
 



The right to strike was won by the working class after decades of struggle against 
apartheid and capitalism. We live in country today that is very different – the right 
to strike is a right in the South African constitution. 

This booklet is about knowing strike laws and rights, tactics for strike organizers 
and anticipating the responses of bosses. Moreover, it is a guide to winning strikes. 
And, even if we do not win all our strike demands, it is about ensuring that we gain 
strength and unity from our action. 
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Strikes ... teach the workers to unite; they show them that they can struggle 
against the capitalists only when they are united; strikes teach the workers 
to think of the struggle of the whole working class against the whole class 
of factory owners and against the arbitrary, police government. This is the 
reason that socialists call strikes “a school of war”, a school in which workers 
learn to make war on their enemies for the liberation of the whole people, of 
all who labour, from the yoke of government officials and from the yoke of 
capital.”

VI LENIN (A LEADER OF THE RUSSIAN REVOLUTION OF 1917) 
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For workers and the working class, a strike is your 
most important weapon – whatever the issue that 
confronts you at work or in society. Whether you 
work for a private company, whether you work for 
the state, whether you are not sure which company is 
actually your employer. Whether you are a member 
of a trade union or not. Whether it is about not 
getting your correct wage, the attitude of supervisors, 
discrimination, outsourcing or any of the hundreds 
of issues which are wrong and unfair OR whether is 
about crime and violence in communities, whether 
it is about inefficient and unsafe public transport or 
high unemployment and the lack of social support for 
working class people, a well-supported strong strike 
is the most effective working class weapon because 
it disrupts the company or the economy and hurts 
the capitalists most to ensure that they take demands 
seriously.

A strike is about as many of your fellow workers as 
possible standing together and telling your boss that 
we all won’t work if this unfairness is not corrected. 

An Injury to One is an Injury to All. Unity is 
Strength! These have been slogans of the working 
class for generations. 

For many years some of us have also been able to 
negotiate our wages with the bosses and the only way 
we were able to get anything close to a living wage is 
when we went on strike. 

While under the system of capitalism under which 
we live forces us to work if we have any hope of having 
money to put food on the table or getting education 
for our children, your bosses also need you to make 
them a profit. So withdrawing your labour – even if 
only for a short period of time – is sometimes the 
only way to get the bosses to listen. 

But precisely for this reason the capitalists and the 
government have put in place procedures and laws 
to intimidate us and divide us and limit our right to 
strike. 

In fact, the fight against the system of apartheid was 
not only about getting the right to vote and to stop 
racial and gender discrimination but also to ensure 
that workers in this country – whether South African 
or from any other country - have the right to strike.

That right is now in the Constitution of South Africa.

Often we see on TV or read in the media or on social 
media that workers have launched an “illegal strike” 
or that the police have broken up an “illegal strike”. 
This is untrue – fake news. With a few exceptions 
(e.g. a strike by members of the army) strikes are not 
illegal. They can however be protected – where the 
bosses are not allowed to dismiss striking workers 
because the strike followed all the steps laid out in 
the LRA – or unprotected, where the bosses can 
dismiss striking workers.    

This booklet draws on a booklet produced by a trade 
union in the late 1980s (Chemical Workers Industrial 
Union, CWIU) when we negotiated over wages every 
year. At that time we were still trying to win the full 
right to strike. 

But since then much has changed and we live in 
country today that is very different - but yet has 
many features of the past. We have many important 
democratic rights enshrined in our Constitution and 
a commitment to a non-racial and non-sexist society 
in which there is participatory democracy. And we 
have the right to strike. 

But we are also the most unequal country in the 
world. 

INTRODUCTION

SACTWU demonstration against gender-based violence, national strike (7 october 2020). Photo: IndustriALL Global Union



  Winning Strikes: A Guide to Strike Action 

2

We have had a new set of Labour Laws since 1995 
which gave us important organising rights. Since 
then the government has made amendments to these 
Laws up to 2018 – laws which recognised the rights of 
casual workers and established a national minimum 
wage of R20 per hour. But 
the same amendments 
have made it more 
difficult to exercise our 
right to strike. 

But the biggest changes 
since the 1990s have 
been that the system of 
capitalism has changed 
– first in many other 
countries around the 
world since the 1980s 
– and then in South 
Africa shortly before we 
won democracy in 1994. 
This type of capitalism is 
known as neo-liberalism. 

Neo-liberalism is a form of capitalism that has sought 
to overcome a crisis of profitability for capitalists by 
intensifying the exploitation of the working class, 
imposing market-type relations into every aspect 
of human life and using state power to redirect the 
country’s wealth to a smaller and smaller elite group 
of capitalists at the expense of the lower classes. 

A consequence of this strategy has been the growth 
of unemployment everywhere in the world. Today 
the levels of unemployment, globally, are on a 
scale last seen before World War Two. During and 
after the COVID-19 pandemic, South Africa’s 
actual unemployment rate will be over 50%, the 
highest in the world for “middle income” countries. 
Unemployment is especially high amongst black 
youth. 

Of those workers who are in some kind of 
employment, all will experience greater forms of 
precariousness and insecurity. A 2015 ILO report 
estimated that only a quarter of the employed 
workers in the world today are on permanent 
contracts. The ILO said the remaining three quarters 
are employed on temporary or short-term contracts, 
working informally often without any contract, are 
self-employed or are in unpaid family jobs.

In its World Employment and Social Outlook, the 
agency highlighted a rise in part-time employment, 
especially among young women. 

Since the triumph of neo-liberalism the nature of 

work has been changed significantly. Work is flexible, 
part-time, and precarious. The workplace can as well 
be a home, street, dump site or network as much as a 
factory, farm, mine or shop. It is outsourced, informal 
and sometimes appears “self-managed”. 

The decline of state employment and the scale 
of unemployment and informality has opened 
spaces for waste-pickers, home-based carers, child-
minders, zama-zamas, car-guards, dog walkers etc. 
as livelihoods amongst the working class and the 
regular wage as the form of livelihood has changed 
for many workers. 

Neo-liberalism has also been about the state largely 
abandoning providing affordable water, electricity, 
quality education and healthcare etc. It has meant 
the commercialization or privatization of these basic 
services and millions of people now have to provide 
these life necessities themselves. This has largely 
increased the economic burden on working class 
people, especially women. 

The forms of reproduction of the working class 
have also changed alongside the world of work and 
production. As a result, the composition of the 
working class has changed in many countries – in 
age, gender and nationality.

The legal frameworks of most countries, and global 
institutions do not as yet fully reflect this reality 
in their Labour Laws and policies, including UN 
institutions like the ILO. 

This has meant that the working class is today 
experimenting with many different forms of 
organising. Many are trade unions. But many are not.
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For instance: 

In the Western Cape farmworkers strike in 2013 
seasonal and casual farmworkers blocked roads, 
marching from farm to farm and focused their 
demand on the wage determination of the state rather 
than negotiate with farmers through traditional trade 
unions who had failed to fully organize farmworkers. 

For many years poor people from Zimbabwe 
and elsewhere have been forming cross-border 
organisations to act collectively instead of competing 
with one another when selling and buying goods 
across the Zim-SA borders. When the Zimbabwean 
state clamped down on certain cross-border goods in 
2016 they were part of popular protests that forced its 
re-opening.

The 2012 Marikana struggles in South Africa, 
and the aftermath of the August massacre were 
most emblematic of forms of experimentation. 
Rock drill mineworkers revolted against their trade 
union and forced platinum bosses to negotiate 
with them, even forming strike committees to co-
ordinate their struggles. The post-Marikana strike 
wave was notable for the range of experimentation 
with new forms and even the revelation that there 
had been forms of experimentation well before – 
the Bokoni Labour Forum – a forum of workers 
and community members fighting both against the 
platinum company employer, Anglo-Plat, as well as 
the traditional leaders who had stolen money meant 
for community development was a notable example.

By 2014, the pressures to sustain struggles and 

livelihoods and the inflexibility of the bosses and the 
legal framework encouraged many of the workers 
to seek out an unaffiliated traditional trade union, 
AMCU.

Today in South Africa community healthcare 
workers (CHWs) or home-based carers who perform 
essential care for HIV and TB or disabled patients 
and others in communities as the state reneges on 
health care for the working class – find themselves 
caught between fighting, sometimes with NGOs who 
employ them, and/or Provincial Health authorities 
who refuse to accept them as health-workers have 
also been experimenting with forms of organizing 
– from acting in their own networks and forcing 
negotiations - through struggles to form their own 
trade union. Their marginalization includes not 
having access to trade union rights and influencing 
their conditions of employment.                          

Some workers employed by labour-brokers and 
casual workers in Gauteng formed councils across 
various industrial areas. These Councils operate 
across sectors and eschew trade union methods of 
organizing yet force companies to negotiate with 
them. They then link up to the Simunye Workers’ 
Forum in the wake of a campaign by the Casual 
Workers Advice Office around new rights in South 
Africa’s Labour Relations Act in 2016.        

At the same time the largest grouping of organised 
workers in the country are in trade unions – many 
of these are small and unaffiliated. The majority 
however are affiliated to trade union federations, 
COSATU, FEDUSA, NACTU and SAFTU.  

The strike by mine workers at Marikana in August 2012 signalled a militant turn against co-opted unions – and the 
democratic government’s willingness to perpetrate massacre to repress the rebellion.
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The neoliberal restructuring of the working class 
and these divisions have not helped our cause. We 
now have the Right to Strike but our organisations 
are fragmented and our living standards are getting 
worse.

And yet our most powerful weapon is still the strike. 

The two graphs below show that despite everything 
workers are still striking for their rights and that 
the number of strikes in the country is still on the 
increase (Figure 1). It is just that the strikes are 
shorter and victories are not being won (Figure 2).

Looking at this data demonstrates that there have 
been years where the number of working days lost 
has been high – including during the 2010  public 
sector strike and the 2014 platinum strike. Overall, 
though, there has been a slight decline in the number 
of working days lost.

The data also demonstrates that strikes in South 
Africa don’t tend to be prolonged. In the last decade 

nearly three quarters of strikes were resolved within 
two weeks; 42% were resolved in less than a week. 
Only a very small proportion – 6.8% – last for more 
than a month. 

