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Abstract   

Historically, trade unions in South Africa played an instrumental role to fight against the apartheid regime when the 

liberation movements were banned. Workers were all united against the injustices imposed on them and the general 

population of black people by the apartheid government. The objectives and the mandate were not only that of 

fighting for the rights of workers but also fought for the human rights of black people. The unbanning of the political 

parties shifted the mandate of trade unions to only focus on the battle of fighting for the rights of workers. This was 

not an easy transition because most of the union leaders were not trained on how to fight for the rights of workers 

in a government that is biased to blacks and governed by black people. This affected the relevance of trade unions 

in South Africa, most unions if not all biased toward the government and some union leaders were part of the 

decision-makers in senior government positions. Leaders of trade unions and federations became leaders of political 

parties and some became members of parliament and some are in various governance structures such as provincial 

legislatures and municipal councils. Union leaders submitted their unions and members to the government and they 

are trying to convince the workers to understand the position of the employer instead of convincing the employer 

to understand the position of the workers. This paper is presenting a view that the majority of trade unions have lost 

their relevance and members have lost hope in union leaders. The objective of this paper is to convince the leaders 

to stand out and represent the workers correctly and stop sleeping on the same bed with the employer. The secondary 

research methodology was applied to present existing data that is relevant to the study. Conclusions and findings of 

this paper show that union leaders in senior structures use the votes of members to advance their narrow selfish 

interests.  
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Introduction   

 Trade unions in South Africa were used as organized 

labour to fight against the apartheid regime to 

advocate democracy.  The dominant umbrella of all 

unions at that time was the Congress of South African 

Trade Unions (COSATU) which was formed in 1985 

to unite all trade unions and speak in one voice. The 

federation assisted all the unions to fight any internal 

battles to focus on the main objective which was to 

fight against the oppressor. A lot have happened after 

the general elections in 1994, people voted for their 

government for the first time (Webb, 2017: 02). 

COSATU and all other unions have to change their 

role from a fighting role to a supportive role against 
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the government. Trade unions now play a wider role 

in national growth, over and above defending the 

interests of workers and enhancing their economic 

condition. The Labour movement should foster social 

progress and justice, harmonious industrial relations, 

and encourage the production of human capital. In 

civil society, labor unions play a pivotal role, which 

involves holding the government in charge of matters 

concerning the general public (Visser, 2019: 05). 

COSATU, for example, has been unwavering about 

the state of unequal income distribution in South 

Africa. There can be no country with substantial 

economic growth where the rich get richer and the 

poor get poorer. To prevent conflicts and industrial 

action that would have detrimental economic effects, 

disputes must be resolved quickly and effectively. 

Labour unions should ensure that the demands of 

workers are justifiable and fair and therefore that 

there is no violation of workers' rights in any way. 

Bernards (2017: 399) states that changes in working 

and wage conditions should be manageable and not 

be a financial burden for businesses. At the same 

time, labour movements should understand that there 

is an underlying conflict of interest that can never be 

fully eroded between labor and capital; workers want 

higher wages and higher profits for owners. It is the 

task of trade unions to allow the parties involved to 

achieve a balanced consensus.  

As the World Bank has further reduced the economic 

growth projections for 2012 from 3.1 percent to 2.5 

percent, there are very few prospects for job growth 

in the country in the immediate future. This is not 

good news for South Africa as the high 

unemployment rate will lead to civil unrest that will 

discourage investment and further cripple the 

economy. There are unusual features of the South 

African labor market that pose significant challenges 

to efficient trade unionism. There is an 

unemployment crisis in South Africa that threatens to 

paralyze the Rainbow Country. In the second quarter 

of 2012, the unemployment rate was 24.9 percent 

with a 40.9 percent labor absorption rate (Miyajima 

and Yetman, 2018: 02). According to Martens, 

Gansemans, Orbie and D'Haese (2018: 492), no other 

middle-income nation has such an alarming rate of 

unemployment. As the country is poised for an 

economic downturn, the prospects for job growth in 

the 'formal sector' are uncertain, although weaknesses 

in technological achievements pose a permanent 

challenge to the already severely eroded real wage 

levels. 

Since 1994, the South African government has been 

promising to create jobs, but the government cannot 

provide jobs sustainably, and this should not be its 

mandate. In 1999, the introduction of the (GEAR) 

strategy failed to bear fruit in the labor market until 

2003, when labor absorption began to increase, but 

progress was discouraged as job losses increased with 

the beginning of the recession in late 2008. Instead, 

the government could concentrate on providing an 

atmosphere that promotes entrepreneurship and job 

development (Li, Makis, Zuo and Cai, 2018: 21). 

