thirds, were either directly 
represented or sent assurances of support when the Preparatory 
Conference met at Accra, Ghana, November 5-9, 1959. 

Three million trade unionists may not seem a great many in a 
vast continent like Africa with its teeming population of 220 
millions, the great majority of whom are working people. But 
when the actual realities of the African situation are taken into 
account, it will be seen that this represents a wonderful achieve
ment by Africa's heroic pioneer trade unionists. 

THE COLONIAL HERITAGE 

Until very recently, practically the whole of Africa was held in 
direct subjugation by a handful of West European countries— 
Britain, France, Portugal, Belgium and Spain. As a result of the 
first world war, Germany lost her former African colonies. As a 
result of the second world war, Italy lost hers. They were not 
handed back to their rightful owners—the inhabitants—but taken 
over by other imperialist powers. 

The colonial situation is the mortal enemy of trade unionism. 
It was impossible for powerful, stable trade union movements to 
develop in conditions where :— 

1. The imperialist Powers, using their African colonies 
for the production of raw materials, deliberately hampered 
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economic development, strangled industrialisation, kept living 
standards at starvation level in the interests of " cheap labour." 

This meant that the industrial working class, the heart of trade 
unionism, is relatively small, Even when large industrial establish
ments were developed by the imperialists, for example the South 
African gold mines, migratory workers are indentured from all 
over the continent, segregated into compounds. 

2. Relying on force and violence to maintain their ill-
gotten conquests, the imperialists repressed every labour 
movement with the utmost savagery. Striking workers, fight
ing to improve their wretched wages, were met with clubs and 
bullets. Workers* leaders were arrested without trial, or on 
framed-up charges, imprisoned, deported and even murdered. 

It is small wonder that, faced with such conditions arising from 
the colonial situation—to which must be added the illiteracy, 
exhaustion and malnutrition of the workers themselves, absorbed 
in the bare struggle for existence—trade unionism did not make 
greater progress in colonial Africa. The wonder is that, due 
primarily to the devotion, courage and ability of the pioneer 
trade unionists, three million Africans were nevertheless organised. 

INDEPENDENCE AND TRADE UNIONISM 
The present glorious period, when one after another the coun

tries and peoples of Africa, are rushing forward to break the 
shackles of alien domination and to claim their birthright of free
dom and independence, has naturally been a powerful stimulus to 
the trade-union movement—the more so since it is the organised 
workers themselves who in many cases have been the foremost 
leaders and fighters in the struggle for liberation. 

Nevertheless, it would be a serious mistake to imagine that 
independence in itself has removed all the obstacles to the free and 
powerful growth of trade unionism. The undeveloped state of 
African economies, the heritage of imperialism, remains—though 
speedy and effective means can be found to overcome this through 
industrialisation. Also remaining are many other aspects of the 
imperialist heritage : the grinding poverty, illiteracy and back
wardness of many workers, the tribal and religious divisions, 
servility and ignorance of working-class principles—all of which 
have been fostered and cultivated by the colonialists. 

Also, by no means all the independent States of the new Africa 
are headed by governments which are sympathetic to the workers 
and peasants and the cause of the trade union movement. The 
military juntas, representing the landlords and bourgeoise, in such 
countries as Egypt and the Sudan, have taken over from the 
colonialists all the hateful machinery of repression of independent 
working-class organisations, and in such countries trade union 
leaders who criticise the capitalist governments are likely to find 
themselves in jail. 
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WHERE COLONIALISM STILL RULES 

In countries which still remain under the domination o 
imperialist powers, or of White minorities, African trade unionists 
still face terror and persecution. In the North, the French im
perialists foully murdered Aissat ldirt general secretary of the 
General Union of Algerian Workers. In Angola, having bloodily 
suppressed a strike of African miners, Portuguese fascists (who 
sell 120,000 Africans every year to work in South African mines) 
have threatened to shoot many of the workers' leaders after a 
farce of a " t r ia l" before a military tribunal. 

In the Union of South Africa, the leaders of the Congress of 
Trade Unions, including secretary-general L. Masina and president 
L. Levy, have been arrested since 1956 on charges of High Treason, 
and the brave women's trade union leader Elizabeth Mafekeng 
has been exiled from her home and family. 