This booklet is a guide for any worker, trade union 
organiser or shop-steward – whether you are a South 
African or a foreign national working in South 
Africa; whether you are a factory worker, farmworker, 
mineworker or domestic worker; whether you work 
full-time, part-time or as a “casual worker”; whether 
you work for a large company, the state or a labour 
broker; whether you are not sure who your employer 
is; whether you are a member of a trade union or not.

The right to strike is a right in the South African 
constitution. It is a right won by the working class 
after decades of struggle against apartheid and 
capitalism. 

But rights are like our muscles – if we don’t exercise 
them they become weak and the government and 
the rich will undermine them and even make them 

something that can be used 
against us. 

Having a right guarantees 
nothing unless we exercise 
it.

This booklet is about 
knowing strike laws and 
rights, tactics for strike 
organizers and knowing 
the responses of bosses. 
Moreover, it is a guide 
to winning strikes. And, 
even if we do not win all 
our strike demands, it is 
about ensuring that we gain 
strength and unity from our 
strike.  

Figure 1. Number of industrial actions 2006-2016. Department of Labour 
Industrial Action Annual Reports

Figure 2. Number 
of working days 
lost, 2006 – 2016.  
Department of 
Labour Annual 
Industrial Action 
Report

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2010/aug/23/south-africa-public-sector-strike
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2010/aug/23/south-africa-public-sector-strike
http://www.sahistory.org.za/article/2014-south-african-platinum-strike-longest-wage-strike-south-africa
https://images.theconversation.com/files/216009/original/file-20180423-94149-17dltlt.PNG?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
https://images.theconversation.com/files/216009/original/file-20180423-94149-17dltlt.PNG?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
https://images.theconversation.com/files/216009/original/file-20180423-94149-17dltlt.PNG?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
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In this booklet we will try to achieve 4 things;

1. We will draw on the past experience of trade-
union organised strikes, which remain part of 
the general lessons that every worker needs to 
think about and know.

2. We need to know what the Labour Laws say 
about our strike rights so that we can use this 
knowledge as a weapon and; 

3. At the same time, we need to renew our fight 
against the way the government and the bosses 
have rolled back our right to strike.

4. At all times we need to must be prepared to 
experiment with new ways of undertaking and 
managing strikes because the working class has 
changed along with the system of capitalism 
itself.   

This booklet is a manual for strike action. We 
hope that it will assist workers, trade unionists and 
community activists in taking effective and planned 
action to avoid some of the pitfalls of the past. The 
booklet outlines some of the key questions that 
workers should answer before going on strike. It 
also discusses the most important elements of strike 
organisation.

This is your booklet! Read, discuss and take 
action!

Figure 3. Number of Strikes and Days lost (Eddie Cottle: 2020)

Figure 4. Number of Strikes and Strikers (Eddie Cottle: 2020)

https://images.theconversation.com/files/216101/original/file-20180424-57611-14icnno.PNG?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
https://images.theconversation.com/files/216101/original/file-20180424-57611-14icnno.PNG?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
https://images.theconversation.com/files/216101/original/file-20180424-57611-14icnno.PNG?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
https://images.theconversation.com/files/216101/original/file-20180424-57611-14icnno.PNG?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
https://images.theconversation.com/files/216101/original/file-20180424-57611-14icnno.PNG?ixlib=rb-1.1.0&q=45&auto=format&w=1000&fit=clip
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This chapter has two sections:

• The strike as a key weapon in our struggle 
against the way neo-liberalism has fragmented 
and made us poorer 

• The strike as part of the fight for against the way 
the government and the bosses are rolling back 
our right to strike

The strike is a weapon in our struggle for 
socialism
A strike is a collective action by workers when they 
refuse to work to force the employers or the state to 
listen to their demands. This is a simple definition. 
In reality, strikes are much more than this. They 
have their roots in the way in which our society is 
organised for profit.

Workers produce the wealth, but the bosses pay them 
the lowest possible wages to make the highest possible 
profits. When the bosses want to save money, the first 
thing they do is cut their labour costs.

Because the bosses own and control the factories, 
mines and farms they believe that they can set their 
employees working conditions. The conflict is deeper 
than a struggle over money. It is also a conflict over 
who takes decisions in the factories, mines, farms 
and workplaces.

For this reason, a strike over wages and working 
conditions can lead workers to challenge the way in 
which their lives are controlled by the government 
and bosses. Even in a strike which is not won, workers 
gain political and organisational experience. In the 
course of a strike they are forced to ask:

Who should make the decisions? Is the state neutral 
in the conflict? Who are the workers’ allies? How 
do we organise to increase our power? Who should 
control the means of production?

This is why we say that the strike is a weapon in our 
struggle for socialism.

So, strikes are not only about fighting against 
employers. In the struggle against neo-liberalism, we 
have to resist the government and the bosses rolling 
back our right to strike. 

A strike is defined in Section 213 of the LRA as “the 
partial or complete concerted refusal to work, or the 
retardation or obstruction of work, by persons who 
are or have been employed by the same employer or 
by different employers for the purpose of remedying 
a grievance or resolving a dispute in respect of 
any matter of mutual interest between employer 
and employee and every reference to ‘work’ in this 
definition includes overtime work whether voluntary 
or compulsory” (emphasis added). 

In 2018 the bosses and the government 
made it more difficult to get a protected 
strike 
A number of amendments were introduced to South 
African labour laws during 2018. 

These amendments impact on the ability of workers 
to exercise their collective action in the battle with 
employers. In summary, the amendments include 
the following:

 CHAPTER ONE  WHAT IS A STRIKE?

Workers at the Hendrina Power Station in Mpumalanga march in support of the national strike against Eskom (June 2018). 
Photo NUM media
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• A set of picketing rules must be in place before 
a certificate of non-resolution by the CCMA will 
be issued. If the parties to a dispute cannot reach 
an agreement on the rules, the commissioner 
shall issue a set of picketing rules guided by 
a default set of rules. (sec 69). The Minister of 
Labour, in December 2018, issued a Code of 
Good Practice: Collective Bargaining, Industrial 
Action and Picketing; and a set of Picketing 
Regulations inclusive of default picketing rules.

• The LRA now also makes provision for 
something termed Advisory Arbitration in the 
Public Interest. This Director of the CCMA must 
set up this arbitration if directed to do so by the 
Minister of Labour; if one of the parties to the 
dispute request; if ordered to do so by a Labour 
Court order; or by agreement of all the parties to 
the dispute. Any award made will be circulated 

to the parties for comment within 7 days. Parties 
must indicate if they reject of accept the award. 
If no response is received within the 7 days or 
a period extended by a maximum of 5 days, 
the award will be deemed to have accepted by a 
defaulting party. (sec 150A -150D)

• Unions have to conduct secret ballots prior 
to embarking on strike action. The ballot must 
be recorded. All union constitutions must be 
amended to comply with this requirement. 
Noteworthy is that the absence of a ballot does 
not render the strike unprotected.

WHAT WOULD EXERCISING OUR FULL RIGHT TO STRIKE LOOK LIKE?
The Right to Picket
• The right to picket without having to obtain 

permission under any law
• No unreasonable restrictions on the number of 

picketers
• Non-interference by the state or private security 

agencies in the dispute.
• The right to picket on company and public 

premises, including shopping malls. 
• The right of access to company premises and 

facilities
• During a strike, the right of access to telephones, 

canteens, hostels and to all other facilities 
normally provided

Strike Fund
• The right to set up strike funds with stop order 

facilities for contributions to strike funds

No scabs
• Bosses must not employ scabs during strikes

No evictions
• Bosses must not be able to evict workers from 

company premises, hostels or houses on farms 
or mines during a strike.

No dismissals
• We demand the right to strike without fear of 

dismissals

Right to call boycotts
• The right to call for boycotts of company 

products and services during industrial action
No interdicts
• We demand the right to strike without the threat 

of court action in any form

Right to sympathy strikes
• The unconditional right to support other workers 

by taking sympathy strike action
Self-defence
• The right of picketers to be defended and to 

defend themselves against attacks by private 
security companies or the police (SAPS).

Right to hold strike ballots at the company
• If unions are to hold ballots, then bosses must 

provide time and facilities to hold ballots on 
company premises and in working hours. These 
ballots must be held without management 
interference
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The biggest risk workers face is that the boss or the 
company feels that they are in such a strong position 
and the workers are divided or demoralised, that 
they can simply fire the workers and get away with it 
no matter what the law says. 

Or, even if the strike is well–prepared and the 
workers determined but the bosses may feel that they 
can wait the strike out until the workers are defeated 
and straggle back to work.

As every worker knows there is much to lose if we 
lose a strike… but there is a world to win if we can 
learn from the best practices of our past struggles 
and adapt them to the new period. 

It begins with knowing exactly what we want.

We gather together and say exactly what we want 
changed – it may be a wage increase, or to end 
discrimination and abuse of female employees, the 
fight to be made permanent or to recognise our union 
or organisation.

If we do not say what exactly we want it is not easy to 
unite and it is easy for the boss to dodge us with false 
promises or dismiss us as criminals.

In the trade unions there is much experience of 
formulating demands because since the 1970s they 
fought battles to be recognised and learn many 
invaluable lessons in how to go about negotiating 
with the bosses and winning strikes. We now have 
good experience gathered from their annual rounds 
of wage negotiations.  

Some of these are:

• Are we fighting an offensive or defensive 
struggle?

• Who are our comrades and allies in struggle at 
the workplace and in our communities? 

• How do we gather our demands into something 
we can present to management or government?

• Which of our demands are lines in the sand and 
on which we will not compromise?  

Our answers to these questions can go a long way to 
helping us win strikes.

Offensive and defensive struggles

Examples of Offensive Struggles

If we want higher wages and feel sure that we can win 
at least some way towards our demands or if we are 
putting new improvements for workers – like increased 
maternity benefits – or that more casual workers or 
labour broker workers be made permanent, or where 
we are pressurising the government to make the 
right to strike unconditional. These are examples 
where we are on the offensive in struggles against 
the bosses. 

Defensive struggles on the other hand could be for 
example if the company wants to retrench workers 
or implement new rounds of making permanent 
workers work flexibly or implement a wage freeze, or 
the government wants to limit the right to strike even 

 CHAPTER TWO MUCH TO LOSE BUT A WORLD TO WIN

COSATU and SAFTU affiliated 
unions were on the streets 
for the national strike against 
corruption and unemployment 
(7 October 2020).  
Photo: Rob Rees
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more in labour law amendments .. then we would be 
fighting a defensive battle.