However, compared to other developing countries, 

the South African labor market is highly regulated 

and is currently ranked 7th most restrictive out of 139 

countries worldwide. The relatively high wages and 

bureaucracy have shunned foreign investors who, 

with lower wage demands and relaxed labor rules, 

have preferred to take their business to Asian 

countries, such as China. South Africa will continue 

to export its jobs to other countries if the government 

fails to take strategic measures against it. The major 

acts are the 1995 Labour Relations Act (LRA), the 

1997 Basic Conditions of Employment Act (BCEA), 

the 1998 Employment Equity Act (EEA), and the 

1999 Skills Development Act (SDA). The primary 

acts are the Labour Relations Act (LRA). The LRA 

and the BCEA were revised in 2002, while in 2006 

the EEA was amended. While this law was enacted to 

protect workers, as the detrimental spin-off of scaring 

off investors was counterproductive, this has 

successfully produced a catch-22 scenario. It also 

finds it taxing for potential entrepreneurs and small, 

medium, and micro-enterprises to meet the 

requirements of these acts (Ebrahim, Leibbrandt and 

Ranchhod, 2017: 20).  

The central institutions involved in the legislative 

structure of collective bargaining and wage 

determination in the South African labor market are 

bargaining councils composed of trade unions and 

employer organizations. Wage structure can take 

place via sectoral negotiation, non-statutory 

collective bargaining and wage determination, as well 

as extensions of bargaining council agreements and 

exemptions. In the expectation of taking advantage of 

the pay premium associated with union membership 

and getting their legitimate rights secured, workers 

join unions. However, all the hopes of workers fall on 
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the wrong people because the unions of today do not 

fully fight and defend workers. South Africa has an 

education system that is widely criticized for being 

below expectations and deficient in the growth of 

skills. South Africa was ranked 140 out of 144 

countries in the category of education system 

efficiency in the 2012/2013 Global Competitiveness 

Report of the World Economic Forum. This has 

resulted in the development of a massive, structurally 

unemployed, uncompetitive labour force 

(Jayachandran, 2020: 27).  

Theoretical framework 

Trade unions have a tradition dating back to the 1880s 

in South Africa. From the outset, unions could be 

perceived as a sign of the country's racial disunity, 

with white workers overwhelmingly being the earliest 

unions. Trade unions played an important role in 

building political and economic opposition through 

the tumultuous years of 1948-1991 and were 

ultimately one of the guiding forces in the transition 

to an inclusive democratic government. With 3.11 

million members representing 25.3 percent of the 

formal workforce, trade unions are still an important 

force in South Africa today (Fourie and Kerr, 2017: 

05). With a membership of 1.8 million, the Congress 

of South African Trade Unions (COSATU) is the 

largest of the three main trade union centers and is 

part of the Tripartite Coalition with the ruling African 

National Congress (ANC) and the Communist Party 

of South Africa (SACP). Early labor unions were 

mostly for whites only, with groups such as the South 

African Confederation of Labour (SACoL) favoring 

racial discrimination-based work policies. They often 

did not welcome women entirely into the unions. The 

first female South African trade unionist to lead 

several strikes and sit-ins before 1911 is considered 

Mary Fitzgerald (Plagerson, Patel, Hochfeld and 

Ulriksen, 2019: 03). The Industrial Workers of Africa 

(IWA), founded by the progressive syndicalist 

International Socialist League in September 1917, 

was the first trade union to organize black workers 

(ISL). The IWA merged into the African Industrial 

and Commercial Workers' Union (ICU), which was 

formed in 1919 and 1920. Initially, the ICU was a 

union in Cape Town for black and coloured 

dockworkers, founded by Clements Kadalie and 

Arthur F. Batty. It was the first black workers' 