In Kenya, the labour leader Jomo Kenyatta, after years of 
imprisonment on a frame-up charge, is still held in exile in a 
remote region. 

Thus, the cause the trade unionism in Africa is still beset with 
many serious difficulties. It is in order to meet and unite against 
these difficulties that the All-African Trade Union Federation is 
being formed. Since the cause of trade unionism is part and parcel 
of the movement for the liberation of Africa, it is fitting that the 
inspiration came from the All-African People's Conference. 

WHO IS BACKING THE A.A.T.U.F. 

The Preparatory Conference at Accra opened with a speech by 
Dr. Nkrumah, Prime Minister of Ghana. He said: 

" T h e trade union movement in Africa is indissolubly 
linked up with the struggle for political freedom, independence 
and unity of our continent. A trade-union movement on a 
colonial territory cannot divorce itself from the national 
struggle . . ." 

Welcoming the delegates to the Conference, Mr. Diallo 
Abdoulaye, secretary-general of the steering committee of the All-
African People's Conference, said : 

" A n African central organisation which—on the basis of 
the international character of the proletarian movement— 
maintains friendly relations with all the international trade 
union centres in the world on a footing of equality, will in 
future lead to the creation of sound conditions for the exist
ence of a single trade-union international^ on which all the 
workers of the world, without exception, will be represented." 

In addition to his position in the secretariat, Diallo Abdoulaye 
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spoke as a representative of the UGTAN* which under the able 
leadership of Sekou Toure, Premier of Guinea, unites over one 
hundred thousand workers in 8 territories (Sudan, Senegal, Guinea, 
Togo, Niger, Upper Volta, Dahomey and Mauretania). 

The other national trade union federations represented at Accra 
were those of Morocco (the UMT* with 650,000 affiliated mem
bers). Ghana, with 350,000, Algeria with 150,000, Egypt with 
275,000, South Africa (S.A.C.T.U.* with 46,000), Gambia, Sierra 
Leone, Uganda. 

Messages of support were also received from Tunisia (the 
U.G.T.T.*, with 225.000 members) the Kenya Federation of 
Labour (which also sent an observer) Nyasaland, Cameroun and 
the Belgian Congo. 

I.C.F.T.U. SABOTAGE 

The position of trade unions in Nigeria and also Kenya is 
rather complicated. To understand it, one must go into the 
activities of the so-called International Confederation of Free 
Trade Unions (I.C.F.T.U.) in the African continent. 

I.C.F.T.U. was started as a breakaway from the World Federa
tion of Trade Unions (W.F.T.U.) which—in the immediate post
war period—was the biggest and most powerful labour interna
tional the world has ever known. This breakaway was brought 
about by the leaders of the British T.U.C. and the American 
A.F.L.C.I.O. not in the interests of the working class, but in the 
interests of the foreign policy of the capitalist governments in 
the west. 

I.C.F.T.U. collected a great deal of money from the workers 
in the metropolitan countries for the purpose of encouraging trade 
unionism in under developed countries, especially in Africa. This 
was a good purpose, but unfortunately the top leaders of I.C.F.T.U. 
have often used it in ways which would have shocked the workers 
who gave the money. 

For example, the I.C.F.T.U. offered aid to African trade unionists 
in many ways : money for rent and to pay organisers* wages, 
office equipment, and so forth. To struggling unions, at their 
wits' end to keep afloat, this assistance seemed to come as a 
godsend. Unfortunately, once they accepted and became depend
ent upon this aid, they soon found that there were " strings" 
attached to i t : conditions which they had to fulfil. They had to 
affiliate to I.C.F.T.U. and break with W.F.T.U. They had to help 
" the fight against Communism ". They had to accept I.C.F.T.U. 
advice on policy. 

It is not such a bad thing when an experienced trade unionist 
offers the benefit of his experience. But advice " that is accom
panied by a threat to with-hold funds is not advice at all but 

* For an explanation of these initials, see "The Position At a Glance" in 
the panel on page 15. 
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orders. Often the western I.C.F.T.U. leaders in Africa have tr\ 
to give orders as if they were bosses. The " advice " they giv 
is very often contrary to the interests of the African workers. 