The decision to strike or not would not be determined 
by whether we are fighting an offensive or defensive 
battle – the key is always about how united and 
determined workers are to strike – but we should be 
clear that when the bosses are on the offensive we 
need to work harder and be more determined to win 
a strike.

Who are our comrades and allies 
in struggle at the workplace and 
communities?
We have spoken before how neo-liberalism has 
divided the working class. This can often be a key 
issue if we are considering strike. Permanent workers 
at a company or in a state department may sometimes 
not even consider casual workers or security guards 
or cleaners when gathering their demands for 
negotiations because they are not union members 
or do not fall in the bargaining unit. This is a big 
mistake.

Similarly, casual workers or labour broker workers 
fighting for permanency may feel that the permanent 
workers are not interested in the issue. Or women 
workers fighting against sexual harassment may feel 
that male workers are not sympathetic.

Or foreign workers threatened with dismissal because 
they do not have legal, residential or work status. 

Preparing for a possible strike is the best time to 
break down these barriers and divisions that stand in 
the way of winning a strike. 

How do we gather our demands?
In the past there were bad examples and good 
examples of this. Sometimes union officials or shop 
stewards would simply consult with “experts” (like 
economists) and get workers to rubber stamp their 
plans. This meant that when a strike was contemplated 
most workers had little commitment to fighting for 
their demands and had to be persuaded to strike.

But some unions went about things differently. 
They would have general meetings in workplaces to 
gather demands and even convene mass meetings of 
ordinary members in the townships. 

In this case the demands put to management were 
also a form of preparation for a strike. And inevitably 
the strike was more successful. 

Which of our demands are lines in the sand?
Often we have a list of demands – all of which are 
legitimate. When it comes to wages, we can have a 
demand that we would like to win but are not sure 
whether we can really get such an increase.

When it comes to a strike it will be important to say 
– amongst ourselves only - how far we are prepared 
to compromise. This is important and has to be done 
as democratically as possible and requires regular 
report-backs from negotiators at forums where 
general members can finally take the decision that 
compromise is no longer possible and that we are 
prepared to fight.

If we do this then we increase the possibility of a 
strike being successful.     

What is the measure of success?   
• To win all or at least some of our key demands;

• To not win our demands but preserve our jobs 
and our unity in preparation for future battles;

• To not win our demands, but help build our 
organisation and democratise our union;

• To lose this round but win for our class – 
UNITY, CONSCIOUSNESS AND STRONGER 
ORGANIZATION.    

#OutsourcingMustFall – an action supported by the 
community healthcare workers union, NUCWOSA  
(14 December 2017). Photo: Nic Dieltiens
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One of the biggest failures in strike action is the 
failure to prepare. Often when we are involved in 
negotiations, problems are dealt with step by step. 
We don’t prepare for deadlock and strike action. By 
the time we realise that the next step is to strike, we 
have to rush our preparations. 

To win, we have to begin preparing for strike action 
the days our demands are formulated. Management 
will listen more carefully when they see that we are 
prepared to take action. This section outlines some 
of the key questions to answer when planning for a 
strike:

1. Are workers prepared to take action?

2. How important is the demand?

3. What type of strike are we planning?

4. Do we have a strike plan or programme of 
action?

5. Have we done our research?

6. Can we get industrial, community and political 
support?

7. How strong is the company?

8. Should we follow procedural legal channels to 
strike?

9. What is the attitude of our families and 
communities?

10. Have we organised our media and 
communications?

Are workers prepared to take action?
This is one of the first things to assess before deciding 
to strike. When preparing to strike, organise other 
actions, like go-slows or demonstrations to mobilise 
workers. These could be used at different stages of the 
negotiation process and be part of the plan developed 
when demands are first formulated.

IF NEGOTIATIONS DEADLOCK ASK:
• Were plans made for action at different stages of 

the negotiations

• What is the mood of the workers?

• Are they fed up with conditions and ready to 
take action?

• Is further preparation needed?

• Did members fully understand the demands?

• Were workers clear that to win demands they 
must be prepared to take action and fight?

How important is the demand?
Under capitalism, the bosses are in a stronger 
position than workers. In any battle between workers 
and employers there is potential for victory or gains. 
There is also the possibility of defeat, losses, setbacks 
and demoralisation.

Before going on strike, the value of the issue must 
be carefully assessed. It may be disastrous to have an 
unprotected strike when a company is retrenching 

 CHAPTER THREE PLANNING A STRIKE
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if we do not have enough strength to squeeze the 
company elsewhere.

Some issues are obviously more important than 
others. The dismissal or victimisation of a shop 
steward is more important than a one-week delay in 
the payment of bonuses.

What type of strike are we planning?
The preparation for a strike in a small plant is different 
to preparing for a strike in a national company or 
sector or industry. From the beginning you must be 
clear of the size of the strike you are organising. This 
depends on the size and position of the company as 
well as the demands being made.

A strike in a large transnational company (TNC), 
with branches around the country and the world 
demands far more organisation than action in a 
single plant company.

In a large national strike, communication and co-
ordination are the key. One factory cannot take 
action on its own. Joint action has to be carefully 
planned. The lack of strong centralised co-ordination 
in a national strike can be disastrous. Workers will 
come out on strike and begin making settlements 
at plant level at different times. This can lead to 
demoralisation and defeat.

Do we have a strike plan or programme of 
action?
If we are thinking of striking, we must have a clear 
programme of action. We must carefully plan our 
strategies and the different aspects of the strike. In 
this way all workers are clear of the strategy from the 
beginning. It is also easier to get support from other 
organisations if there is a clear programme to which 
they can fit into and contribute.

Have you organised?
• A regular meeting place

• Transport

• Co-ordination if a national strike

• Money for travel to co-ordinating meetings

• Money for media and pamphlets

• Resources for social media 

• Livelihood support if the strike goes on for long.

Have we done our research?
The strike/shop stewards’ committee together with 
union officials should do research to find out as much 
about the company as possible. Union officials or 
sympathetic NGOs and academics should assist and 
train the members of the strike committee to research 
the company and its links with other companies:

• There should be a list of factories/shops which 
are economically related as part of the same 
holding company/conglomerate

• There should be a list of companies that trade 
with the company

• Sensitive information regarding the company 
– profits, wages, environmental record, safety 
standards, corrupt deals, misleading adverts etc., 
must also be researched.

DO YOU KNOW:
• How strong is the company?

• What links does the company have?

• Which other companies trade with the company 
- suppliers, service providers and customers?

• What sensitive information can be used?

Can we get industrial and community 
support?
Before going on strike or taking action, we must have 
an idea of how much material, and political support 
we can organise. We must make contact and call 
meetings with our allies.

• Make contact with various union structures, 
other unions, federations and community 
organizations.

• If it is a large company, organise meetings with 
workers at other plants.

• Formally (in writing) inform unions which 
organise companies with links to your company 
about the intended action.

• Call joint meetings, both mass and shop 
stewards council meetings with related factories/
shops.

• Build unity with other workers’ organisations 
– including affiliates of COSATU, FEDUSA, 
NACTU, SAFTU and independent unions and 
Workers’ Forums - by informing and requesting 
support from related affiliates.
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• Inform civic/youth/religious/political 
organisations in writing. Invite them to meetings 
to discuss a proposed programme of action and 
request their support.

• If it is a multinational company, adopt a similar 
approach with its overseas plants. The union 
can contact international unions through the 
International Trade Union Confederation 
(ITUC).

How strong is the company?
If you are planning industrial action, you must know 
the strength of your company. It is no use going 
on strike during a quiet period in production. The 
best time to take action is when the company has to 
complete many orders.

Understanding the financial strength of the company, 
allows you to make a better decision over the length 
of the strike.

DO YOU KNOW:
• How much stock does the company have?
• What are the customers’ demands?
• Does it have serious competitors in the market?

• Could it possibly shift/transfer production?
• What is the economic standing of the factory/

company?
• When (which time of day/week/month/year) is 

production most vital to the company?
• Can it easily replace workers?

Should we follow the steps in the LRA to 
have a protected strike?
Although we have the Right to Strike in the 
Constitution we still have problems exercising the full 
right to a strike where we do not face the possibility 
of dismissal.

To have a protected strike, we are supposed to follow 
a number of procedures which are set down in the 
Labour Relations Act. These procedures take some 
time before workers can actually go on a protected 
strike.

When workers want to take action they often don’t 
want to go through all these procedures. The choice 
of whether to strike without using the procedures, 
depends on the strength of the workers and the 
nature of the issue. There are several advantages and 
disadvantages with both protected and unprotected 
strikes.

Meeting of community health worker organisers
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PROTECTED STRIKE
Advantages
• Greater legal protection from dismissal
• Could make workers more confident
• Useful for a first round of industrial action
• Allows proper planning to build up pressure 

on management

• Disadvantages
• It favours existing registered trade unions 

and can alienate casual or outsourced 
workers

• Foreign migrant workers can be alienated  
• It could be long and drawn out and weaken 

workers’ militancy
• Management is alerted and can also 

prepare
UNPROTECTED STRIKE

Advantages
• Could provide a quick and immediate 

response to an issue
• It can unite all workers – casualised or 

others 

Disadvantages
• Workers are more vulnerable to dismissal
• Management could use it to intimidate 

workers

PROCEDURES AND REQUIREMENTS FOR 
PROTECTED STRIKE ACTION
Chapter IV of the LRA gives effect to the constitutional 
right to strike. The exercise of this right is subject to 
complying with a set of procedures set out in the 
section. The main requirements are that: 

• a dispute has been referred to the CCMA or a 
bargaining council and a certificate has been 
issued that the dispute remains unresolved after 
30 days 

• 48 hours’ written notice of the commencement 
of the strike has been given to the employer 
unless the dispute relates to a collective 
agreement to be concluded in a bargaining 
council, in which case the notice must be served 
on the council, or the employer is a member 
of an employers’ organisation, in which case 
the notice must be served on the employers’ 
organisation 

• where the State is the employer, at least seven 
days’ notice of the strike must be given.

If the dispute relates to a Company refusing to 
bargain, it must also be referred to advisory (non-
binding) arbitration before a protected strike can 
take place.

However, these requirements do not apply where 
employees strike in response to an unprocedural 
lock-out by an employer, or where the employer 
unilaterally amends the terms and conditions of 
employment and does not restore the original 
conditions within 48 hours of a notice requiring it to 
do so (section 64(3)).