nationally organized union that would ultimately 

include rural farmworkers, domestic and industrial 

workers, dockworkers, teachers, and retailers. It was 

said to be more common than the ANC in the 1920s 

and ultimately had branches in the Free State, 

Transvaal, and Natal and shifted its headquarters to 

Johannesburg in 1925. The South African Trade 

Union Congress (SATUC) was founded with 30,000 

black union members in 1924. By the 1930s, most of 

the nation had been unified by the South African 

Trades and Labour Council (SATLC) (Kim and Van 

Der Westhuizen, 2018: 292). The SATLC held an 

explicitly non-racial policy and supported black trade 

union affiliation, as well as calling for black trade 

unionists to have full legal rights. SATLC joined 

some black unions, while others were affiliated with 

the Council of Non-European Trade Unions in the 

1940s, taking it to a peak of 119 unions and 158,000 

members in 1945. Trade unions are recognized in 

South Africa's 1996 Constitution, which provides for 

the right to join trade unions, and for collective 

bargaining and strikes action by trade unions. This 

has been translated into the Labour Relations Act, 

which provided both unions and employers with a 

working structure. The National Economic 

Development and Labour Council (NEDLAC), the 

Labour Court and the Council for Conciliation, 

Mediation and Arbitration, and the Council for 

Conciliation, Mediation and Arbitration have also 

established three institutions to further the objectives 

of reducing disputes in industrial relations and both 

removing unfair discrimination and remedying past 

discrimination in the workplace (CCMA) (Bassett, 

2017: 71).  

In 1995, the Labor Relations Act was passed, and 

substantial changes were subsequently made in 1996, 

1998, and 2002. Its stated aim is to "give effect to 

section 27 of the Constitution" through the regulation 

of trade union organizing rights, the promotion of 

collective bargaining, the regulation of the right to 

strike and the recourse to lockouts, as well as the 

provision of dispute resolution mechanisms and the 

establishment as superior courts of the Labour Court 

and the Labour Appeal Court "with exclusive 

jurisdiction to decide matters arising from the Act" 

The act further addresses the role of workers in 

decision-making and the responsibilities of 

international law concerning workplace relations. For 

the South African National Defence Force, the 

National Intelligence Agency, or the South African 

Secret Service, the Labour Relations Act does not 

apply (Dentlinger, 2017: 06). 
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Bargaining councils are established by registered 

trade unions and associations of employers. They 

negotiate with collective agreements, try to settle 

labor disputes, and make labour policy and regulation 

proposals. They can also manage their members' 

pension funds, sick leave, unemployment and training 

schemes, and other such benefits. The amended Labor 

Relations Act also states that these councils are 

extending the services and functions of the bargaining 

council to workers in the informal sector and home 

workers (Sil and Samuelson, 2018: 403). 

Agency Shop Agreements are negotiated between a 

majority labor union (either a union or a group of 

trade unions representing the majority of working 

workers) and an association of employers or 

employers. This arrangement allows employers to 

subtract a fee from non-union employees' salaries to 

ensure that non-union workers who benefit from the 

bargaining activities of the union contribute to those 

efforts. For deductions to be assessed, permission 

from the employee is not necessary. However, if the 

worker is a conscientious objector, that is, on grounds 

of conscience, refusing membership in a trade union, 

she or he may request that their fees be charged to a 

fund controlled by the Department of labor 

(Hermanus, Phakathi, Coulson and Stewart, 2019: 

60). 

Closed shop agreements, which mandate all workers 

to join unions in the covered workplace, will be 

concluded if 2 thirds of employees have voted in 

support of the agreement. Members must enter or face 

expulsion from the union. "Furthermore, "if a union 

expels a member or refuses to allow a new worker to 

become a member of the union, and if this expulsion 

or refusal is in compliance with the constitution of the 

union or is for a legitimate cause, the employer may 

have to fire the worker. This dismissal is not 

considered unjust. For refusing to join the union, 

conscientious objectors will not be dismissed. Closed 

shop limitations include the provision that workers 

are not compelled to be members of the trade union 

before gaining jobs and that duties obtained from 

employees be used only to promote or secure workers' 

socio-economic interests (Webster and Francis, 2019: 

12). 

Research methodology  

when a researcher is conducting a systematic 

investigation, it is important to be directly involved in 

the data collection process or to rely mainly on 

already acquired information. The former is described 

as primary research and the latter is well known as 

secondary research (Snyder, 2019: 334). The 

difference between the primary and secondary 

research is the level of involvement of the study with 

the process of gathering data. Primary research is a 

form of research that allows the researcher to actively 

engage in the process of collecting data. The 

researcher does not rely on existing data in primary 

research but instead gathers first-hand knowledge that 

serves as research material for systematic 

investigation. This method of research gives the 

researcher full control of the results, which is 

extremely essential in fast-paced markets for 

companies and organizations. Before introducing a 

new product or service, these companies use primary 

research to obtain useful information about customer 

desires and preferences. Usually, the primary 

research focuses on the basic criteria of the context of 

research (Zangirolami-Raimundo, Echeimberg and 

Leone, 2018: 361). This kind of analysis, however, is 

costly, time-consuming, and typically needs a lot of 

qualified resources that may not be readily accessible, 

and this is why many businesses outsource this to 

third-party market research firms.  