It is a strange thing to hear leaders of a body like the British 
T.U.C. telling African leaders to "keep out of politics"—when 
we all know that their own leaders are affiliated to the Labour 
Party in Britain! The truth is that African trade unionists, even 
less than their western counterparts cannot " keep out of politics " 
for the simple reason that the workers here are bound hand and 
foot by colonialism and colonial survivals and a trade unionist 
who does not fight with all his heart and soul for freedom and 
independence is a traitor to the interests of his members. The 
African workers suspect that when the LC.F.T.U. leaders advise 
them to avoid identifying themselves with liberation movements, 
they are more worried about the interests of imperialism than 
those of the workers. 

FOUL MEANS 
The Nigerian workers* representatives at the Preparatory Con

ference, Goodluck, Oduleye and Ifedira, put it in a nutshell, when 
they said that the purpose of the LC.F.T.U. was to " domesticate M 

the African workers, and to make them " sheepishly docile." They 
declared : 

" The LC.F.T.U. has used all means, fair and foul. It has 
depended on the Colonial Powers for its main support. It 
has lavishly spent money to commission individuals in our 
trade-union movements to carry out disruptive actions. 

" I t has been shouting "Wolf! Wolf! Wolf! of "Com
munism " to scare off militant trade-union leaders who main
tain that political freedom must be buttressed with economic 
freedom and fundamental human rights." 

They accused the LC.F.T.U. openly of intriguing in the Niger
ian T.U.C, of buying over its leadership to its support with a 
subsidy of £200 a month, despite the expressed wishes of the 
overwhelming majority of the affiliated members. 

Similar charges have been made against the LC.F.T.U. by trade-
union organisations in Gambia, Uganda and South Africa. The 
LC.F.T.U. did its best to sabotage the Preparatory Conference 
at Accra by organising a counter " regional-conference " in Niger
ia. Mr. Tom Mboya, the leading LC.F.T.U.-man in Africa came 
under heavy criticism by attending the latter in preference to that 
of the A.A.T.U.F., and it is significant that his Kenya Federation 
of Labour sent observers but not delegates to Accra. Clearly the 
idea of African trade unions uniting independent of " control" 
from America and Britain is not welcome to the LC.F.T.U. 
leaders. 

But the net result has been that the LC.F.T.U. has now lost 
nearly all its support on Africa. All the labour federations in the 
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free area of Africa have now broken away from it, and it is 
obvious that their remaining African affiliates (all of them in 
British colonies) will also get out as soon as their countries attain 
independence. This fiasco in Africa was the cause of the bitter 
quarrel which broke out between the British and American trade-
union leaders at the l.C.F.T.U. Conference in December, 1959, 
when each group accused the other (quite rightly!) of seeking to 
further the imperialist interests of " their own " ruling classes. 

IS THE A.A.T.U.F. ISOLATIONIST? 

It would be wrong to assume that because the founders of the 
All-African Federation of Trade Unions seek to unite the organ
ised workers of our continent in a single co-ordinating body, they 
are therefore " isolationist" and have dropped overboard the noble 
principle of the international unity of the workers of the world. 

The communique of the Preparatory Conference announced that 
it sought " to establish relations for co-operation and solidarity 
with all the workers of the world "; and the secretariat was author
ised to take all necessary measures in this direction. 

There is no conflict between the aim of uniting African workers 
and that of building unity between all the workers of all con
tinents. But it should be clearly understood that African workers 
refuse to be treated as poor relations or stupid people who do not 
know how, and are not to be trusted to handle their own affairs. 
A united African trade-union movement will enter the councils 
of world labour as a full and equal partner. As Diallo Abdoulaye 
put it in his address, an All-African co-ordinating body : 

" Which, on the basis of the international character of the 
proletarian movement, maintains friendly relations with all 
the international trade-union centres of the world, on a footing 
of equality, will lead in the future to the creation of sound 
conditions for the existence of a single Trade Union Inter
national on which all the workers in the world, without excep
tion, will be represented." 

In this remarkably far-sighted statement, Diallo Abdoulaye 
correctly foresees that the establishment of the All-Africa Trade 
Union Federation can be a powerful factor in healing the tragic 
breach which the cold war has brought about in the ranks of the 
international working-class movement. 