What is the attitude of our families and 
communities?
It is important to involve strikers’ families and the 
communities where they live in strike activity. You 
cannot just spring a strike on those who are normally 
closest to you. During strikes, strikers depend heavily 
on their families, religious groups and communities 
for material and emotional support. Strikers who 
were the main breadwinner now have to rely on 
others who might not support the strike. If they 
do not fully understand the situation, they could 
pressurise the striker to return to work.

Advanced planning is vital: The striker’s family 
should understand the reasons for a proposed strike. 
Their support, or lack of support must be seriously 
considered in any decision to go on strike. They could 
also be incorporated into the strike programme of 
action. Individuals from the community could also 
be co-opted onto the strike/support committee.

Have we organised our media?
A social media campaign needs to be planned using 
all available platforms (Facebook, WhatsApp, Twitter 
and You Tube). 

Regular pamphlets will need to be produced and 
distributed during the strike. Reliable printing 
facilities should be prepared and money set aside for 
bulk production of information pamphlets.
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Often during strikes workers sit around doing 
nothing. They may play cards or sit in small groups and 
talk. This does not build solidarity and commitment. 
In fact, a strike should be the most active time in a 
worker’s life. There is no time to sit around and talk 
if we want to organise to win. This section looks at 
some of the many tasks to be organised before and 
during a strike.

• Running a strike ballot

• Elect a strike committee

• Picket the company premises every day

• Make sure that blacking is effective

• Organise a consumer boycott

• Raise funds for the strike

• Make sure that money is properly administered

• Keep the strike in the public’s eyes

• Produce your own media

• Plan and actively implement a social media 
strategy 

• Gather strategic information

• Educate yourselves

• Keep in contact with the union office

• Ensure that the strike is disciplined

• Make sure that you can defend yourselves

Running a strike ballot
A strike ballot can be an important way of finding 
out whether workers want to strike. With the 2018 
Amendments to the LRA the constitutions of 
Registered Trade Unions must say that the union will 
not declare a strike unless the majority of affected 
members have approved the strike in a secret ballot. 

This is part of the government’s strategy of rolling 
back our Right to Strike by making it more difficult 
to have a protected strike. 

But we can turn this around if we use this 
requirement to build support for the strike. We can 
even do this if we are not a registered trade union  

A democratic, mobilising approach to a strike ballot 
can assist in preparing members for action. 

The following are guidelines for running a ballot at 
the national branch, factory and departmental levels 
of the union;

• The shop stewards’ committee must take the 
overall responsibility for running the ballot at 
the factory level

• Each member must be notified of the ballot 24 
hours before it is taken. The ballot will not be 
invalidated if a member does not receive notice

• The shop stewards’ committee must appoint at 
least two union members as scrutineers who will 
oversee the ballot and count the ballot papers. 
One of the scrutineers is usually a union official.

• The ballot can be held in any convenient place

• Each member who is entitled to vote will be 
issued with a ballot paper in the presence of a 
scrutineer. The completed form must be put in a 
sealed container provided for the ballot papers

 CHAPTER FOUR   STRIKE ORGANISATION
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• The ballot papers must not be marked in any way 
other than what is needed to vote otherwise they 
will be spoilt

• After the vote, the ballot boxes must be sealed in 
the presence of the scrutineers. They must count 
the votes and inform the membership of the 
results as soon as possible

• Ballot papers and spoilt papers must be placed in 
a sealed box and given to the Branch Secretary 
who must keep the papers for not less than 3 
years.

• At least 30% of the eligible membership must 
vote for the results of the ballot to be valid

• The shop stewards’ committee will be bound 
to act in accordance with the decision of the 
majority of the members

MANAGEMENT WILL:
1. Try and watch the strike ballot to intimidate 

workers

2. Deny balloting facilities unless they can watch

3. Try and make the union agree to rules for the 
strike ballot

4. Want copies of the ballot papers

5. Try and interdict the strike on the grounds that 
the ballot was not properly run or wasn’t secret.

Remember a strike ballot is a union issue. It has 
nothing to do with management

Elect a strike committee
At the centre of the strike is the strike or shop 
stewards’ committee. The strike committee should be 
elected well before the actual strike begins, or at the 
latest on the day that the decision to strike is made. 
The elected shop stewards should form the core of the 
strike committee. Workers with leadership potential 
or special skills should be encouraged to serve on the 
strike committee. The strike committee must provide 
the leadership of the strike.

EXAMPLE OF A STRIKE BALLOT FROM GIWUSA, L’OREAL MIDRAND

Are you prepared to take strike action in support of GIWUSA Demand submitted to L’OREAL MIDRAND? 
The demand is:
 •   Removing Francious Du Toit from dealing  with workers and subject him to a  disciplinary process.

YES

NO

Roger Ronnie, a former general secretary of SAMWU, conducting a labour law training workshop (November 2019).
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STRIKE COMMITTEE
•	 Co-ordinates the strike

•	 Holds regular meetings

•	 Reports to members

•	 Co-ordinates sub-committees

•	 Plans tactics

Blacking Consumer Boycott Picketing  
   Education

Union office

Discipline

Strategic  
information   
 

  

 Defence  

Publicity

• Marches

• Mass action

• Office occupation

• Cultural activities

Media Committee

•	 Press statements

•	 Placards/banners/
stickers/t-shirts

•	 Pamphlets

Fundraising

• Strike funds

• Donors

• Administration

Picket the company premises everyday
The main aim of picketing is to prevent scabs from 
taking striking workers’ jobs, and to persuade non-
strikers to join the strike. It can also raise publicity 
and keep the strike in the public’s eyes.

Most companies are opposed to picketing and will do 
all in their power to prevent it. They will often try and 
interdict picketing workers. 

The picket needs to be carefully planned. All strikers 
should participate in the picket on a roster basis. 
Teams of picketers armed with clear and simple 
slogans on picket-posters should block every gate 
and possible entrance to the workplace. Picketing is a 
useful way to involve other organisations and workers 
in the strike. It may be necessary to picket around the 
clock. In such cases, other organisations can provide 
people to assist.

THE STRIKE COMMITTEE IS AT THE CENTRE OF THE STRIKE

THE STRIKE COMMITTEE SHOULD:
• Co-ordinate the strike

• Hold regular strike committee meetings 
and report to and receive mandates from 
members on a regular basis

• Delegate tasks to strikers and ensure 
maximum involvement of strikers

• Ensure that sub-committees (e.g. 
fundraising, media, discipline, defence etc.) 
are formed around important tasks

• Hear reports from sub committees and take 
tactical decisions with the support of strikers

• Set aside time to read about other strikes and 
educate themselves

SAFTU national strike against the labour law amendments, 
Johannesburg march (25 April 2018). Photo: Nic Dieltiens
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Making sure that blacking is effective
An effective blacking system can be a powerful 
weapon on a strike. Blacking is where workers from 
a company refuse to deliver supplies or accept goods 
from companies where workers are on strike. This 
has to be organised with workers who supply or are 
the customers of the affected company. It means 
working with different unions and sometimes even 
with other forms of worker organisations.

Organise a consumer boycott
Appeals can be made to the community not to buy 
the goods produced by the company on strike. This 
action is difficult to organise and co-ordinate. The 
boycott does not necessarily have to be organised 
under the tight discipline of the strike committee 
and the members. It is normally carried out around 
very popular and visible products.

The advantage of the consumer boycott is that it 
draws in other sections of the working class and 
could help build mass action against capital and the 
state around a working-class issue.

The decision of whether to launch a consumer 
boycott must be carefully assessed. It depends on the 
type of products that is being made. The attitude of 
the community also needs to be continually assessed. 
A failed consumer boycott can be very demoralising 
for strikers.

Raise funds for the strike
Money is central to sustaining the strike. Lack of 
funds can often lead to a strike collapsing. Funds 
are needed to assist individual strikers and to keep 
the strike running on a day to day basis. There are 
a number of ways strikers can organise funding 
which involve other members, their families and 
community.

Strike funds
If the union had a strike fund, regular pay outs to 
striker may be made in terms of the rules of such a 
strike fund. If workers were prepared for the strike, 
they could also collect money before striking and 
start their own plant-based strike fund.

Donors
Sympathetic donors overseas and in South Africa 
might offer some assistance for specific activities. 
There should be clear motivations for such donations. 
Instead of money, some donors could be requested to 
give food in a long strike.

Fundraising committee
A fund-raising committee should be elected to co-
ordinate its fundraising activities.

• Collection lists for money and food 
• Raffles
• Dances
• Stop orders from other members
• Selling t-shirts, posters and media.

Make sure that money is properly 
administered
The strike committee must make sure that funds 
are administered correctly and honestly. Funds 
can provide only a small amount of money to each 
striker. Normally a register is kept with each striker 
signing for the amount received. A treasurer should 
be elected by strikers and account through regular 
reports. The strike committee should contact the 
union office as it usually administers money.

Keep the strike in the public eye
It is important to try and keep the strike in the news. 
Strikers must use imaginative ways to keep the media 
interested. There are a number of ways to publicise 
the strike and involve the members:

Calling for a boycott: Stickers and posters produced by the 
union, GIWUSA, in support of a strike at Nature’s Garden in 
Johannesburg, August 2020.
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Marches and mass action

Regular marches should be organised in the 
industrial area where the strike is taking place and 
in areas where blacking action is organised. These 
could happen during lunch breaks to involve other 
workers. Strikers should participate in other marches 
organised by political or civic organisations. They 
should go to these marches, to distribute pamphlets 
and raise their banners publicising the strike.

Office occupations

A useful way to get publicity is to occupy the Head 
offices of a particular company. Strikers should 
try and occupy the offices for as long as possible. 
Where a multinational is involved, the offices of an 
embassy or consulate could be occupied.

International Solidarity 

The union should write to international trade union 
bodies with the help of the federation that it is 
affiliated to. 

Culture

Culture can be used to publicise a strike. If someone 
can write poetry they should attend other meetings 
and recite poems about the strike. Others could 
workshop a short play, outlining the reasons for and 
progress around the strike.

Produce your own media

Ideally strikers should elect a special media 
committee. They should liaise with the strike 
committee and the union office to organise media 
for the strike.