A secondary study is a form of approach to research 

in which the researcher relies solely on established 

research materials rather than directly collecting data 

for research. Unlike primary research, this research 

approach is less costly and time-efficient (Ngozwana, 

2018: 19). Data from the internet, archives, libraries, 

educational institutions, and corporate reports can be 

accessed for secondary research. The researcher 

must, however, take special care to ensure that the 

information is accurate, as this can have a detrimental 

effect on the study process and performance. This 

study applied a secondary or desktop research 

methodology.  

Results and discussions 

As the largest labor union in South Africa, COSATU 

yields a lot of power; power that could be used 

effectively as an agent in efforts to holistically grow. 

The first step towards strengthening trade unionism is 

to accept the deteriorating labor market conditions 

and the systemic changes their organizations have to 

endure. There should be no irresponsible collective 

bargaining and protests by labour unions that are 

damaging to workers and the economy. Wage 
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demands should be sustainable and take business and 

economic conditions into consideration. Inflationary 

pressures may increase wages and salaries as the cost 

of production is passed on to consumers as well as the 

demand for goods and services (Dickinson, 2017: 

789). COSATU is not a political party and union 

leaders should avoid the use of the union as a forum 

to advocate their political inclination, even though it 

has historical links to the ruling party. To be impartial 

and neutral in their policies, they will need to 

safeguard their autonomy from political parties. Via 

skills growth, trade unions will promote job creation. 

The creation of human resources through schooling, 

training, and health programs is crucial for 

strengthening a strategic factor in the advancement of 

development by improving the quality and 

productivity of workers. In line with the increasingly 

complicated and difficult economic environment they 

face, COSATU and its allies will have to expand. This 

can be accomplished by contributing more actively to 

national growth and by fostering responsible trade 

unionism (Hlatshwayo, 2017: 06). If COSATU is 

going to live up to the occasion or not is yet to be seen. 

While now Marikana incident is history, the memory 

and the scars linger on. This sad experience allowed 

the government, labor, and companies to learn from 

their failures and to aspire for better relationships 

between industry and employees. To improve 

working and living conditions, the transformation of 

the mining industry is necessary. Unfortunately, if the 

triggers leading up to the incident are not dealt with 

decisively, that might not be the last we see of such 

incidents. Maybe this is just the dreaded beginning 

(Nemakonde, 2018: 138). 

Unfavorable labor markets and economic 

circumstances have created immense obstacles for a 

trade union movement deeply entrenched in the ANC 

and the public sector. Failed government policies to 

minimize unemployment have made it hard for 

COSATU to continue to justify and promote ANC 

policies. In its relationship with the ANC, the 

federation has also failed to be sufficiently strategic 

and autonomous and risks being consumed and 

diverted from its strategic and tactical objectives by 

co-optation with the ANC (Runciman, 2019: 143). 

The breakaway of unions and the rise in the number 

of members resigning from unions affiliated to 

COSATU is a significant conflict and the failure of 

COSATU. The formation of the Association of Mine 

Workers and Construction Union (AMCU) in 2001 

was caused by the dissatisfaction of members of the 

Nation Union of Mine Workers (NUM). This union 

was the main member of COSATU and the COSATU 

failed to save the Union or to provide proper guidance 

on how to remain relevant to the members. Most 

members of NUM were not happy about how leaders 

conducted themselves and they felt that leaders were 

using the union as the stepping stone to senior 

government positions. Union leaders were not 

representing the interests of the workers but they used 

their position to acquire shares in mining companies. 

The emergence of AMCU was formed to fight against 

this and remained the vanguard of the mineworkers 

(Dickinson, 2017: 791).  

Compared with AMCU, with 50,000 members, NUM 

has more than 300,000 members. Given the hand of 

AMCU in the Lonmin mineworkers' protest, the 

union, considering its size, could very well be 

COSATU's most fierce rival, and one that would keep 

COSATU on its toes as it competes for membership. 

Any competition may lead to better delivery of 

services or may unwantedly trigger needless conflict 

as the trade unions try to compete at the expense of 

employees. COSATU has been forced to pay heed to 

the frustration and discontent of its membership in its 

2012 Socio-Economic Survey, as it explicitly sends 

out a wake-up call to its partner, the ANC. In the 

aftermath of the Marikana tragedy, the rejection of 

NUM, and the breakout of service delivery protests 

across the nation, the consequences of 'not doing' 