It is time to put an end to the superior, patronising attitude 
which " western trade-union leaders adopt when condescending 
to give " advice " to their African counterparts. Their concept 
of a trade union is that of a smoothly-running bureaucratic ap
paratus, collaborating with—often almost merging with—the 
*4 labour departments" established by the bourgeois State. To 
them, a trade-union leader is not a militant organiser and agitator. 
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tirelessly arousing the proletariat at the point of production, bui 
a tame office administrator, a " respectable citizen " who continu
ally preaches pious platitudes about the benefit of conciliation and 
class collaboration. Such a conception is completely useless and 
harmful in Africa. As a writer in the Johannesburg monthly 
" Fighting Talk " puts i t : 

" The modern British or American trade union bureaucrats 
who come out to Africa to tell Africans how to run their 
unions have forgotten—if they ever knew it—the stormy 
beginnings of their own organisations, when every strike meant 
a pitched battle and every union man was a revolutionary." 

As a matter of fact, this sort of unwanted advice is all the more 
ironical and impertinent in view of the fact that the vaunted 
" legality " and peaceful development of trade unionism and the 
labour movement in the imperialist countries has only been made 
possible by the harsh exploitation and bloody repression of the 
African and other workers in the colonies. As long ago as 1920 
Lenin brilliantly foreshadowed this development (which has been 
carried forward tremendously in the past 40 years) when he wrote : 

" Modern (twentieth century) imperialism created a privil
eged, monopoly position for a few advanced countries, and 
this gave rise everywhere in the Second International to a 
certain type of leader-traitors, opportunists, social-chauvinists, 
who look after their own craft interests, the interests of their 
own stratum of the labour aristocracy." (V. I. Lenin. 
" Left Wing " Communism—An Infantile Disease.) 

Out of the super-exploitation of the colonial workers the capital
ist ruling classes have been able to wring enormous super-profits. 
It is precisely these super-profits that have enabled these capitalists 
to provide certain bribes and concessions to the workers in the 
metropolitan countries—higher wages, trade-union rights, civil 
liberties and parliamentarism. 

The price for these concessions has been abandonment by the 
tame labour leaders of socialism, and their collaboration in main
taining imperialism. Could be there any greater cheek, ignorance 
and irony for these self-same labour leaders to come along to their 
colonial workers, groaning under the burdens of imperialism, and 
preach to them the superior virtues of class-collaboration and legal 
trade unionism? 

The Nigerian delegation at the Accra preparatory conference put 
the question with deadly accuracy, when they said : 

" For many years the so-called saviours of African workers 
(I.C.F.T.U. and the " Christian " T.U. federation) have con
doned the brutal exploitation of Africa and the African 
workers, while the tremendous profits accruing have both en
riched their capitalist countries and rapidly raised the living 
standards of the working class there." 
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THE PATH OF AFRICAN TRADE UNIONISM 

The vital and dynamic trade union movement in African cannot, 
and even if it could, should not, follow the path followed by the 
reformist leaders of the western labour movement. It cannot, 
because there are no further massive reserves of super-profits out 
of which the bourgeoisie can afford such a luxury as a bought and 
subservient labour aristocracy. It should not, because in truth 
the western labour leaders have sold the glorious heritage of 
labour, socialism, under which the workers shall inherit the earth 
and the future, for a mess of miserable crumbs from their masters' 
table. 

The path that is being and should still further be followed by 
the organised labour movement in Africa is rather that of full 
and leading participation in public activities which meet the needs 
of the workers. In this first phase of the African revolution, that 
of completely emancipating the whole of this great continent, 
where vast territories still languish under the rule of European 
imperialist powers, or that of White minorities, of winning self-
government everywhere, the trade unions will naturally be acting 
together with patriotic Africans of all classes for independence 
and democracy. 

But formal independence is not enough. Africa, even with 
formal self-government, will remain backward and economically 
dependent, unless a vast process of transformation, reaching deep 
down into and stirring and changing the lives of the great masses 
of slumbering rural and tribal peoples, is rapidly set in train. 

No other class is able to set in motion and give correct leader
ship to this vast and absolutely essential process of change except 
the working class. For the working class is the only class that is 
completely emancipated in its outlook, that is revolutionary to the 
very end. 