Social Media – To include regular updates, pictures 
and videos and distribute via Facebook, WhatsApp, 
You Tube and Twitter.

Write media statements – Send regular media 
statements to all newspapers, radio and TV channels 
updating them on developments in the strike.

Keep the press informed

When an action is planned the media must be 
informed and invited to attend. It is useful to plan 
activities which attract attention and publicity. In big 
strikes, call press conferences only at certain stages of 
the strike e.g. to announce a programme of action or 
a new phase of the struggle.

Photographs/Videos

Someone should take photographs of all activities 
and send them to the union, alternative, or 
commercial newspapers.

If a strike lasts for a long period, strikers can organise 
a video to be made outlining the problems they face, 
and record the history of the strike.

Placards/banners/stickers

Placards, banners and stickers are useful for picketing 
and for marches and demonstrations in the city and 
industrial areas.

Pamphlets

Pamphlets are the simplest way of spreading the 
message of the strike and explaining the reasons 
and agitating for support. To be effective, a proper 
plan for distribution must be developed before 
deciding how many pamphlets should be produced. 
The pamphlet should explain the reasons for the 
strike and why and how the public should support 
you.

Photo: Nic Dieltiens

Photo: Rob Rees 
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3 KEY MEDIA TASKS:

Conduct a social media campaign: 
• Produce placards and pamphlets regularly in 

order to inform people and win support.

• Liaise with the press and ensure that the strike is 
covered in the news media.

• Train striking workers in media production.

Gather strategic information:
During the strike you must have as much information 
about the employers as possible. Even if there is 
no one in the company who can provide you with 
information you can:

• Monitor the strength of the bosses to maintain 
good production or service levels.

• Know how the company plans to maintain 
production e.g. scabs, shifting production to 
other factories, night work etc.

• Know when and how the company intends 
resorting to brutal tactics e.g. calling in police 
and /or vigilantes.

• Know the company’s connections and history, 
both locally and overseas.

• Know the customers and suppliers of the 
company to target groups of workers to support 
the strike through blacking action.

Educate yourselves
Workers learn best around their political role when 
involved in actual struggles. This is especially so 
during the strike. In the strike, workers have to 
relate practically to their enemies and allies. During 
the strike there is also time for learning formally in 
meetings and seminars. The strike experience and 
the “formal” learning should complement each other.

Union organisers can assist the strike committee 
with educational programmes by organising:

• Videos and posters
• Guest speakers from other organisations
• Reading material
• Poetry, plays and other cultural activities

Keep in contact with the union office
The union office is the centre of where union activities 

are co-ordinated. The strike committee should use 
the office to communicate with the rest of the union 
and other sympathetic organisations. The office 
can be used for meetings. Letters, press releases, 
pamphlets can easily be sent from the union office. 
Union officials should assist the strike committee.

Ensure that the strike is disciplined
Discipline is important in any strike. A disciplinary 
committee should be elected at the very first strike 
meeting. The disciplinary committee must report 
to and receive mandates from the strikers’ general 
meeting. The committee must identify disciplinary 
problems and try to resolve them. Disciplinary 
measures amongst strikers should try and correct 
undisciplined actions as opposed to simply punishing 
wrongdoers. Common disciplinary problems during 
a strike include:

• Late coming/missing meetings
• Not carrying out mandated duties and tasks
• Drunkenness and drug abuse
• Fighting amongst strikers
• Individualism
• Strike breaking

Make sure that you can defend yourselves
In many strikes the bosses use scabs, police and 
vigilantes to assault, arrest and even kill workers to try 
and break the strike. This is done by governments and 
capitalists around the world. The strike committee 
must make sure that adequate preparations are made 
to defend themselves and the strikers.

SILENT STRIKE BREAKERS
• Lack of solidarity support
• No strike funds
• Weak organisation
• Routinism of union leaders in responding to 

strikes
• Legalism – the tendency to completely rely on 

lawyers to resolve a dispute or strike.

But Remember:

No matter what kind of solidarity there is 
- key is the strength of the workers at the 
plant or workplace level!
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All strikes are similar as they involve a refusal to 
work. But, they are organised at many different levels. 
Some strikes take place at the plant level, while others 
are organised across a number of plants at a regional 
or national level.

When planning a strike, workers should combine 
different methods to surprise and pressurise the 
bosses. To build workers’ confidence, it might be 
better to organise a go slow before striking.

This chapter looks at some of the different kinds of 
strikes used by workers.

• Work to rule
• Go slow
• Work stoppage/demonstration strike
• Plant/company based
• Wildcat strikes
• Grasshopper strikes
• Solidarity strikes
• Sit-in/sleep-in & factory occupations
• Industry-wide strike
• Political stayaway
• Mass strike
• General strike

Work to rule
This is not really a strike but a form of industrial 
action used to pressurise management and mobilise 
workers in the run up to a strike. Here workers refuse 
to do any work which is not directly covered by their 
grade or job description. They also work strictly 
according to their working hours.

Go slow
This is also a mobilising tool and a way to pressurise 
management. Workers slow down production by 
working at a far slower pace than normal.

Work stoppage/demonstration strike
Here workers stop work only for a short period to 
highlight their demands to management. This could 
be accompanied by a demonstration with placards at 
the workplace. A work stoppage can also be used in 
the run up to a larger or longer strike.

Plant based strike
This strike is confined to workers at a particular 
workplace. Unless solidarity action is organised it 
can be a weak form of strike. In small companies 
where there is only one plant it is unavoidable. To 
strengthen the strike, other forms of action should 
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The Johannesburg march in support of the national strike against labour law amendments nears the metropolitan council 
building (25 April 2018). Photo: Nic Dieltiens



 Workers’ World Media Productions 

21

be carefully planned. In larger companies with a 
number of plants, plant-based strikes can be used 
to surprise management and protest against unfair 
practices at the factory.

Company based strikes
In larger companies with plants across the country, 
workers may organise a national company strike. 
Such a strike could be around a common national 
demand, or a solidarity strike with workers in one 
plant who are facing difficulties or being victimised. 
This takes careful planning and co-ordination, but 
can be very effective in forcing the company to listen 
to workers’ demands.

Wildcat strikes
These strikes are “unprocedural” and “unprotected”. 
They are a quick response by workers to an issue 
which is upsetting them. The surprise element of 
the strike can shock management into listening to 
workers’ demands.

Grasshopper strikes
This is when workers strike repeatedly over a period 
of time for short periods. In this way they are able to 
disrupt production for short periods to try and force 
management to listen to their demands.

Solidarity strikes
This is when workers, who are not directly affected 
by an issue, take strike action in support of other 
workers on strike.

Sit-in/sleep-in & factory occupation
The sit-in, sleep-in or factory occupation is a very 
powerful form of strike. By occupying the factory, 
workers are in a far stronger position than being out 
of the company premises. Sometimes it is useful to 
occupy a canteen. Remember that to stay inside the 
factory for long periods and sleep in, blankets and 
food have to be organised.

Industry-wide strike
An industry-wide strike takes place within an 
industry or sector of an industry e.g., during annual 
wage negotiations with the employer body in a 
negotiating forum or a Bargaining Council. 

In the past unions such as NUMSA took strike action 
in the metal industry with SEIFSA or MIBCO. Other 
unions such as the CWIU – now CEPPWAWU 
- organised strikes in the different sectors of the 
chemical industry to win their demand for centralised 
bargaining. In an industrywide strike, the structures 
of the union, which are organised along industrial 
lines, play a key role.

Political stayaway
This strike action involves hundreds of thousands or 
even millions of workers across industries as well as 
other sections of the oppressed community. It may 
be called by political organisations and community 
groups in consultation with trade unions. The 
political stayaway is called for short periods to 
pressurise the government and bosses to agree to a 
set of demands. Although the political stayaway has 
been used often in South Africa, it has limitations. 
Often the government and the bosses just sit through 
the action without giving in to the demands. They 
can afford to lose one or two days’ production.

Mass strike
This action is the most powerful form of strike action 
and can lead to an uprising against the capitalists and 
their government. The reasons for a mass strike may 
vary. But it involves far more spontaneity on the part 
of the working class and its allies. Unlike the political 
stayaway and the general strike, a mass strike is 
seldom “called”. The mass strike breaks out within 
the working-class which is forced to unite, organise 
itself and struggle to bring about a new order.

General strike
This is a very powerful strike involving the majority 
of workers in all industries. Unlike the political 
stayaway, the general strike is an organized affair 
in which the majority of organized workers strike 
together across all industries and sectors and 
disrupts the functioning of the entire capitalist 
economy in support of demands. In South Africa, 
the LRA makes provision for this a Socio-economic 
strike for which trade union federations need to 
make a Section 77 application, follow the procedure 
in order for strikers and worker supporters to be 
protected from dismissal.
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Any strike is a test of strength between the employers 
and workers. As soon as, and usually before, workers 
go on strike, the bosses move into action. Their 
response is varied, but at all times they try to break 
the strike. The trade union movement has over the 
years experienced many of management’s strategies. 
This chapter discusses some of the more common 
strategies:

• Mass dismissals
• Lockouts
• Selective firing and rehiring
• Scab labour
• Interdicts
• Police and army attack strikers
• Negotiations and divisive offers
• Transferring production
• Impimpis
• Setting up strike rules
• Intimidation of worker families
• Victimising shop stewards
• Retrenchments and factory closure
• Winning the battle for public opinion – 

persuading the public that workers are criminals
• Winning the government’s support
• Stockpiling in advance 
• Shifting profitability to other units (especially 

TNCs can do transfer pricing)  

Mass dismissals
Despite our rights there are times when the bosses 
dismiss their entire workforce when they strike. They 
are hoping that the procedures protecting workers 
in the LRA will take such a long time to implement 
that workers and their families get demoralised and 
hungry. Sometimes they selectively re-employ those 
workers who accept their conditions. These mass 
dismissals are used to smash the organisation and 
morale of workers.

In strikes which are un-procedural/unprotected 
(wildcat strikes), the courts have sometimes 
decided against the workers and in favour of the 
bosses using excuses like violence etc. This has 
allowed the company to dismiss workers en-mass. 
During unprocedural strikes, the bosses often use 
ultimatums and the threat of dismissals to instil 
fear in workers. When management issue such 
ultimatums to workers, we must take them seriously.