have already bitten the federation hard. The study is 

highly critical of the ANC's factionalism, bribery, and 

corruption and that the policies of the ruling party 

have failed to reduce unemployment, eradicate 

poverty, and reduce social and economic disparity 

(Bassett, 2017: 771). It is worth the ANC's treatment 

of its alliance partner's harsh criticism. Lonmin 

employees embarked on an illegal strike demanding 

that their wages rise in August 2012 from ZAR 4,000 

(US$ 500) to ZAR 12,500 (US$ 1,500), a whopping 

300 percent increase. These strikes were allegedly led 

by NUM and AMCU. The senseless loss of life that 

ensued was what they failed to expect. 10 miners died 

in clashes between two groups of workers, each led 

by the NUM and AMCU, in the days leading up to the 

Marikana shooting. To intervene and avoid further 

bloodshed, this would have sent alarm bells to the 

respective trade union leaders, Lonmin 

administrators, police, and labor or mineral resources 

departments. In the days that followed, about 34 more 
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mine employees were gunned down in clashes with 

police (Nemakonde, 2018: 140).  

Union leaders could not provide members with 

guidance and leadership, leaving them to operate 

freely. The unions should not have sponsored the 

illegal strike but should have followed the procedures 

developed to express their concerns. This was 

reckless on their part and some of the blame should 

be shouldered. In South Africa, workers packed 

squares in major urban centers under the banners of 

the Social Democratic Union, the Industrial Socialist 

League, and the SACP, where Jewish leaders, such as 

AZ Berman, and their Muslim colleagues, such as 

Abdullah Abdurahman, led arm-in-arm workers with 

Clements Kadalie and John Gomas. They were 

brothers in battle, they had nothing to lose, except 

their chains. For workers, colour, faith, and creed 

meant nothing. After the Bolshevik Revolution of 

1917, workers and labor parties came to power in 

many nations. Successes and defeats have happened, 

successes and disappointments, new problems and 

questions (Nkata, 2018: 10). The realities of the 

technological revolution, the rise, and fall of 

Stalinism, the divisions and revisions, the so-called 

clash of civilizations, the triumph of globalization, 

and the collapse of parts of financial capital, all 

epitomized by the crash of 2008, were also present. 

Staff today face a head-on future. Their new struggles 

are against unemployment, retrenchment, full 

benefits, fair pay for equal work, and humane 

treatment of employees who are not unionized. These 

days, the workers are older, sprinkled with young 

people who have lost their jobs because of cheap 

imports of finished goods and highly cheap labor, 

emerging technology, casualization, and multi-

skilling. Millions of young people, from the US to 

England and South Africa, face a lifetime of 

unemployment. It's the big challenge of our times. 

And it is one that we in South Africa are struggling to 

get to grips with, practically absolutely (Sehoole, 

Manzi, Zhang and Bourdeau, 2020: 103). Here, 

workers assemble in stadiums and squares with their 

flags to listen to their political representatives 

romanticize the current government's 

accomplishments as we plan to cast our votes in 2019. 

A dual consciousness has been sharpened by South 

African workers - a consciousness of workers that 

make them proud of being workers who aim for a 

better life through struggles, and a nationalist 

consciousness that has made them the ANC's primary 

voters (Makhubedu, Nwobodo-Anyadiegwu and 

Mbohwa, 2017: 09). They have invested their 

confidence and trust in one of the world's most 

organized worker federations. And while labor unions 

also continue to do a good job of defending workers, 

they have not related themselves to the struggles of 

the unemployed. Most employees live in 

neighborhoods ravaged by unemployment, poverty, 

and lack of availability of services. The army of 

unemployed South Africa has nothing to lose but its 

chains. 

 Conclusion  

In 2014, one of the most traditionally militant, largest, 

and strongest unions in the Congress of South African 

Trade Unions (COSATU), the National Union of 

Metal Workers of South Africa (NUMSA), was 

expelled from the federation. With its departure, the 

membership of COSATU drops from 1.9 million to 

1.6 million employees. This moment was both a 

symptom and a cause of the rising breakdown in 

South Africa of the once united and powerful labor 

movement. It was held out as a revival of trade unions 

for a brief period, and yet, a few years later, the labor 

movement remains small. The changes to the union 

from its halcyon days of resistance to the transition to 

post-apartheid South Africa, as many have written 

about, have different reasons, and trace the last 

twenty-six years of democratic South Africa. In South 

Africa, the debate rages among activists and scholars 

about the present state of the labor movement, 

whether it is 'dead' or being revived in new modes of 

organization and/or wider class movements. There is 

no doubt that the labor movement has fractured and is 

evolving in South Africa. For many, including many 

young workers, unions have lost political appeal, 

prestige, and power. In an economy hit by 

restructuring and retrenchments, they represent a 

decreasing population of wage workers, and the so-

called 'informal sector' has expanded. 
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