Two essentials for the accomplishment of this historic destiny 
are : firstly, the absorption by the masses of revolutionary workers 
throughout Africa of a correct understanding of the most advanced 
and scientific social principles : the sharp weapon of Marxist-
Leninist theory, which is the rich, concentrated essence of the 
experience of the international proletariat. 

Secondly, the organisation of the working class into effective 
mass organisations, and their unity throughout our great continent 
on a basis of solidarity and mutual aid. Towards this, the founda
tion of the All-Africa Trade Union Federation is a notable and 
historic contribution. 
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THE POSITION AT A GLANCE 

National Centres Snpporting the All-African Trade 
Union Conference. 

Membership 
of Affiliated 

1. Members of Preparatory Committee : Unions 
Ghana Trades Union Congress ... 350.000 
Morocco U.M.T. (Union Marocaine 

du Travail) 650,000 
U.G.T.A.N. (Union Generale des Trav-

ailleurs d'Afrique Noire, represent
ing Sudan, Senegal, Guinea, Togo-
land, Niger, Upper Volta, Dahomey 
and Maritania) 109,000 

Algeria (Union Generale des Travaill-

2. 

eurs Algeriens) 150,000 
Egyptian Trade Union Congress (E.C.L.) 275,000 
Gambia Workers' Union (G.L.U.) ... 2,000 
S.A.C.T.U. (South African Congress 
of Trade Unions) 46,000 
Sierra Leone Council of Labour 24.747 
Uganda Trade Union Congress 2,941 

Nigerian Labour Movement 1,609,688 
(Unofficial)* 

Other Bodies Which Have Announced Support: 
Tunisia (U.G.T.T.) 225,000 
Kenya Federation of Labour 40,000 
Cameroun 18,000 
Nyasaland T.U.C 1,900 
L/vU^v ••• •*• -•- ••• ••• 3,200 

Grand Total: 1,897,788 

* To these figures must probably be added the majority 
of the 58,441 members of the Nigeria T.U.C, repre
sented by an unofficial delegation^ 
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"TOUSSAINT" 

H O W FOREIGN 
In its founding debates of the All-African Trade Union Federa

tion, a resolution was proposed opposing " all foreign ideologies *\ 
The resolution, which was amended, appears to have been aimed 
at Communism. It is a familiar line of attack. Outside of the 
socialist countries themselves, the warning that Communism is 
" foreign " is made over and over again. Communism, it is sug. 
gested, is somehow at home in Russia but "foreign" everywhere 
else. This most persistent anti-Communist device is now being 
peddled in Africa, not only by the imperialist agents, but even by 
others who should know better. 

Hostility to foreign domination is now the main-stream of 
African thinking. It is perhaps understandable that, in an atmo
sphere of such hostility, unthinking people turn easily to hostility 
towards everything foreign—customs, ideas and cultural standards. 
The good and the valuable is rejected together with the bad. In 
this fashion, it is hoped, Africa can be persuaded to throw out 
Communism along with imperialist domination; both, so it is 
said, are "foreign ". And it is hoped that having once so labelled 
Communism, it will be forgotten that the Communists have etery-
where been the first to raise the slogans of national self-determina
tion, the first to demand the complete independence of the 
colonies, the first to reveal to the world the real inner nature of 
imperialism, and the first to struggle resolutely against it even in 
the imperial countries themselves. 

To understand instinctive African suspicions of all things foreign 
is not to accept or condone them. Unthinking, unreasoning anti-
foreign attitudes are not far from the racial thinking and outlooks 
with which imperialist rule has covered Africa, and are often 
learnt from and taken over from imperialism. South Africa—as 
in all things racial—provides a good example. 

At the start of the second world war, when there was a real 
need for struggle against the Nazi ideas of Aryan supremacy, 
blood-and-soil and the fuehrer-prinzip, patriotic mobs in the 
streets of Johannesburg ignored the steady spreading of these ideas 
through openly pro-Nazi, Afrikaner Nationalist newspapers, but 
systematically burned to ashes every German-made car they could 
find in the streets. In taking over the essential racialistic basis of 
Nazism, these patriotic, supposedly anti-Nazi, mobs only paved the 
way for the victory of neo-Nazi ideas in the Union of South 
Africa, and the final victory of a Nazi orientated government 
under Dr. Malan. 
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