Lockouts
Just as workers go on strike to try and win their 
demands, so the bosses lock workers out to try and 
get them to accept their offers. Management also 
has to follow the procedures set down in law before 
they can procedurally lockout workers. If they do not 
follow these procedures, their lockout can be ruled 
unlawful by the courts.

Recently the bosses have embarked on locking 
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Phakamani Hadebe,  then CEO of Eskom, receiving the memorandum from striking workers united across all unions at the 
power utility company, at Megawatt Park (14 June 2018). Photo: Lynford Dor
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out workers either just before they go on strike, or 
during their strike. Such lockouts are often followed 
by ultimatums for workers to return to work on the 
old conditions or on the basis of management’s final 
offer. 

Selective firing and rehiring
One of the bosses most dangerous weapons is 
selective firing and rehiring during a strike. They do 
this to create disunity among workers and to get rid 
of the militant leadership within the plant. It is a very 
difficult issue to deal with and needs to be discussed 
before going on strike.

Scab labour
During a strike, management will try by all means 
to keep production going. They do this by employing 
scab labour. The company often tries to increase 
racial tensions by employing scabs of different races 
or nationalities than the workforce. Scab labour in 
strikes has often resulted in violence.

MANAGEMENT DEFENDS SCABS BY:
• Using the services of a Labour Broker 

• Using company vehicles to transport scabs from 
their homes to work

• Employing additional security guards

• Using armed guards on delivery vehicles

• Employing scabs on a racial or political basis, to 
increase divisions in the working class

Interdicts
An interdict is when the court restricts one party 
from doing something to another. 

Management can call for an interdict against wildcat 
strikes. To do this they must give workers 48 hours’ 
notice of their application for the interdict. This 
means that workers can go on a wildcat strike for 
48 hours before the courts grant management an 
interdict to force workers to return to work.

THE BOSSES TRY TO INTERDICT 
STRIKERS BY:
• Making up stories that the strike is not legal.

• Saying that the strike is unprotected because of 
the way the ballot was conducted.

• Getting interdicts and removing strikers 
from company property on the grounds of 
intimidation. They sometimes call singing and 
toyi-toying “intimidation”.

• Using a clause in the LRA which allows for an 
interdict to be granted in an emergency if proper 
notice (i.e. Instead of waiting 48 hours) of time 
and hearing is given to the union.

Police 

Most employers are quick to call in the police 
or private security guards to intimidate striking 
workers. The bosses also call in the police to 
disperse workers who are picketing outside of the 
company gates. The police often side with company 
management and respond violently against strikers, 
sometimes killing them.

Negotiations and divisive offers
Management often uses the negotiations during the 
strike to make offers that will divide workers. Fully 
aware of the state of the strike, management makes 
offers that appeal to some of the strikers more than it 
does to others.

To avoid divisions, the negotiating team, must plan 
for negotiations. They must get a clear mandate from 
the strikers and refuse to settle unless their demands 
are met. If they do not settle, they must return to the 
strikers to get a fresh mandate.

Police on the scene in Marikana after they opened fire and 
killed striking miners, 16 August 2012. 



  Winning Strikes: A Guide to Strike Action 

24

Transferring production
Another strategy often used by the bosses is to transfer 
production to another factory of the company, or to 
give the production to another company. If we suspect 
that production will be transferred, we should meet 
with the workers where production is likely to be 
transferred to and persuade them to join the strike.

Impimpis (company spies)
In any strike it is always possible that some workers 
provide the bosses with important information. 
Management could know how strong workers are 
after a long period on strike, or the leaders and 
hardliners in the strike.

Setting up strike rules
Some companies try and get the union to agree to a 
set of strike rules before or during the strike. These 
rules try to curb the militancy of workers and confine 
them to certain actions and areas during the strike. 
Such strike rules should be avoided.

Intimidation of workers’ families
During the strike some companies send text messages 
or letters to the husbands or wives of striking 
workers telling them that they should encourage 
their partners to return to work otherwise they will 
be left without a job and no money.

Victimising shop stewards
A common company strategy is to victimise leaders 
within the factory. They will try and make sure that 

they are arrested during pickets. They will also issue 
notices of disciplinary inquiries against the shop 
stewards.

Retrenchments and factory closures
The bosses are often willing to use strikes as a way 
of retrenching workers. They will fire all the workers 
and only re-employ a section of the workforce. At 
other times the bosses will threaten workers with 
retrenchments or factory closure unless they return 
to work.

Workers should look at these threats closely because 
sometimes the bosses are serious. The bosses might 
decide that it is better to close a factory where the 
union is strong and open up in an area where workers 
are not unionised.

The Battle over Public Opinion 
What will happen throughout the strike is that the 
bosses will use the fact that the mainstream media 
and most of the politicians are their friends and 
are mainly on their side. The general public will be 
regaled with stories about how ridiculous workers’ 
demands are and how destructive a strike is to the 
economy.

This will inevitably be a signal for officials in the 
government to step in and try and “resolve” the strike 
over workers’ heads.

This is an important reason why striking workers need 
their own media and their own public commentators 
who can speak the truth.   

SACTWU members joined 
workers in a national strike 
to protest corruption, 
gender-based violence, 
and to protect jobs and 
collective bargaining 
agreements  
(7 October 2020).  
Photo: IndustriALL Global 
Union
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In the previous chapters we discussed the importance 
of strikes in the struggle against capitalism. After a 
strike it is important to learn the lessons of that strike. 
Remember that there can be victory in defeat. The 
practical experience of a strike is worth more than 
the material gains/setbacks. Strikes as a “school of 
war” provide practical insight into the requirements 
of the struggle for socialism.

• The material and political gains and losses

• The impact on workers’ political consciousness

• Evaluate the various phases of the strike

• Management’s counter strategies and tactics

• The response of the rest of the working class

• The “aluta continua” preparation

The material and political gains and losses
It is important to be clear on the outcome of the 
strike: WAS IT A VICTORY OR DEFEAT, A GAIN 
OR A SETBACK? One should not “cover-up” a defeat. 
The causes of the victory or defeat must be carefully 
analysed and understood. We can only build on our 
experience if we are honest with ourselves.

Any gain or victory is only a temporary advance. 
After the strike, management will try to regain the 
initiative and roll back the material and political 
gains made by workers. Consolidation after the strike 
is the only way to effectively counter managements’ 
strategies.

The impact on workers’ political 
consciousness
Strikes do more than raise workers’ consciousness. 
They also throw up new layers of worker leaders and 
activists. If a strike is well organised, more workers 
are forced to take on new political responsibilities. 
This new leadership must be identified and drawn 
into the activities and structures of the union.

Evaluate the various phases of the strike

How well did we plan?

We must look at how we planned for the strike. What 
were the strengths and weaknesses of the preparatory 
work for the strike?

How strong was the support at the beginning of 
the strike?

The immediate outbreak of the strike provides a good 
indication of how well we prepared for the strike.

• What were the immediate practical problems we 
faced?

• What was the level of discipline?

• Was there a clear sense of purpose?

• What was management’s immediate reaction?

 CHAPTER SEVEN  AFTER THE STRIKE, LEARN THE LESSONS

March by NUM and NUMSA in Pretoria against the privatisation of Eskom (11 February 2020).  
Photo: industriALL Global Union
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How effective was the strike?

After the strike we must assess whether the form of 
strike selected met the challenges that workers were 
facing. We need to see if there was flexibility in the 
strike activity to deal with changing circumstances.

Management’s counter strategies and tactics

A strike is a clear struggle between workers and 
their bosses. To win a strike you must have an 
understanding of your opponents. Just as workers 
learn from a strike, so do management.

We have to ask:

• What were management’s counter strategies and 
tactics?

• How were they implemented?

• Were they anticipated and how did the union 
deal with them?

WE HAVE TO ASSESS MANAGEMENT’S 
ROLE TO:
• See whether management was prepared for the 

strike

• Understand the weapons they used

• See whether strikers understood management’s 
power

• Understand that management will be pre-
warned and prepared next time round

 
The response of the rest of the working class

What levels and forms of solidarity were given by 
other workers? What new and creative forms of 

solidarity action emerged out of the strike from 
which we can learn?

A strike should unite workers within the factory 
and as far afield as possible. Different strikes present 
different opportunities to unite workers. For example, 
in a large company you may be able to unite workers 
across the country. A multinational company lends 
itself to international solidarity. A single plant in a 
small town, could effectively mobilise workers in that 
town. After the strike we should look critically at the 
solidarity action to:

• Highlight levels of preparation

• Assess the levels of workers’ consciousness 
generally

• Assess the organisational capacity of the trade 
union movement and its allies to organise 
solidarity action.

The “aluta continua” preparation
After any battle, there are always casualties. The 
“victor” tries to strengthen and tighten the grip 
around the “loser”. When management “wins” they 
try to roll back further gains of workers. When 
workers are the “victors”, management tries to reverse 
the balance of power through retrenchments, short 
time, the introduction of new machinery and stricter 
disciplinary measures. It is important to consolidate 
the union organisation in the factory.

New issues/grievances must be identified to keep up the 
momentum of workers. Campaigns of other workers 
and communities should be taken up. Consolidation 
is important to counter the management’s strategies 
and to build on the organisational gains of the strike. 

Planning under covid-19.
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“While the contemporary labour movement 
flounders for strategies to move forward, it ignores 
the clear answers from history, at its own peril. 
Today, management has constructed a system of 
labour control that has contorted the strike, once 
an instrument of human freedom and dignity, 
into a free market perversion. The contemporary 
labour movement needs a strike based on labour’ 
economics, not those of management, based on 
labour’s values, not management’s. Like the trade 
unionists of the 1930s, today’s labour movement 
must prioritize developing effective strike tactics 
which hold the promise of improving workers’ 
lives. To be clear, unionists cannot simply import 
traditional union tactics into today’s world, as 
much has changed since the 1930s: workers are 
no longer concentrated in dense urban centres, 
the labour left in this country is weak, and 
unionists face a transformed economy dominated 
by massive global corporations. However, trade 
unionists have always had to adapt to constantly 
changing conditions and shifting employer 
strategies. The main problem is not that trade 
unionists have been unable to overcome these 
obstacles and create an effective strike in the past. 
The problem is that today, they are not even 
trying.” 

From Reviving the Strike by Joe Burns

The South African Trade Union Movement 
– Then and Now
During the 1980’s, COSATU was at the forefront 
of the Mass Democratic Movement, along with the 
United Democratic Front (UDF), in the struggle for 
freedom from oppression and exploitation against 
the Apartheid government and the capitalist class. 
At the time, COSATU’s radicalism, militancy and 
strength of organization elevated it to being the most 
revered and respected trade union organization in 
the world. Millions of workers in South Africa and 
the world looked towards COSATU as a shining 
example of struggle against capitalism and advancing 
the struggle for socialism. 

Today, COSATU is a shadow of its former self, 
largely inactive in mass struggles and together 
with FEDUSA and NACTU, its focus of activity 
has shifted away from struggles on the ground, 
workplaces and communities, to the boardrooms of 
NEDLAC and similar fora. Despite its recent calls 
for strike and protest action around COVID-19 
issues and demands, these campaigns are designed 
and carried out extremely bureaucratically, without 
much involvement and direction given by ordinary 
members. The centre of this campaign and like so 
many others in recent years is located at the level 
of the national executive committee and its office-
bearers. Little wonder the general strike called for 7 
October 2020 was poorly supported. 

 CHAPTER EIGHT WHERE TO WITH LABOUR AND THE STRIKE WEAPON?

NUMSA took to the streets of Johannesburg to protest proposed amendments to the labour laws, which place strict 
curbs on the right to strike (23 March 2018). Photo: IndustriALL Global Union
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Many of its current leaders, union officials and 
several shop-stewards at various levels and in most 
of its affiliated trade unions, have degenerated 
politically, with very little inclination to lead and 
immerse themselves into mass struggles around 
issues that affect their members or working class 
communities. The trade union movement in South 
Africa, with COSATU at its helm, has essentially 
become bureaucratized with very little democratic 
participation of its members and little or no 
inclination towards the orientation of the COSATU 
during the 1980’s, namely radical, militant and 
organized and generally inspired by the struggle 
for socialism as an integral part of the struggle to 
overthrow the then Apartheid regime. 

COSATU once had a strong, militant and united 
character that saw it make many economic and 
political gains with the most significant campaigns 
during the previous period being the living -wage 
campaign (1986 – 1988), that led to the state amending 
the Labour Relations Act against workers and trade 
unions and consequently the Anti-LRA campaign, 
the “defiance campaign” as part of the MDM during 
1991 and the anti-VAT campaign. This was probably 
the most militant period in the struggles of the 
working class and the labour movement in South 
Africa. 

Most significantly for the labour movement was the 
strike wave of 1987. During that year hundreds of 
thousands of workers in the railways, mining, retail, 

chemical, postal and metal sectors came out on strike 
in their struggle for a living wage. The biggest strike 
was that by the mineworkers, that lasted 3 weeks 
and was eventually defeated. This crushing defeat of 
COSATU’s largest affiliate had a direct bearing on 
the future political direction of the federation. As far 
as the NUM and COSATU leadership was concerned 
it put paid to any radical socialist agenda or notions 
of a “seizure of power”. For them then, the only 
realistic path towards transformation of Apartheid-
Capitalism would be class collaborationist co-
determination. 

Yet they themselves laid the basis for this defeat. 
Despite the dominant left-wing and militant socialist 
rhetoric within COSATU at the time and the 
preparedness of the workers and various sections 
of the working class expressing its willingness to 
organise and struggle for socialism, the leadership 
of the labour movement constrained levels of 
organisation and the mood of workers. This was 
expressed in various ways. 

Due to this political problem and the fact that 
COSATU was a federal organisation and allowed 
each of its affiliates relative autonomy, meant that, 
despite its radical constituency and revolutionary 
potential, COSATU failed to ensure the historical 
vanguard role of the proletariat in South Africa 
and the Southern African region during a period of 
unprecedented heightened mass struggle. The defeat 
of the mineworkers strike during 1987 was mainly 
due to:

• A refusal by the NUM leadership to accept co-
ordinated solidarity by other COSATU affiliated 
unions offered at the 1987 National COSATU 
Congress and;

• The killer blow to the strike of directing 
workers to leave the mines and go back home to 
neighbouring countries and rural hinterlands 
due to violent repression instead of setting up 
defence committees.

The uncoordinated living and separate living wage 
struggles, the defeat of the 1987 mineworkers’ 
strike,  the severe repression of the period of 
detentions, bannings and political assassinations by 
the Apartheid regime in the context of a receding 
mass movement consequently led to a strategic 
political evaluation by the trade union leadership. 
This set the scene for COSATU’s acceptance of the 
rightward trajectory of the ANC and subsequent 
political negotiations with the Apartheid regime and 
settlement towards a fuller bourgeois democratic 
order. 
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Since the early 1990’s the trade union leadership 
has pursued a reformist agenda in the sphere of 
politics and the economy. It has firmly wedded itself 
to an alliance with the bourgeois ANC party and 
government. Almost the entire COSATU leadership 
is integrally part of the Stalinist SACP that acts as 
the political glue and yoke of the labour movement 
in relation to the ANC. 

Strategically, the leadership believes that the best way 
to ensure the promotion of a “working class agenda” 
is by being a junior partner of the ANC in the Tri-
partite alliance, rather than developing its political 
independence and struggling against the ANC, 
guided by the aspirations of its members and the 
broader working class. Similarly in the economy, in 
line with “strategic unionism” and “radical reform” it 
enters into co-determinist relations with monopoly-
capital. Today this continues in the form of NEDLAC, 
sectoral summits and the high-level holding hands 
with the bosses and government.

Since then, on 16 August 2012, we experienced 
the Marikana Massacre of mineworkers who were 
members of COSATU’s NUM at the time. This led 
to political tensions within COSATU that eventually 
saw the COSATU CEC expel its biggest affiliate, 
NUMSA, which went on to lead the formation of a 
rival trade union federation, SAFTU. 

The decline of COSATU, NACTU and several unions 
now in SAFTU has made them become bureaucratized 
with less and less democratic participation in 

decision-making by ordinary 
union members. This has seen 
them drift towards business 
unionism. A major setback 
as a result of the trade union 
federations was their acceptance 
of labour law amendments that 
further curbed the right to strike 
in exchange for a measly regulated 
national minimum wage of R20 
per hour and even less for farm 
and domestic workers. 

BUSINESS UNIONISM  
(Adapted from US experience 
captured in “Reviving the Strike” 
by Joe Burns)

During the 1990s, many on the 
left of the labour movement 
advanced an approach of what 
is called “business unionism.” 
Instead of concentrating on social-
themed issues such as working 

conditions, distribution of profits, and fairness 
and justice, business unionism “focuses largely on 
bread and butter issues, economic policy questions 
with government and at workplace level, wage and 
fringe benefits.” In business unionism, decision-
making comes not from rank-and-file workers, but 
is “built around a centralized administration and 
powerful leadership,” with unions operating like 
service providers or extensions of the employer’s 
human resources department. Much of the trade 
union’s work is centred around labour law defence 
with organizers spending much of their time at the 
CCMA.

The primary problem with business unionism is that 
it creates a system where union officials and staff are, 
in essence, separate from the members they represent. 
This separation allows an informal kind of corruption 
to flourish, where union staff and officers may have 
fancy cars and high salaries, but little connection 
to the rank-and-file, and therefore no real incentive 
to work hard on behalf of their membership. The 
gulf between the rank-and-file and full-time staff 
has become a major problem of the contemporary 
labour movement. In most unions, the staff member 
assigned to bargaining (known as the lead or chief 
negotiator) has an inordinately dominant role in the 
outcome of the collective bargaining process. 

Possessing the “technical expertise” that rank-and-
file members supposedly lack, the staff bargainer has 
significant control over union resources, and often 

Former COSATU president and current Deputy Minister of Agriculture and Land 
Reform, Sdumo Dlamini, with Cyril Ramaphosa.
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relates to management representatives independently 
from the membership. Because of this distance from 
the rank-and-file, what for a worker on a bargaining 
committee may be an urgent struggle over a stalled 
contract can become just one of many files sitting on 
the staff bargainer’s desk. What to a shop steward is 
a direct and personal fight with a supervisor at the 
worksite is, for a union official/organizer, just one 
of countless grievances awaiting arbitration. Even 
during the bargaining process, instead of pushing 
management for the best deal for workers, in many 
cases, the staff bargainer plays a conservative role, 
favouring settlement and compromise over fighting 
to maximize the best possible gains for the rank-and-
file. 

There are a number of systemic conditions that 
encourage this type of behaviour. First, full-time 
union officials do not experience oppression in the 
same way or to the same extent as do the workers 
they represent. For anyone who has been a rank-and-
file leader and then gone on to become a full-time 
officer, the difference should be clear. Most union 
staff jobs are far better than the jobs that rank-and file 
members have, as salaries, vacation, sick and health 

benefits for union staff usually far exceed what most 
workers receive. Beyond that, union staffers do not 
have to punch in a time clock or do repetitive work. 

Furthermore, a union official often has greater 
material incentives to settle a negotiation rather 
than engage management in a protracted fight. Most 
immediately, failing to settle wage dispute and, 
instead, pursuing a tactic such as a strike means 

much more work for union staff. However, there 
is no bonus pay for fighting harder, and no extra 
rewards for going on strike. In addition, a strike or 
other action not protected by current labour law 
can put the financial viability of the union at risk. 
A crushed strike could mean a loss of revenue from 
striking members’ dues, with union staff facing the 
loss of their jobs. Moreover, to actually win a strike, a 
union may need to violate court interdicts, subjecting 
them to potentially enormous fines that could lead 
to bankruptcy. All of this leads towards cautious 
behaviour on the part of union officials, whose 
livelihood depends on the rank-and-file staying on 
the job and not striking.

None of this is to say that all union staff or officers 
are bad people, or that rank-and-file members are 
pure and if only they were in charge, things would 
dramatically change for the better. In fact, the 
problems facing the labour movement are deep-
seated and structural and go far beyond merely 
replacing one set of leaders with another. Unions 
must act together on a class struggle basis—which 
requires new strategies, new tactics, and a new 
ideology. 

THE NEED FOR MILITANCY 
AND A TRADE UNION 
DEMOCRACY MOVEMENT
Standing opposed to business 
unionism is a militant trend within 
the labour movement that opposes 
union bureaucratization and seeks 
to make unions more democratic 
and worker-centric. 

Business unionism is not the result 
of immoral union officials, but 
rather the natural consequence 
of a particular method of trade 
unionism where newly elected 
union reformers face the same 
conditions as those they replaced. 
As Bill Fletcher and Fernando 
Gapasin write in Solidarity 
Divided,

The “misleaders” then are not akin to seaweed, floating 
forever on the ocean with no roots. They are more like 
crabgrass, which is deeply rooted and durable. These 
leaders’ roots are not just in one section of the base but 
in the overall culture and practice of the organization.

These problems are inherent in a system of trade 
unionism based on exclusive representation and job 

In 2013, the Western Cape agricultural sector was rocked by a farm workers’ strike 
to demand R150 per day. Photo: WWMP
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control. That is why organizations such as Teamsters 
for a Democratic Union have linked the fight for 
union democracy with demands for militancy during 
national collective bargaining. 

The connection between democratic 
functioning and the ability to fight back 
against management
Far from being a distraction, internal democracy 
is key to union power. First, a union will act in the 
interests of members only if those members control 
the union. If members do not control their union, 
then others tend to run it in their own interests— 
management, gangsters, or officials seeking to 
preserve their easy job and comfortable lifestyle if 
not line their own pockets… Second, the power of 
the union lies in the participation of its members, 
and it requires democracy to make members want 
to be involved.

The difficulties not only in reforming unions, but also 
in unions functioning effectively once reformers gain 
office so they do not merely replicate the conditions 
that gave rise to business unionism in the first place. 
Lacking a comprehensive strategy to beat back 
employer offensives, however, reformers these days 
can do little more than struggle to be administrators 
of unions trapped within the current, narrow labour 
system.

Certainly, reformers can be more honest or 

competent than the incumbents 
they replaced in office. A 
progressive union official who 
cares about workers’ issues, 
returns phone calls, and fights 
hard is better than a burnt out 
hack wanting to work as little as 
possible and treating members 
as pests. However, at the end of 
the day, both are stuck within 
a system of declining union 
power and a multitude of legal 
constraints that force unions 
into compromise and concession 
in order to survive.

Ultimately, any proposal for 
trade union renewal must 
have the struggle for union 
democratic rights and militant 
leadership as its central goals. 
To engage in militant struggle, 
labour must reconnect with 
the grassroots, become willing 

to take risks, and reject the status quo. However, 
whether such “fighting organizations” can develop 
within the existing labour movement or will require 
new forms of worker organization remains an open 
question.

SOCIAL UNIONISM AND THE 
ABANDONMENT OF THE STRIKE WEAPON
In recent years, many progressives and former 
socialists have become dismissive and cynical about 
trade unions and whether they are still able to play 
a progressive role in our society in defending and 
advancing working class interests. 

Social unionism has become the preferred path to 
trade union renewal for many progressives. Advocates 
of this philosophy argue that labour must form 
coalitions with other groups so that together, they 
can advance their common interests. Social unionists 
reject a narrow focus on collective bargaining at an 
individual plant, arguing that unions must speak for 
all workers, not just a privileged few. Because of this 
expansive worldview, they support activities such 
as living wage campaigns, raising the minimum 
wage, and the labour/environmentalist “blue-green” 
alliances. Proponents of social unionism point to 
grassroots activism such as workers centres and 
community labour coalitions as the best way forward 
for the labour movement. Indeed, some of the most 
vibrant activism in the labour movement today 
comes out of the social union model.

Workers at the Glencore-owned Koornfontein mine in Mpumalanga protesting 
substandard severance payments (17 October 2014).  
Photo: IndustriALL Global Union
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The problem with social unionism is that labour/
community ties and coalitions, while important in 
their own right, are not a replacement for direct 
struggle against employers. In social unionism, the 
strike is abandoned, and in the process, the central 
role of workers at the point of production is lost. 
Although appearing progressive, social unionism 
in fact represents a shift in power from workers to 
union officials and non-profit staff, who are engaging 
in most of the outreach. Social unionists also 
sidestep the key economic concerns that must be at 
the centre of labour’s revival, namely that any trade 
union strategy must be capable of redistributing 
wealth and power. While organization and broad 
social ties are important, in and of themselves, they 
do not put food on the table for workers. At the core 
of any union strategy must be the question of power.

Despite what social unionists believe, organization 
and community ties alone do not lead to power. 
Rather, they must be coupled with tactics that 
can improve people’s lives by taking income from 
employers and distributing it back to workers. There 
are two ways to do this. One is through collective 
action in the form of a strike. The other is by 
influencing government to act on behalf of workers. 
Social unionists opt for relying on government 
intervention instead of direct action by workers. 
While some gains can be made in this way, there 
are clear limits to what government can and will do 
for workers. 

In criticizing social unionism as a strategy for the 
labour movement, we are not criticizing the often 
creative activism used by its adherents. Those who 
advocate for vulnerable workers and community 
struggles are not necessarily claiming to provide a 
new path for the entire labour movement.

Instead, they are trying to organize particular 
groups of workers, and doing some very good work 
realizing meaningful gains, in particular for low-
wage workers. As the labour movement creates 
new forms of organization to wage the struggles 
necessary to revive trade unionism, the social union 
paradigm will prove to be invaluable. However, the 
abandonment of the workplace—and by extension 
the strike—are fatal failures of social unionism.

Therefore, to realize the goals of social unionism, 
labour needs to recover the tools of workplace-based 
solidarity and industry-wide confrontation, which 
actually do breed a broadened form of consciousness 
where workers can connect with larger, outside 
societal forces.

In that regard, strikes are no different from other 

social upsurges. Strikes pull groups of workers 
together and in the process establish a new identity 
for the entire group. By collectively confronting their 
employers, workers challenge a system of workplace 
oppression. As a strategy, the strike is unrivaled 
in its grassroots, worker-centred character, in its 
ability to transform those involved, and in the direct 
confrontation with corporate power. In contrast, the 
tactics of social unionism lack the immediacy of the 
strike, as its rallies and lobbying are far removed 
from the issues of the workplace. 

WHERE TO WITH THE SA LABOUR 
MOVEMENT AND THE ROLE OF STRIKES
Our overall tasks therefore would be to place the 
labour movement on a radical footing through a 
thorough radical education programme and concrete 
action, in particular strikes. 

There are three pillars for this historic task, i.e.

• Addressing the crisis of leadership, i.e. the 
absence of a radical “worker control” oriented 
leadership

• Strengthening trade union organisation - 
building the broadest possible organised unity 
amongst workers and other sections of the 
working class.

• Raising consciousness - entrenching a radical 
class consciousness amongst the rank and file 
of the labour movement through education and 
struggles.

Our guiding principles for work in the trade unions 
must be:

Unity of workers and the entire working class in all 
struggles and the overthrow of capitalism.

Independence politically and organisationally from 
capitalists and the state.

Democracy – We struggle for the fullest workers’ 
democracy. Workers’ control of the economy and 
society in the interests of the working class primarily 
and all of humanity. We also struggle for the fullest 
mass democracy of the trade unions, enabling the 
rank and file to direct their organisations in their own 
interests and hold their leadership fully accountable. 

ALUTA CONTINUA!
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Activist a person who takes the 
initiative and tries to mobilise 
and organise people to take 
action and struggle

Ballot to ballot is to vote on any 
issue. A strike ballot is to vote 
whether to strike

Blacking this is a type of boycott which 
is organised by workers. If 
workers in one company 
refuse to handle the goods 
from another where workers 
are on strike, they are 
involved in blacking action.

Consolidate this means to evaluate past 
struggles, learn and build on 
the advances you have made.

Dispute when two parties cannot 
agree on an issue (e.g. increase 
in wages), they are in dispute.

Unprotected strike this is a strike which doesn’t 
follow procedures set down in 
law (unprocedural strike).

Interdict an interdict is when the court 
restricts one party from doing 
something to another. For 
example, a company may 
interdict workers to stop 
them from entering company 
premises.

Labour costs these are costs which bosses 
have to pay in production. 
It includes wages, medical 
aid and other costs related to 
workers.

Protected strike this is a strike which follows 
the procedures set down in 
the Labour Relations Act

Means of production these are the farms, factories 
and mines. They are those 
things that are needed to 
produce goods.

Militant militant means to be prepared 
and willing to take action and 
confront your enemies.

Mobilise to mobilise is to educate and 
organise people to participate 
in the struggle.

Transnational Corporation (TNC)  
this is a company which has 
branches in a number of 
different countries around the 
world.

Sector this refers to the different 
sectors of the economy or 
industry. For example in the 
chemical industry we have 
the petrochemical, consumer 
chemical, rubber, plastic, 
heavy/industrial chemicals 
and glass sectors.

Spontaneity refers to action which is not 
necessarily tightly organised 
and suddenly erupts due to 
workers’ frustration. The KZN 
and Gauteng strikes in 1973 
were spontaneous in that they 
were not centrally organised 
by any organisation.

Strategy/strategies to have a strategy is to have 
a well thought through plan 
and programme of how you 
intend achieving your aims.

Ultimatum this is when management tells 
workers to do or demands 
something or they will suffer 
consequences e.g. return to 
work or you will be fired”.
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Strike Lessons From the Last Twenty-Five Years: What it Takes to Walk Out and Win by Steve 
Early (from The Encyclopedia of Strikes in American History (2009) – Editors: Aaron Brenner; 
Benjamin Day and Immanuel NessSTRIKE  LESSONS   FROM  THE  LAST  TWENTY-FIVE   YEARS    81

81

Steve Early
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82     STRIKES:   THEORY  AND  PRACTICE
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M a k e  Yo u r  S t r i k e  a  C o m m un i ty /
L abo r  Ca u s e  Cé lè b r e



 Workers’ World Media Productions 

37

84     STRIKES:   THEORY  AND  PRACTICE

F ra m e  S t r i k e  I s su es  B r o ad l y  So 
Th e y  R e s on a t e  W i t h  th e  P ub l i c
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I f  C i r c um st a nc es  R equ i r e , 
S t ay  o n  t he  J o b —O r  S t r i k e 
Se le c t i v e l y
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N e v er  S t r i k e  A lon e



  Winning Strikes: A Guide to Strike Action 

42

90     STRIKES:   THEORY  AND  PRACTICE

Ta k e  S t r i k e  F i nan c i ng  S e r i ou s l y
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Ta k e  S t r i k e  F i nan c i ng  S e r i ou s l y
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B i b l i o g raphy
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